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Note: Previously published as My Russian Billionaire

Her first mistake was to think it was possible to become "friends" with a Russian billionaire like Sergei Grachyov...

Her second mistake? Giving him her V-card...and ending up accidentally pregnant with his heir.

Her third mistake? Trusting him when he said he loved her...only to find out that everything the billionaire had told her was a lie. 
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Fredericka was in the middle of pulling the covers up when she heard Sergei walk back into the bedroom. A moment later and he was standing in front of her, and her eyes widened when he started unbuttoning his shirt.

“What are you doing?” she demanded shrilly.

“I never sleep with my clothes on.” As he spoke, the billionaire had already dispensed with his shirt, leaving him bare-chested.

Her throat went dry, and her heart started hammering against her chest again.

Abs.

Too, too much abs.

“You’re staring at me again,” Sergei drawled.

Shit.

She whipped her gaze away, muttering, “It’s because you’re so ugly.”

But the billionaire only laughed, his ego immense enough to be insult-proof.

“You’re doing this to torment me, aren’t you?” she accused him. 

“Not at all,” the billionaire dismissed as he placed his neatly folded shirt on the bedside table. “I’m just ticking another item off our bucket list.” Dark eyes gleaming, he looked at her, saying silkily, “See each other’s naked bodies and not be grossed out.”

Oh!

She remembered reading that line from the bucket list—-

And then she saw the billionaire reach for the buttons of his pants.

Shit.

Fredericka quickly turned around and switched the light off, the same time she heard the faint but distinctive sound of a zipper being pulled down.

Shit. 

Shit, shit, shit.

Fredericka scooted to the edge of the bed as she felt it dip, and her body tensed when she felt the billionaire get into bed with her. 

You asked for this, Fredericka Spears. 

Darkness prevented her from seeing anything, but the thought that Sergei Grachyov was lying next to her, without a stitch of clothes on, was tortuous and made her barely able to breathe. Swallowing, she asked in a small voice, “ Are you really naked?” 

Instead of answering, Sergei started moving closer.
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Rockton, California

The buzz inside Café Illy, a cozy nook built a few steps outside a five-star hotel, was low but steady, occasionally sprinkled with soft laughter from its patrons. The café deliberately favored small groups of diners, with tables only either for twos or fours, while the combination of warm lights, velvet walls, glossy red chairs, and bossa nova music painted the air with intimacy.

29-year-old Fredericka Spears nervously hummed along to Susan Wong’s Saving All My Love for you, the lines of which were all too apt. It was almost like Cupid was mocking her, taunting her with the possibilities. 

“Sorry, Freddie, did I make you wait?”

Oh.

She looked up just as Julian Alexeyev slid into the stool next to her. Even with his longish dark hair wet from the rain, dressed simply in a loose, long-sleeved shirt and black pants, the professor was still the epitome of careless elegance, a modern-day Byron, if one ignored the fact that he was Russian and an infamous womanizer.

But he’s different with me, Fredericka quickly reminded herself, not wanting to lose her courage when it had taken her forever to find the guts to ask Julian out.

Clearing her throat, Fredericka managed a cheerful smile, saying, “Not at all.” Actually, she had been in the café for half an hour already. She couldn’t help it. She had always been fastidiously prompt.

A smile curved on Julian’s lips. “So...what did you want to talk to me about?”

Can you be my first boyfriend?

Fredericka took a deep breath.

And another.

And another.

Shiiiiiiiiiiiit.

Why did passing the bar exam seem so damn easy compared to the prospect of flirting?
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SEATED SEVERAL FEET away, a couple faced each other across a round table, both of them easily recognizable to the other patrons inside the café. The woman was 29-year-old Madeline Carter, a vibrantly attractive brunette who, in the span of her fifteen-year-career, had succeeded in slaying the catwalks of Milan, Paris, Tokyo, and New York. 

At that moment, she was also displaying her trademark pout as she asked her date, “Are you bored with me?” But while the tone was sweet and coy, inside the supermodel was seething. 

It wasn’t like herself at all to ask something so insecure, but Madeline couldn’t help it.

Her date finally glanced up from his phone, and the dazzlingly sexy smile that curved on the younger man’s lips made Madeline’s body stir in a way that no other man had been able to. Even though Madeline wanted to hang on to her anger, she couldn’t, and she hated herself for it. 

How could a mere 23-year-old make her feel so horny with just one damn smile? 

Sergei Grachyov leaned forward, the small act more than enough for the supermodel to catch her breath even as a part of her was incredulous at the way she was so affected by every little thing the younger man did.

Madeline knew she only had a few years left if she wanted to retire from modeling with her head still held high. Before that happened, Madeline would need to secure for herself a permanent meal ticket, and that was where Sergei Grachyov came in.

As one of Fyodor Grachyov’s sons, Sergei had at least a billion dollars to his name. Even better, he was absolutely gorgeous, with ebony hair, magnetic dark eyes, and a classically handsome face. His bronze body was also to-die-for, with every inch rippling with muscles.

That he was younger than her didn’t matter to Madeline one bit. If anything, it would mean that she’d have an easier time manipulating him.

Or at least that was the plan...until that one night Sergei came to her place and fucked her until morning.

The seducer became the seduced, the manipulator the manipulated.

Sergei leaned forward then, and Madeline reluctantly pushed her lustful memories aside.

“Yes,” her younger date murmured.

She blinked in confusion. “Yes...what?”

“Yes. I’m bored with you.” Sergei Grachyov’s tone was polite and detached. 

Madeline whitened. “Excuse me?”

A brief smile still on his lips, Sergei murmured, “But it’s not your fault, Madeline.” 

Madeline’s face tightened in rage. How dare he? Just as she opened her mouth to curse him, Sergei suddenly reached for her hand across the table—-

Heat, manifested in a single touch.

His fingers tightened around her, and Madeline swallowed, her rage turning into yearning in an instant.

So much strength and power in that grip, she thought hungrily. It reminded her of the way he had held on to her that night, not letting Madeline go even when she was begging him to stop because she couldn’t take any more of his wild, addictive lovemaking.

“Even if I’m bored with you, it’s nothing that you have to worry your pretty little head over.” As he spoke, Sergei’s thumb started moving over her knuckles, a feather-soft caress that had Madeline shuddering.

Oh, oh, oh. 

God, he was so damn good at this, he made Madeline forget she had any kind of pride.

“Once we leave this place—-” Sergei’s heavily-lidded glance captured hers.

Ah.

She remembered the way he had loomed over her, his dark eyes drinking in the helpless ecstasy that had taken control of her as she came under him with a cry—-

“I’ll be able to fuck you the way we both want—-”

Madeline’s legs quickly pressed together under the table.

“And no one’s going to be bored then.”

Aaaah.

She gulped.

She melted.

She surrendered.

The Russian billionaire slowly let go of her hand, leaning back while his dark gaze remained on her. The way his eyes glittered was all too familiar. It was the way she looked at men she had wrapped devotedly around her little finger, men who would do anything for her.

The same way this boy could also make me do anything he wants, Madeline realized uneasily.

The old Madeline Carter would have grabbed the glass of wine on the table, tossed the contents on his face, and left the table.

But she couldn’t remember how to be that Madeline, couldn’t even make herself want to leave him, knowing that if she did—-

She would never get to fuck him again.

After all, Sergei Grachyov didn’t do second chances.

The Russian billionaire’s phone suddenly rang, drawing his attention away from Madeline. He glanced at it and his dark brows furrowed. “I’m sorry, but I need to take this call.”

No! 

Who do you think I am? 

The moment you stand, it’s over.

These were the words that automatically brimmed to her lips, words that Madeline wouldn’t have hesitated to use on any other man...except Sergei Grachyov.

She forced a smile. “Of course.” It was her first time to be so gracious, and it didn’t sit well with her at all. But when the Russian billionaire slid to his feet, she came to realize that sometimes, it did pay to be nice.

Bending down, the billionaire whispered to her ear, “Thank you for not being a bitch about it.” He pressed his hand on her bare back as he said huskily, “I’ll make it up to you later.”

He walked way, and she could only stare at him, feeling herself get wetter as deliciously lurid memories slid into her mind.

Sergei’s mouth conquering hers in the deepest kiss—-

Sergei driving into her with his massive cock—-

Sergei’s relentless fucking forcing her, of all people, to beg for a respite—-

Madeline gazed at him with naked hunger, no longer caring that other patrons only had to look at her to know how horny she was.

All she cared about was having the Russian billionaire between her legs, his cock inside of her, as soon as possible.
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CHOOSING A PRIVATE and empty corner inside the café, Sergei Grachyov answered the call from his younger brother, murmuring, “What is it, Misha?” 

“Am I interrupting?”

“Nyet,” the billionaire answered. And even if Misha were, it wouldn’t matter. Family always came first when it came to the Grachyov clan.

While listening to his brother, Sergei noticed a familiar figure in the restaurant seated by the bar. It was his mentor in university, Julian Alexeyev, and the professor was talking to a woman who was obviously doing her best to flirt with him—-

And failing.

Sergei almost raised a brow at the way the woman fluttered her lashes at the professor. Did she not know that such a tactic was reserved for girls in kindergarten? Even worse, the woman was doing it all wrong, blinking so fast that he heard the professor ask if she was having a headache.

“Do you understand what that means?” Misha’s abrupt tone forced Sergei’s attention back on the conversation even as his gaze stayed on the world’s most painfully awkward flirt. 

“Misha—-”

“Papa’s in love with her.”

Sergei frowned. “Aren’t you jumping into conclusions?”

“I know what you saw.”

Sergei wasn’t able to immediately answer, distracted once again by the woman beside the professor, whose attempts at flirting continued to be remarkably childish. This time, she had thrown her head back – so hard it was a wonder she didn’t end up breaking her neck as she did – with a laugh that sounded more like a neighing horse in the throes of death.

“Sergei?”

Misha’s impatient voice forced him to look away from the woman still flirting unsuccessfully with the professor. “Papa is old enough to make decisions on his own,” Sergei said finally. 

“It still doesn’t feel right. She seems to be hiding something.”

Knowing that his brother’s instincts were rarely wrong, Sergei came to a decision, murmuring, “I’ll have security look her up. Let’s talk about it when I get home. But for now – don’t let Papa see you have any doubts about her.”

“Da.” It was testament of Misha’s infinite trust in his older brother that he didn’t even think to question Sergei’s decision. 

When the call ended, Sergei remained where he stood, Misha’s revelations putting him in a brooding mood. A night spent fucking Madeline Carter had completely lost its appeal, but Sergei knew canceling would slight the model’s vanity, which would then likely lead to a scene he didn’t look forward to getting involved in.

A familiar sound distracted him from his thoughts – it was that wince-inducing, braying laugh from the woman again, and Sergei looked up just in time to see the woman flip her hair over her shoulder—-

Sergei had seen countless women do the same thing to attract a man’s attention, and his lips tightened in a strange sense of disappointment at the sight. She might not be different from other women, after all.

But then something odd happened.

The woman succeeded in catching the professor’s eye with her hair flip, but she did so literally, the tips of her fiery locks stinging the professor’s eyes and nearly making him blind instead.

Sergei’s own eyes widened in fascination as the professor grunted in pain.

I take it back, Sergei thought. This woman was different from the rest, after all. In his endless history of dating, Sergei had never once met a woman who could be such a danger to herself or other people while flirting.

Amazing.

“I’m so sorry. Are you alright?” The woman’s shrill voice drew gazes from other patrons, and realizing she had only made more people stare at her, she crossed and uncrossed her legs, visibly nervous and self-conscious. When she did it for the third time, it was either haste or her anxiety getting the better of her, and the woman started to fall off her stool.
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PROFESSOR JULIAN ALEXEYEV blinked in surprise when another pair of arms reached for Fredericka Spears at the same time he did. Although he didn’t feel particularly possessive towards his friend, he didn’t let go either, unwilling to relinquish his hold on Fredericka to a stranger.

When Fredericka was back on her stool, only then did Julian let go and turn to the good Samaritan who had appeared out of nowhere—-

His gaze met the stranger’s over the top of Fredericka’s head, and Julian blinked, realizing it was not a stranger after all.

It was none other than Sergei Grachyov, a former student of his, and mild curiosity made the professor’s hidden ennui fade just a bit. 

How unlike Sergei to get involved, the professor mused.

“I’m so sorry.” Fredericka’s embarrassed mumble drew the professor’s attention back to her.

“Are you alright?” he asked gently. 

“Y-yes.” She deliberately turned her back to Sergei as she spoke, making it very clear that she only had eyes for the professor, and Julian’s lips nearly twitched when he saw Sergei scowl at the snub. 

He wondered idly if the younger Grachyov was aware of how blatantly he was staring at Fredericka. Then again, Sergei’s interest was understandable. It took a special kind of man to appreciate Fredericka’s finer qualities. While she was not beautiful in the conventional sense of the word, Fredericka was still immensely striking, with her long fiery hair, smoky gray eyes, lush lips, and ivory skin. And while her clothes weren’t ever stylish, the coltish built of her figure made everything she wore appear effortlessly elegant—-

Fire encased in ice, the professor thought. Only one with a practiced eye would be able to see Fredericka’s hidden fire, but it was clear to see that Sergei Grachyov had recognized the same thing he did.

When Fredericka finished with her barely coherent explanation about why she had fallen off her stool, the professor merely nodded, asking, “You’re certain you’re fine?” He spoke without guilt, not at all bothered by the fact that he was making it seem he had understood her when in fact he didn’t. 

Fredericka Spears was a nice gal, and the professor had liked her just enough to be the woman’s friend.

But if Sergei Grachyov was interested in her, then Fredericka Spears was better off with the Russian billionaire.
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SERGEI’S LIP CURLED as he heard the professor say in a soft, concerned voice, “I’m worried about you nonetheless. It seems you’ve drunk too much.”

At the professor’s last words, Sergei slowly turned to look at the woman’s glass on the table.

It was half-empty...of orange juice.

When he turned to the woman, he saw that she was staring at her glass as well. She was chewing on her lower lip, visibly torn between saying the truth and staying silent on the off chance that the professor would offer to drive her home.

How ridiculously juvenile, the billionaire thought, but a part of him was aware that his derision was rooted in something he had never experienced—-

Sergei mentally shook his head.

Impossible.

He couldn’t be feeling jealous over this idiot.

“Perhaps I should drive you,” the professor murmured.

The woman’s face lit up, and Sergei had an unreasonable urge to shake some sense into her. How the hell could she be so damn obvious? Did this woman not have any pride at all?

“That w-would be nice,” the woman said finally.

Sergei’s teeth gnashed. 

“I’m glad you think so.” The professor paused. “Unfortunately, I have a rather urgent need to go back to the university.”

Sergei’s gaze snapped back to the professor. What the hell? After making it seem he was about to offer the woman a ride, the older man was backing out just like that? 

“The defense group I am advising has run into a bit of a problem,” the professor explained, “and I need to meet with them.”

It was perfectly plausible, and the professor’s tone was perfectly smooth, but Sergei wasn’t buying it at all. What was Julian Alexeyev playing at?

And almost as if the professor heard his question, the other man looked straight at Sergei, asking, “Would you mind taking my friend home?”

The woman squeaked. “Actually—-”

But another voice cut her off. “What’s this all about, darling?” Madeline sauntered to his side, placing a possessive hand on Sergei’s arm. Her glance at Fredericka was cursory and dismissive, but her lips curved in a seductive smile at the professor, the model unable to keep herself from flirting with such a beautiful-looking man.

But both men ignored her.

Fredericka was sputtering in protest, but both Russians chose to ignore this as well.

“It would be my pleasure,” Sergei murmured to the professor.

“I appreciate it.” The professor shook hands with his student before turning to Fredericka. “Freddie, it’s my pleasure to introduce to you Sergei Grachyov.” 

At the introduction, the woman had no choice but to face Sergei, and yet she still refused to meet his gaze. “Hello,” the woman mumbled to his tie.

The billionaire thought, I want to fuck her and shout at her for being an idiot.

How was this possible?

“Sergei, this is my friend, Fredericka Spears. She’s also a member of Tropinka.”

“I see.” Sergei was privately surprised. Tropinka, which translated to Pathway in English, was a non-profit exclusive club. Its membership was significantly small, being based on merit rather than one’s financial capacity.

“It’s my pleasure to meet you, Fredericka.” He gazed at her broodingly as he shook her hand, thinking that it was almost too good to be true. So not only was this woman the rare kind to stir his loins in such a powerful way, but now she also happened to be Russian and self-accomplished? 

The professor cleared his throat, saying under his breath, “You are staring too hard at my friend, Sergei.”

The billionaire flushed at his words, realizing that it was true and he had been acting like an infatuated adolescent on his first date. 

D’err mo. His cheeks flushed. “It’s my pleasure to meet you, Fredericka.” He reached for her hand, causing her gaze to jerk up to his, just in time for her to see him bringing her hand to his lips. 

As Fredericka yanked her hand away with a gasp, Madeline let out an outraged screech. “Are you flirting with this nobody in front of me?”

Sergei stilled, and when his chilled gaze went to her, Madeline realized too late that she shouldn’t have lost her temper so easily.

The billionaire turned to the professor and Fredericka, murmuring politely, “If you would excuse us for a moment?”

“Of course,” the professor said smoothly.

Sergei cupped Madeline’s elbow and forced her to walk away with him.

She started to stammer. “Sergei, I d-didn’t—-” 

The billionaire bent his head, whispering to her ear, “Get the hell out of my sight.”

Madeline stiffened.

“If you leave within this minute, I might be persuaded into overlooking your lack of manners tonight.”

Her lips tightened.

“It’s your choice.” The billionaire released his hold on her, and their gazes met.

A moment later, and the model wordlessly stalked out of the restaurant.

When Sergei walked back to the redheaded woman that had caught his interest, he saw that the professor had already left.

“He was in a hurry,” the woman – Fredericka – mumbled unnecessarily.

Sergei only nodded. He didn’t give a damn about the professor. What he cared about was the fact that he had this woman for the night. “Shall we go?”

She cleared her throat, unease written all over her face at the thought of having to hitch a ride with him. “I was thinking—-”

Sergei cut her off, saying softly, “Let me take you home.”

The way Fredericka Spears’ eyes widened told him she wasn’t as dense as she seemed to be.

Good.

Fredericka knew that what he really was saying was, Let me fuck you.
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Chapter Two
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Fredericka

Invite me in. 

Sergei Grachyov’s words played endlessly in my mind as I unlocked the door. “Well, here we are.” My voice was a tremulous croak, and panicky questions raced past my mind as he walked past me. What was I doing? Why was I letting him in? 

I had no idea how to answer that. One minute he was helping me out of his Rolls Royce coupé, and I was thinking with more than a little relief that I could finally start forgetting this man ever existed. But then he had looked down at me with his I’m-going-to-fuck-you-eyes—-

Invite me in.

Three simple words, and yet there was something about the way Sergei Grachyov spoke that made my insides clench.

And those eyes—-

God, those dark, dark eyes that made me think of fuck, fuck, fuck—-

I quickly slapped my cheeks, privately appalled at the direction of my thoughts.

“Anything wrong?” 

Ignoring the gleam of knowing amusement in his eyes, I put my hands down right away, mumbling, “N-nothing.” He was totally laughing at me, the jerk. Frustration had me falling back on an old habit, and I kicked the door shut behind me unthinkingly.

Sergei’s eyes gleamed brighter.

Shit. My cheeks heated up as I realized I had practically thrown a tantrum in front of him.

“You’re sure everything’s fine?” His voice was oh-so-polite, but the way he was looking at me told me he was laughing at me.

I lifted my chin. “Totally fine.” 

And it was.

I didn’t care what he thought of me anyway. 

I didn’t!

As I tried to convince myself of this, I managed to smile brightly at Sergei, asking, “So...do you want, uh, anything to drink?”

“Coffee would be nice.”

I nearly gawked at him while blurting out, Really? I was a caffeine junkie myself, and depending on my mood, I’d have either tea or coffee even at night. That I actually had something like that in common with Sergei Grachyov made me feel so, so—-

Giddy.

The realization made me blink. 

Giddy?

I wanted to kill myself over it. I was 29 years old, for heaven’s sake. I had no right to be giddy like a high school girl. Clearing my throat, I muttered warningly, “I only have instant.”

“That’s more than fine with me.” 

“Oh. Okay.” Shit. I had hoped he’d prove himself a snob and turn my offer down. 

I took a step forward, but he remained where he was, blocking my path. “Umm...excuse me?” When he still didn’t move, I looked up—-

SHIT.

That look was back in his eyes again.

That I-want-to-fuck-you look.

“I’m sure we can fit,” he murmured lazily.

Yes, we would...but only if I allowed our bodies to touch.

And he knew that.

“Why don’t you just move?” I demanded.

“Why don’t you just walk?” he countered easily.

Because!

Instead of answering him, I just glued my back to the wall and ignoring his raised eyebrow, I slowly walked sideways to inch past him, even holding my breath to make sure not a single part of our bodies would come into contact.

Sergei Grachyov burst into laughter.

Even as my cheeks reddened, I continued inching past him, telling myself I didn’t care that he was laughing at me.

If anything, the sound of his laughter, which was as sinful as it was mellifluous, was even more proof that I was right to play it safe. I was way, way, way over my head with this man, and the sooner I got rid of him, the better. 

Dashing to my tiny box of a kitchen, I tried to ignore the way his near-black eyes followed my every move, tried to stop my heart from racing so fast, like speed was a matter of life and death. 

You’re a sensible, reasonably intelligent 29-year-old lawyer, Fredericka Spears, I groaned silently to myself as I opened the cupboard and reached for the coffee and sugar canister. Just because Sergei Grachyov’s hot doesn’t give you an excuse to act like an idiot around him.

As I bent down to take out a carton of milk from the fridge, I heard him murmur, “Just one teaspoon of sugar for me, please.”

Straightening, I nodded without looking at him, muttering, “Gotcha.” But all the while I was thinking, Sergei Grachyov had a sweet tooth. It was yet another new discovery, and I was attacked by another silly bout of giddiness.

I bit my lip hard to keep myself from smiling like a fool at this unexpectedly cute side of the billionaire.

Stop obsessing over the guy, Fredericka Spears!

Preparing our coffee was done under a minute, and I turned around to face him, two mugs of steaming hot coffee in hand—-

Oh.

Sergei stood in the center of my living room, his profile painting an elegant picture in his three-piece suit. He seemed to be studying the framed artworks on my walls, and with his broad back turned towards me, I couldn’t resist the opportunity to stare at him. 

His intimidating height made every square foot of my already-cramped home feel even more suffocating than usual, and with him topping six feet by several inches, I couldn’t help feeling like my apartment’s low ceiling could cave down on us any moment.

I stared at him hard, searching vainly for any sign of imperfection, but there was none. This man was...perfect. So why was he here?

As if sensing my silent scrutiny, he turned towards me, and my fingers tightened involuntarily around the mugs as I was treated to the full display of the billionaire’s powerfully muscular form. Despite the formality of his clothes, the air about him somehow felt both savage and worldly—-

What was this type of man doing in my apartment again, I asked myself with a gulp.

In the silent ride home, I had secretly looked Sergei Grachyov up on my phone, thinking that his name was familiar because I might have come across it in my line of work. I was thinking Russian Mafia connections or maybe someone involved in a major Ponzi scam, but instead he turned out to be something more intimidating and completely foreign.

First of all, he was a billionaire – a legitimate billionaire, and not the kind that I dealt with and worked hard to put behind bars.

He was a billionaire who could have any woman he wanted, and yet—-

What was this guy doing in my apartment again?

I stared at him, unsophisticatedly frustrated.

He stared back at me, elegantly amused. 

“Fredericka.” 

I nearly jumped, his gentle tone taking me by surprise. “Y-yes?” I tried not to let my mind dwell on the way his strong Russian accent wrapped so sexily around every syllable of my name. 

“May I have my coffee while you stare at me?”

Oh.

Shit.

“I wasn’t staring at you,” I lied – I mean, muttered. 

Chuckling, he came forward, and I hastened to place his mug and mine on opposite sides of the table before taking the seat next to the fridge. It was the plastic foldable type, something I had gotten for free from Craigslist, the only kind that could fit in the open layout of my apartment.

Sergei reached for the mug, still on his feet, and took a sip. “It’s good.”

I said doubtfully, “Thanks.” Instant was good as far as I was concerned, but I doubt it could compare to the kind of coffee he was used to drinking. “You can, uh, sit down, you know.” I gestured to the chair across me, but the billionaire took the seat next to me instead. 

Our knees knocked under the table, the contact equivalent of having a dynamite explode in my chest.

GAH!

I swung my legs away from him and pretended not to notice him smirking.

Start acting like an adult, Fredericka Spears.

“Everything alright?” the billionaire asked in a lazily amused tone.

“Stop asking me that,” I muttered. He had to know I wasn’t okay, had to know that the sheer palpable heat of his presence was making me feel all sorts of crazy things. It was unbelievable, the way he strongly resembled Julian Alexeyev in appearance but made me feel so differently at the same time.

With the professor, I daydreamed about holding hands, of spending forever in a world of rainbows and roses. 

But with this man—-

“I’m only concerned, pchelka.” The endearment, spoken in a low, caressing tone, caught me off guard. Maybe it was because I struck most people as either aloof or sharp-tongued, but no man had ever called me by any kind of pet name before.

Until Sergei Grachyov.

My pulse leapt as our gazes met and as blood rushed swiftly to my head, my hands clenched under the table in an instinctive attempt to control my body’s reaction. Overkill, I thought in mortification. It was totally overkill, the way I could be so easily affected with whatever this man said...but it was what it was.

When I stole a look at Sergei, he was gazing at me speculatively, almost calculatingly, and my unease grew.

“Are you this way with all men,” he murmured suddenly, “or is it just me?”

I only stared at him. Ha! Like I’d ever give him the answer he wanted to hear, even if he had probably guessed the truth.

The billionaire leaned back against his seat, his lips curving, and I had a bad feeling he was laughing at me again, like he already knew the answer to his question and he thought it funny that I believed I could keep such a thing from him.

“Did you come to know Julian Alexeyev through Tropinka?”

The question caught me by surprise, and I said guardedly, “I did.” 

His gaze narrowed. “And how long have you known him?”

“About a year?” I didn’t see any harm in answering him honestly, but I also couldn’t help wondering why he was so interested. Maybe he thought I was one of those women who only wanted the professor because of his fortune? Julian had spoken of such women dismissively, the one time I had found the guts to steer the conversation to his romantic entanglements.

“I see.” A pause, then the billionaire asked abruptly, “Do you like him?”

My mouth opened and closed as I sensed the air around us suddenly changing.

“Do you?” His tone had become harder, but it was the look in his eyes that made me swallow hard.

I want to fuck you. 

His dark gaze still said that, but this time it also came with a possessive warning.

I want to fuck you...and I’m the only man you’ll fuck.

“Answer the question,” he commanded.

I stammered helplessly, “W-why do you care?” When I saw the billionaire’s lip curl, I winced and prepared myself, thinking I was in for a scathing retort.

But I was wrong.

“Because I want you for myself.” 

My eyes widened.

“I want to fuck you, and no matter how innocent or inexperienced you are—-” His voice turned into a rough, accented growl. “You knew that from the start.”

Oh!

He wanted to fuck me.

He had actually said the words out loud.

And now he was saying that I knew it from the start.

Did I?

Yes. No. I just didn’t know what to think anymore, and the way he was staring at me with such hunger wasn’t helping. I knew I should look away, knew I should tell him this conversation was over and that he had to leave now.

But I couldn’t. 

All I could do was stare back at him and feel my heart shudder against my chest—-

Be still, shit, be still, be still!

Sergei slid to his feet.

My heart went wild.

Shiiiiiiit——

Sergei came towards me, and my heart smashed against my chest. Once. Twice. Thrice. Over and over, harder and harder, and oh, as he took a step towards me, the sound became louder and louder—-

The billionaire took my hand, and I let him pull me up, even knowing that I should have resisted. I should have. I knew that. But I couldn’t. 

His lips curved in a beautiful smile, and my toes curled hard at the sight of it...until his head started to lower.

I stiffened. 

“Sergei—-” I found myself slowly leaning back, but still his head came closer, forcing me to move back until I hit the edge of the table and found myself trapped. 

One strong arm went around my waist, curling around, and then the next second, he had hauled me to him in one swift move, and I gasped as every inch of our bodies came into contact.

“No!” But even as I tried shoving him away, I knew I wasn’t struggling as hard as I should. How could I when a part of me – a large part of me – wanted what he wanted, too?

He wanted to fuck me.

And oh God, even if it made me seem so easy, I wanted it, too.

I wanted him to fuck me.

“Just let it happen,” the billionaire murmured in a hoarse voice made thicker with need. “We both want this, and there’s no harm in enjoying ourselves.” As he spoke, his arm around my waist moved down, and in a blink of an eye I found myself swept up in his arms. 

It took me a second to recover from the shock, but by the time I cried out, “Let me down,” it was too late. He had already walked past my living room and opened the door to my bedroom. 

Another moment, and he was laying me down on the bed, not even bothering to flick the lights open. 

“No!” But God, my protest sounded so damn weak, and so were my struggles as I tried to push him away so I could get him up.

“You want this, pchelka.” He pushed me back down gently but firmly, and God, God, God, my body actually trembled harder in excitement at the way he was dominating me. 

“Let me make love to you and show you how good I can make you feel.” As he spoke, his hand swept down the side of my body in an agonizingly slow caress. 

His fingers brushed against the side of my breast, and I moaned. “No.” But God, oh God, my moan sounded more like it came from desire than fear.

His fingers moved further down, caressing my waist before pausing on my hips. 

“You’re so damn sexy, Fredericka.”

I whimpered. 

His fingers moved across my hip then trailed up with the same painstaking slowness.

I jerked, unable to handle the amount of sensations rampaging through me at his touch. 

His fingers paused at the waistband of my pants.

My eyes flew to him in shock. No, he couldn’t possibly be thinking—-

And then I felt it.

I half-gasped, half-cried out, “No, please—-” I moved quickly, hoping to stop him, but he was even faster, and in an instant he had my arms trapped over my head, my wrists secured by his large hand.

Our eyes met.

His fingers slid inside my pants.

I moaned.

No. This couldn’t be happening. We had just met. 

His fingers moved lower—-

And my head spun.

My pulse jumped.

My heart raced.

He started to stroke my flesh over the lace of my panties, and my lips parted in silent dismay when I felt myself starting to get wet.

“Nooooo.” This wasn’t possible. This couldn’t be possible. We hadn’t even kissed or held hands. We didn’t even know each other for a day. And yet—-

My body was responding to his touch like it yearned to be under his command.

Staring up at him in a sensual daze, I whispered, “This doesn’t make sense.”

“You want me, and I want you.” His own voice was raspy with need now, his breathing harsh. “That’s all there is to it.”

Aaah.

The sound of his voice, combined with the tantalizing movements of his fingers, had me biting my lip hard. Even with most of the room eclipsed in his darkness, I could sense his gaze glittering down on me, could imagine it burning with desire, and I squeezed my eyes shut. 

His fingers started to move just a bit faster, and my breath started to catch as I could feel myself swelling and heating up under his touch.

His knowing fingers promised me pleasure so intense it almost had me sobbing—-

But I still tried to resist.

I had to...didn’t I?

“Please...please stop.” That I was begging confused, shamed, and excited me. It was just so hard to keep my mind straight with his fingers stimulating flesh so expertly. I hadn’t even known my pussy could get this wet and swollen, hadn’t ever imagined that rapture could be such an earthy feeling, a sensation where the lines of pain and pleasure blurred all because of a man’s stroking fingers.

“Why should I stop, pchelka?” Low, velvety, and seductive, his tone made my toes curl so hard as I found myself imagining how it would sound to have him groaning my name while making love.

“You want this. We both want this.” And as if to prove his point, he moved his fingers up—-

My eyes flew open as I realized what he was about to do, and how there would be no turning back after it. “Sergei, no——” 

But it was too late.

His fingers slid inside my panties.

The smooth pads of his fingers came into contact with my sensitive skin.

A hopeless cry escaped me.

It was now flesh against flesh, his fingers grazing my tender, wet, and swollen pussy—-

“You’re so damn wet, pchelka.”

My body arched off the bed at his words. “Noooooooo——” But even with his fingers barely moving over the inner slit of my pussy, there was no escaping the excruciating beauty of his touch, and I could only shake my head, helpless in my horror and desire. I was terrified and appalled, my mind unable to comprehend how painfully easy it was for my body to surrender to his command. 

This was wrong.

And this had to stop. 

I looked up at him, no longer caring if I sounded like I was pleading him for my life. “Please.” And this time, I really did try to get away from him. “This isn’t right.” With my arms still trapped over my head, I could only try swinging my body away, thrashing my legs in hopes of dislodging his hand.

But none of it worked, and his fingers had started to move.

“Let me go,” I begged him. “Please.”

Down, down, down his fingers went, and my head spun faster with every movement.

“Just enjoy it.” His fingers slowly traced the slick, trembling lines of my folds, drawing out a long, helpless moan from my throat.

Oh God.

“Please.” I fought to keep my head over the haze of lust that was threatening to drown me. “This isn’t right, w-we barely know each other for God’s sake—-”

A dark chuckle, and his fingers stilled.

“Are you telling me you didn’t Google me in the car?”

Oh!

“I d-did.” My tone was a mixture of defensive and ashamed. “But it’s not the same—-”

“There’s no difference between me telling you what you can read on my Wikipedia page.” His fingers stroked up and down once, as if taunting me with the truth of his words, and as my body once again shuddered at his touch, it was hard to remember that he was wrong, and I was right.

When I managed to catch my breath, I stammered, “We’re not even d-dating and—-” Heat blossomed in my cheeks. “We’re doing this!” The embarrassingly wanton reality of my situation struck me hard, and this time I didn’t even think. 

I used all my strength to pull away from him, and taking him by surprise, I managed to free my arms from his hold. I backed away immediately to the other end of my bed, stopping only when my back hit the wall.

When he started to reach for me, I shook head vehemently. “No!” My tone was nervous but sharp. I needed a lot of space between us for my mind to start working again.

The billionaire moved back, standing up to his full height. “If you’re waiting for an apology, you’re not going to get it.” Before I could answer, he continued grimly, “I’m not the kind of man to waste time playing around. If I want something, I do everything to possess it.”

“I’m not a possession.” Even knowing it was such a clichéd response, I still couldn’t help pointing it out. 

“But I will own you.”

That he could want me so much bemused me, but at the same time his unabashed need had my too-responsive body stirring—-

When I felt my breasts begin to swell at his blatantly possessive stare, I quickly crossed my arms over my chest.

“I want you, and I mean to have you, pchelka.”

“You can have any other woman, and we both know that. So why me?”

“Because you’re you, and I believe you won’t ever bore me.”

I blinked, wondering if I should feel flattered or insulted. Wasn’t he supposed to say he found me irresistible because I was beautiful and sexy? 

“May I fuck you now?”

A helpless laugh escaped me, and for some strange reason, the tension in the room actually lessened just a bit at his too-blunt words.

“No.” And even as my cheeks started to redden again, I knew I owed it to him to be just as truthful, and so I said awkwardly, “Even though you’re right, and I...” I stopped, embarrassment getting the better of me. Clearing my throat, I finished gruffly, “Well, you know, even if I feel the, err, same way, I just can’t let it happen—-” I snapped my fingers. “Just like that.”

The billionaire only had two words to say. “Why not?”

I threw my hands up in exasperation. “You know why!”

“No. I don’t.” His gaze narrowed at me. “Unless you’re the type to care too much about what people say.”

“Of course not!” I think.

“Then I don’t see why I can’t fuck you when it’s what we both want—-”

“Because it’s not done that way,” I burst out. Jumping to my feet, I switch the lights in the room on, thinking I needed a little brightness to help clear my mind. But when the room was ablaze with light, I realized I was wrong.

It just made the billionaire easier to see, just made the billionaire look even more heartbreakingly handsome than he had been in the darkness.

Shit.

His gaze captured mine, and my heart turned into a chest-smashing monster again. Bam, bam, bam it went against the wall of my body, excitement making it want to leap out in the air. 

“You’re staring at me,” the billionaire murmured.

I stammered, “N-no, I’m not.” But I was, I totally was, and I couldn’t stop myself. Sergei Grachyov was just looking hotter by the second, and—-

He! Wanted! Me!

Why wasn’t I letting him make love to me again?

“You can do more than stare, you know,” he purred.

My toes curled hard.

“And I want you to do more than stare.”

Shit. Shit. Shit.

“The same way I want to do more than stare at your body. I want to touch you, pchelka. I want to fuck you—-”

Oh God. I wrapped my arms over my body tightly. “You can’t.”

“Why?”

“I already told you.” Frustration lined my voice, but even I knew I was no longer frustrated with him. I was frustrated with myself.

Sexually frustrated.

Why wasn’t I letting him make love to me again?

“And I also told you, I don’t know how this works.” Unlike me, the billionaire’s tone was calm, his words succinct. “So why don’t you just spell it out? Tell me exactly what I need to do so I can fuck you.”

He was so blunt, I thought helplessly. He wasn’t even bothering to lie, wasn’t bothering to pretend that emotions had anything to do with this. 

And yet—-

Instead of turning me off, it made me want him more.

“I need to know you first,” I heard myself say.

“But you already Googled me. Does it really make a difference, hearing me say the same damn things you’ve read on the Internet?”

“Yes.” No. Yes. I was aching so badly I no longer knew what was right.  

“Fine then. My name is Sergei Grachyov and I’m half Russian.” His gaze narrowed once more on me. “And you’re Fredericka Spears, an attorney—-”

“How do you know that?” I gasped.

“LinkedIn,” he answered in a tone that suggested I shouldn’t even have to ask such a question. “I looked you up while you were making coffee.”

Oh.

“Do we know enough of each other now to get naked?”

In spite of everything, I couldn’t help laughing. 

“That’s a no then?”

“I’m a-afraid so.” But my voice was weak, and the way his lips curved in a smirk told me that he knew he was close to making me forget my morals. 

Why wasn’t I letting him make love to me again?

“What else do you want to know?” he asked.

“I guess...how old are you?” 

He didn’t answer right away, and I wondered if he was the kind of person who liked to think he’d be young forever.

“Sergei?”

“What does age have to do with me fucking you?” the billionaire asked.

Blinking at his evasive answer, I countered, “Why don’t you just tell me how old you are?”

“Because it’s immaterial.”

I rolled my eyes. “Just tell me.”

Slowly and reluctantly, the billionaire said, “I’m twenty-three.”

And that was when the penny dropped.
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Chapter Three
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Sergei and Fredericka

Sergei waited in the bedroom for several minutes, allowing Fredericka some time and space. She obviously needed it, with the way she had whitened upon learning his age and the way she had walked out of the room like a zombie.

When he finally joined her outside, it was to see her making herself a second cup of coffee, her movements lethargic.

He took the seat next to Fredericka again, waiting for her to speak, but she only continued sipping her coffee, her gaze blank.

Sergei bit back a hiss of impatience. Why the hell was she making such a big deal over their age gap? It was a measly six years, and it wasn’t like he was underage. 

When Fredericka finally looked at him, Sergei thought, Finally. She had finally gotten her senses back—-

“It’s not going to work.”

He scowled. Clearly, she was still insane.

“Because you’re six years older?” The way she cringed at his words was answer enough, and he gazed at her in patent disbelief. “You must be joking.”

“This isn’t a joking matter for me.” Fredericka’s voice was thin.

“Then it should be,” Sergei snapped. “I’m 23, not thirteen—-”

“Even so—-”

“Being older than me doesn’t make you wealthier or more experienced than I am.” His voice turned sarcastic. “Or are you saying you’re either?”

Even as Fredericka felt herself flushing at the truth in his words, she insisted, “It just won’t work.”

“Bullshit.” His gaze captured hers. “You want me. You know you do.”

She forced herself not to look away even as his dark, possessive stare had her body trembling at the sudden, vivid memory of how his touch felt.

Sergei shook his head. “You can’t even take your eyes off me, pchelka. That’s how much you want me.”

“It will go away—-” 

The billionaire cut her weak protest with a jeering laugh. “No, little bee. I’m sorry to tell you, but it won’t work that way. Can’t you see the chemistry between us is off the charts?” he demanded, his gaze boring through hers. “You won’t forget me easily.”

She shook her head jerkily. “I will forget you.” 

“I’m not the type of man you’ll find easy to forget.”

“Don’t underestimate me.” The way her body continued to ache for his touch mocked her, and she dug her nails hard into her palms. “I’ll do everything possible to forget you, even if I need to find another guy—-” Cold fury flashed in the billionaire’s eyes, and her voice petered off. 

“You’re mine.” Sergei stared at her hard, challenging her to deny the truth. “No other man can touch your body,” he said savagely, “so don’t let me hear you say otherwise ever again.” Sergei knew he was being too damn demanding and possessive, but he didn’t care. The mere thought of Fredericka being with another man was enough to have him seeing red, and that she was the one to suggest it—-

He would commit murder before that happened.

When Fredericka didn’t say anything, he warned in quiet emphasis, “Do not test me on this.”

Forcing herself to look away, Fredericka mumbled, “You don’t understand.”

“Then make me understand,” he snapped.

Still not looking at him, Fredericka started to speak, her voice thin. 

A story unfolded, about a girl who had used to babysit for the wealthiest couple in the neighborhood. Years later, the girl ended up marrying the boy. She was twenty-five. He was eighteen. 

And they were Fredericka’s parents.

Everything became clear then, and Sergei’s face turned expressionless as he waited for the rest of the story.

“He ran out on her, and she was forced to quit her office job and raise me on her own. She started taking odd jobs, and she ended up working herself to an early grave.” Fredericka bit her lip hard, remembering how devastated her sixteen-year-old self had been at her mother’s death.

If there was one lesson to learn from her mother’s life, which had been cut too short, then it was that falling for a younger man would never work.

Never, never, never!

But when the billionaire looked at Fredericka, she still couldn’t help catching her breath.

“I am not your father, pchelka, and you are not your mother. What happened to her is unfortunate, and I am sorry that you suffered so. But be that as it may—-”

Sergei’s gaze captured hers.

Oh.

He didn’t even have to tell her what was on his mind since she could read it so easily in his eyes—-

Even knowing that she came with baggage—-

He still wanted to fuck her.

A wave of longing swept over her at the thought, but even so, Fredericka forced herself to shake her head. “Sergei—-”

“You’re an intelligent woman, Fredericka. You must know we are different from them, and that we make our own choices.” The billionaire’s voice dropped a notch lower. “So let me say it one more time.”

She jerked in her seat at the sound of his voice, and when she saw the way his eyes burned even hotter—-

Oh God.

“I want to fuck you.” 

Desire curled in her stomach at the billionaire’s bold claim.

“Let me be your lover.”

She wetted her lips, and his eyes flashed—-

God. Oh God. Just the way he was looking at her made her want to forget everything—-

“S-Sergei.” Her voice was helpless.

“Say yes,” he urged.

“I can’t.” Misery and longing warred inside of her. “I know I’m being stupid, but—-” She was terrified. Her father had been just like Sergei Grachyov at his age. Tall, dark, handsome, and so, so charming. That was how her mother had described him, and her mother hadn’t stopped loving him even knowing the man who got her pregnant was a world-class jerk.

Sergei’s lips tightened. 

“I’m sorry,” she said awkwardly. “I just don’t think—-”

“Did you go to the café tonight thinking you’d hook up with Julian Alexeyev?”

The sudden question threw her off. “I—-”

“Answer me,” he snapped.

“Yes—-” The billionaire swore at her answer, and she winced, protesting, “I don’t see why it matters—-”

“It damn well matters,” Sergei gritted out, “because I don’t fucking see why Julian Alexeyev can have a fucking free pass to your body—-”

“Sergei!”

“When he’s as much of a bastard I am—-”

She jumped to her feet. “You’re insane—-”

He got to his feet as well, snarling down at her, “You’re the one who’s insane.” He gripped her shoulders, gritting out, “We both know I can seduce you—-”

“So what if you can?” she cried out. It was pointless to deny the billionaire’s words, with the way her body was straining and screaming at his proximity, wanting to be back under his command. 

His nearness made her forget how to breathe, his beautiful face making her heart race like it had no intention of ever slowing down.

But even so—-

“I’m terrified of being hurt, okay?”

Ah.

In her large gray eyes, he saw her innocent need of him.

But in those same eyes, he also saw her every fear, and his hands fell from her shoulders. “Dammit.” Frustration underlined the billionaire’s voice. “Can’t you just choose not to be hurt?”

A tremulous laugh escaped her. “I wish that’s possible—-” Fredericka hadn’t even finished speaking when he started walking away, and her voice trailed off.

So this was it, she thought numbly.

She watched him walk farther and farther away from her.

This was better, this was better, this was better—-

But when he reached for the door, she couldn’t help it. 

“Will I s-see you again?”

Sergei stopped, his hand still on the doorknob. 

Shame engulfed Fredericka. 

Shiiiiiiiiit. 

After making such a big fuss of how nothing could happen between them, why did she have to ask him that?

Sergei knew it would have been smarter, even kinder, to simply walk away without saying a word. 

The less said, the better, wasn’t that how it always was?

And yet, when he heard the catch in her voice as she called out to him-—

“S-Sergei?”

Blyad.

He had planned to leave so he wouldn’t hurt her, but he was already hurting her.

Spinning around to face her, he said harshly, “One night.”

Fredericka’s eyes widened.

He heard himself say, “Give me this one night. Let me just have a taste of you – and I don’t mean I’ll fuck you, but I just want...” He breathed hard. “I just want to feel you come, to taste your cum, and then we can think of each other as—-” His lips twisted. “A fantasy. One night is enough to live the fantasy, pchelka, but one night won’t be enough to hurt you.”

Oh.

“Da?”

He was asking her if she would say yes to the fantasy.

She whispered, “Da.”

And then everything was a blur.

They met halfway in the living room, their mouths fusing—-

Her first kiss.

His hands rushed over her body—-

Her first caress.

His arms locked around her—-

Her first embrace.

So many firsts in so little time, it just made the blood rush to her head. 

The kiss between them deepened, the billionaire’s tongue pushing past her parted lips—-

Aaaaaaah.

She wrapped her arms around his neck, and he kissed her harder, pulled her closer, did everything that just made it more and more difficult for her to think—-

Until there was nothing left to do but to just let go.

Fredericka ceased to think.

She simply surrendered herself to him, and the billionaire took it as his due, like he had always known he was meant to command her. Sweeping her up in his arms, he carried her back to her bed and laid her down gently. His fingers moved expertly again on her body, this time undressing her in record speed.

One blink, and she was naked.

Another blink, and he was naked, too.

Their bodies met as his weight pressed down on her, and she gasped, never realizing until that moment how good it felt to have someone so much larger and stronger over her softness. He dominated her in every way, and oh, how she loved that it was so.

Her eyes swept closed as she felt his mouth move down her body. 

It was so hard to think that this man was half a decade younger—-

He was so, so good at knowing where to kiss, to touch—-

He palmed her breasts, and she moaned.

His tongue licked around her puckering nipples, and she clutched his head when he took one into his mouth and began to suck. Such sweet agony, it had her delirious, and she could only whimper in anticipation when his mouth moved to her other nipple.

When he moved farther down, reaching for her pussy with his mouth and not his fingers, Fredericka raised herself up on one elbow and reached for him. “W-wait.”

Sergei lifted his head up. 

“W-what do you intend to do?”

“Eat your pussy.”

Oh.

The said pussy was trembling hard now, its excitement rippling out to spread to the rest of her body. She forgot what she had to say as her insides clenched in need. But when the billionaire lowered his head again, she remembered just in time, and once again cried out, “W-wait.” This time, as soon as their gazes met, she spoke in a rush.

“Let’s d-do it together.” Color stole into her cheeks, but even so she forced herself to continue. “If y-you’re going to do that, I’d like t-to do it to you, too.” When the billionaire’s eyes gleamed in comprehension of what she was suggesting, she turned even redder and said defensively, “I just want it to be f-fair.”

“Of course.” But still, his beautiful dark eyes laughed at her.

“Stop looking at me like that,” she protested.

“I’m sorry,” he said soothingly. “It’s only because it was quite the surprise, you suggesting something like that—-” He raised a brow. “Perhaps you’ve experience doing it?”

She gasped. “No!” God, this was so embarrassing. “I just read...stuff.” Her voice turned belligerent. “Okay? Can we stop talking about it and start doing——oh!” 

The billionaire had lifted her off the bed, and the next moment he had their positions reversed.

He was lying on the bed.

She was on top of him.

She found herself staring at his cock.

His too-massive, too-long—-

Had she said massive?

Had she said long?

Dear God, she knew it would fit her pussy well enough, but what about her mouth? 

The billionaire’s cock suddenly pulsed in front of her, bumping against her lips, and she jerked. 

Oh my God—-

And then without any kind of warning, she felt it—-

His tongue slowly licking her folds.

Oh God!

Her legs trembled hard, and she found herself clutching his thighs for support.

Oh God!

The tip of his tongue pushed in.

Oh God!

This time, she didn’t let herself think, knowing that if she did, it would be all over and she wouldn’t be able to do a thing.

She reached for his cock with two hands and, opening her mouth as widely as she could, she slowly drew the billionaire’s manhood towards her.

White-hot pleasure blazed through Sergei’s body the moment he felt her lips close around his pulsing cock. A part of him had been skeptical about her ability to stay true to her suggestion, knowing how innocent she was. 

But now that she had—-

Reaching for her folds, he pulled them wide open and drove his tongue deep into her pussy.

She screamed around his cock just before sucking harder.

Blyad.

And then it became the most punishingly exciting game between them, the two of them driven to make the other feel more.

He fucked her pussy fast and hard with his tongue, and she sucked on his cock like it was a goddamn lollipop she couldn’t get enough of. 

He reached for her clit, pinching it while his tongue continue to drive in and out of her pussy, and she retaliated by alternately raking her nails over his balls and squeezing them. And all the while she continued to play with his cock using her mouth. 

Sometimes, she would bite, other times she would line the slit on the head of his cock with her tongue—-

Khristos, she was the most exciting little innocent.

Sergei did his best to prolong the pleasure, and so did Fredericka.

But the end was inevitable, and when he heard her begin to whimper more frequently and his own breathing had become harsh, he knew it was time. Pulling his tongue out of her pussy, he squeezed her thighs, demanding her attention. 

Her mouth released his cock with a loud pop.

“I’m going to make you cum now, pchelka.”

Oooooooh——

And then she found him true to his word—-

His mouth closed over her clit.

His finger drove inside her pussy.

With a cry, she reached for his cock again, and this time she tried her hardest, too. She stroked him as she sucked on his cock, all the while his finger was thrusting deeper and harder into her.

When he bit her clit, it was all over for her, and she came with a scream, her teeth scraping the veined skin of his cock—-

The billionaire came with a growl, and as his body jerked, he hungrily lapped every drop of her release.

His cum shot down her throat, hard and fast, loading her mouth until she was so full of it, the creamy liquid started to leak past her lips.

When it was all over, the billionaire pulled his finger out of her and after placing one soft kiss over her pussy, he flipped her around and laid her back on top of him.

Their heartbeats were loud and thunderous, smashing against each other.

Silence fell.

A fantasy.

What she had temporarily forgotten came back to her with a vengeance, and the truth was inescapable.

What happened between them was beautiful and incomparable, but it was a fantasy.

It had to be just a fantasy.

Over her head, she heard the billionaire ask quietly, “Should I go?”

Fredericka squeezed her eyes shut. She tried to make her vocal chords work, but she just couldn’t make herself speak.

“Say what you want,” Sergei grated out.

But Fredericka still didn’t answer him.

Swearing under his breath, he pulled her up so he could snarl at her that she was the one who was so stubborn about this. She was the one who had insisted on not having anything to do with him when they both knew that was impossible.

But when their gazes met and he saw the fear in her gray eyes—-

Blyad.

He remembered her telling him he could hurt her, and he wanted to laugh.

It was clear as hell now it was the other fucking way around. 

He would never be able to hurt her. 

How could he when she had him wrapped around her fucking finger? 

“Fredericka.” Her name came out in a rasp, emotion making his accent thick.

The fear in her eyes faded, and the pale pink flush in her cheeks deepened in color. When he raised his brow at her, she mumbled, “You make my name sound so...exotic.” An awkward, embarrassed look entered her eyes. “I like it.” She made the words sound both like a puzzle and a confession, like it was something she didn’t understand but knew she had to feel guilty about.

Ah.

Sweet, beautiful little...idiot. 

He crushed her to him, so hard that she squeaked in protest and he forced himself to loosen his hold. She might be older than him, but she obviously understood so little about how things worked between a man and a woman.

The way he wanted her—-

And the way she wanted him—-

It was so fucking clear that a fantasy wouldn’t ever be enough.

And he would make her see that, in time. 

But for now, he needed a reason to stay in her life.

His lips curving in a devastating smile, he murmured indulgently, “I’ll say it as many times as you want, pchelka.”

Her eyes widened at his promise, and she croaked out nervously, “But didn’t you say—-”

Pulling her face down, he whispered against her lips, “Let’s be friends.”
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Chapter Four
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Fredericka

It was already half past seven in the evening when I stepped out of my office, and my phone started buzzing inside my blazer’s pocket right on time. Although most of the lights were already out, I still cast a furtive look around before answering the phone. “Hello?” 

“Good evening, pchelka. Are you done with work?”

Sergei’s accented drawl reached my ears like a caress, and I bit back a sigh. “Yup. I’m on my way out.” We had been so-called friends for about a week now, and oh, how my life had changed since the Russian billionaire came into the picture.

It was crazy, the way he had turned my life upside down in so short a time but now, I couldn’t even remember what my life had been like without him. He called me several times every day, and we would talk about anything and everything under the sun. He was also the first one to call me in the morning, and every night after work, we would meet at my place, talking and talking while we ordered in pizza, Chinese take out, or whatever else took our fancy for the night.

With every day that would pass, I would think to myself, this was it. We’d finally run out of things to talk about, and boredom would set in. He was a gorgeous, sexy billionaire that every woman in the world wanted to date. I was a socially awkward, sexually inexperienced lawyer who also happened to be six darn years older than him.

He had to get bored with me sooner or later, right? 

But it still hadn’t happened. 

Not for one moment did he ever make me feel I was boring him or he was being condescending with me, and every day I just found myself becoming greedier, wanting to spend more time with him and know more about him. Sergei Grachyov was an infinitely interesting man, and more and more he was proving himself to be the opposite of a typical 23-year-old male. We actually had more in common than I expected. We both hated the nightclub scene, but we also couldn’t last a day without watching the news. We could have passed off as siblings really – if only that night didn’t happen. 

The thought had my cheeks reddening, and I quickly pressed my hands to my face, an instinctive attempt to cover the proof of my embarrassment even though no one was around.

“Fredericka? Are you still there?”

Clearing my throat, I said, “Yes, sorry, I was, umm...” Just horny? 

My cheeks reddened even more.

“Fredericka?”

“I’m just, umm, really hungry. I haven’t had dinner yet.” And that was true, I thought defensively, even if it wasn’t exactly why I was currently so scatterbrained.

“I thought you’d say that.” Sergei’s tone was faintly disapproving. “You shouldn’t prioritize work over your health, pchelka.”

“I know that. It’s just sometimes I forget.” Instead of taking the elevator, I opted for the fire exit, the three flights of stairs serving as my daily form of exercise.

The billionaire sighed. “You never learn, pchelka. I may have to teach you a little lesson to drive my point home.”

“Ha.” I wanted to sound dismissive, but it came out a mumble instead since I had zero experience handling such innuendos. More proof, I thought glumly, that Sergei was right. I might be older than him, but he was definitely more sophisticated.

Sighing in relief when I finally made it to the lobby, I said, “I’ll be there in fifteen.” I hesitated. “Are you really sure this is okay?”

“Yes.” The billionaire’s tone was slightly exasperated. “So stop wasting my time. I hate waiting.”

The line went dead before I could respond, and I gritted my teeth, knowing he had only done that to annoy me. For whatever reason, the billionaire got a kick out of provoking me, and he succeeded more often than not.

At exactly fifteen minutes, I made it to Grachyov Enterprises’ basement parking, and as I switched the engine off, I spied a beautiful long-legged blonde in a business suit, followed by two men in black, walking towards me.

They reached me as I stepped out of my trusty Toyota, and the woman smiled politely at me. “Ms. Spears? I’m Sergei Grachyov’s secretary, and we’ve been asked to escort you to his office.”

“Oh.” I managed a smile even as I tried to conceal my disconcertment. I was only going to his office, so why did I need this many people with me? 

Sergei’s secretary led me to the basement’s elevator, her aloof demeanor making me feel even more uncomfortable. The elevator stopped at the fifteenth floor, and from here the other woman, together with the security escort, led me to what looked like a...stock room.

I blinked as the woman bent to unlock the narrow metal door, and then I blinked again as I saw what was inside.

“This leads straight to Mr. Grachyov’s office,” Sergei’s secretary told me frostily as she pressed a button. 

The elevator’s doors slid open, and I stepped inside gingerly. Turning around, I started to thank the woman, but the doors had already started to close, and the last thing I saw was the look of contempt in the woman’s blazing blue eyes.

I think I just made an enemy, I thought with a gulp. Heated battles and shouting matches in the courtroom she was used to, but potential catfights with other women? It was completely unfamiliar territory and scared the hell out of me.

The elevator opened to a tiny box of a room, with dark-colored walls and a door to my right. I tried the knob and it turned easily, the door opening to a vast carpeted room.

Oh.

At the center of the room was Sergei, seated behind a magnificent glass and steel desk. He had looked up the moment I opened the door, and he stood up as our gazes met. 

A devastatingly sexy smile curved on his lips, and I willed my heart not to react, even just this once. Friends, I reminded myself desperately. You’re just friends, Fredericka Spears, so why can’t your heart stop racing every time you see him?

“Come in, pchelka.” 

Nodding, I stepped out of the room and turning around, I was surprised to see that the other side of the door had a sleek, metallic design, almost like the door for a high-end, state-in-the-art, commercial-sized freezer.

“Wow.” I shook my head in amazement. “It’s like Narnia meets...50 Shades?”

The billionaire smirked, drawling, “Quite the description, pchelka, coming from a proper and well-respected attorney such as yourself.”

“Umm, oops?” But what I was really more concerned about was what I was doing here. I knew vice presidents of multinational companies like Grachyov Enterprises had to be huge, but the size of his office was insane. He made my own office look like a shoebox, and even the office of my boss would still look pathetic compared to this.

“A whole apartment could fit in here,” I remarked weakly.

The billionaire only shrugged. “It is sufficient for my needs.” 

“Really?” I looked at him doubtfully. “You need 2,000 square feet to work?” 

Sergei laughed. “I love your sense of humor, pchelka.” Taking hold of my hand, he pulled me to him, and even as I stiffened in shock, he bent down and placed a lingering kiss on my cheek, his lips landing alarmingly close to the corner of my mouth.

Oh!

Even as heat uncurled in my stomach, spreading to the rest of my limbs, I managed to push him away, mumbling incoherently in protest.

He allowed me to put much needed distance between us but didn’t let go of my hand. 

When I finally had enough brain cells to string words together, I censured him shakily, “You should stop doing that. We’re friends, remember?”

“I know.” The billionaire’s tone was lazy. “Which was why I restrained myself from kissing your sweet, lush mouth.”

Ah!

He was so, so good at saying such sexy things, damn him. As I tried to keep my body from melting, the billionaire tightened his hold on my hand and drew me towards the living area in his office. It was an elegant and cozy setup, with a black leather couch, a rosewood coffee table, and a wingback chair on each side. 

The sight of Japanese bento boxes made me perk up, and my stomach growled. Loudly.

I turned red, and Sergei grinned.

“Sorry,” I stammered. “I didn’t realize how hungry I was.”

“It’s my pleasure to feed you, pchelka, but I do wish you would take better care of yourself.” Leading me to the couch, he made me sit down and waving off my offer to help him, he unwrapped the bento box and handed it to me with a pair of chopsticks. 

“Itadakimasu,” he murmured as he took a seat next to me on the couch.

“Ita-something,” I repeated dutifully even though I had no idea what I was saying.

He grinned. 

The first twenty minutes were spent in contented silence, with both of us eating with gusto. I don’t think I’d ever admit this to a living person, but I really loved seeing how Sergei ate. Even with him as obviously starved as I was, he still managed to eat with such finesse. Honestly, it was like he spent years in a finishing school. Could that be possible?

When we were done, both of us set up for work, since that was what tonight was about. When he learned that I was planning to pull an all-nighter at a coffee shop near my place, he had invited me to his workplace instead, tempting me with the promise of free unlimited coffee since he had his own espresso machine.

As I pulled my laptop out from the bag, I watched him walk back to his desk and asked worriedly, “Are you really sure I’m not intruding?”

Sergei only looked at me. 

“I’ll, err, get to work now.”

Two hours later, and I felt completely at home in the billionaire’s office, with my legs stretched on the couch while I sipped on my second cup of cappuccino, which Sergei had personally prepared. After another half hour, I decided to take a break and setting my laptop aside, I looked up and saw that Sergei was still working. He had unknotted his necktie and loosened the first few buttons of his shirt while his sleeves were rolled up to his elbow. He looked tired, but he also looked like he was enjoying every minute of his job, and I had to admit that for a workaholic like me—-

It made the billionaire look incredibly sexy.

And that was bad, I thought.

Trying to distract myself, I quickly reached for one of the magazines on the coffee table, which I suspected belonged to his sister Seri. He had told me a lot about his family, and it was actually one of my favorite topics. I loved the way he spoke of his father and siblings because of how it revealed an unexpected side of him.

As I browsed the magazine, an article caught my eye, and a laugh escaped me when I started reading it.

A few moments later, a shadow fell over me, and startled, I looked up to find the billionaire standing right in front of me.

“What’s that you’re reading, pchelka?” He took his seat next to me on the couch again, but this time sitting so close I caught a strong whiff of his aftershave. The sides of our bodies pressed to each other, and only one word came to mind.

Shit.

Shit, shit, shit!

The billionaire moved even closer, glancing at the magazine I had open on my lap. “The Ultimate Best Friends’ Bucket List,” he read. 

I grinned. “It’s divided into three categories, and some of it are just...umm...perfect for us.”

He pointed to one of the items under the Easy category. “Painting each other’s toenails sounds fun.”

“Uh.” Not really, I thought. That would mean having to touch each other, and that was more dangerous than fun. “I was thinking more along the lines of this one.” I pointed to an item under the Difficult category. “Dating the same person.”

“No fucking way,” the billionaire said so swiftly that I couldn’t help laughing.

“If we’re really friends, it should be okay,” I teased.

But Sergei only looked at me, and I found myself laughing harder.

It was almost three in the morning when he drove me home, and the billionaire insisted on walking me up to my apartment. But instead of leaving as soon as we made it to my front door, he followed me inside and walked to my couch.

I blinked. “Sergei?” 

“You can tick this off our bucket list,” he murmured. 

“Tick what off?”

“Crashing on your couch for the night without any warning,” he said blithely.

When he started taking his shoes off, I realized he wasn’t joking at all, and I protested, “You don’t even fit on my couch!”

“Then shall you take the couch and I’ll take your bed?” the billionaire countered without looking up.

He was taking off his socks now, and I choked back a laugh. “Be serious.”

After setting aside his shoes and socks, he glanced up at me, murmuring silkily, “I am serious.” 

Our gazes clashed as my throat went dry.

We stared at each other.

Kick him out, I urged myself. 

But instead I heard myself say, “We can share the bed—-” I saw his eyes widen, and I added hurriedly, “But we’re only going to sleep.” Shit, shit, shit. What am I saying? I looked at the billionaire, whose eyes were gleaming wickedly, and knew he was just as aware of my inner turmoil.

This was such a bad idea, but...

Every time I looked at Sergei Grachyov, he made me want to do bad things.
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Chapter Five
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Sergei and Fredericka

Sergei knocked on the door once. “I’m coming in.” He didn’t wait for an answer but took his time opening the door. The muffled shriek coming from the bathroom made his lips curve in amusement, and when he stepped inside he saw Fredericka frozen next to the sink, wide-eyed, a toothbrush hanging from her mouth.

“Mind if I brush my teeth next to you?”

She sputtered incoherently in answer, which the billionaire took as an affirmative since it was what suited him. Moving forward, he stopped the moment the sides of their bodies brushed and was rewarded by a muffled whimper.

Sexual inexperience had never been a turn-on for him, but with Fredericka, it had turned into an aphrodisiac. The way she reacted so quickly and powerfully to his every movement made his own body tighten in arousal, and he could only imagine how magnificently responsive she would be when he finally got to fuck her.

Beside him, Fredericka had bent down to rinse her mouth and he gazed at her lazily, admiring the elegant length of her neck. She had already changed into pajamas – white cotton with pink polka dots. His type in the past could be summed up as beautiful and shallow, the kind that he would always be able to control. But ever since meeting Fredericka—-

Practical but feminine was his new type now, the kind that wore cotton pajamas with cute pink polka dots.

“Excuse me.” Fredericka’s mumbled words drew his attention back to her, and his amusement grew when he saw how she studiously avoided his gaze.

Taking a step back to let her pass, he waited until she had taken a step forward before moving again, deliberately bumping into her.

She gasped, her gray eyes flying to him.

“Why are you so nervous, pchelka?” he teased huskily.

“I’m not,” Fredericka couldn’t help lying. In the years she had been living in her smaller-than-average apartment, she had never wished it could be bigger and more luxurious but at that moment, she did wish her apartment had more space.

More space meant she wouldn’t be constantly forced to be in close proximity with Sergei Grachyov. More space meant she wouldn’t be constantly subjected to an up-close look of the billionaire’s impressively muscular body, which was built like one of those a-hoo-shouting Spartans in 300.

And most importantly of all, more space meant she wouldn’t have to constantly feel like she was in heat, with the craziest urge to tear clothes off.

His.

Hers.

It didn’t matter.

Someone just had to be naked and then—-

Shit. Fredericka ducked her head again, heat blooming in her cheeks at the appallingly lewd direction of her thoughts. “I g-gotta go.”

Watching Fredericka rush out of the bathroom like a criminal on the run, the billionaire thought, There’s nowhere for you to run, pchelka. She was the woman he wanted, and there was nothing – no one – he wanted that didn’t ever become his.

Fredericka was in the middle of pulling the covers up when she heard Sergei walk back into the bedroom. A moment later and he was standing in front of her, and her eyes widened when he started unbuttoning his shirt.

“What are you doing?” she demanded shrilly.

“I never sleep with my clothes on.” As he spoke, the billionaire had already dispensed with his shirt, leaving him bare-chested.

Her throat went dry, and her heart started hammering against her chest again.

Abs.

Too, too much abs.

“You’re staring at me again,” Sergei drawled.

Shit.

She whipped her gaze away, muttering, “It’s because you’re so ugly.”

But the billionaire only laughed, his ego immense enough to be insult-proof.

“You’re doing this to torment me, aren’t you?” she accused him. 

“Not at all,” the billionaire dismissed as he placed his neatly folded shirt on the bedside table. “I’m just ticking another item off our bucket list.” Dark eyes gleaming, he looked at her, saying silkily, “See each other’s naked bodies and not be grossed out.”

Oh!

She remembered reading that line from the bucket list—-

And then she saw the billionaire reach for the buttons of his pants.

Shit.

Fredericka quickly turned around and switched the light off, the same time she heard the faint but distinctive sound of a zipper being pulled down.

Shit. 

Shit, shit, shit.

Fredericka scooted to the edge of the bed as she felt it dip, and her body tensed when she felt the billionaire get into bed with her. 

You asked for this, Fredericka Spears. 

Darkness prevented her from seeing anything, but the thought that Sergei Grachyov was lying next to her, without a stitch of clothes on, was tortuous and made her barely able to breathe. Swallowing, she asked in a small voice, “ Are you really naked?” 

Instead of answering, Sergei started moving closer.

She stiffened. “Stop.” She was already lying at the very edge of the bed, and there was nowhere for her to go. 

But the billionaire continued to move closer, and the bed continued to dip towards her side, forcing Fredericka to clutch the edge to prevent herself from falling. “Sergei,” she protested. “Stop—-”

But it was too late.

Every inch of his hot, powerful body was suddenly pressed against her, and she bit back a whimper.

Oh God.

“Does that answer your question?” Sergei’s rough, accented growl made Fredericka shudder, the involuntary response causing her belly to come into full contact with his cock. 

Ah!

Sergei sucked in his breath, his plan to arouse Fredericka backfiring as his own control over his body threatened to snap. Lust so powerful had struck him the moment he felt her womanhood rub against his erection, and now the mere scent of her fed his arousal.

Blyad.

With near-inhuman strength, Sergei managed to pull away from her and rolled to his back, breathing hard.

As soon as the billionaire pulled away, Fredericka quickly flipped on her back as well, staring into the darkness as she tried her best to calm her still-hammering heartbeat.

The bed shifted, the billionaire moving, and she swallowed hard as she sensed him locking his fingers behind his head.

Oh God.

She could easily picture how sexy he looked at that moment, with his hand behind him, his hard, naked body in full display.

Fredericka squeezed her eyes shut. 

This was going to be a long, long night.

And it was.

It was almost five in the morning when sheer exhaustion made her fall asleep, only for her buzzing alarm clock to wake her up an hour and a half later. Her head pounded like the devil, and sleep beckoned like an addictive drug. 

But when she turned to her side, Fredericka became wide-awake in the next second.

The other side of the bed was empty, and she sat up, looking around her, searching but finding no sign of the billionaire.

“Sergei?”

She felt silly saying his name out loud, but what was sillier was the way she actually hoped he would answer back.

But only silence answered her.

Getting up, Fredericka stepped out of her bedroom, and the little hope she had left of seeing Sergei disappeared when she still didn’t see any sign of the billionaire. 

He really was gone.

The thought made her feel heavy with emotions she couldn’t and didn’t want to name, and she forcibly reminded herself that there wasn’t any reason for her to feel bad in any way. He’s just a friend, dammit. 

A friend, the way Alyx and Anneke were her friends.

The other girls slept over her place, too, and there were also times when she completely missed them the morning after. That hadn’t made her cry, so the billionaire leaving her before she woke up shouldn’t bother her either.

Right?

Fredericka nodded determinedly to herself. I’m not bothered. I’m not bothered. I’m not bothered. She repeated this line over and over in the shower and on her way out. She chanted it to herself while buying herself a croissant and coffee, but by the time she made it to the office, her mental pep talk had done her no good.

She still felt like she had been dumped.

“Good morning, Ms. Spears,” Selena, Fawkes & Rogers’ nineteen-year-old receptionist, greeted her with a frosty smile.

“Morning, Selena.” She forced herself to smile politely even as she privately wondered why it was that all the women these days seemed to hate her. First, there was Sergei Grachyov’s secretary, and now it was the law firm’s receptionist, who hadn’t ever bothered to greet her in the past.

She was about to walk past reception when Selena called out to her, saying, “You have a delivery.”

Halting mid-step, Fredericka turned to face the receptionist, more surprised than anything by Selena’s disgruntled tone. “What is it?” she asked, and her confusion deepened when the younger woman’s gaze slowly moved over her from head to toe.

A moment later, and Selena flipped her hair over her shoulder, as if saying that she didn’t find Fredericka any kind of threat. “I had it sent to your office,” the receptionist murmured offhandedly. “It was taking too much space, I couldn’t work.”

“Oh. Okay.” Turning around again, Fredericka wondered what kind of work Selena was talking about that it would require the entire counter space. As far as she knew, all Selena had to do was take care of the logbook and answer calls. 

When she made it to her floor, Fredericka was bewildered by the looks that went her way. In Fawkes & Rogers, connections meant everything, and since Fredericka had none to speak of, her stellar performance in the courtroom had meant little to the law firm’s senior partners. She was still a nonentity as far as they were concerned, and she had never figured in anyone’s radar—-

Until now.

“Good morning, Attorney Spears.”

“Good morning, Attorney Fawkes.” Fredericka managed to keep her voice steady even as she wondered if she had somehow stepped into another dimension. In every meeting, the senior partner had always referred to her as Attorney Smith, and no one had ever found the courage to correct him.

As she made her way to her office, the same thing happened over and over, with other lawyers going out their way to talk to her.

By her count, she had been waylaid fifteen times—-

Fourteen times more than the people who remembered to greet her on her birthday last year, Fredericka thought disbelievingly. And at that time, only the janitor had remembered to greet her.

When she finally reached her office, she quickly closed the door and shook her head to herself. That was incredibly weird—-

And then she saw it.

An elegant arrangement of white roses on her desk, its long stems visible within the crystal vase, and a pristine white envelope tucked between the flowers.

Her heart started hammering, and her hands were trembling hard as she reached for the envelope. It was unsealed, and she had a feeling that Selena had already taken a look at its contents. When she pulled it out, the first thing she saw was the golden insignia embossed on the card—-

Grachyov Enterprises, Fredericka thought. In California, the logo representing the Grachyovs’ corporate empire was as familiar to locals as Nike’s check mark was to the rest of the world, and she knew that this was the reason behind everyone’s unexpected change of attitude towards her.

Her gaze moved downwards, and she gulped at the billionaire’s one-liner message.

Have dinner with me tonight.

Your friend,

S.G.
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Chapter Six


[image: image]


Sergei

“Your bill, sir.”

Taking the leather folder from the waiter, Sergei handed it to Fredericka, smiling slyly. “Friends, right?” 

She snatched the bill from him with a glare. “Cheapskate,” she muttered under her breath after reluctantly handing over her credit card.

But this only made the billionaire smile lazily. It had been two months since they had started going out as so-called friends, and if anything, his fascination over Fredericka Spears had only deepened, bordering on obsession.

In the past, watching his youngest brother react with possessive jealousy whenever he saw Seri in the company of another man had amused him to no end. He had chalked it down to Vassi always being the most volatile of them three and had privately thought that such a thing would never happen to him.

But fate proved him wrong, the billionaire mused, by sending a gray-eyed redhead to torment him.

When it was time to leave, he stood up first to pull her chair out for her, and Fredericka flashed him an embarrassed smile of thanks. 

Practical yet feminine.

The words once again fleeted in his mind, a description that he now knew was perfectly apt. He liked how she was fiercely independent when it came to her work but without allowing it to overshadow her femininity. Most women he dated were either one or the other, career-driven or drunk on their vanity. Both types of women were only able to entertain him inside the bedroom, but outside they either bored or disgusted him.

“Are you heading back to the office after this?” Fredericka asked as they stepped out of the restaurant.

“No.” His brief answer had her glancing at him in bemusement, but even, so he refused to elaborate. She was better off not knowing the truth. Walking her to the parking lot, he smiled down at her, saying softly, “I’ll see you tomorrow, da?”

Her obedient nod pleased him, and Sergei lowered his head, intending to place a friendly goodbye kiss on her cheek. But then he inhaled the sweet mild scent of her fragrance, and just like that white-hot desire laced his blood, arousal stirring his loins.

Blyad.

His lips touched one silky soft cheek and stayed there, lingering, every cell in his brain urging him to move his mouth until it covered hers.

“S-Sergei.”

Fredericka’s choked whisper forced him back to his senses, and he drew away reluctantly.

“You need to stop doing that,” she muttered.

“I can’t help it,” he answered in a deliberately light tone, knowing that it wasn’t the right time to let her know that he wasn’t joking. It was the truth, and it was why thirty minutes later he was in Madeline’s house, with the model bent over her dining table while the billionaire fucked her from behind.

“Oh God, oh God, oh God.” Every gasp was punctuated by the slapping sounds of their thrusting bodies, with Sergei pounding hard into her. He was determined to fuck both of them out of their minds, just as he had been doing for the past two months. 

Squeezing his eyes shut, he squeezed Madeline’s ass hard, all the while pretending it was Fredericka he was fucking. 

He knew it was cruel and sick, knew it was dishonorable and deceitful, but he no longer gave a damn.

If this was the only way to make sure he kept his hands off Fredericka while he worked on winning her trust, then to hell with his honor.

To hell with everything.

He would do whatever it took to keep Fredericka in his life, would do everything to ensure that in the end she would be his alone.

After leaving her house, he called his secretary and gave her the usual instructions. By tonight, the model would receive yet another expensive piece of jewelry, which he knew Madeline would understand was both a thank-you gift as well as a reminder that theirs was purely a sexual relationship and that to expect anything from it would mean the end of their liaison.

Back in the office, Sergei’s executives immediately sat up as the company’s young vice president walked inside the conference room. Although it had only been a few years since he had started working full time in Grachyov Enterprises, Sergei had become infamous for his strict adherence to protocol. Executives that dared to show up with one strand of hair out of place were fined for being unprofessional while those who dared come in one minute late for any meeting were sent a sternly worded memo about attendance.

Today’s meeting involved a potential merger between Grachyov Enterprises and a European company, and the executives of both firms were quietly perspiring at the thought of having to present their arguments to the young Russian vice president. 

It was a well-known fact that Sergei Grachyov was even more exacting than his father, and if the proposed merger was not to his liking—-

Everyone gulped silently as the vice president stood up, a chilling look of disapproval his face. “The proposal has merit, but it significant lacks supporting data.” Looking at the people on the table one by one, he asked in a soft, silky voice, “Why is that, do you suppose? Did you not all have sufficient time to prepare for this meeting?”

The executive leading Grachyov Enterprises’ M&A team blanched. He was going to get sacked. He could feel it in his bones, and he wanted to cry.

“Did you think my time was for all of you to waste?”

I’m going to throw up, another executive thought sickly. His CEO had told him not to leave until he had Sergei Grachyov’s signature on the contract, and he had a bad feeling that was as likely as him dating the billionaire’s famously hot stepsister Seri Devereux.  

“I’m waiting for an answer, gentlemen.”

The silence in the room was such that the ticking secondhand of the wall clock could actually be heard. Although no one was looking at each other, much less meet the billionaire’s gaze, everyone’s thoughts ran along the same lines.

If only they had more time to prepare the data that Sergei Grachyov was asking for.

If only.

But everyone knew that Sergei Grachyov didn’t do second chances, and so a miracle was the only way for this disaster to be averted. A miracle, coming in the form of—-

Someone’s phone started to ring.

The executives simultaneously bowed their heads in horrified defeat. Goodbye, world. This was it: the perfectly bad ending for the worst day in their lives. Which idiot would be stupid enough to keep his phone switched on in a conference room with—-

“What can I do for you, pchelka?”

Everyone’s heads jerked up, shock written all over their faces. Was this truly Sergei Grachyov, actually taking a phone call in the middle of a meeting? 

They watched the billionaire’s lips curve, a sight so rare for the aloof Russian that everyone was struck dumb seeing it. “No, you’re not disturbing me.”

Everyone’s jaws dropped. This was even more of a bigger miracle than they thought! Not only had the billionaire, who was a notorious workaholic, answered a call during a meeting, but it was a personal one – what seemed like a booty call even – at that!

Sergei waved his executives and those of the other company away, gesturing to the door so that they would know he was giving them a break. “This is the first time you’ve called me of your own accord, pchelka. To what do I owe the honor of this pleasure?” As he spoke, he watched in puzzlement as everyone practically ran out of the conference room and started laughing and cheering outside, with one of the executives even falling to his knees, shouting hallelujah.

The noise seemed to have reached Fredericka as well as she asked, “Are you in a party?”

“No. I’m still at the office, but the people around me appear inordinately happy.” 

“Must be because you’re the nicest boss ever,” Fredericka couldn’t help quipping.

“I am nice.”

“I was being sarcastic.”

He ignored that, saying, “What did you want to talk about?”

Silence.

“Shall I take a guess? You missed me perhaps?”

“Uhh, no.”

Liar, he thought. The way her voice had suddenly quivered was answer enough, and he chuckled, saying, “It’s alright, pchelka, I missed you, too.”

“That’s not it, I told you,” she insisted, and this time she did sound serious enough to make him frown.

“What is it then?”

“Mr. Fawkes sent for me earlier,” Fredericka shared uneasily. “He asked me questions about you.”

Sergei stiffened. “And?”

Fredericka started to babble. “In not so many words, he made it clear that if I’m not going to be your future wife, and when I obviously told him I’m not—-”

The billionaire’s lips tightened. 

“He gave me this disapproving look and told me I shouldn’t let you besmirch – that’s the exact word Mr. Fawkes used, Sergei. Besmirch.” Her voice started to rise. “He thinks spending time with you will have my professional reputation besmirched as well as the law firm’s, and don’t you think that’s such a stupid thing? Does he really think it’s impossible for a man and a woman to be just friends?”

Yes, Sergei thought. It was impossible, but he wouldn’t let her know that since the illusion of friendship between them was what allowed him to keep her close.

“That’s the problem with this place, it’s still stuck in the Middle Ages, and I’m beginning to wonder why I’m even working here—-”

“Fredericka.” She fell silent at his quiet intrusion, and it finally dawned on her that she had gone off the rails in the past few minutes. “What exactly is the problem?”

“He thinks I’m your mistress, and he doesn’t want mistresses working for him.”

Ah. Sergei said calmly, “I will fix this.”

“No, no. You don’t have to do anything.”

“Your problems are due to my presence in your life, pchelka. Of course I must do something—-”

“I’m already sorting it out on my own,” she cut him off in a rush. “I told him I’m dating Julian Alexeyev—-”

The billionaire’s jaw clenched. “Is that so?”

“Anything to get him off my back,” Fredericka sighed.

Silence.

“Sergei?”

“You haven’t any need to go to such extent,” the billionaire said coldly. “You could have told him I was still dating Madeline Carter.”

“Oh.” The surprise in her voice was obvious, but so was the faint hurt underlining it, and his jaw clenched harder. What the hell had she expected, after telling him that she had used dating Julian Alexeyev as an excuse? 

“Y-you’re still dating her?” The trembling note in her voice begged him to say no.

“Do you have a problem with it?” His hard tone demanded her to say yes so he could be done with all the lies.

Silence.

And then Fredericka answered woodenly, “I’m relieved.”
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Chapter Seven
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Fredericka

Friendship sucks. I stared at the mirror in front of me, knowing no amount of makeup would be able to conceal my swollen eyes, the result of having cried myself to sleep. God, this was so embarrassing. I was a full-grown adult, and I was crying over a guy who I wasn’t even dating. Was I twenty-nine going on thirteen?

I glared at myself in the mirror. Get a grip of yourself, Fredericka Spears. So what if I had cried last night? It was just...just to tick another item off our BFF bucket list.

Make each other cry.

That was all there was to it.

Reluctantly turning away, I finished changing, opting for a black hoodie and running tights. If not for Sergei sending me a text an hour ago, I would have conveniently pretended to assume today’s morning jog, scheduled a week ago, was canceled. 

I didn’t really feel like seeing him, knowing that he was still dating Madeline Carter.

But it didn’t mean I was jealous, I thought defensively as I ran down the stairs. I was just...disappointed, that my friend was dating a woman who had once publicly ranted against Muslims, comparing the entire race to pests that had to be exterminated. 

Outside my apartment, I found Sergei dressed in a black track jacket and matching pants, looking a thousand times more gorgeous and fashionable than I could be. I looked at him, and my heart started to hammer again, but this time it did so out of pain.

Did he spend last night with Madeline Carter?

The billionaire stepped forward. “Dobroye utro.” 

“Good morning.” The brief smile on the billionaire’s face disappeared at my stilted tone.

We started to run, circling around the block in silence before heading down to the park. Most other billionaires I knew – or at least read about – had tons of security with them wherever he went, but Sergei was different.

Or rather Rockton, California was different. Every inch of the town either directly or indirectly belonged to the Grachyovs, and locals were well aware of the fact that they owed their livelihoods to the Russian clan. In this town, the Grachyovs were gods. People didn’t dare approach them without a reason, nor was anyone foolish enough to even contemplate harming them. 

I stole a look at the god running next to me. 

Were we really just friends? 

And did he fuck Madeline last night?

The question tormented me the entire hour we ran, preventing me from having a normal conversation with the billionaire. Every time he spoke, I thought of that same voice, murmuring words of sweet nothings to the model’s ears, and my heart would squeeze so painfully I could barely breathe.

When we made it back to my place, Sergei insisted on accompanying me all the way to my front door as usual. But when I invited him to come in, he shook his head, saying he had a breakfast appointment.

“With Madeline?” The words were out before I could stop myself. 

The billionaire gazed at me, his gorgeous face inscrutable. “And if it’s so?”

Shit. Shit. Shit.

“Did you fuck her last night?” I heard myself ask tightly. I knew I was setting myself up for more hurt, but at least there would be closure. I was just so tired of thinking and hoping for the impossible. I just wanted to hear him say the truth so I could move on.

But the billionaire only continued to gaze at me, jaw clenching, and that was when I saw the cold fury in his dark gaze. Blinking in bemusement, I stammered his name out, wondering what he had to be angry about. “S-Sergei?”

He turned his back on me without a word, and when I realized he was really leaving just like that, I instinctively reached for him. “Wait.” My fingers curled around the sleeve of his jacket. “Sergei—-” He whipped around to face me, eyes blazing, and my voice trailed off.

“What right do you have to ask that question,” he hissed, “when we’re just friends?”

Oh.

“Why would you even care,” the billionaire snarled under his breath, “when you obviously think Julian Alexeyev can be of greater help to you?” He suddenly moved towards me, a savage look on his face, and I involuntarily retreated, my heart jumping as my back collided with my front door. 

“Sergei—-”

“I’ll answer your question just this once,” he grated out, “but after this, you will never ask it again. Because you were the one who wanted this.”

Ah.

I wanted to look away, but his dark eyes had already captured mine, and there was no way to protect myself from his words. 

“You were the one who asked to be friends.” And the way the billionaire looked at me, I already had my answer, and it hurt. 

I whirled around, my heart squeezing as I muttered painfully, “I don’t want to talk anymore.” I fumbled with the lock, desperate to get inside before he could say something more hurtful. The key slid in, and my body shuddered in relief. Just another second, I thought feverishly, and I wouldn’t have to know—-

“Yes,” Sergei said behind me in a rough undertone. “I fucked her.”

My hand fell limply to my side, and the door swung away from me.

No.

I couldn’t have heard that.

Somebody make me forget I heard that.

I squeezed my eyes shut as the pathetic part of myself wished humans had the ability to will themselves into suffering amnesia.

He had fucked her.

He was fucking her.

He had probably never stopped fucking her, and I...I had no right to complain.

Because it was what he said. I had asked for it. 

“Say something,” the billionaire gritted out from behind, and I wanted to laugh madly at his words. What was there to say?

“Fredericka—-” His fingers brushed against my arm.

“No!” I recoiled violently, my skin crawling at his touch. I didn’t care if I wasn’t making any sense. All I knew was that I couldn’t stomach having his fingers touch me, knowing that those same fingers had grazed another woman’s skin—-

The thought ripped my heart apart, and I shook my head wildly. “I have to go.” And without looking back, I stumbled inside my apartment and slammed the door shut, pushing it with my back. I managed to lock the door before sliding down to the floor, my energy disappearing in an instant.

I stared blindly at my surroundings, my mind still trapped in a nightmarish world where all I could see was the billionaire making love to Madeline Carter over and over and over.

You had asked for this, Fredericka Spears.

I breathed hard, willing myself to calm down. I couldn’t let myself be affected. This was what I wanted. This was how I protected myself...but God, how could playing it safe hurt so much?

****
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THE REST OF THE WEEKEND went like a blur. I couldn’t remember what I did, all I knew was that time flew past me without being aware of it. By Sunday night, I felt like a zombie and I was in my bed at seven in the evening, lethargic and numb.

If I had the keys to the office, I would have been there in an instant, working my ass off. I needed something to keep me busy. Anything to get my mind off the fact that Sergei Grachyov had been fucking another woman while he was my...friend.

I kept my eyes wide open at the thought, knowing that if I let myself blink, it would be over, and my eyes wouldn’t be able to stay dry.

Sergei, Sergei, Sergei.

Both my heart and body ached, but the pain wasn’t the same for the two. There was no alleviating the hurt in my heart, but the way my body felt restless...the way it ached in different places, craving for a particular kind of heat—-

A sliver of a thought slipped insidiously in my mind, and the moment it took hold, there was no way to forget. There was no way to pretend that such a possibility existed.

I stretched out on the bed, even more restless now, uncomfortably hot even though the air-conditioning was on full blast. I looked around me in the darkness, gulping at what I was considering.

Could I do this? Could I really do this? 

Even with the room submerged in a world of blackness, I still felt completely exposed and I nervously reached for the covers, pulling them all the way up to my neck. Only then did I allow my legs to slowly part, wider and wider, until they were completely spread apart, and forced the folds of my pussy to expand open.

The position was uncomfortable and arousing, and my face heated up at the realization. Guilt stirred inside of me, but even so I could no longer stop myself. My hand drifted down my body, which tensed when my fingers brushed over my nipple. As my hand continued its descent, I could feel both my nipples turning erect, and the guilt inside me deepened. This time, there was no hiding the fact that I was pleasuring myself.

I squeezed my eyes shut more tightly. 

Sergei.

Both my hands started to move as I pretended it was the Russian billionaire caressing my body. I cupped my breast as my other hand stroked my folds over my panties, which had already become sticky wet with my need. I began to pinch my nipples, as hard as I imagined Sergei Grachyov would do it, and a whimper escaped from my throat. 

It felt so good. 

This felt so, so good. 

The fingers over my pussy moved up, right above my shaking, swollen clit. I imagined Sergei holding that tiny nub of flesh, and my fingers moved as his would. I began to rub my pleasure spot, slowly at first then faster and harder.

Aaaaaaaaaah.

I squeezed my breast hard.

Sergei. Oh God, Sergei.

I began tweaking my nipples, all the while continuing my self-induced torment continued over my clit. It was heaven and hell, but I never wanted it to end. 

Sergei, Sergei, Sergei.

My breath began to catch, and my hips began to move up and down under the covers.

Oh God, Sergeeeeeeeei——

I could feel my pleasure building.

Sergei, Sergei, please, Sergei, more, more, more—-

A gasp tore out of me as my pussy swelled and shook under my fast-moving fingers.

Sergeiiiiiiiiiiiii—-

I came with another gasp, at the same time my mobile phone suddenly started to ring.

Oh God!

I panicked even as my body continued to shudder as wave after wave of creamy pleasure gushed out of me. I reached blindly for my phone on the table, swiping to cancel the call before falling back on the bed, my eyes rolling back as the dizzying, overpowering strength of my orgasm took over my body completely.

“Sergei.” His name came out a low, choked sob, and I shuddered at the sound of it, a part of me having lost itself in the delusion that it really was the Russian billionaire that had made me come.

My eyes closed.

“Sergei.” A hopeless whisper that made me close my eyes, knowing that right now his name was the only thing I had of him. 

Sergei, Sergei, Sergei. 

I couldn’t help whispering his name over and over as the shudders gradually weakened and I began to breathe a little easier.

Fuck me. 

Love me.

****
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Sergei

SERGEI GRACHYOV FUMBLED with the zipper of his pants as the breathy gasps coming from the other end of the line reached his ears. At first, he had thought he had dialed the wrong number, but when he had heard Fredericka’s distinct voice cry his name out—-

He knew right away what was happening, and now he had to jerk himself off, too.

A silent, painful groan escaped him as his cock finally sprang free from its confines, and he wasted no time, his hand moving in a furious frenzy—-

Through the phone, he heard Fredericka cry his name over and over, and the Russian billionaire’s large, powerful body shuddered in agonized arousal.

Fredericka.

He could easily imagine her touching herself, could easily imagine her closing her beautiful gray eyes as she pictured him playing with her—-

Ah.

That she was thinking of him as she masturbated was enough to push him over the edge, and with a swallowed growl Sergei began to come, his cum shooting out of his cock before landing on his bedroom carpet in creamy wads.

The sounds from the other end of the line gradually became silent just as his cock ejaculated for the last time. Sergei sucked his breath, a part of him unable to believe that he had come so hard just at the sound of Fredericka crying his name out.

He waited for her to speak, but it seemed as if she hadn’t even been aware that she had accidentally answered her phone.

Sweet, beautiful little idiot.

In over half an hour, he had washed himself, changed, and was knocking on her door. She opened it, beautiful red hair tousled all over her face, eyes shining, cheeks flushed, and her body modestly covered in pajamas. 

“Hello, pchelka.” As he spoke, Sergei noticed then that her pajama buttons were in the wrong holes, which left a huge gaping hole over the valley of her breasts. No fucking bra, the billionaire thought grimly, and he inhaled deeply at the realization, his fingers clenching in an effort to keep himself from yanking her to him and feeling her naked breasts under his hands. 

“H-hi.” Her voice was a nervous croak, and in her expressive eyes lurked fear and pain. 

They stared at each other for one moment, and then the next second they spoke at the same time.

“I’m sorry.”

He spoke the words harshly, while hers was a painful mumble, and when they realized that they had the same intent, they stared at each other, visibly startled.

Sergei recovered first, a crooked smile slowly forming on his lips. “I truly am sorry, pchelka,” he murmured huskily. “Forgive me?”

Her eyes shone even brighter, and he realized that she was working hard to hold back her tears. “I’m s-sorry, too.”

He waited for her to say something else, but she only stared at him, her eyes telling him that she didn’t care for any explanations. 

All that mattered to her was that he was back in her life.

Unable to help it, Sergei slowly reached for her cheek, and the feel of her skin under his fingers made him want to close his eyes so he could savor the sensation.

“I missed you,” he muttered tightly. He expected her to smile his words away, like she usually did when he crossed the lines of their friendship, but this time she only stared at him, stared at him like she hungered for his touch, like she couldn’t wait until she could touch herself while pretending it was his hands she felt—-

Ah.

And then he heard her say, “I missed you, too.” Her words were so low they were barely audible, but even so they reached his ears, and with it he knew that things had inevitably changed.

Not completely, but just enough. Not to the point that she had accepted the reality of how perfect they were together...but just enough at least for her to understand that she would never be able to see him as a mere friend. 

Time, he told himself tautly. He just needed to give her more time, and he would give her that, even if he was sure as hell every tortuous second of waiting would kill him.

“D-do you want to come in?” 

He managed a smile. “I’d love to, but I can’t.” Because if I did, I can’t promise I won’t try to fuck you. “I still need to go back to the office.” A lie, but it was necessary. 

“Oh.”

“Disappointed?” he murmured silkily, teasing her.

“A bit.” When Sergei’s eyes widened in obvious surprise, her cheeks turned pink, and she stammered, “I was just joking.”

“Of course.” But it was damn obvious that she wasn’t, just as it was equally obvious by the way she was biting her lip and shifting restlessly on her feet that she was going to do something about her disappointment.

His hooded glance swept over her, noting the way her naked breasts had swelled under her gaping pajama top. Sweet, beautiful little idiot, he thought yet again. His little bee didn’t even seem to realize that her nipples had become fully erect and were poking against the thin cotton that hid them from his gaze.

“I’ll see you tomorrow instead, da? Let’s have breakfast together?”

“Da.” Her voice was breathless, her eyes still shining, but this time out of excitement.

He bent close, and she drew her breath as his lips touched her cheek, alarmingly close to the corner of her mouth. “Good night,” he murmured against her skin, deliberately letting his lips linger. 

“G-good night.”

Pulling back, Sergei gazed at her one last time before walking away. He felt her eyes following him, and the way her gaze burned told him he hadn’t made a mistake. She was going to touch herself as soon as he left—-

And so would he, he thought grimly. As soon as he reached his place, he would jerk himself off, imagining that it was his beautiful little bee holding his cock—-

This was how both of them would survive until Fredericka learned to trust him.
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Chapter Eight
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Walking into the dining room of his family home, Sergei Grachyov stopped dead when the first thing he caught sight of was his baby stepsister Seri Devereux, being thoroughly kissed by the man who held her possessively in his arms.

That man was Sergei’s own brother, Vassi.

“Dammit, Vassi,” the billionaire muttered irritably under his breath. Although the family already had over a year to adjust to the fact that Seri and Vassi were in love with each other, it hadn’t made the sight of their baby sister in a passionate clinch any easier. As far as he and the other men in the Grachyov family were concerned, Seri would always be their baby girl, and no man would ever do.

Squeaking upon discovering that her oldest brother had walked on them, Seri immediately tried pulling away from Vassi, who relented reluctantly, lifting his mouth away from hers. 

But Vassi being Vassi, he only did so to change tactics. “Good morning, Sergei.” The respectful murmur was but a wicked taunt, Vassi bending his head to bite the curve of Seri’s ear right after.

Sergei swore under his breath.

At the same time, the door to the dining room swung open once more, and in came the middle Grachyov brother. Having overheard Sergei swear, he asked, “What’s wrong?” Then he saw Seri in the circle of Vassi’s arms, which were positioned right below Seri’s breasts, and Misha swore, too.

Seri turned red. “Vassi, please.”

But Vassi only gave her a devilish smile, which of course made her heart race. He was such a rascal, she thought helplessly. He had been like this from the very start, always wanting to yank their older brothers’ chains because seeing them pissed off gave him too much pleasure.

The door swung open again, and this time it was Fyodor Grachyov, the patriarch of the family, stepping inside. At the sight of her stepfather, Seri didn’t even think, guiltily elbowing Vassi away as she rushed forward.

Vassi’s grunt of pain had Misha and Sergei fist-bumping each other behind their father’s back. 

“Dobroye utro,’ Seri said extra brightly as she curled an arm around Fyodor’s and walked with him to the dining table, her three stepbrothers following suit from behind. 

“Good morning, kroshka,” Fyodor murmured indulgently. He watched his family settle in their seats, taking pleasure at seeing them together and at peace. Even now, the memories of the time that they had once been divided still haunted him, and Fyodor was determined he would not let such a thing happen again.

He would do everything possible to prevent his family from suffering such pain, even if it called for meddling – which was what he was about to do. The 44-year-old billionaire bided his time patiently, allowing his children to enjoy their meal leisurely. Only when they had moved to coffee did he finally broach the subject that was uppermost on his mind, turning to his eldest son, saying, “Today is the day Fredericka will leave, da?”

“Da.” Sergei’s face was impassive, his tone unruffled. 

Misha raised a brow. “And you are not bothered by this?” 

Sergei’s brow lifted back at his brother. “Why should I?” The question was asked with genuine curiosity. Did his family not know him better? 

Precisely two hours later, Sergei arrived at the airport to see Fredericka off and the sight of her swollen eyes and red nose almost made him smile, and the temptation became harder to resist when she glared up at him, snapping, “What part of ‘you don’t need to see me off’ did you not understand?” He shrugged, saying, “I had time to spare.”

The boarding announcement for her flight sounded before she could reply, and Fredericka’s heart became so heavy it was a miracle she could still bear its weight without struggling. She gazed up at the Russian billionaire, a part of her unable to believe how much he had managed to make himself important to her at so short a time.

And he wasn’t even her boyfriend, dammit!

“So...” Fredericka gnawed on her lip, her voice trailing off as her mind turned blank. She suddenly couldn’t think of anything to say or, more to the point, she couldn’t think of anything worth saying other than ‘are you okay with me leaving just like this?’

The Russian billionaire’s lips curved in a gentle smile. “Take care of yourself, da?”

His words had her torn between bursting into tears and wanting to smack the smile off his face. That was all he was going to say? Really? Fredericka swallowed hard. “D-don’t promise you’re always gonna call.” Her tone was brusque, but the way it shook at the end killed her. “We both know you won’t. K-knowing you, you’d be too busy working and flirting you’d forget me in a blink.”

But Sergei only chuckled, saying nothing.

Frustration filled her, and she choked, “I mean, who am I to you, right? I’m probably just a nuisance.” As soon as the words came out, Fredericka wished she could bite off her tongue. I’ve hit rock bottom, she realized sickly. She had become what she swore she would never be – one of those clingy girls who acted like they couldn’t survive one second without a guy at their side.

Taking a deep breath, she squared her shoulders and told herself there was still time to change. In fact, Florida was the best solution right now. Over two thousand miles of distance would teach her how to be happily single. Her move might even pave the way to a new romance and—-

Fingers cupped her chin, cutting through her thoughts as it made her look up, and her gaze clashed with amused dark eyes.

She immediately forgot all about finding a new romance as her thoughts were once again consumed with despair. He was so beautiful and sophisticated, dammit. Of course he would forget her, and it would hurt so bad!

“You should go now,” the billionaire advised softly, “if you don’t want to miss your plane.”

And oh my God, now he was acting like he couldn’t wait to get rid of her!

“I really am a nuisance to you, aren’t I?” Fredericka couldn’t help choking out.

“My favorite nuisance,” he murmured gallantly.

“Ha!” She blinked furiously to keep the tears at bay, thinking that jokes were half meant. She may be his favorite, but he said it himself. She was a nuisance to him.

“A uniquely adorable nuisance,” he continued as his hands settled on her shoulders, “who’s about to miss her flight if she doesn’t get moving...right now.” And with that, he turned her around so she would be facing the queues.

And then she felt it, a tiny nudge from behind, as if the billionaire was urging her to get on with it and leave.

Fredericka walked away without a word. 

When she heard him say ‘take care, pchelka’, she neither allowed herself to slow down nor look back. Talk to the effing hand, she thought numbly. She boarded the plane in a daze. Wasn’t the Russian billionaire unusually callous in his treatment? Even if he wasn’t as unaffected as she was by their parting, couldn’t he at least...pretend?

An assortment of delays had the plane taking off nearly an hour later, and as the force pushed her back against her seat, she told herself firmly, It’s over. That was that for her and the Russian billionaire. Plopping the plane’s headphones in place, she randomly chose a music station to listen to, and a jazz cover of Close to You started to play. For some stupidly sentimental reason, the lyrics reminded her of the Russian billionaire, and her eyes started to tear up.

Oh no, this couldn’t be happening. She was an adult for God’s sake, and she couldn’t be crying over someone she wasn’t even in love with!

But despite everything, a lone teardrop still managed to track down her cheek, and it heralded the torrent of tears that followed soon after. Fredericka weepily asked the stewardess for a box of tissues and spent the entire flight crying and blowing her nose as quietly as she could. 

Thank God she hadn’t told Alyx she was arriving tonight, Fredericka thought as she crumpled another ball of tissue and pushed it down inside the vomit bag. She didn’t think she was ready to handle all of Alyx’s questions. Right now, she just wanted to wallow in self-pity.

Time dragged ever so slowly, but when the plane finally landed, it still felt too soon. Wiping her eyes with the back of her hand one last time, she inhaled several times and told herself she could do it. In Florida, she would be just one step away from being state’s attorney. That was her ultimate goal, and that was something to be happy about.

So be happy, Fredericka Spears. 

Fredericka got to her feet, and when she stepped out of the plane, trusty black legal bag in hand, the first thing she saw was the achingly familiar figure of Sergei Grachyov. The Russian billionaire stood a few feet away from the stair car, a pair of opaque shades dominating his gorgeous face. In his pin-striped suit and with a dozen of bodyguards surrounding him, the billionaire made a tremendously breathtaking sight, and Fredericka couldn’t blame how the other passengers tended to slow down to get their fill of him.

The old woman behind Fredericka loudly cleared her throat.

Oops. Turning red, she forced her shaking legs to move, feeling all the while that she could topple any second. Was it really him? What was he doing here? What did this mean? The questions swirled inside her mind even as cold sweat enveloped her body. She felt so out of control, with the way the Russian billionaire’s presence had made her mood swing violently like a pendulum. From the pits of despair she now found herself in the throes of bliss, and that it was because of him was infinitely terrifying.

When she made it to the ground, she couldn’t help glancing at him, waiting for any kind of sign, but his beautiful face remained impassive. Fredericka started to walk towards him slowly, her body trembling harder at the way his dark gaze followed her every move.

When she finally reached him, Sergei slowly took off his sunglasses, and she inhaled sharply as their eyes met. Gorgeous, too gorgeous, she thought dizzily. And crafty as hell, damn him! He could have told her he was coming here, too! 

Fredericka took another deep breath, preparing to give him a piece of her mind.

But then his lips started to curve just as he murmured huskily, “Hello, pchelka.”

Ah.

She burst into tears instead.

The Russian billionaire laughed softly, which incensed her enough to make Fredericka struggle as he tried to draw her in his arms.

“I hate you, Sergei Grachyov,” she muttered against his chest even as her eyelids closed in sheer relief. Home. It was all she could think of even as his crushing embrace threatened to cut off her oxygen supply. In this man’s arms, she was...home.

“I had a meeting I couldn’t cancel earlier,” she heard him murmur above her head. “But as soon as I was done, I used our jet to get here and still arrived before you did.”

“Why didn’t you tell me you were coming here, too?” 

“You wouldn’t have believed me if I had,” she heard him reason above her head. He pulled away, looking down at her with a mocking smile playing on his lips. “You always seem to forget I can afford to do most things people can’t.”

“It’s hard to remember you’re a billionaire,” she snarled under her breath, “when you always make me pay every time we eat out.”

“Because we’re friends,” he dismissed easily. 

She made a face. “Why do I feel like you’re conning me every time you say that?” But she wasn’t really mad, and she had a nasty, shameful feeling he knew she was feeling the exact opposite. When he took hold of her hand and led her out of the tarmac, she could only let him, unable to muster even the strength to murmur a single word of protest.

Immigration controls practically laid out the red carpet for them as they walked past, and Fredericka was shocked to find paparazzi instantly swarming towards them the moment they left the airport. The press wasn’t ever this intrusive back in Rockton, and Fredericka secretly welcomed the way the Russian billionaire drew her protectively towards her side as his security cleared the way to his limousine.

As they drove away, she looked at him ruefully, saying, “I wondered about your diva’s entourage a while ago—-” She caught sight of the way color stained Sergei’s high-boned cheeks, and she said hurriedly, “But I totally get it now.”

Sergei shook his head, half-amused and half-irritated at being called a ‘diva’ by the woman who had been the object of his desire for so long. A diva. Only Fredericka Spears would have dared call him such a thing to his face—-

And survive, he thought with a mental sigh. He wanted to fuck her too much to kill her, after all.

“Where are we going?” Her inquiring voice drew his gaze back to her. Fredericka’s gray eyes were sparkling now, a far cry from how dull they had seemed back in California. “I haven’t checked in yet,” she was saying, and all the billionaire could do was stare at her as she chatted away in an unusually perky voice. That she was happy and excited was very much evident, and knowing that he was the reason for it made the billionaire clench his fists, the only way to keep his hands off her.

Ah, pchelka.

How could one woman be so impressively smart in one field and be silly in remarkably equal measures in another? How could Fredericka not realize that she was meant to be his forever? 

“Sergei? Are you listening?” Fredericka was staring at him, bemused.

He forced a smile. “Prosti.” I’m sorry. “Were you asking about checking in at your hotel?”

“If it’s out of the way—-”

“It’s not, but there is no need to bother.” When she blinked at him, he said simply, “I canceled your booking.”

“What?”

“I want you to concentrate on just me in the forty-eight hours I’ll be here,” he drawled smoothly, “which is why I thought it’s better that you stay at my apartment—-”

“Since when did you have an apartment in Miami?” Fredericka gasped.

“Since I learned you’ll be moving here,” he answered. 

“WHAT?” She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “Do you even realize how impossible that sounds?” Fredericka asked helplessly. Yes, she knew he was a billionaire, but to buy a house for that reason? That was insane!

“It’s a good investment,” he dismissed, “and I don’t fancy staying at a hotel whenever I come to visit you.” When he saw Fredericka blink at him again, as if unable to believe he intended to visit her frequently, Sergei gave her a mildly exasperated look. “I will come visit you often, naturally.” He shook his head at her. “After all this time, Fredericka, you must at least accept the fact you are not just anyone to me, da?”

She stared at him, stricken. 

A moment later, she started to blink again, but this time it was obvious she was doing it to control her tears. 

“Whatever.” The charmingly ungracious reply came in the form of a defensive mumble, accompanied by the defiant toss of her head as she deliberately turned away from him, her gaze focusing on the scenery outside the window.

Adorable, he thought again with an inner smile. It seemed to have escaped his little bee’s notice that he could still her through her reflection on the window, and it was obvious she was fighting back tears. 

To give her time to compose herself, he changed the subject and told her about his plans for the next forty-eight hours, and she gradually relaxed beside him. By the time they made it to his place, she was comfortable with him again, not hesitating to show her gaping admiration of his luxurious apartment.

“It’s insane, truly insane,” she told him, “the way you rich people make the craziest things seem so easy. You bought this and you’re not going to live in it most of the time?” 

“Well...” He looked at her with hooded lids. “You can always stay here instead of your cousin’s place.”

Fredericka rolled her eyes. “Like I could ever afford the rent here.”

“I’m not asking you to pay.”

“Even worse,” she told him with a scowl. “I came here to be a state’s attorney, and I won’t be that if people start thinking of me as your mistress.” She looked at him warningly. “This is also the only time I’ll be staying over, okay?”

He chose not to address that, not wanting to lie to her. As far as he was concerned, tonight was the first of the many nights she would be spending under his roof. “Once you’ve freshened up, we’ll need to buy some clothes and toiletries for you.”

“But I have—-” Fredericka frowned. Where was her luggage?

When her questioning gaze met his, he murmured, “I had your belongings delivered to your cousin’s place, and I’ve hired professionals to ensure that neither you nor your cousin will have to lift a finger. When you join her, your room should be ready for your use.”

For one moment, she could only stare at the billionaire, thinking that she should be mad at the way he had so easily taken charge and made decisions without even bothering to consult her. But on the other hand, a part of her was hopelessly swayed by his sense of authority. Maybe it was because she was so sick of the fact that her father hadn’t the guts to stand by her mother, but that Sergei Grachyov could be so decisive even though he was six years younger than her—-

“You win,” she said finally. “Just this once, you win. Whatever you want, let’s do it.” 

His lips slowly formed a devastating smile. “Thank you, pchelka, but we both know this won’t be the only time I’ll have my way.”

They stared at each other, his words playing in her mind in the most ridiculously lurid way possible. Oh, he could definitely have his way...with her. Any way would do, she thought deliriously as her imagination went into overdrive and her throat went dry. Missionary, doggie, sixty-nine—-

She suddenly noticed the Russian billionaire gazing at her with interest gleaming in his dark eyes.

“Dare I ask what you’re thinking?”

Wide-eyed, Fredericka shook her head quickly, thinking she would rather die than let him know what she was fantasizing about.

“It doesn’t matter,” the billionaire said huskily. “I think I have a good idea anyway.”
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Chapter Nine
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Fredericka

Life took on yet another different turn, and this time it was marked by the comings and goings of the Russian billionaire in my life. Moving to Florida, the greatest thing that worried me was that we’d eventually drift apart, and that it would hurt me.

But the opposite happened.

The distance between us actually made our friendship stronger, and there wasn’t a day that I didn’t talk to him over the phone. Most weekends, Sergei also flew over to visit me, and every time he did I’d put up a token protest. 

You’re spending too much money. You don’t have to visit me all the time. I don’t want to cause you any trouble at work.

But the Russian billionaire only brushed off my every excuse, and whenever he did, I didn’t try too hard to convince him otherwise.

Before I knew it, the day I turned the big three-oh came, and it was also the first time that the Russian billionaire had canceled on me out of the blue. To be fair, he did try to call me several times, presumably to explain his reason for canceling, but even so.

“That’s like the eighteenth time your phone rang,” Alyx remarked in amusement from across the table.

For my birthday, I had reserved one of the private rooms of a popular Japanese restaurant downtown. I had also planned to finally introduce Sergei to the girls tonight, but obviously that plan was moot, and it was yet another reason the Russian’s billionaire standing me up had me so bummed.

“Aren’t you going to answer it?” Anneke de Konigh prompted. Blonde and blue-eyed, she was a cool Dutch beauty made famous by her connections to the royal family of Contini...as well as the fact that she was married to Italian billionaire Marcus Ravelli.

“No,” I answered shortly, glaring at my phone. I knew I should silence it, but...I liked hearing it ring, liked to imagine that it was the sound of the Russian billionaire begging my forgiveness. “Anyway, let’s not talk about him—-”

“What? No, we have to,” Alyx protested. “He’s the most interesting thing to have happened to you, and you’ve been so closemouthed about him. Seriously, it’s like the paps know more about you and Sergei Grachyov than we do.”

“Which isn’t right,” Anneke added primly, “since we’re your best friends.”

I made a face. “You guys are horrible.”

“Come on,” Alyx wheedled. “There must be some deets you can share with us.”

“What do you want to know?” I asked helplessly.

“Have you hooked up with him yet?” my cousin asked right away.

I gasped. “No!” But I couldn’t help turning red at the same time, and my friends crowed at seeing my expression.

“You’ve made out,” Anneke said slyly, “haven’t you?”

“No.” But my face turned even redder as I uttered the lie.

“Oh my God,” Alyx half-moaned, half-laughed. “I can’t believe it! You, my super-conservative cousin, actually made out with one of the world’s greatest heartbreakers!”

“Don’t confuse him with other billionaires,” I immediately protested. “He’s nothing like Yanna’s husband!”  And by that I meant Constantijin Kastein, a billionaire married to one of Alyx’s high school friends, and who had once been known as Netherlands’ #1 Playboy.

“Whatevs.” Alyx simply waved my protest away. Leaning forward, she asked eagerly in a whisper, “Did you make it to second base? Third base?”

Again, my flushed expression gave me away, and Anneke and Alyx gasped simultaneously.

“Really?” Alyx looked stunned and impressed at the same time.

“And to think,” Anneke murmured pensively, “you kept telling us you were never going to have anything to do with a younger guy.”

“It was just once, okay?” Both of them sent me dubious looks, and I groaned. “I’m not lying. It was really just once. Okay?”

“What makes him different from the rest?” Alyx asked with undisguised curiosity. “I mean, that Russian professor you were crushing on was hot, too, wasn’t he? Why didn’t that push through?”

I responded with a tight-lipped look, determined not to say anything that could incriminate me.

“Is it because he’s huge?”

“Alyx!” My phone rang at the same time, and the three of us started, looking at each other guiltily even knowing Sergei Grachyov wasn’t around to hear us talking about his package.

My phone continued to ring, but before I could cancel the call, Alyx completely took me by surprise as she reached for my phone and pressed the answer button.

“Alyx,” I hissed, but it was too late.

The call had connected, and Alyx only flashed me a sly grin, mouthing, Loudspeaker please. 

No way, I mouthed back furiously. My gaze flew back to the phone, and with the time counter still running, I knew Sergei still hadn’t dropped the call. I reluctantly reached for my iPhone, mumbling, “Hello?”

“I’m sorry, pchelka. I would have been there if it were possible.”

“I understand,” I said very, very brightly. I had my pride, too, and I didn’t want him to realize how much his absence hurt. 

“We had an emergency at the company, and with Papa still in Moscow, I was the only one who could take care of it.”

“I really understand.” I knew he wasn’t the type to lie about things like this, but even so. 

“S dnem rozhdeniya.” The billionaire’s voice was soft but thickly accented, tender and fierce.

Damn him. The sound of his voice, combined with the birthday greeting, made my knees go weak under the table, and I hated it.

I hated this.

I hated him.

“I miss you, pchelka.”

No, you don’t, I thought. If he had, then he should have been here with me.

“I’ll be there tomorrow—-”

“Please don’t bother,” I heard myself say in a sweet voice.

“Fredericka—-”

“I think it’s good we spend a bit more time apart anyway.” In front of me, Alyx and Anneke gawked openly at my words.

“Is that so?” The Russian billionaire’s voice had become stiff.

I forced a laugh, asking, “You do know the paparazzi has taken to calling me Attorney Moneypenny, right?” 

My “nickname” was due to the fact that my platonic-on-the-surface relationship with the Russian billionaire reminded people of James Bond’s friendship with M’s secretary, and as one tabloid had spun it, ‘I was the only woman to make the billionaire smile, the only woman Sergei Grachyov trusts because he knew my career meant more to me than being his girlfriend.’

They were right in a way, but they had also missed the pertinent fact that the Russian billionaire was exactly like me. As tonight had proved, work also meant more to him than our friendship did.

“I am aware of it.” The Russian billionaire seemed to be picking his words with care. “Does it displease you?” 

“It does, actually. No single guy’s tried to approach me ever since people think I’m your Miss Moneypenny.” 

Anneke’s jaw dropped at my words while Alyx simply looked at me like I had lost my mind.

“I see.” Sergei’s tone had never been colder than it was at that moment, but I told myself I was fine with it. “Prosti. I failed to realize how undesirable my presence in your life has become.”

The stiff formality in his words made me flinch, and I wanted to childishly snarl at him that 24-year-old guys like him shouldn’t speak English like he had a master’s degree in literature. I was the lawyer here, the professional, while he was the billionaire playboy who also happened to be six years younger. It wasn’t right that he was making me feel like I was the one acting immature.

“Yes, well, that’s how it is.”

“Ya ponimayu.” I understand. “I’ll make sure not to bother you too often then.” His voice was chillingly polite. “Da svidaniya.” It was a formal form of goodbye, followed by the sound of the Russian billionaire ending the call in a click.

When I lowered my iPhone back on the table, Alyx burst out, “What the hell was that?”

“It’s better this way, isn’t it?” I muttered. “I’ve become too dependent on him, and you two know it.”

“And what’s wrong with that?” Anneke asked, bewildered. “You two enjoy each other’s company—-”

“In more ways than one,” Alyx added.

I glared at my cousin. “ALYX!”

“But it’s true,” she argued. “Haven’t you ever heard of friends with benefits?”

I snorted. “Tell me that when you’ve done it, too.” For all her bold talk, Alyx was a virgin as much as I was and we both knew it.

“Well, if I had a friend as yummy as Sergei Grachyov, I wouldn’t let those benefits go to waste. Unfortunately, I don’t.” She looked at me pointedly. “But you do, and I think it’s stupid that you’re pushing him away for no reason.” 

“It’s better this way.”

And I kept telling myself that, day after day. A full month passed, and it was the longest that Sergei and I had neither talked nor seen each other, and it was like having the sun stop shining on me. Yes, it was dramatic, but it was exactly how I felt. 

The nights were the worst. To my utter shame, I tried relieving my loneliness by touching myself. But this time, my fingers were no longer enough. I even tried fantasizing about him, but it still didn’t work. I couldn’t make myself come.

In a moment of absolute weakness, I succumbed to another urge. A pretty package in black was delivered to my doorstep one Friday night, and I couldn’t make myself look into the delivery guy’s eye as I scribbled my signature on his ledger. 

When he left, I hurried to my bedroom, pulled the blinds shut, and closed the lights before unwrapping the package in the dark.

The feel of it was strange but familiar, and I couldn’t help gulping at what I was about to do.

My first ever vibrator, I thought numbly. 

Was this right or wrong? Was this an act of women empowerment or me sinking to the lowest of low? I had no idea. All I knew was that this might be the only way to forget him. 

Pulling the covers over me, I placed the vibrator beside me before undressing myself. My nakedness made me shiver self-consciously, but I deliberately pushed all my worries away and forced myself to concentrate on how I was already anticipating what I was about to do.

I was excited, and that was a good thing. For the past month, I had been living like a zombie, and this was the closest I felt to being alive again.

Reaching for the vibrator, I allowed my legs to part under the covers, wider and wider and wider, until my insides began to ache and my folds began to swell at the delicious pressure I had put myself in. I closed my eyes, and to my shock an image of Sergei Grachyov suddenly filled my mind, vivid and powerful.

This was bad. This was good. 

Either way, it was too late to stop myself. 

In my mind, it was the Russian billionaire who had parted my legs open, and my lips parted in a soundless moan as I imagined Sergei running his dark gaze over my naked body. My flesh trembled, my folds becoming wet, and I knew it was time.

My hands trembled as I attached the sex toy to my tiny, throbbing nub of flesh.

Click.

As it started to vibrate, I squeezed my eyes shut more tightly, my lips parting in a silent gasp.

Sergei.

In my mind, it was Sergei behind the powerful vibrations, and my body arched off the bed in a sensual shudder. 

Oh God. 

I squeezed my eyes shut as my insides started to tighten.

Sergei, Sergei.

The steady, powerful vibration against my clit had me slowly seeing stars. My breasts started to swell, and I slowly reached for them, cupping and kneading the flesh before bringing my fingers to the aroused buds—-

I pinched my nipples, imagining it was the Russian billionaire doing it—-

AAAAAAAH.

My silent, drawn-out moan bounced against the walls of my mind, and my naked body arched against the covers. The silk over my body brushed tantalizingly against the tips of my breasts, heightening my arousal, and I gasped silently again.

Oh God, Sergei, Sergei, Sergei—-

I reached for my little toy, made the vibration just one level stronger—-

BRRRRRRRRR.

Oh God, oh God.

Sergei.

My eyes rolled back as my body started to tighten, the exquisite sensation painfully and wonderfully familiar.

BRRRRRRRRR.

My legs trembled hard, the inner muscles of my pussy contracting and releasing as it prepared for my release, and God oh God, it was just like having Sergei torment me—-

BRRRRRRRRR.

Sergei.

I could see him in my mind, his beautiful face made harsh with desire.

I could picture his thin, perfect lips moving, could hear his accented voice growling—-

Let me feel your cum.

BRRRRRRRRR.

Pleasure swept over me as I came hard with a silent sob.

My body shook harder and harder with every gush of wetness, and I could feel myself going faint. But even so I didn’t reach for my little toy. I let it vibrate and torture my nub, wanting to prolong my release.

It took a long time for the sensations to fade to nothing, and every tiny bone of my pussy felt used and exhausted by the time I put the toy away. The experience had been good. No, it was great actually, but even so—-

Why did I still feel empty now?

Another month passed. Playing with my “toy” was now a weekly thing, just as stalking Sergei online was. To distract myself, I accepted as many cases as I could and worked overtime every night. My diligence paid off, and I was eventually assigned to a high-profile case that had me representing Nick and Jason Christakos. The two younger Greeks were twins and billionaires in their own right, and if I won their case for them, making it to state attorney was almost a shoo-in.

Once the contract for legal representation was signed and my meeting with the twins over, I called my friends, wanting to celebrate with them but both girls asked for a rain check, with Alyx tied up at work while Anneke was still overseas.

And so it’s just me, I thought glumly. The weather outside the building matched my mood perfectly, with overcast skies and a steady downpour that had me tiredly snapping my bag closed before reaching for my trusty umbrella. 

In the past, walking around had been completely out of the question with the way the paparazzi dogged my every step. But it was different now. They had seemed to figure out that I was no longer Sergei’s “Attorney Moneypenny,” and it had been weeks since I last made it to any gossip website.

Stepping past the law firm’s front doors, I snapped my umbrella open, and when I raised it up, the first thing I saw was...him.

I whitened.

Sergei Grachyov gazed at me with inscrutable dark eyes, looking more achingly gorgeous than I allowed myself to remember. He, too, was holding an umbrella, large and sleek and obviously expensive.

Burberry, I thought dazedly. Burberry actually made umbrellas?

“Zdrastvuyte.” His ‘hello’ was spoken quietly, his narrowed gaze trained on my face.

“Zdrastvuyte,” I whispered. I knew I was acting like an idiot. A thirty-year-old idiot, but I couldn’t help it. I also couldn’t help staring at him, even knowing that I was being obvious about it. Had he always been this tall? Had he always been this muscular? And had he always been able to make my heart hammer against my chest like it was Thor wielding it?

The silence stretched between us, making me feel terrified and desperate. Please let this be real. Please let him not be a figment of my imagination. Please.

When he started to speak again, I couldn’t help stiffening, already thinking of the worst. He would tell me he hated me. He would tell me he was here because he was looking for another lawyer at the firm, not me. He would—-

And then I heard him ask tautly, “Do you still find my presence undesirable?”

Oh.

Oh!

Tears stung my eyes as I stared at him, knowing he could have made it so much worse. He could have prolonged my misery, maybe even forced me to beg. But he hadn’t. He could have chosen to act petty and immature, the way I had, and he would have had the right to do so.

I choked out, “No.” And before he could say another word, I said brokenly, “I’m sorry.”

The billionaire’s eyes flashed. A second later and he had taken hold of my hand, his grip punishingly tight, and it was exactly the way I wanted it. He was holding on to me like he never wanted to let me go, and I held him just as tightly, feeling the same even though I would never admit it out loud.

“Come share my umbrella,” he murmured, and I didn’t even think of arguing. We started walking, holding hands like our time apart had never happened. 

“Are you representing the Christakos twins now?”

I almost stumbled in shock, and I looked up at him, blurting out, “How did you know?”

He looked back at me, unsmiling. “So you are.”

I said slowly, “Yes.” I didn’t see any reason to deny it.

“And it will do no good if I ask you to turn the case over to someone else?”

“Why would you ask that?”

“I have no quarrel with them, but the party you’re up against—-”

“Abraxam Davos?”

He nodded curtly. “He’s bad news, pchelka. You must be aware that he has no qualms about having his enemies tortured and murdered.”

I gazed at him with sudden understanding, and I asked softly, “Is that why you’re here?”

“If not for Davos,” he said without hesitation, “I would have let you continue punishing yourself.” 

Riiiiight. But I couldn’t deny it because it was the truth. 

“If you are determined to see this through—-”

“I am.”

His lips tightened. “Then at least promise me you will take care—-”

I nodded.

“And that you will not hesitate to ask me for help if you shall have a need to do so,” he finished.

I frowned. “Sergei—-”

“Promise me,” he said very softly, “or I will not hesitate to interfere and take this case off your hands.”

“Sergei!”

The billionaire’s hard expression didn’t soften. “Then your promise?”

Realizing that it was futile to argue, I said grudgingly, “I give you my word.”

“Good. And one last thing—-”

I stopped walking, arms crossing over my chest as I snarled accusingly, “You’re having too much fun extracting your pound of flesh.”

Sergei’s expression slowly eased, his lips curving into a smirk that should have irritated me but instead had my heart hammering even more violently against my chest.  “I suppose so,” he admitted equably. “But I do have one last condition, and you will agree to it.”

My back stiffened with suspicion at the way his tone turned serious, and I asked warily, “What’s your condition?”

“If you tell me you do not want me in your life again, make sure you mean it.”

My throat tightened at the savage note in his voice. “Sergei—-”

“My mother has been a selfish creature all her life, and for as long as I can remember, she never hesitated to play with my father’s affections and her children’s. When she needed us, she would pretend to be what we wanted her to be. But when she didn’t, she made us feel like we were trash she couldn’t wait to get rid of.”

I whitened, never imagining that my moment of pettiness could dredge up such dreadful memories for Sergei. “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I didn’t realize.”

“You weren’t supposed to. Only few people know how bad it had been between my parents.” His grip suddenly tightening, he said harshly, “You are important to me, pchelka. But I will not allow myself to be manipulated—-”

I closed the distance between us, and as soon as his fingers loosened its hold, I hugged him as tightly as I could. “I promise,” I whispered against the hard, powerful wall of his chest. Heart aching at the pain I had inadvertently caused him, I said shakily, “No more games. No more lies.” 

Even if being with him was like allowing history to repeat itself—-

Even if being with him was the most terrifying risk I had ever taken—-

I meant every word.
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Chapter Ten
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Sergei and Fredericka

One and a half year later

Oh my God, it was Sergei Grachyov in the flesh. 

News traveled fast whenever hot Russian billionaires were concerned, and by the time Sergei had stepped out of his chopper, practically every woman on the strip had forgotten about the beauty of their surroundings, with its swaying palm trees, powder-fine sand, and the latest music streaming from the competing beachside bars.

The women only had one thought in mind: do anything and everything possible to get Sergei Grachyov’s attention.

But it was impossible, since the billionaire only had eyes for his phone.

An incessant number of clicks from mobile cameras followed the billionaire as he walked down the beach, his concentration fully engaged by whoever it was he was texting. Not once did he look up to see where he was going, the billionaire knowing that his security team would prevent anything unnecessary from obstructing his way.

And by anything, this included a woman who had pretended to trip in front of Sergei, hoping to stumble into his arms, but security literally lifted her off the billionaire’s path before she could reach him.  

Another woman daringly untied her bikini top and threw it at Sergei, but the piece of clothing was caught by one of the billionaire’s bodyguards and returned to its owner together with a warning about possible litigation if she were to do it again.

And so it continued, with all the women failing to snag the billionaire’s attention. Their failure left them vexed and jealous, all of them wondering whom it could be that the billionaire was texting.

Could it be his baby sister Seri, whom Sergei openly doted on?

Or perhaps it was none other than Elsa Nilsson herself, who had the longest sort-of-relationship with the billionaire?

It could only be one or the other, the women thought enviously.

But they were wrong.

****
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THE SCENT OF THE SEA teased Fredericka’s nostrils as she made her way to the last vacant lounge chair while a gentle breeze played with the loose locks of her hair behind her back. It was the height of summer, and she was lucky enough to spend the holidays here in Teleios, a Greek island that had recently dethroned Ibiza for being the world’s most famous party paradise. 

A weekend in Teleios should have meant a beach romance. It should have meant having a summer fling or even a summer one-night stand. 

At this point, Fredericka would have taken any of it, but reality offered none of those choices. A waiter approached her, bearing a tray of drinks, and she gratefully accepted a glass of Shirley Temple. It was easier to look cool with a drink in hand, and right now she desperately needed to look really cool.

It was already the second night of Legal Fun 101, a lawyer networking thingy that she had forced herself to attend. Now that Fredericka’s days as state’s attorney were over, she needed to search for colleagues to partner up with, and Legal Fun 101 should have helped with that.

But it hadn’t. 

Two nights of networking translated to six meals’ worth of bonding and countless hours of semi-communal living, since they were all staying at the same private resort.

And yet—-

“Everyone grab a partner,” the event host called out with drunken cheerfulness. “It’s time to party!”

Fredericka managed to stop herself from wincing even as all the other lawyers excitedly left their lounge chairs and stools. They headed straight to the open space in the middle, which she now supposed would serve as the dance floor.

Or dance sand, Fredericka thought unnecessarily. Whatever. The point was, the host either didn’t know how to count or he had a really poor memory.

This event was called Legal Fun 101 for a reason, and it wasn’t just because the seminars included 101 lessons on networking. It was also called that because there were exactly 101 lawyers present.

101.

Which meant, odd number.

Which meant, someone would be left behind without a partner, and that would—-

Not be me, Fredericka thought determinedly as she swiped her phone from the tiny table next to her lounge chair. Lifting it up over her face, she began typing fast. 

There’s a difference between having no one to dance with, she told herself, and choosing not to dance because you’re busy texting. 

She was the latter, obviously.

Fredericka: Hey, what’s up?

Sergei: About to meet someone.

Sergei: As for you...

Sergei: Shouldn’t you be dancing now?

Sergei: Says so in your itinerary.

Fredericka: We don’t have an itinerary.

Sergei: You do.

Fredericka: And even if we had one, how would you know what’s in it?

Sergei: Magic.

Fredericka: HA!

Sergei: It comes in various currencies.

Fredericka: Oh my God, can everyone be bought now?

Sergei: Da, pchelka. Shouldn’t you have accepted that by now?

Fredericka: CYNIC. 

Fredericka: There’s still hope for humanity, you heartless billionaire.

Sergei: How can you say that when right this minute I am actually spending my precious time humoring this woman who has no friends?

Fredericka: I have friends!

Sergei: Your cousin and former therapy-session-partner do not count.

Fredericka: They’re still my friends, and what do you mean you’re humoring me?

Sergei: You only text me out of the blue when you don’t want to look like a loser.

Fredericka: Well, sorry if we can’t all be the life of the party like His Ego-ness.

Sergei: Ya znayu ob etom. 

I am aware of this, Fredericka translated. Her Russian had improved by leaps and bounds, mostly thanks to the times when the billionaire was acting all mysteriously brooding. In those instances, he would insist on talking to her only in Russian, and conversely he’d only pay attention to what she was saying if she answered back in Russian.

He was a perverse jerk, in other words, but because he was also one of the few persons she couldn’t live without, she had just let it go. 

Well, that and fact that it was also sort of cute that the normally mature Sergei Grachyov had a secret childish side to him.

Smiling, she typed her answer to the billionaire. You could have just typed IKR.

Her phone vibrated a moment later, with Sergei’s concise answer making her accidentally laugh out loud. He had simply typed, IKR.

She suddenly pictured the powerful-looking billionaire saying IKR in that wonderful accent of his and bit her lip hard. It would be like a Russian James Bond saying...BRB.

Fredericka bit her lip harder at the thought. Damn you, Sergei Grachyov. The man had to know that his answer would have her in stitches, just as he knew how much she hated it every time he could make her laugh silly like all those foolishly infatuated girls that followed him everywhere.

A shadow fell over Fredericka, jerking her out of her reverie, and she thought, Shit. It was probably the host, about to ask her why she wasn’t dancing. She glowered down at her drink, knowing that politeness forbade her to say the truth, which was that it was entirely his fault she was the 101st wheel.

Odd numbers, you idiot, Fredericka wanted to yell. One-oh-damn-one!

The man in front of her started to crouch down.

Shit, shit, shit.

Fredericka started racking her brains for a plausible excuse. She couldn’t dance because she had...sprained her ankle from sitting? She had her period? She—-

Oh.

Familiar dark eyes collided with her, and she gasped, “Sergei?”

An arrogant, wicked grin curved on his lips as the Russian billionaire murmured, “In the flesh.” As always, his thick accent made his voice sound seductive and dangerous at the same time, and behind her she dazedly took in the way the commanding aura of his presence had everyone freezing and gaping at him.

It was like the entire world had stopped in motion, and all because His Ego-ness was here.

“W-what are you doing here?” Fredericka stammered even as she struggled to get past her befuddled state. The billionaire was still gorgeous than ever, with his neatly cut black hair and dark eyes making his features seem more chiseled. His white V-neck shirt and lightweight cotton pants, which screamed designer-brand elegance despite its casual style, served to accentuate the exquisitely sculpted muscles of his lethally ripped body. 

HOT, in other words.

Instead of answering, the billionaire only said, “I missed you, Erie.”

“Hmph.” But her toes had already curled hard, not just because he had told her he missed her but also because he was calling her ‘Erie.’ Even now, remembering how that came to be made her heart skip a beat and made it even harder to feign irritation.

The first time he had paid her a visit at the law firm in Miami, the billionaire had been oddly quiet and unsmiling. When they had a moment alone to themselves, she had worriedly asked him what was wrong, and he had told her stiffly, “They all call you ‘Freddie.’”

“That’s because they’re different from the guys in Rockton. Those guys didn’t treat me as their equal. The people here are cool, and we’ve become friends.” She had thought the answer was sufficient, but when the frown on the billionaire’s face only became more pronounced, she had asked tentatively, “Something’s still wrong?”

“It makes them sound they’re intimate with you.”

“They’re not,” she had gasped.

“But it’s how they sound, because they call you...Freddie.” 

“B-but you call me pchelka,” she had stammered, all the while wondering if it was possible that the billionaire could be jealous. 

“That’s an endearment, not a nickname.”

The difference was lost on her, but the look in the billionaire’s dark eyes was clear as day. She hadn’t dared put a name to it, but she knew what it was, and the thought had her knees buckling. “D-do you want to call me Freddie, too?” she had asked weakly.

She had only wanted to appease him, but instead the billionaire had dealt her a cold look, and his voice had been dangerously silky when he asked, “Does that mean I am at the same level with the other men here?”

“No way.” She hadn’t even taken the time to think of what to answer, and when she had seen his form visibly relax, the tension leaving his powerful body, she knew she had said the right thing, probably the only answer he would have accepted.

“Erie,” he had then said after a moment. At her blank look, he had clarified, “I will ignore the ‘Fred’ part in your name because that is what most of them seem to concentrate on. So it leaves ‘Ericka.’”

Her confusion cleared. Erie, taken from Ericka, was to be his special nickname for her. The thought of him calling her a name that was his alone felt strangely intimate, and heat suffused her face.

“Erie?” 

The past faded and blended with the present, and Fredericka realized with a start that Sergei had been calling for her. 

When she looked up, the billionaire murmured smoothly, “Let’s dance.”

Before she could even think of protesting, he had already pulled her up to her feet and into his arms. 

As he drew her closer, she hissed under her breath, “You’re making them hate me.”

“It is for your own good,” she heard the billionaire say calmly over her head.

Fredericka looked up with a gasp. “Excuse me?” 

“Hate is better than pity,” he murmured.

Oh. A reluctant smile touched her lips as she was forced to acknowledge the truth in the billionaire’s words. So much had changed in the course of a year, Fredericka thought reminiscently. After having won the case for the Christakos twins, her dream had come true and she had been made state’s attorney a short while after. 

For a time, it had been everything she wanted, and every morning she would look at herself in the mirror and imagine that it was her dead father she was seeing on its surface. 

Can you see me now? I’m the child you ran out on and refused to acknowledge. Look where I am now, and look where you are.

But soon, the pleasure she derived from her success began to pale and the emptiness of her life began to gnaw at her. Two months ago, she had finally submitted her resignation, determined to start her life over. She had realized she wanted to build a law firm that operated on contingency fees, which would allow it to represent clients who weren’t presently able to afford effective legal presentation.

But as this weekend’s event had made Fredericka realize, her dream was a nightmare for most other lawyers. Even worse, she had learned that most of them believed that her resignation had merely been a ruse, meant to cover up the fact that she had pissed off a high-ranking official and had been forced to quit.

She looked up at the billionaire, saying wryly, “You’ve known from the start, didn’t you? What people were thinking?”

Sergei answered evenly, “There was no reason for you to know about the opinion of people who should mean nothing to you.”

So overprotective, she thought helplessly. Knowing that there was no point discussing his high-handedness, a trait that was as intrinsic to him as his Russian lineage, she changed the subject instead, asking, “What do you think you’re doing?” For the past five minutes, the two of them had been swaying slowly to a beat only the billionaire seemed to hear, and it had everyone staring at them.

Sergei raised a brow. “Dancing, of course.”

Fredericka was torn between laughing out loud and rolling her eyes. This was dancing? The music was a fusion of techno and house, fast and upbeat, and he called this slow, almost intimate sway of their bodies dancing?

He suddenly pulled her closer, and Fredericka’s breath caught as she felt his hardness against her belly. 

Oh. God.

He was so rigidly aroused, she thought, her throat drying. Did he know she was aware that he had an erection? She slowly, nervously looked up at him., and when their gazes met, the billionaire smiled at her, a devastating sight that had her body tightening with need.

“People here need to be reminded that you’re not just anybody,” Sergei murmured.

Oh, the arrogance. And yet Fredericka also knew he was merely stating a fact, and the way he was so unabashedly unapologetic about his power just made him even more attractive. 

Her breasts started to feel heavy, and her folds started to become creamy with moisture.

Oh no.

She was becoming aroused, too, and if she didn’t do something quick, Sergei would realize this as well.

Fredericka pushed the billionaire away, mumbling, “I n-need to go to the powder room.”

The billionaire’s hold on her slowly loosened. “Shall I accompany you—-”

“No!” The shrillness of her tone made Fredericka mentally wince, realizing that she was giving herself away even more. “I mean, it’s okay, I’ll be back—-” She felt a sneeze coming, and stopped talking.

Sergei frowned when Fredericka suddenly sneezed. “Are you alright?”

“I had a slight temperature last night, but it’s nothing serious.”

“You’re certain?” 

Fredericka temporarily forgot her discomfort as Sergei’s zealous concern filled her with amusement. “A fever’s not going to kill me, Sergei.”

Even as a flushed expression fell over his face, the billionaire countered, “It isn’t something to take lightly either.”

Her smile widened into a grin. “Stop being fussy. You’re younger than me—-” As always, the reminder of their age difference had the billionaire scowling, but she ignored this, saying, “So lighten up, will you?”

Ignoring her words, the billionaire asked instead, “Do you still need to go to the powder room or not?” He took a step closer towards her. “Because if you don’t, then we can just go back to dancing—-”

She hurriedly moved back before he could reach her, stammering, “I still need to go.” More than ever now, since his words had practically set her body on fire.

Sergei checked his watch. “Perhaps we can meet in my room instead?”

“Sure.” At this point, Fredericka would have agreed to anything, so desperate was she to leave his presence before the billionaire figured out what was wrong with her. He gave her his room number, and she nodded, mumbling, “Got it.” And then she spun around and walked away as fast as she could, not allowing herself to look back.

The story of her life, she thought, torn between laughing and crying. 

Sergei Grachyov had become an obsession, and these days she only had to see him and she would want him so, so bad.
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Chapter Eleven
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Fredericka joined him in his suite ten minutes later, and he welcomed her inside with a slight smile. After closing the door, he followed her in the en-suite living room. She had changed before coming here, swapping her summer dress for a lace shirt tucked in a pair of high-waist shorts. She had also let her silky red curls loose, and the sight of it made him want to drive his fingers through her hair, made him imagine pulling her head back as he devoured her mouth.

“Sergei?” 

The wide-eyed look on Fredericka’s face made him realize he had been staring at her, and Sergei willed himself back into control. “What do you want to drink?” She smiled at him, and the sight was irresistible and adorable, enough to have a brief smile tug at his lips as he asked, “Coffee, I take it?”

“As always.” Her gaze drifted to the espresso machine behind him. “Shall I make it for us?”

“It would be my pleasure,” he drawled, “to have you serve me.” The sexist remark was purposeful, and the billionaire’s eyes gleamed in amusement when Fredericka gave him a properly professional response by sticking her tongue out. 

Even so, she still padded towards the coffee station and his admiring gaze followed her every move, Sergei loving the seductively gentle sway of her hips. 

Taking a seat on the couch, the billionaire watched her leisurely while his mind considered the many ways his life had changed ever since Fredericka had entered the picture. 

Whereas once he had always been cynical and ruthless, Fredericka’s passionate belief in the need for giving second chances had inevitably rubbed off on him. He usually fired airheads, idiots, and bigots on the spot, but lately he had found himself actually giving them a week to prove to him they could change, and all because he wanted to impress Fredericka with his nice-guy act.

Even his usual routine had been thrown upside-down, with Sergei having no choice but to delegate more to his team of executives so that he would be able to free himself for weekend trips to Miami. In the past, his siblings had teased him for being a workaholic. Now they teased him for being a hedonist, with the way he made Florida look like it was just a ten-minute ride from California.

In front of him, he caught sight of Fredericka wetting her lips as she stole glances at him while making coffee, but he pretended not to notice. His little bee had changed, too, the billionaire thought. She was so much more feminine now, and he knew he wasn’t being conceited in thinking it was due to him. That one night they shared had been more than enough to awaken the earthy sexuality that she had been born with, and since then the way she would stare at him with innocent, unconscious yearning had been his ultimate source of torment and pleasure.

Her inexperience made her so wonderfully easy to read, and it was his secret hope that she would always stay that way. If she spoke to him with a telltale tremor in her voice, it meant that she was missing him badly – but was too proud to tell him. If she smiled at him too brightly, then it meant she had probably succumbed to the temptation of reading lies of gossip about him, and that it had hurt her, even knowing it was a lie. 

And if she came to him like she had earlier, eyes suspiciously bright and a lovely flush covering her cheeks—-

Well, that could only mean one thing. 

She had touched herself before meeting with him.

The knowledge made Sergei shift on the couch, trying his best to get his erection under control. The idea of Fredericka masturbating was a major turn on, and the sight of her now, with her post-climax glow, made his little bee even more irresistible. 

“It’s ready,” Fredericka announced then, and Sergei’s gaze lifted up to hers just as she reached him. After placing her cup on the center table, she handed Sergei his, her bent position affording him a generous view of her cleavage. His cock stirred more insistently under his pants, and he had to strive harder to keep himself in check. “Spasibo,” he murmured as he accepted the cup. Thank you.

She took her seat next to him on the couch and for a few moments, they enjoyed their coffee in silence while doing their best to ignore the way they could feel each other’s heat even without touching.

Fredericka suddenly sneezed, causing Sergei to put his cup down to feel her forehead.

“I’m fine,” she protested even as the mere feel of his hand made her tremble.

Noticing the tremor that struck her body, Sergei asked with a frown, “Are you cold?” She didn’t have a temperature, but it didn’t mean she wasn’t about to come down with something.

“Just a bit,” Fredericka lied, knowing that was better than the truth, which was that her body was aching for his touch.

At her answer, he immediately took off his blazer and placed it over her shoulders, and she mumbled her thanks. She caught the scent of his cologne from his blazer and her nipples started to pucker. Not again, Fredericka thought, horrified. Needing to distract herself, she blurted out the first thing on her mind. “What’s the next thing we should target on our bucket list?”

“How about a party for your birthday?” Sergei suggested after a moment, recalling that the item was listed on the Moderate category. He had actually never been one to throw any kind of party, not even for his family members, but for Fredericka he would gladly make an exception. 

“Please don’t,” she said with a light shudder. “I don’t need additional reminders that I’m going to turn older.” And for three months, it would also mean she would be seven years older than Sergei, too.

The thought made her mentally flinch.

Six was bad enough, really, but seven just made her positively feel like, well, a cougar.

The billionaire’s gaze narrowed at her. “You should really stop caring so much about the difference in our age.”

“Easy for you to say,” she retorted. “You’re not the one who’s older.”

“It’s just six years,” he pointed out exasperatedly.

“When I have my birthday and until you don’t turn twenty-six, it will be seven,” she grumbled, “and that’s almost like a decade!” 

“You’re being ridiculous. No one can tell the difference, and besides—-” The billionaire’s tone turned dry. “Between the two of us, we both know who’s the adult one—-”

“And that’s me,” she finished firmly. She was the adult one between them...so why was it again that she was spending too much time with Sergei Grachyov? A random memory fluttered in her mind, a time when she and her friends had attended Family Day at Christopoulos University and the three of them had suffered serious pangs of envy at seeing Mairi Tanner-Leventis, an American schoolteacher who had once been rumored to be a scheming gold-digger, enjoying her happy-ever-after in the company of her Greek billionaire husband and baby girl.

I want that for myself, Fredericka thought glumly. Or if she couldn’t have love, then maybe she could at least experience the passion even just once. As soon as the thought popped up, an idea began to form in her mind. 

An idea that might also just put an end to her grossly inadvisable infatuation with a younger man—-

“Do you have any plans for your birthday?” Sergei was asking.

“Umm, yes.” Fredericka cleared her throat. “I actually do.” Just now, actually, but he didn’t have to know that.

Sergei gazed at Fredericka curiously, having noticed the way she had suddenly started chewing on her lip. That look on her lovely face meant she was lost in her thoughts, and they appeared serious enough to have her nervous.

“Won’t you share with me what your plans are?”

“Umm...”

“I take it I’m not a part of it?” he asked dryly, easily guessing the reason for her discomfort.

She slowly nodded.

“Is it something just for you Alyx and Anneke?”

She shook her head just as slowly.

Sergei’s tone became faintly puzzled. “Then what?”

“It’s...a...secret?”

Sergei stopped smiling. For as long as he knew her, Fredericka had always been vehemently against any kind of duplicity. Secrets were synonymous to lies in her book, which was why the fact that she was trying to keep something from him now made the billionaire both wary and suspicious.

“You know I’ll find out sooner or later,” he told her lazily, “so why don’t we just cut to the chase and you tell me now what your plans are.”

“It’s my birthday,” she tried to prevaricate, “so my plans are my business—-”

“Erie.”

She gulped. 

“What,” the billionaire asked very softly, “are your plans for your birthday?”

She mumbled her answer in a nearly inaudible voice, but when the billionaire suddenly cursed, Fredericka knew he had still heard her, and she gulped again.

“What the fuck, Erie? Why the hell are you going to meet with Julian Alexeyev on your birthday?” 

“I was thinking...” Taking a deep breath, she lifted her chin and say, “I’m thinking of dating him.”

His jaw clenched. “Did he ask you out?” Julian. It was always that fucking Julian Alexeyev! 

“I don’t need to explain anything—-”

“Answer the question!” His fury worsened at the flash of defiance in her gray eyes, and leaning forward, he grabbed her by the shoulders, snarling, “Answer me, dammit—-”

“Because I’m tired of being a virgin!”

The words were out before she realized what she was saying, and as the billionaire stared at her in disbelief, something inside her started to unravel and suddenly she couldn’t stop talking. 

“I’m never going to fall in love, and I know that. I’m okay with that. But what I’m not okay with is turning forty and withering before I ever have sex!” Her voice started to rise. “So I will have sex, and I will lose my virginity, and—-”

“Then FUCK ME!”
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Chapter Twelve
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Fredericka

A penny could have dropped, and it would have sounded like a bomb going off. The silence in the room was charged with tension, and for several moments all I could do was stare at the billionaire, unable to believe what I had just heard.

What the hell had he just said?

And almost as if he had heard my question, Sergei’s expression hardened, and his tone was just as hard as he said with slow precision, “I’ve wanted your virginity the first time I met you. So fuck me.”

Oh. So I had heard him right, and the realization jerked me out of my state of shock and I jumped to my feet. “No.” The rejection came out almost involuntarily, a response conditioned by the years that I had forcibly reminded myself over and over that I would never be like my mother and fall for a younger man.

I lifted my chin. “It’s not possible.”

“Because I’m younger?” Sergei came to his feet with a derisive shake of his head. “We’ve been in each other’s lives for over two years, Erie. You must know by now you can trust me.”

I shook my head vehemently, unwilling to let myself see the truth in his words. “It’s not that easy—-”

“You either want to fuck me or not,” he growled. “It’s that easy.”

“We’re just friends—-”

“And now we’ll be something else,” Sergei finished flatly.

I stared at him, stunned.

He laughed humorlessly. “You expected me to say we could be friends with benefits, didn’t you?”

Yes, I thought numbly, and could he blame me? The whole world saw us together all the time, and instead of thinking we were a couple, they imagined I was his Attorney Moneypenny, which was basically a cute way of saying I was a girl with brains, a girl he might flirt with from time to time, but in the end, I was also just a girl who could be his friend but not his girlfriend.

“You must know I’ve never stopped wanting you,” Sergei suddenly gritted out.

His words shook me, but I hardened myself against it. “You’re twenty-five,” I said thinly.  “You’re programmed to want anyone in a skirt—-” 

“Zatk nis,” Sergei cut me off with a hiss, dark eyes flashing with fury. 

Shut up.

My face reddened, but before I could react, the billionaire had suddenly yanked me forward, and as I stumbled against his chest, he grabbed my wrist and brought it down—-

Ah!

My fingers, pressed against his throbbing cock, curled around his length reflexively, and the involuntarily reaction had my cheeks turning a deeper shade of red. So. Hard. I swallowed at the thought, but even so I couldn’t let go. Hard. He was so, so impossibly hard, and I couldn’t think of anything else.

“My cock,” he hissed down at me, “only wants you. I haven’t fucked anyone since that time we had our first fight—-”

My mind reeled at his words, rendering me frozen in his hold. Was he saying he had been celibate all this time? Could I let myself believe him?

Tipping my chin up, the billionaire forced me to meet his gaze, saying harshly, “Your virginity can only be mine. Your pussy belongs to me, and I’m the only one who can fuck it.”

Longing rippled in my body, his take-charge attitude exactly what my body craved for. My breathing quickened, and his nostrils flared. His cock pulsed violently in my hold, and my already erect nipples tightened in painful arousal.

“Erie.” The billionaire murmured my name roughly as he clasped my face with both hands. I found myself releasing his cock, my hands reaching up to his shoulders, the heat in his gaze seducing me.

But as he slowly bent his head and I was a second away from being kissed, sanity returned in a flash.

Oh my God, what was I doing?

Hadn’t I promised myself I would never let myself get involved with a younger man?

I wrenched out of the billionaire’s hold with a cry, my sudden resistance taking him by surprise and causing his hold on me to relax. I took advantage of it, freeing myself, and ran out of his room. 

Seconds later and I heard him coming after me, and I nearly tripped in my effort to run faster, turning around the corner to reach the hallway leading to my room.

My hands shook as I pulled out the card key from my shorts pockets. 

“Erie, stop.”

Panic struck me at how close his voice sounded, and I swiped the card on the scanner with clumsy haste. Come on, come on. The light turned green, and the latch unlocked. I stumbled inside, hoping to slam the door on his face, but he had managed to slide one foot in, and then he was using his strength to force the door open.

He overpowered me easily, and I was forced to skid back as the door pushed open completely and the billionaire stepped inside.

“Get out,” I warned him shakily, “before I scream for security.”

But the billionaire only laughed, the sound both cold and beautiful, frightening and seducing me at the same time. “If you’re going to scream one thing, pchelka, it would be that I don’t stop fucking you.”

I opened my mouth to scream for help, but in an instant he was next to me, his arms crushing my body to his just as his mouth conquered mine.

No!

I thrashed in his hold, violently and wildly, but a part of me knew I was already fighting a losing battle. My greatest struggle wasn’t against him. 

It was against myself.

It was against my most shameful desire and my greatest weakness, and that was to finish what we had started over two years ago.

His kiss was deep and forceful, savage and passionate, a kiss meant to threaten my hold on sanity and safety. When I felt him sweep me up in his arms, I cried out against his mouth, and I tried, God, I really did try to get away from him, knowing that once we made it to my bed it was all over.

But his hold on me only tightened, and his kiss only became so much hotter, the bold movements of his tongue urging me to simply let go and succumb to the heat of his touch. When we made it to my bed, I expected him to let go of me, but instead his mouth remained fused with mine, and his hands started running all over my body. He caressed my breasts, kneading and fondling them, and I moaned helplessly against his mouth, unable to stop pleasure from rushing through my body.

It felt so, so good, and it was harder than ever to remember why I had to resist him.

His hands moved down to unbutton my shorts and I tried arching off the bed, hoping to dislodge his hands. But he retaliated by kissing me harder, his hand diving inside my shorts at the same time.

Aaaaaaah.

His finger stroked my folds, and my grip on sanity wavered. His mouth released mine, and I gasped for breath, but when his mouth moved down to suck on my neck, I gasped again, this time out of despair and need.

I tried shoving him away, but in the back of my mind I knew I wasn’t trying hard enough. And by the time he had gotten rid of my shirt and bra, my breasts spilling free and his mouth closing over my nipple, I had the lost the will to try at all.

My pussy was his. My entire body was his, and I could no longer deny it.

Soon, my shorts and panties joined the rest of my clothes on the floor, and a tremulous sigh escaped me as I felt the cold blast of air conditioning brush against my skin. It took the billionaire but a moment to divest himself of his clothes, and when he lowered his body to mine, his nudity was like a scorching, powerful force that sought to enslave my every sense.

When I saw his eyes roam over my form, I stiffened, insecurities coming out of nowhere. Did he care I wasn’t stick-thin like others? Did he care I wasn’t as young or nubile as the other women he had dated? Did he—-

“I forbid you to worry,” the billionaire growled, and his command surprised a choked laugh out of me. Tracing my lips, he murmured, “You’re perfect to me. In fact, you’re the only one who’s perfect in my eyes.”

The sweetness in his words made me moan, and my arms slowly slipped up to go around his neck.

“Tonight,” he muttered tautly, “I’ll show you just how starved I am of your body.”

Ooooooh.

Fire consumed my body, and even if I could think of something to say, I would have forgotten it again, with his mouth returning to my nipple. He sucked on it long and hard. His hands were equally busy, one going to my other breast while his right hand went down to tease my folds into a creamier, stickier state.

My legs began to twist under his restlessly, my body writhing in the agonizing pleasure of his caresses. When his mouth moved to my other nipple, his hand also changed course, this time stroking his fingers over my swollen clit. 

“Please,” I begged when I couldn’t stand it anymore. I wanted him inside of me. I had been waiting for it for so long.

Releasing my nipple, Sergei loomed over me, his dark gaze savage. “Not yet,” he said roughly. And then he started to move down, and when I realized what he was about to do, I moaned in protest.

“No!” Even though it wasn’t his first time to go down on me, I still found the act too intimate and embarrassing. “Sergei, please——ah!” My breath caught as he pushed my legs apart.

His breath tickled my sensitive skin, and I released a painful whimper. “Sergei, please, nooooooo——”

Still holding my legs imprisoned, preventing them from closing, Sergei bent his head and thrust his tongue in.

My body arched involuntarily, and if he hadn’t been so large and powerful I knew I could have thrown him off me. But instead I only ended up shoving my pussy closer to his mouth, and the billionaire more than welcomed it, his tongue thrusting deeper inside of me.

His name came out a scream.

And as he kept fucking me with his tongue, I screamed and screamed, thinking dazedly that he was right. It really was just his name I’d scream tonight.

Pleasure so intense rocked my body as he tortured me with his tongue, but just when I thought I could no longer hold out, his mouth finally left me and he started to move up. 

Our eyes met again, and oh God, there was something in his gaze. Something that couldn’t possibly be real—-

And then he was thrusting inside me, his entire cock tearing through my hymen, and for that one moment my mind became incapable of handling anything but a single thought. 

My pussy, my virginity, my body was his.

I was his.

His cock throbbed and twitched inside of me like a forceful being of its own, his thick, rigid length rubbing against my walls deliciously with every jerk. My nails dug deep into his back as I tried to adjust to the invasive feeling of his cock inside of me. It was strange and beautiful at the same time, addictively so. 

Above me, beads of sweat dotted the side of his face, his expression strained. “Erie.” His fingers around my hips tightened as he visibly struggled to keep himself from moving. 

“Sergei.” I choked his name out in a soft, tremulous whisper, still too much in awe of just how painfully beautiful it was to have this man possess me.

“Does it still hurt?” 

“Just...a bit.” I swallowed. “But it’s okay.” 

His eyes gleamed. “Is that your way of telling me you want me to start fucking you hard?”

Oh!

“As ordered then,” he said huskily.

My eyes widened, and I blurted out, “But I didn’t say—-ah!” He had indeed started to move, and even though I knew it would feel good, I didn’t realize it would feel this good. 

His thrusts were measured and controlled, a steady pace of smooth hard drives into my trembling pussy. 

He kept his gaze trained on my face as he fucked me, and even though I could feel myself turning red at his scrutiny, it didn’t take away anything from the pleasure of his possession. If anything, it only fed my arousal, made my body ache even harder with each thrust.

When his thrusts picked up their pace and he became just a bit rougher, I could only cling to him, loving every nuance of his lovemaking. 

As his massive cock plunged into me again and again, my vocabulary gradually deteriorated until all I could do was think in phrases that only a toddler had the right to use.

So. Good. Too. Good.

When I felt my body start to tighten, my gaze flew to his, and I gasped his name out loud. “Sergei.” Was there something else I should do? What there anything I could do to make him feel as good as I was feeling?

“Erie.” He breathed my name hard as he withdrew his cock. “Come with me.” And with those words, he plunged hard into my pussy one last time, grinding his cock into me just as he reached for my clit and gave it a long, tight pinch.

I screamed as I surrendered to his invitation, and our bodies shuddered against each other, the sound of our pants mingling as we came at the same time. I clung to him as my body shook at the strength of my release. Above me, the billionaire’s back had arched as his cock shot its load in me, filling my pussy to the brim with his cum.

My eyes fell closed in exhaustion as I felt his cum trickle slowly down my bare legs, and I wrapped my arms tightly around his back when Sergei’s weight pressed down on me. He was heavy, but it was a good kind of heavy, a solid force that reassured me rather than making me feel oppressed.

I closed my eyes, listening to the mingled sound of our breaths, the scent of our lovemaking still tingeing the air. I just had sex with Sergei Grachyov. If I weren’t feeling so tired and replete, I would probably have started freaking out. But right now all I could do was push the thought aside, telling myself I could worry about reality later.

But for now—-

My eyes flew wide open as I felt Sergei’s thick, massive cock stir between my legs. The billionaire pushed himself up on his elbows, and when our gazes met, I looked at him in shock, saying weakly, “You can’t be serious.”

He bent down, nipping my lower lip as he whispered, “I told you, didn’t I?” His lips moved down, and he started to suck hungrily on my neck. “I’ve been surviving on jerking myself off all this time. There’s a lot to make up for, so...” 

He suddenly rolled us over, and I found our positions reversed as Sergei sat up and had me straddling his lap, his cock throbbing against the still-moist folds of my pussy.

I looked down at his erection, rigid and fully engorged. “Impossible.” My voice was strained. Weren’t men supposed to need at least thirty minutes of interval between each round of sex?

His hands claimed my hips, and I gulped. “Sergei?”

But instead of answering me, he only locked his gaze with mine as he lifted me up and then slowly pulled me back down to impale me with his cock. My pussy still ached from his possession, but even so every cell inside my body tingled deliciously as I felt him filling me inch by inch. I was stuffed full of his cock, and I could feel the walls of my vagina stretching to accommodate his size.

My head fell back as the last inch slid in. Too much, I thought dizzily. But even so, I wouldn’t trade a second of it. How could I when it felt so unbelievably good?

“Ride me, pchelka.” The words were spoken in a low, rough command, and I moaned, the secret masochist in me aroused at the way he was ordering me around. I wouldn’t have stood for it outside the bedroom, and he knew that. 

But here? 

With what we were doing?

His eyes gleamed as I hesitantly began to move, and color stole into my cheeks because I knew he knew that I was turned on by his dominance. 

“Mudak.” Asshole.

The billionaire only laughed, his fingers tightening on my hips. “Shut up,” he mock-growled, “and just fuck me.”

And I laughed even as I did shut up and fuck him. I knew that people could laugh and have fun while making love, but I had never thought such a thing would happen to me. I was too serious and too boring, and I had always secretly feared that my sex life would be like that, too.

“Faster,” the billionaire was urging me, and I did my best to comply, bouncing myself up and down on his cock that my breasts began to jiggle hard with every move.

He reached up to squeeze my breasts hard and I moaned, and when he pulled me forward so he could suck on my nipples while I fucked him, I totally lost it. My heart hammered its way out of my chest as my body went wild, all inhibitions forgotten. All I could think about at that moment was fuck, fuck, fuck.

And he made it easy, so damn easy for me to lose myself in sex as he began to take control, his engorged cock driving up into me, further and further, harder and harder with every upward thrust.

Soon, we were rocking against each other, and my queen-sized bed was groaning at our movements, the headboard slamming against the wall. I worried about people in the other room complaining about us for a second, but then the billionaire reached for my clit and pinched it, and all the worries in the world completely fled my mind. 

They could report me for all I care. 

Right now, I just wanted Sergei Grachyov to fuck me forever.

Wrapping my arms tightly around his neck, I shoved my hips down fast, doing my best to keep up with his relentless pace. My breath began to catch, and my throat began to tighten. His fingers were still on my clit, plucking it over and over. 

“Sergei.” His name came out a painful whimper. “I’m close.”

“Good.” His hand fisted my hair, driving my head forward so he could kiss me hard. His tongue drove deep into my mouth, and I sucked on it. A gasp escaped him, and then his hands on my hips pushed down, his fingers digging into the cheeks of my ass.

He ground his cock hard against me, deeper and harder than any previous thrust, and the angle was just right, my clit suddenly subjected to the most amazing pressure.

I shattered, screaming in his mouth as I came, and a second later he was growling against my mouth as the billionaire unloaded his cum into my pussy, his cock jerking inside me.

When the sensual haze cleared in my mind, I collapsed in his arms, exhausted, unable to muster the energy to even open my eyes as I felt him lift my body off him and lay me down on the bed. The bed lifted as he got off, and a few moments later I heard his footsteps return and a warm washcloth stroking down my pussy.

I mumbled in protest, sleepily trying to push his hands away, but the billionaire only chuckled and continued to wipe me clean. I fell asleep soon enough to the sound of the shower running and returned to a semi-state of consciousness when he joined me in bed, still naked.

He smelled so fresh and clean, and I instinctively snuggled close to him, wanting more of his scent. 

He pulled me closer, lips brushing against my forehead. “May I fuck you again?”

I groaned, trying to pull away, but the billionaire pulled me back with a low chuckle. “A joke, pchelka.” He drew the covers over us, and I sighed in relief.

Sleep beckoned, and I willingly went to its side. In the distance of my mind, words drifted towards me.

I love you. 

Had Sergei really said it, or was I imagining it?

I tried to open my eyes but I was too tired, and in the end I told myself I must have been dreaming. 

Just go to sleep, Fredericka Spears, and stop thinking about the impossible.
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Chapter Thirteen
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The waiting room was decorated in pleasantly soothing shades of blue and pink pastels, and the chairs provided looked both pretty and comfy. Definitely no ordinary clinic, Fredericka thought.

“Hello,” the receptionist behind the counter greeted her with a wide-eyed look.

Bingo, Fredericka thought in relief. It was obvious that the receptionist recognized her, and that was exactly what she needed since she didn’t have an appointment.

After a discreet check on the nameplate pinned to the girl’s uniform, Fredericka smiled back. “Hi, Carla.”

The receptionist’s smile turned into a beam. “Hi, Attorney Money – I mean, Attorney Spears.”

In a confidential tone, she whispered, “I don’t actually have an appointment today, but do you think you could squeeze me in?”

“Of course.” Carla didn’t even bat an eyelash. Looking down at her appointment book, she murmured, “I can have you slotted in at 1:30 PM.”

Wow. That was just fifteen minutes away. Being connected to Sergei Grachyov really did have its perks. Flashing Carla a grateful look, she said feelingly, “That would be great. Thank you so much, Carla.”

“Anytime, Attorney.”

When she returned to Alyx’s side, she whispered, “I’m up next.”

Alyx gave her an impressed look. “You actually name dropped.”

Fredericka forced herself to shrug. “I do it all the time, it’s normal in my line of work.”

“Yes, exactly.” Alyx’s eyes bored through hers. “You do it all the time at work, but you’ve always been Little Miss Proper in your personal life.”

A server approached them then, handing the two of them a menu. 

“This is for free?” Fredericka asked, surprised.

“Yes, ma’am.”

Wow again, Fredericka thought. Rich people’s clinics were sure different. And when she glanced down at the menu to see what was on offer, she was even more impressed, with the drinks ranging from everything between soya milk to freshly squeezed Four Seasons. 

“What about coffee?”

The server blinked at her. “But that’s not healthy for the baby.”

Oh. Right. “And tea?”

“Anything with caffeine,” the server said cautiously, “is not healthy for someone expecting.”

“Yes, but I’m not sure I’m expecting—-”

Seeing the militant look in her cousin’s eye, Alyx intervened quickly, saying, “We’ll both have water, thanks.” When the server left, she shook her head at Fredericka, saying ruefully, “You’re exactly like Yanna during her first pregnancy.” Completely unreasonable was what she meant, Alyx thought, but experience taught her better than to speak the words out loud.

Fredericka blinked. “But we’re not even sure if I’m expecting.”

Add to that completely illogical, Alyx thought, but in a rare effort at tact and diplomacy, she managed to say comfortingly, “You can drink all the coffee you want after we have the test results.”

One full minute passed before Fredericka turned to her all of a sudden, her face pale. “What if I really am pregnant?”

Alyx gave her cousin an awkwardly encouraging smile. “Then you’ll do what you think best.” She patted Fredericka’s hand in an equally awkward fashion. “You’re strong and smart, Freddie. You’ll know what to do.”

Fredericka shook her head slowly. “If it turns out I’m pregnant,” she whispered between bloodless lips, “I’m screwed.”

“You’re not screwed,” Alyx said loyally. “But you are in this because you, err, screwed.”

Fredericka’s mouth opened and closed. 

“Well, it is true.”

Fredericka sighed. “Has anyone ever told you you’re bad at comforting people?”

“All the time,” Alyx didn’t hesitate to admit it. 

“And you don’t plan to improve or maybe even consider changing your method for comforting people?”

“No.” Alyx gave her a serious look. “I’m already too cute as I am now. If I become less prickly, I’d be perfect, and that would be horribly boring.”

She couldn’t help but laugh at Alyx’s deadpan delivery, and despite everything, she could feel the tension ebbing from her shoulders as Alyx’s joke effectively lightened the mood. But when the doctor’s secretary called out her name, Fredericka’s tension returned with a flash, and when they left the clinic two hours later, she felt like a ton of bricks had just tumbled down on her.

Fredericka looked at Alyx. “I, umm, need to go for a walk. I’ll meet you later, okay?”

“Are you sure you’re okay with being alone?” Alyx asked worriedly. 

“Don’t worry.” Fredericka managed a wan smile. “I promise I won’t do anything stupid. I just need some time alone to clear my thoughts and figure out...stuff.” It was the most coherent excuse she could manage when honestly all she could think about was running to the closest garbage bin so she could puke her guts out.

Alyx impulsively reached for her cousin’s hand. “Just call me if you need anything.”

“I will.”

And then she was alone.

She walked and walked, unmindful of where she was going, and she only stopped when her legs were aching too much and her throat was dry and parched. Casting a tired look at her surroundings, Fredericka realized she was at a park, and just a small distance away was someone selling hotdogs and drinks.

She paid for a sandwich and bottled water, and taking a seat on one of the benches, she drank thirstily, emptying the bottle by half in mere seconds. She forced herself to eat after, knowing that now was the worst time to go on an impromptu diet.

An indefinite amount of time must have passed when someone joined her on the bench, and without even looking up she already knew who it was.

“How did you find me?”

Sergei didn’t answer right away. It had been over a month since the last time he had seen her. And that was the morning she had run out on him, and leaving nothing but a hastily scribbled note that told him she needed some time and space.

It was the first letter of its kind that the billionaire had received in his entire life, and he was honest enough to admit that the letter was more a serious blow to his ego than anything else. And for the first two weeks he had allowed his hurt ego to dictate his actions, staying away from her like she asked, even knowing that what they both needed and wanted was to be together. 

He knew her far better than she knew herself, but unfortunately that was more the problem than the solution. Because he knew her, he knew that staying away would be more a punishment for Fredericka than for himself. Him staying away would make Fredericka think that she might have made the same mistake as her mother did, and that she had slept with a younger guy who couldn’t be trusted to understand any kind of commitment beyond what a one-night stand entailed.

He had known it would hurt her, and that was why he had stayed away.

And now he bitterly regretted it, after what Alyx had told him.

“I’m sorry I stayed away for so long,” he said quietly.

“You don’t have to be.” Fredericka stared down at her worn pair of ballet flats, unwilling to raise her gaze to the billionaire’s. If she did, she had a terrifying suspicion her hormones would get the better of her, and that would be too embarrassing. “I asked you to stay away.”

“But I still shouldn’t, and the only reason I did was because I know it would hurt you more.”

Ah. From there, she could easily add one and one to get two, and her lips twisted in a humorless smile. “There are really times when I think you’ll make the better prosecutor between the two of us.”

“Without a doubt,” Sergei agreed affably, “if I had cared as passionately as you did about seeing justice served.” He paused. “But I don’t. I can only care for a few people in the world – and you’re one of them.”

“Yeah right.” But her voice shook horribly, and she squeezed her eyes shut in embarrassment.

“I missed you, pchelka.”

She pretended not to hear it, needed to act like the words didn’t exist so she wouldn’t end up crying. “You still haven’t explained how you found me.” Her voice came out thin but high-pitched, but at least she was still managing to hold her tears back. “Was it because of magic again?”

“Not quite.”

“I never did get to ask you. When you do magic, does it take the form of rubles or dollars?”

“Neither. I use checks.” He looked at her, noting how pale and thin she looked, and his remorse grew. “But in today’s case, I didn’t find you by magic.”

“You didn’t?” 

“Alyx followed you and then she told me where to find you.” This time, he could no longer bear the distance between them, and the billionaire slowly reached for her, cupping her chin as he made her lift her face to his.

Her gray eyes were filled with terror, and his heart squeezed at the sight of it.

“I’m scared,” Fredericka whispered. It hurt to say the words because they made her feel like everything she had achieved until that moment was worth nothing. 

Sergei released her face and when his hand slowly pressed against her stomach, her eyes stung.

“Is it because my child is inside of you?”

A tear spilled down her cheek as Fredericka choked out, “Yes.”

“Look at me, Fredericka.” He waited for her patiently, watched her square her shoulders before once again meeting his gaze. “I’m here for you. I will always be here for you, and I’ll be there for the baby, too.”

“You can’t promise me that,” she said brokenly. Because her father had promised her mother the moon and the stars, and yet in the end all his promises had turned out empty.

“I can and I am promising you that.”

“Life doesn’t work that way,” she cried out. “You’re you, and—-”

His jaw clenched. “If someone older – someone perhaps like Julian Alexeyev – was the one who has made you pregnant, are you saying that will be the only time you feel there is no need to worry? It is only because of my age that makes you think I am incapable of caring for you and our child?”

“No.” His words forced her to see the silliness in her thoughts, forced her to remember the kind of man she knew Sergei Grachyov to be. He wasn’t like her father and had never been like him. 

“Trust me, pchelka.” He breathed hard. “Because I love you.”

Fredericka jerked.

“I have loved you for a very long time.”

“Don’t say that just because of the baby.” Her tone was strained. “It’s not necessary. If you’re worried about what people would say—-” She shut up when he looked at her like she had gone mad.

“My mother is an infamous gold-digging snob, and my youngest brother is dating our stepsister. Do you think I’d survive this far if I cared about what other people think?”

Right, right. But if that was so, then did that mean—-

Her eyes widened. 

And just like he could read the question screaming in her mind, Sergei said flatly, “I wasn’t lying. You didn’t hear wrong. I love you.”

“You can’t,” Fredericka whispered.

“I do, and I know you heard me the first time I told you.”

Oh.

Oh.

Oh.

“How can you love someone like me?” she choked out. “I’m older than you. And I’m boring. And—-”

“I love you,” the billionaire murmured, “and I can love only you because you’re the only woman who pays for dinner when we go on a date.”

She laughed and cried, but when she saw him reaching for his pocket and pulling out a small jewelry box, her heart stuttered, and she burst out unthinkingly, “No.”

A shuttered look fell on the billionaire’s handsome face as he said stiffly, “I haven’t even asked you anything yet.” 

“And you shouldn’t.” Her mind was shouting at her for being insane enough to preemptively turn down a marriage proposal from a confirmed bachelor like Sergei, but she knew her conscience wouldn’t have let her live with any other choice. Giving the billionaire a tremulous smile, she whispered, “Not just yet. Please?”

Ah. The billionaire studied her for a long moment before saying finally, “You still don’t trust me.”

She didn’t answer.

“You think I’ll leave you the way your father left your mother.”

She still didn’t answer, but when he started to move, she stiffened, the paranoid part of her already preparing itself to face his anger or disappointment. 

But instead all he did was place a tiny kiss of her nose. It was a surprisingly cute kiss, and her toes actually curled hard at the billionaire’s gesture. “It’s okay.” His voice was quiet and gentle, strong and steady.

Definitely didn’t sound like a guy who was going to run out on her, she thought, but she also knew that things could still change, especially when the truth of his impending fatherhood finally sank in.

“I just want us to be both sure—-” Fredericka was aghast to hear her voice crack suddenly. Was this already the start of those rumored mood swings caused by pregnancy?

Hiding a smile when she looked at him with eyes that unconsciously begged for his help, the billionaire said soothingly, “I understand, pchelka, and I will wait for you to be ready. There’s no need to hurry when we have the rest of our lives to be together, da?”

“D-da.” Right now, she would probably say yes to whatever he said. It was strange, the way she suddenly felt weak and confused, almost like she had reverted to being a newborn baby unable to understand how the world worked.

He cupped her face, murmuring, “All you need to do is focus on one thing, and you’ll be fine.”

“A-and w-what’s that?” she asked shakily.

His mouth moved down, and he whispered against her lips, “Just remember that I love you, Fredericka Spears.”

Ah. A wobbly smile touched her lips. “Cheesy.” 

“But it’s working, da?” His tone was lazily confident. “You are smiling now, and you are no longer worried about our future.” 

“You’re too cocky.” But her voice was breathless, and the way his eyes gleamed told her he knew she wasn’t irritated by his so-called cockiness. Rather, it was a major turn-on, and they both knew it.

When he bent his head, she closed her eyes, and as her lips parted, his tongue slipped in. The kiss they shared was so sweetly possessive it had her toes curling, and in the back of her mind, a thought formed. A future full of kisses like this didn’t sound so bad. Actually, it didn’t sound bad at all.

When the billionaire pulled away, the first thing he saw was the clouded look in her eyes, and the sight made him want to simultaneously laugh and crush her in his arms. Such denseness, little bee, Sergei thought with a mental sigh. This beautiful woman already loved him back. He just had to teach her to look past her fears to realize it.
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Chapter Fourteen
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The world as Fredericka knew it stopped existing the moment Sergei officially introduced her as the mother of his unborn child. The first major change was the shift in media coverage. It used to be that she appeared in headlines of dailies, and articles written about her were focused on the cases she handled. Now, she still did appear in headlines, but this included all sorts of tabloids and gossip rags, and the articles were more a collection of rumors and innuendos rather than facts and figures. They also all talked about what an older woman like her could have done to snag a gorgeous Russian billionaire like Sergei Grachyov.

“I think this is the best article about me so far,” Fredericka decided over breakfast one morning, and to prove her point, she turned the paper around so Sergei and the other Grachyovs could read the headlines.

Taking the newspaper from Fredericka’s hands, Seri Devereux read out loud, “Fredericka Spears, following in the footsteps of her mentor Amal Clooney.” A blonde with striking good looks in her early twenties, Seri was famous all over the globe for several reasons. One was because of her work as a seiyuu or voice actor, second was because she was the one girl that all the Grachyov men openly doted on and would readily kill for, and third was because she happened to be dating her stepbrother, Vassi Grachyov. 

The second major change in her life, Fredericka mused, and something she was still reeling from if she had to be honest. Pregnancy seemed to have made her unable to say ‘no’ to Sergei, and before she knew it, the Russian billionaire had convinced her to move back to California and live with him and the rest of the Grachyovs in their sprawling mansion.

Since her mother’s death, the only people she had allowed herself to form attachments to were Anneke and Alyx and her family. When she had felt her life was too empty, she had only toyed with the idea of being someone’s girlfriend, and now she knew she had chosen the professor because while he was perfect on paper and he could make her heart skip a beat, he didn’t threaten her. Her world wouldn’t collapse if he left her or said no.

But Sergei was different. The Russian billionaire hadn’t just gotten under her skin but had found a way to permanently glue himself to a part of her heart. Even worse, Fredericka thought with just a tiny amount of unease, the other members of his family had somehow managed to make themselves just as important to her as well.

What was it with these Grachyovs that they made you want them to stay in your life forever?

“Is it true, Freddie?” she heard Seri ask.

Shaking herself out of her reverie, she asked, “What’s true?”

“That Amal’s your mentor?”

“Nope,” Fredericka admitted cheerfully, “but Sergei brought me once to an event, and George Clooney and Amal were there, and I sort of did a photo-bombing thing—-”

“Sort of?” Sergei coughed politely. As far as he could recall, Fredericka had practically pushed her way to the front in hopes of catching Amal Clooney’s attention.

Misha, the middle Grachyov brother, took the article from his sister’s hand and scanned the rest of it. Dark-haired and silver-eyed, Misha was the family’s genius, with two degrees under his belt – and counting – at the ripe old age of twenty-four. When he looked up, he said dryly, “I don’t think you should take this article as a compliment.”

“Why not?” Fredericka was confused. 

“Because, my future sister-in-law—-”

Fredericka turned red and Sergei grinned.

“It’s saying that the two of you are hooking up with famous rich guys because you want trophy husbands.”

Her jaw dropped open, but before she could respond, Sergei leaned close to her and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “It’s fine, pchelka.” His tone was silky smooth. “I’m fine with being a trophy husband. It means I can retire and you’ll start working for us, da?”

His siblings burst out laughing, and even the patriarch of the family, the intimidating ex-pugilist Fyodor Grachyov, was doing his best not to smile. 

“No one’s going to be my trophy husband,” she protested.

But no one was listening to her. The other Grachyovs were too busy congratulating Sergei for finding the ideal wife.

Fredericka made a face, but she knew deep inside that she was just pretending to be mad. The truth was, she loved this family. If love at first sight was possible, then that was exactly how she felt the moment she had moved in with this rich, gorgeous bunch of lunatics. They had made her feel like family from day one, so much so that she couldn’t even recall what life was like before Sergei Grachyov and his family entered the picture.

Beside her, Sergei leaned close to her again, and she tried not to sniff appreciatively when she caught a whiff of his cologne. He had always smelled so good, but these days she just couldn’t get enough of his scent. 

“Eat the rest of your food, pchelka,” he urged gently.

“But I already feel full.”

“You have to eat for yourself and for our baby, you know that, right?” Sergei reached for her spoon, asking, “How about I feed you—-”

What? When she saw that the billionaire was indeed serious, she hastily grabbed the spoon from his hold, muttering, “I can feed myself, thanks.”

Sergei smiled. “Good girl.”

And just like that, she knew that he had only bluffed about feeding her, knowing that it would get her to eat.

Jerk, Fredericka thought without heat. 

Sergei Grachyov should have been everything that she hated, but instead he was proving her every prejudice wrong. 

Younger guys were supposed to be immature, but instead Sergei had taken his impending fatherhood in stride. He had issued a press release about her pregnancy, and he had his secretary pen all her doctor’s appointments and workshop dates into his calendar. He also seemed to know more about the ins and outs of pregnancy than she did, and when Fredericka had asked him about it, he had told her without an ounce of embarrassment that he had already read six manuals on the subject.

He was perfect husband material in other words, and it was getting harder and harder for her to remember why she had to turn his proposal down. 

When everyone was finished with breakfast, the Grachyovs started to stand and Fredericka cursed in her mind. Shit. She had been so busy daydreaming she had forgotten about this. She hastily came to her feet, hoping to escape, but it was too late.

Vassi, the youngest Grachyov brother and the family’s prankster, reached for her first. He might look like a silver-haired angel at first glance, but he was really the devil in disguise and he gave her a crushing bear hug, murmuring piously, “Seri and I have to leave for work, big sister. We’ll miss you and the baby.”

“Ha!” But her face still ended up flaming, and Vassi released her with a laugh. 

Seri reached her next and the younger girl placed a kiss on her cheek. “See you later, Freddie.”

The two linked hands as they walked away, both of them at ease with being a couple made infamous by the fact that they were also stepsiblings. 

When she noticed Misha reaching for her, she quickly tried pulling back, but because he had really long arms, he still managed to ruffle her hair in the end. “It’s my turn to babysit today, so I’ll be checking on you later on.” Although notorious for being coldly indifferent to everything and everyone outside his family and work, Misha had made an exception in her case.

Unfortunately. 

“I can take care of myself,” she muttered.

“I know that,” Misha answered patiently. “But big brother over there—-” He inclined his head to Sergei, who was leaning against the breakfast counter and gazing at them with amusement as he took a sip of his coffee. “—-will die if anything happens to you. The entire family, actually, will be devastated, so I need to do my part and make sure nothing happens to you while you’re on my watch.”

“I am not a kid,” Fredericka growled.

“I know that, too.” And this time, Misha slanted a pointed glance at her tiny bump, which her wraparound dress couldn’t hide.

The innuendo had her muttering, “S-shut up.” She glared at him as he walked away, but then she found herself face to face with Fyodor Grachyov. Although he was in his mid-forties, the older man looked more like a big brother to his grown-up children. Sergei was, in fact, the mirror image of his father, and looking at Fyodor, Fredericka already knew that Sergei was blessed to look beautiful for the rest of his life.

“Has the pregnancy caused you any discomfort?” Fyodor was asking.

Hurriedly pushing all envious thoughts of Sergei’s gorgeousness aside, she shook her head, mumbling, “It’s been great so far. Just a few unusual food cravings, but other than that, nothing.”

Behind them, Sergei coughed politely, but Fredericka pretended not to hear it. So ‘a few’ and ‘unusual’ were understatements, but so what? He had knocked her up, now he had to live with the consequences, and that included looking for an exotic Asian shrimp paste paired with an equally exotic variety of mangoes – in the middle of night.

“That’s good to hear. If you need any of us, do not hesitate to call, okay?” 

She nodded.

He raised a brow.

Aaaaargh. He really was like the rest of them. Or rather, all of his children took after him. She said obediently, “Da, Papa.” 

Fyodor grinned. “It gets easier, da?”

“Nyet,” she returned honestly, but her answer only made the older man laugh. 

And then it was just her and Sergei, and she told him accusingly, “See what you’ve done? It’s like this every morning!”

But the billionaire only smiled, saying mildly, “All I told them was to make you feel like you’re part of the family because you’ve spent most of your life alone.”

“What you really mean is you’re all sadistic by nature, and you all enjoy torturing me by smothering me with hugs and kisses.”

“That, too,” he agreed.

She watched him place his cup down on the counter, and when he turned to face her again, the gleam in his dark gaze made her gasp. “No!” But her breathless tone gave her away, and when he took a step towards her, Fredericka’s knees buckled as a sweet, thrilling kind of dread filled her.

“N-no, Sergei.” 

“You mean yes,” he mocked, “don’t you?”

This time she didn’t bother to answer and simply whirled away and ran out of the Grachyovs’ informal dining room. Unfortunately, she only made it as far as the stairs by the time he caught her, and Fredericka let out a little shriek when he swept her up in his arms from behind. 

His slumberous dark gaze met hers, and her heart started to hammer. “Pick a place, pchelka.” 

The husky, accented words made her shudder, but she tried to hang on to her common sense, saying weakly, “You might be late for work.”

He shrugged her concern off, saying, “This is more important.” 

“But—-”

“Choose, little bee, or I’ll choose for you.”

And since she knew he would choose a place that was particularly risqué or even public, she said right away, “Our bedroom please.” She hugged him tightly afterwards, but it was only a pretext so she could hide her flaming face in the crook of his neck.  

Life was so different now, she thought. It used to be that she had woken up every day, feeling like she was in a race against time, a race to prove her self-worth, a race to show her dead father that he would regret running out on the child he had sired. Work had been everything to her, and she had scrimped and saved every penny just so she could afford to go to more classes and workshops. She had done everything possible to make it to the top as quickly as possible.

And she had, but in the end, she had found it so easy to walk away from what she had worked so hard for her entire life. 

When Sergei laid her down on their bed, his handsome face filled her vision, and Fredericka thought dazedly, This is my life now. 

Life was now made of mornings where she would wake in the billionaire’s arms, and he would make love to her even before she could tell him ‘good morning.’ Life was about going to class so she could learn about safe deliveries and early motherhood, life was about going shopping with the entire Grachyov brood in tow as they hunted down the best crib, the best pajamas, and everything else that was deserving of the first baby in the family.

“I can feel you thinking,” Sergei murmured. “Are you worried about something?”

She shook her head, whispering, “Life just feels so different now.”

“Because it’s good?”

“Too good.”

“And that’s bad?” 

She lifted her shoulders in an uneasy shrug.

“How about we do something bad then, for a change?”

Her eyes widened. 

But he was already pulling away and rising to his knees, and Fredericka bit her lip to keep herself from protesting at the sudden absence of his weight over her body. She watched him reach for one of the bedside drawers—-

Wait! 

That was her drawer.

And hidden inside it was—-

“Sergei, stop—-” But when he looked back at her, she realized it was too late. He already had her little pink toy in her hands. “Oh my God!” She moaned in embarrassment, and the billionaire laughed.

“Did you really think I wouldn’t know?” he asked dulcetly.

Fredericka could only let out another moan. Was there no end to her embarrassment?

“I know everything about you.” The billionaire’s voice was rough with need, but his touch was gentle as he pushed her dress up to her waist and pulled her panties off her legs. 

Being half naked while the billionaire was still fully clothed made her feel wanton and heady at the same time, and she could only watch at him with eyes clouded with passion as he pushed her legs apart. “Hold them up,” he commanded, “but keep them wide open.”

She did as commanded, feeling all the while that she was setting herself up for the most delicious kind of fall.

And then she felt him pressing the toy to her clit—-

Oh God.

It started to vibrate.

Her head fell back against the pillows, her fingers tightening around her knees as she gasped his name out loud.

As the toy whirred busily against her clit, the billionaire slid one finger inside her.

“Sergei!” 

Two fingers now.

“Oh God.” His fingers started to move. 

“Oh God, oh God.” Three fingers now. 

And then he was fisting her, the same time increasing the strength of vibration of her little toy, and her entire body shudder. “Sergeeeeeeeeiiiiiiiiiii——-” It took only a few more shoves, a few more vibrations, and she was screaming as she came, the force of her release making her eyes roll back.

When she finally regained her senses and managed to catch her breath, the billionaire had already scooped her off her back and was now arranging her on her fours.

“S-Sergei?”

He positioned himself behind her.

Again? She twisted her head around to gape at him, saying weakly, “It’s too much.”

He ran a hand lovingly down her back, but instead of answering he simply thrust his engorged erection inside her, his cock plunging so deep inside it shoved her forward and she gasped. 

“I’ve only fucking started, pchelka.” And when she felt him pressing her toy to her clit once more, she knew it was true. The fun was getting started, and it would be torture, pure, beautiful, excruciating torture.

It was over an hour later by the time Sergei left for work, and he only did so when he had helped Fredericka take a bath, told her sternly to rest, and kissed her on the forehead before tucking her in.

She did as asked even without planning to because this, too, was another inevitable change that pregnancy had brought in. She was just so damn sleepy all the time.

It was half-past ten when she woke up, and only because one of the live-in maids employed by the Grachyovs had gently woken her up, telling her that she had a visitor. 

Remembering that her cousin had flown in to visit her and was due today, she hastily got up and asked the maid to take Alyx to her office. Upon moving in, Sergei had told her explicitly the first day that he would not let her have her own room. Instead, he would give Fredericka her own home library, and she could do with it as she saw fit.

Alyx grinned in relief when the door burst open and her redheaded cousin came rushing in. “You look fantastic,” she exclaimed as she gave Fredericka a rare tight hug. She would never admit it, but she had worried greatly about her cousin. “You’re practically glowing,” Alyx continued admiringly. “Does this mean everything’s going great with you and your Russian boy toy?”

“Alyx!”

“Your Russian billionaire, I mean?”

“Alyx!”

“How about trophy husband?”

“No!”

“Then what about—-” When Fredericka growled, she said laughingly, “Okay, okay, just answer the question. Are you happy with Sergei?”

“Yes.” But her voice came out strangled. “I’m really happy. With him. His family.” And without warning, Fredericka burst into tears. “I’m happy when I should feel suffocated, and it’s not right. I think I should leave him.”
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Chapter Fifteen
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“Self-sabotage,” Alyx declared half an hour later. They were at the Grachyovs’ garden, enjoying juice in porcelain teacups and a tiered-tray filled with an assortment of sweets that would have made the Duchess of Cambridge proud. Fredericka had tried asking for tea, but since that was bad for her, this was the next best thing.

“It’s a defense mechanism,” Alyx continued, “brought about by feelings of insecurity and fear. You’ve lived all your life alone and afraid of commitment, and now that you are in a relationship—-”

“I am?”

“Yes, you are, don’t bother denying it.”

“But I didn’t take his ring.”

“It’s just a matter of time, and we both know that, too, so stop lying to yourself. Let’s get back to the real issue at hand, and that’s you about to do something stupid and crazy so you could justify your paranoia.”

“You sound like a shrink,” Fredericka accused. 

Alyx popped a macaroon into her mouth, saying, “That’s because I am. I minored in psychology, remember?” Her eyes closed as she savored the mouthwatering taste of the Grachyovs’ home-baked macaroons. Jesus Christ, these were so ridiculously yummy, it was a good thing she didn’t live here or she’d end up gaining a thousand pounds.

When she opened her eyes, it was to see that her cousin was nibbling depressingly on a scone, and Alyx sighed. “You have a really great thing going here and you know it. Don’t let your paranoia – and the past – win. Only an idiot does that, and you didn’t survive this long by being an idiot.”

Fredericka shook her head with a wry smile. “You really have a unique way of words, Alyx.” 

“As long as I make sense, you have no reason to complain.”

“True.” She sighed. “And I know you’re right.” Fredericka squared her shoulders. “So no more thoughts about leaving.” For now, she added silently. 

Alyx’s gaze narrowed at her cousin’s face, thinking pregnancy has completely lowered Fredericka’s defenses. She was ridiculously easy to read now, and she saw that Fredericka was still entertaining thoughts of leaving. 

I’ll text Sergei about it and then it’s up to him, Alyx decided. But for now, she decided to change the subject, asking, “Have you seen the Beasts article?”

Fredericka flushed. “Yes, and I’m so sorry.” Some anonymous entrepreneurial tabloid writer had written an article titled Fredericka Spears’ Six Degrees of Beasts, and the humorous piece had gone viral as soon as it went live. The article showed how all six “beasts” were related to Fredericka, and the list included Sergei Grachyov, the Russian Beast, as the father of her unborn child, Marco Ravelli – the Italian Beast – because he was married to her friend Anneke, Jeremy Al Rashid – the Arabian Beast – because he was Sergei’s business partner, Nathan – the Greek Beast – because he was going out with Alyx, her cousin, and finally Christien – the French Beast – because he recently ended up being her client.

In the article, ‘beast’ was a reference to how they were insatiable animals in the bedroom, as disclosed by their ex-girlfriends. In Sergei’s part, it had been Elsa Nilsson, a Swedish YouTube sensation who had met Sergei when they were both in college. Although the two had only been together on and off for a year, it was still the longest relationship that the billionaire was known to have. 

“I’m not bothered by it,” Alyx dismissed. “What I’m worried about is that it could affect your pregnancy. You’re not supposed to get upset, right?”

“I’m not upset. So far.”

“So far?” 

“As long as I don’t see her in person, I can pretend she doesn’t exist.” Fredericka grimaced. “Pathetic, right?”

“Just remember you’re the one Sergei wants to marry. That makes you winner by knockout.”

Alyx’s words surprised a laugh out of her. “It’s not a competition, Alyx.” Shaking her head, she asked, “What about you? How are things between you and Nathan?”

“So-so.” 

It wasn’t like Alyx to be anything but blunt, and Fredericka gazed at her cousin in concern. “What’s wrong, Alyx?”

Her cousin popped two scones into her mouth.

Okay, something was definitely wrong. “You still haven’t told Nathan then?”

“About you know who?”

Fredericka nodded.

“No. I haven’t.” Alyx took a deep breath. “He just thinks I’m a bitch to him because I’m wired that way.”

“Oh, Alyx. Do you really love that man?”

“Nathan’s a huge help in making me forget,” Alyx admitted, “but I’m...terrified. What if it’s not enough?”

Fredericka impulsively reached for her cousin’s hand to give it a comforting squeeze. “You haven’t done anything wrong, Alyx.”

Alyx bit her lip hard. “I just...I just don’t get it. Why did this have to happen?” Anguish darkened her gaze. “It’s so stupid, and you know how much I hate being stupid, but I’m the idiot in this case. I’m the idiot because I still fell for him when he was hers from the very start.” 

Pulling her hand away, Alyx wiped her teary eyes furiously. “I even hated him at first, but somehow, it just happened. The more time I spent with him...I just...” Her chest rose as she dragged oxygen into her lungs. “Can I ask you something?”

“Anything,” Fredericka stressed, wanting to help her cousin in any way.

Alyx swallowed. “Would you...would you want to know about how I felt – if you were her?”

Ah. Fredericka said quietly, “No.” She thought about Alyx being secretly in love with Sergei and knew it would hurt too much, even if she could understand that Alyx hadn’t meant to fall for him. “I wouldn’t want to know, and especially if you don’t plan to let anything happen beyond...beyond loving him from afar.”

Alyx smiled shakily at her. “Thanks, Freddie. I needed to hear that.”

“But that’s just me,” Fredericka cautioned gently. “It could be she’d choose differently.”

When Sergei returned home long past dinner, it was to find Fredericka curled up in the armchair in her study, a lost, pensive look on her face as she stared at the darkness outside the window. 

Frowning, the billionaire swiftly made his way to her, and hearing his footsteps, she turned to him, a smile slowly forming on her lips.

He crouched down in front of her. “Everything okay?” He pressed a protective hand on her bump just before reaching to cup her face. In a rare gesture of dependence, she turned her face to his palm, her eyes closing, and Sergei’s frown deepened. “Something is wrong.”

“It’s nothing.” 

He swept her off the chair so he could take a seat instead and place her on his lap. She immediately curled up against him, and his arms around her tightened. “Is it about living here?” It was, in truth, his greatest fear, that she would not appreciate living with the rest of his family. And if she didn’t, he knew she had a right to feel that way, just as he knew that if she chose to leave, he would leave with her.

She raised her head, making a face at him. “Stop worrying about that, seriously,” she chided him gently. “I know you’re thinking I could be like other women, wanting a house of my own, but that’s never been my dream.” She traced his lips, whispering, “I didn’t even know what my dream was until you showed it to me.”

“Am I your dream then?” he asked lazily.

“God, you’re so cocky.” But the way she was staring at him told the billionaire that she loved him that way. “My dream is to have a family again, and you gave me that by sharing your family with me. So for the last time, please stop worrying. I love it here. I would love it if we could all live together forever.” She paused. “There’s also the added bonus of seeing how unbearably cute you are when you’re doting on Seri. It just makes me want to steal her away from you so I can make you cry.”

“Pregnancy,” the billionaire said mildly, “has made you remarkably weird.”

Fredericka laughed.

“You still haven’t told me why you looked so sad.”

“It’s Alyx,” she said. “That’s all I can really say.”

Ah. “Is there anything I can do to help?” 

She laid her head back on his chest. “If you ever end up falling for someone else—-”

“It will never happen,” he interrupted flatly.

“But if it does,” she insisted, “but you also think it’s just a passing thing, then...don’t tell me, okay? Just let it pass and then come back to me.”

“Is this about the Beasts article?”

She asked in a small voice, “You know about that?”

“It broke the Internet, pchelka,” the billionaire said dryly. “It would be impossible for me not to know it when the article’s considered more viral than a woman’s naked butt.”

“Are you still seeing Elsa Nilsson?” she blurted out.

“No.”

“What about Madeline Carter? Or any other woman that—-”

“If that’s a serious question,” he said easily, “then I just might strangle you.”

She laughed.

“Or I can just take that little box out—-”

She gasped.

“And make your heart jump in terror because if you see me go on bended knee, you know I’ll just make you swoon and I’ll have my family record every damn second—-”

She wrapped her arms around him, laughing harder even as her heart tried hammering a hole out of her chest. “Shut up.” Her voice was muffled against his neck. “I hate it, you know.” She hugged him more tightly. “I hate it that so many women know your body, and I hate it that they’re all prettier than I am.”

“They’re not.”

“Liar.”

“I’m not lying, pchelka.” His voice was matter-of-fact. “You are the only woman who turns me on. Does that not make you the only beautiful woman in my eyes as well?”

She pulled away, sniffing, “Oh, Sergei.”

He smiled at her. “Do you think I can propose to you now?” 

She quickly hugged him again, hiding her expression from his gaze. “No.” He always asked this question every night, and it hurt that always had to turn him down. Swallowing, she added haltingly, “Or at least...not just yet.” Fredericka squeezed her eyes shut. Please God, please, please, please help me trust him.
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Chapter Sixteen
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It was half-past eight in the evening when a matte black chopper bearing the logo of Grachyov Enterprises landed on the helipad of the family’s corporate headquarters. The CEO and president of the company, Fyodor Grachyov, was the first one to step out, followed closely by his eldest son Sergei. 

Seeing the executives lined up to greet them, Fyodor grinned, and the sight of it had everyone cheering. It meant that another multibillion-dollar-deal had been successfully closed, and as was tradition for the company, it also meant bonuses for everyone, all the way down to the rank and file.

When Sergei joined him, Fyodor said, “You’re doing it again.”

“What?” It was hard to hear his father over the deafening roar coming from the chopper, whose engine was still running. 

This time, Fyodor waited until they made it to the elevator and were on their way down to the lobby. Turning to his son, he said, “You were doing it again: smiling without reason.”

“You must be mistaken.”

“Nyet.” A grin curling on his lips, Fyodor continued matter-of-factly. “I’ve instructed security to make sure they save the footage of every instance they see you doing it. It shall be my wedding gift for Fredericka, a scrapbook full of your candid photos.”

Sergei cursed, and his father laughed.

By the time the pair made it to the lobby, the two was arguing heatedly, with Sergei threatening to resign as vice president if Fyodor pushed on with his plans. 

On their way out of the building, Sergei’s phone vibrated, and Fyodor saw his son’s face harden as he read his text.

“Is it Fredericka?” he asked abruptly.

“No,” Sergei said slowly. “But it is a matter that does require my immediate attention.” Looking up, he asked apologetically, “Can you let Fredericka know I will be a bit late?”  

“It can’t be about work, can it?” Although he had been gradually increasing Sergei’s workload in preparation for his son’s eventual promotion to CEO, Fyodor still knew everything that went on with his company. Right now, he couldn’t think of anything related to work that would warrant such concern.

Knowing his father would keep on digging until he was given a satisfactory answer, Sergei lied, “I need to meet with Elsa Nilsson, and you must keep it from Fredericka.”

Fyodor’s face became grim. “Are you cheating on your fiancée?”

“No, but Elsa is threatening to make up stories about us, and I’m only meeting her to teach the woman a lesson.” 

“Then there is no need to lie about it.”

He shook his head. “You know how Fredericka is, Papa. She still has issues, and until I have my ring on her finger, I’m not taking any risk that could cause her to bolt.”

Fyodor reluctantly agreed then, knowing that Sergei was right about his woman. Fredericka was a lovely girl, and he couldn’t have asked for a better daughter-in-law. But he also knew of her past and did not blame the younger woman for still struggling to trust his son.

The waiting limousine took Fyodor home while Sergei went straight to the basement. Slipping behind the wheel of his sports car, he drove to a nearby hotel, where his mother Tanya Darby was checked in.

“You’re late,” were the first words his mother uttered upon letting him in. A tall, beautiful brunette in her forties, she had a silk robe over a rumpled black dress, and there were large bags under her eyes.

“And you’re drunk,” Sergei returned coldly. Even if his mother had bothered to clear out the empty bottles of cognac from the room, he would still have known she was intoxicated. Tanya reeked of alcohol, and by the looks of it, his mother had also not showered for days.

Tanya returned to her seat and crossed her legs, saying nonchalantly, “It makes poverty bearable.” Born to a rich family and spoiled rotten by her parents, Tanya had lived all her life expecting to be pampered. She had dumped Fyodor for a wealthier husband, and when her second marriage hadn’t worked, she had moved on to a third husband.

But that last one hadn’t worked too, and even worse, the bastard’s lawyer had managed to convince the court that Tanya didn’t deserve any kind of alimony.

And so for the first time in her life, Tanya had found herself bankrupt and with absolutely no one to turn to – except for this man seated in front of her.

“A monthly sum will be deposited to your account—-”

“How much?” Tanya asked baldly.

Lips tightening at how vulgarly mercenary his mother was being, Sergei managed to answer in a level tone, naming a sum that visibly surprised Tanya.

“The deposits will continue for as long as you abide by my rules.”

“And those rules are?”

Sergei leaned back against his seat, saying simply, “Don’t contact any of my family.”

Tanya couldn’t help bristling at the way her son looked at her. How dare he? Had he forgotten that his father had been nothing but a Russian peasant, a lowly immigrant without even a college education to speak for while Tanya was a Darby?

“I’m your family, too, darling,” she chided him. “And no matter how much you deny it, my blood also runs in your veins.”

Sergei’s expression remained aloof at the reminder. “If, for whatever reason, you have a need to speak to me again, you will do so by contacting my lawyer from here on. I’ve already informed him of our arrangement, and he will be here tomorrow to have you sign a contract.”

“Don’t you trust my word?” 

“No.” He came to his feet, effectively putting an end to the discussion.

When her son turned away, something in Tanya wanted to lash out at him, and she called out, “You don’t have to worry, you know.” All these years, she had chafed at how unfair life was, with the way all her sons appeared devoted to Fyodor’s trashy second wife and her equally trashy daughter. She was their mother, damn them, and they should have been loyal to her. 

But instead all of them had treated her as if she didn’t even exist, and she had never forgiven them for that.

She watched Sergei pause as he reached the door. “You don’t worry me.”

Liar, Tanya thought. She might have no love for her sons, but it didn’t mean she didn’t know them the way only a mother could. Of the three, Sergei had always been the too-responsible one, the son who had willingly burdened himself with worries even at a young age.

“I just wanted to ease your mind in case you did,” Tanya said lightly. “You boys were just my insurance policies,” she revealed with a soft, cruel laugh. “And now it’s paying off, so why would I even consider ruining it?”

Sergei didn’t bother to answer, but his mother’s words stayed with him, the way Tanya had meant for it to.

When the billionaire made it home, he found Fredericka asleep, curled up in the living room sofa. Misha was also there, reading quietly on the couch opposite, his gaze focused on his iPad.

Having heard his older brother’s footsteps, Misha took his glasses off and stood up, murmuring wryly, “She insisted on waiting up for you.”

“And she failed,” Sergei observed, amused.

“I bet her she would,” Misha said with a grin, “and now she has to pay up by drinking cucumber shakes every morning for one week straight. You owe me, big brother.”

When his brother left, Sergei crouched down, and just looking at her made the sick feeling in his stomach disappear. 

She was his life, his reason for happiness, and she didn’t even know it. No one knew how much she had changed him, and even his own father wasn’t aware of how much it meant that Sergei could actually smile just at the thought of her.

The day he had found his mother fucking another man, he had initially thought that he had only lost the ability to trust a woman. But gradually, he had come to realize that the impact of his mother’s gross betrayal had been worse. It had also destroyed his ability to be happy for himself.

He had been happy when Fyodor had found true love with his stepmother Marianna. He had been happy when Misha received another award for his groundbreaking work, when Vassi achieved recognition in his profession, or whenever Seri had been selected for a project. 

All these things had made Sergei happy as a son and as a brother.

But that had been it.

It was as if the child in him had blamed himself for what happened, and even growing up to adulthood, Sergei had been unable to shake off the guilt. He had been the eldest child, and he should have done something. He should have spent more time with his mother. He should have seen the signs early on and warned his father. He should have done something, but he hadn’t, and it had destroyed his family. 

How could he allow himself to feel happy knowing that? 

In front of him, Fredericka started to stir, and her eyes slowly drifted open. “You’re back,” she said groggily.

“I am.” And because he couldn’t help it, he caught her lips with his, not letting up even though she had squeaked in surprise and tried to push him away. 

When he finally lifted his head, she half-wailed, “I hadn’t brushed my teeth!”

Sergei only laughed as he swept her up in his arms. 

“I’m too heavy,” she protested as he headed towards the stairs. She was already in her fourth month, and she had gained enough weight that all of her jeans no longer fit. 

“I am no weakling, pchelka,” the billionaire murmured mildly. “You weight is nothing to me.”

“Let’s see if you can keep saying that,” she mumbled under breath, “when I’m in my third trimester.” When they reached their room, Sergei took her straight to the bed and began undressing her. She finally noticed the strange, drawn look on his beautiful face, and she asked worriedly, “Sergei?”

But instead of answering, he only unzipped himself and sank his cock straight into her.

Ooooooh.

He started to move, and she fell back against the bed, forgetting what she was about to ask him.

They went out the next day to shop for clothes, and when she stepped out of the fitting room to show him the dress she was thinking of buying, she saw Sergei on the lounge chair, a brooding look on his face. 

This time, she hurried to him, asking straight away, “Chto ne tac?” What’s wrong? She rarely spoke to him in Russian because even now, she still felt awkward and self-conscious about her less-than-perfect accent. But right now, it was the only way she could speak to him, knowing how Sergei detested speaking about anything personal in public.

When he only stared at her, she could feel her eyes start to sting. Maybe the hormones were to blame again, or maybe it was just...time. She looked at him now, and the doubts that used to eat at her were completely gone. 

Now, she looked at him and all she felt was love...and trust. Now, she looked at him and she no longer worried about him hurting or leaving her. Now, she looked at him, and she knew she wanted to be to him what Sergei had been to her—-

Someone who loved her. Trusted her. Cherished her.

Her lips trembling, Fredericka whispered, “Please tell me.” Moving forward to stand between his knees, she shakily took his hand to place it on her tummy. “Because it goes the other way, too, you know. The baby and I are here for you.”

Ah. The billionaire gazed up at her, the happiness that her words brought him immeasurable and indefinable. This woman was his greatest strength, able to make him do miracles at the hint of a smile. But he also knew that made her his greatest weakness, someone who could stop his heart from beating – if she ever thought of leaving him.

For almost his entire life, he had pretended to be normal, pretended to have the ability to feel happiness the way other people did. As long as his family was happy, he had been content. He hadn’t felt envious of other people’s joy because envy meant he knew what he was missing – and he hadn’t.

But then Fredericka came into his life, and everything had changed. A wild range of emotions suddenly sprung on him – anger, jealousy, pride, and joy – he had not known how precious the feeling of joy was until he had felt it himself. 

As a man, as Sergei Grachyov, he had become happy because of Fredericka. 

And when he had learned of her pregnancy, Sergei had discovered how happiness could also be profound, knowing that he was about to become a father. 

Looking up, he said gently, “Prosti. I didn’t mean to make you worry.”

“It’s okay if you make me worry. We – the baby and I – like to look after you, too.” And because the line felt too cheesy, enough to make her face red, she finished gruffly, “Got it?”

The billionaire laughed, but it was a hoarse sound, and Fredericka knew that there was still a part of him that wasn’t okay. 

“You look gorgeous in the dress, pchelka.”

Ignoring his obvious attempt to change the subject, she said determinedly, “Tell me what’s wrong.”

“Nothing is wrong. I’m just thinking...I don’t deserve to be this happy.”

Her eyes widened. “Why not?”

“I’m insecure, I suppose?”

Fredericka snorted.

“You do not believe me?”

“Sorry, but I don’t.” The billionaire flashed her a grin, but when she looked into his eyes, she was stunned to realize that he actually had meant it. For whatever reason, he did think he didn’t deserve to be happy. “Stupid,” she blurted out.

He raised a brow.

“Of course you deserve to be happy.” By this time, she became aware that all the salesladies in the boutique had gathered around them, shamelessly eavesdropping on their conversation. Even so, she couldn’t stop herself from muttering, “I’m the one who doesn’t deserve you, but...I’m not letting you go. Got that?”

The billionaire laughed again, and standing up, he placed a quick, hard kiss on her lips, murmuring, “Understood, lyubov maya.”

And now it really was time, she thought. Hugging him, she hid her face against his neck because she couldn’t bear the thought of seeing his expression as she whispered, “Good...lyubov maya.”

And when Sergei stiffened, he knew she understood what she was saying.

Lyubov maya translated to ‘my love,’ and she was his, just like he was hers.
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Chapter Seventeen
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Fredericka

“Are you certain you don’t need me to accompany you?” Sergei asked as he followed me outside the house. Now that I was in my second trimester, the urge to puke had lessened, but it had also been replaced by a persistent spell of dizziness as well as the occasional bodily aches. It had the billionaire paranoid, enough to have him filing a leave at work against my wishes. Unfortunately, his boss – a.k.a. his father, Fyodor – had wholeheartedly approved his request, also against my wishes. 

Looking up at Sergei, I tried to sound casual, saying, “It’s just a silly reunion.” My voice squeaked in the end. This tended to happen whenever I was lying, which was exactly what I was doing right now.

“Then at least let me drive you.”

“I’m going to be fine, Sergei. Stop worrying.” Changing the subject, I asked in a rush, “How do I look, by the way?”

The billionaire frowned. “Since when did you start caring about your appearance?”

“Since, umm, lately?” I could feel myself paling as I struggled to keep up with the jumble of lies in my head. 

“You’ve gone white,” the billionaire gritted out. “Are you feeling dizzy again?”

Appalled at making him worry unnecessarily, I shook my head firmly. “I’m okay. I just don’t, err, want to be late.” I gave him a tentative smile. “I’d take you with me if I could, but I don’t want you to feel awkward when they start fussing on you. I’m afraid they’ll take one look at your pretty face—-” When the billionaire grinned, I realized what I had just said and shut my mouth.

“I understand now,” Sergei murmured silkily. “You’re embarrassed they’ll ask you questions about your future trophy husband, and you wouldn’t be able to hide how much you love me.”

A groan of embarrassment escaped me. “Your Ego-ness, please.” I stared at him pleadingly. “Will you please show some more self-respect and stop referring to yourself as a trophy—-mmph!” Sergei’s mouth suddenly covered mine, cutting the rest of my words off. 

But before I could kiss him back, he had already stopped kissing me and when I opened my eyes, he stared back at me with a mocking gleam in his dark gaze.

“I’d love to kiss you more, pchelka, but I don’t want you to be late.” 

“Oh. Umm.” Staring at his lips longingly, I heard myself say, “I’m not, uh, really going to be late?” But he was already pushing me gently towards my car and helping me behind the wheel. Damn. Me and my big mouth.

“One last thing,” the billionaire murmured as he straightened.

I looked up at him hopefully.

“You asked me how you look and—-” A devastating grin curled on his lips. “You look like a woman who knows she’s loved.”

Oooooh. Driving with toes curled hard inside my shoes was a challenge, but I had gotten used to it. Every little thing the billionaire said or did had the most powerful impact on me lately, never mind if I still wasn’t sure that admitting my feelings for him had been the right thing to do. It had been three days since then, and boy, those three days had been quite the emotional rollercoaster. 

On the upside, knowing that we loved each other made living together a hundred – no, a thousand, a trillion times better. I had never realized how liberating love could be, but suddenly Sergei and I could tell each other everything, talk about anything. 

And oh, the sex was over-the-top good. He was more dominant than ever now, and I loved it. Just the other day, he had suddenly commanded me to get on my knees and suck his cock while he attended to a business call. I had done so, of course, and he had returned the favor just when I least expected it, going down on me just when I was video chatting with Alyx and Anneke on FaceTime.

But then there was the downside. Last night, I had a nightmare about Sergei cheating on me, and I had woken up shivering and crying. If imagined betrayal could hurt me that much, how much worse would it be if it did happen in reality? 

Sometimes, fear over the billionaire hurting me would get so bad I was tempted to just jump into my car and drive away. It didn’t help that just this morning I had overheard Sergei’s father warning him about Elsa Nilsson and how lies always had a way of coming out. 

He was cheating on me had been my first thought, but somehow I had managed to control myself from going crazy. I had told myself that it was just a typical pep talk between fathers and sons, and that if I let it get to me then I would be committing self-sabotage again, just like Alyx had warned.

And now here I am, I thought, about to prove to myself that I wasn’t going to run away from my happy-ever-after, even if that was exactly what I wanted to do.  

After handing the keys to the valet, I hurried inside the mall and headed straight to the jewelry boutique I had called earlier. A middle-aged brunette came to meet me right away, saying cheerfully, “Welcome, Ms. Spears. We spoke earlier on the phone.”

“Therese, right?” I shook hands with her. “Thanks for accommodating me even on such short notice.”

“Everyone in town bends backward at a Grachyov’s behest,” Therese answered candidly.

“I’m not a Grachyov.” I felt like I was honor bound to make this clear even as I handed the older woman the jewelry box I sort of “borrowed” from the billionaire.

“But you will be.” Therese checked her watch. “I will have this ready in about an hour.”

“Perfect.” I gave her a thumbs-up. After leaving the boutique, I randomly chose a café to kill time, and the first person I saw upon entering was none other than the professor. He was seated alone on one of the tables, a cup of coffee in front of him.

I was stunned speechless for a moment, and the professor appeared stunned as well. But he recovered far sooner than me, his still handsome face breaking into a smile as he got to his feet. “I heard you were back.” He moved forward, and I found myself thinking he was much taller than I remembered. And ridiculously good-looking, I couldn’t help noticing guiltily. And now I was beginning to remember just why I had hoped this man would be my first boyfriend. Fredericka Spears, you are one shallow woman!

And then Julian suddenly bent to kiss my cheek, and I drew away, startled. “You look radiant,” the professor murmured with a smile, looking perfectly at ease. “Join me for a drink, please.”

“I can’t drink coffee.” Shit. Why had I said that? I should have just said no.

Julian grinned. “Then how about lemonade? Would that do?”

I bit my lip, trying to think of a way to refuse him properly.

“If you join me, I can tell you stories about Sergei Grachyov when I was mentoring him.”

I brightened. “Yes, please.” 

The professor laughed. “I’m glad to see you haven’t changed,” he murmured as he pulled out a chair for me.

“That doesn’t sound like a compliment,” I told him, making a face. As the professor returned to my seat, my phone suddenly started to ring and I jumped when I saw it was Sergei. I answered it quickly, stammering, “H-Hello?”

“How are things there, pchelka?” 

My mind completely went blank. “Great.” I looked at the professor and said lamely, “The reunion’s just...great.” I wanted to bang my head against the table as soon as the words slipped out. I knew I shouldn’t have lied, but I had panicked, thinking if he found out there wasn’t actually a reunion, he’d find out that I also kind-of, sort-of stole my engagement ring from him.

“You sound strange. Are you certain everything’s alright?”

“Da.” Then I said quickly, “I’m sorry, I have to go. Someone’s calling me, I think we’re, umm, about to play a game. Call you later, bye.”

Julian raised a brow when I lowered my phone on the table. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but did you just lie to Sergei about where you are – or who you’re with?”

“Sort of?”

“I hope you have a good reason for it.” Julian’s tone was careful. “I’ve known him for years, and he’s not one to forgive those who lie to him.” 
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Chapter Eighteen
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Sergei and Fredericka

The billionaire was seated alone in the bedroom he shared with Fredericka, staring sightlessly at the phone in his hands. He had given her a chance to explain and tell him he was mistaken about his assumptions. He had given her another chance when other people would have none at all.

But she had lied, and with it he was empty. 

Unknown to Fredericka, incognito bodyguards followed her everywhere. It had been so since the first time they met, a precaution that he always took for all his loved ones. 

Wanting to surprise her, he had called up one of her bodyguards to ask where she was so he could follow her, but he was the one who had been surprised instead. There was no goddamn reunion. Instead, there had only been her – and the professor.

If this had happened even a month earlier, or even a week earlier, the billionaire wouldn’t have allowed himself to be convinced so easily of her betrayal. But because the wounds left by his mother’s cold and callous words were still fresh in his brain—-

You boys were just my insurance policies.

As soon as the memory took hold, it colored everything the billionaire remembered. He did not, could not, and would not believe that he was completely wrong about Fredericka. She was a woman who deserved to be loved, and he didn’t regret loving her. Even knowing that she had lied to him about her whereabouts today, he didn’t see it as a reason to question the paternity of their child. 

But what he did know he had gotten completely wrong was the fact that she loved him back.

Maybe she hadn’t even lied about her feelings, maybe she had really loved him.

But what today proved was that she didn’t love him enough to completely have forgotten the professor. Maybe she never would, and maybe it wasn’t right for him to wait and want that she did.

By the time Fredericka drove back home, the last of her belongings was being transferred to the trunk of his limousine. He watched her car slow down, his expression shuttering as she came rushing out, eyes bright, cheeks flushed.

“Are we going somewhere?” Fredericka blurted out.

A curt nod to his staff had everyone filing out, and only when they were alone did the billionaire finally turn to her, saying quietly, “You’re leaving.”

Fredericka blinked. “Where am I going?”

“A hotel suite has been prepaid for your use. Tomorrow, a real estate agent will contact you with options for housing.”

As she listened to him speak, she could feel her world starting to spin faster and faster. She understood what he was saying, but at the same time she didn’t. What was he saying? 

“You can buy any house you want, as long as it’s in Rockton.”

Fear trailed its claws down her spine, and paranoia started feeding her mind with the most insidious thoughts. 

You should have seen this coming—-

“Sergei?” she whispered shakily. Her hand unconsciously moved up to her chest, which had started to hurt.

“My lawyer will be meeting with you as well.”

Ah, it hurt so bad. So bad. Please God. Please let this be a nightmare she could wake up from. 

“All the arrangements will be in your favor – child support, visitation rights, the primary custody of our child will be yours. I’m making this clear now because I don’t want you to think that you’ll be alone in raising the child.” 

Fredericka fought back a wave of dizziness, and her hand moved down to her tummy. I’m okay, baby. We’re okay. 

The billionaire shoved his hands deep in his pockets. “That’s all I needed to say.” 

And then they were looking at each other.

No, he was looking at her, just looking at her, like he hadn’t wrecked her world, and the thought of it made her...snap.

Fredericka didn’t know how she reached him. All she knew was that suddenly she was right in front of him, and she was beating his chest.

He wanted her to leave?

He wanted her to choose a house?

He wanted her...no longer?

The tears rushed down her face, and she didn’t even have the strength to hold them back. She wanted to stop beating his chest long enough to ask him to please, please tell her this was all a sick joke, but she couldn’t.

Fredericka looked up at him, willing him to tell her what she wanted to hear, but he still just looked at her and her throat tightened. “You can’t do this.” Her voice broke. “You can’t.” Her fists struck his chest one more time, but the billionaire didn’t even flinch. He simply took everything in wordlessly, unmoving, and somehow this hurt her even more.

It was as if she had lost the power to reach him at all.

Her hands fell limply against her sides. “At least have the courtesy to tell me why.” When her voice cracked, her hand tightened over her tummy. It’s okay, baby. We’re okay. “Because this doesn’t make sense.” She looked at the billionaire, unable to stop begging him with her eyes. Please, Sergei, Please. “We were okay just this morning, weren’t we?”

Sergei’s fists clenched inside his pockets. 

“Weren’t we?”

He started to turn away.

Pain screamed inside of her, and she choked, “Sergei, please. Just tell me what I did wrong—-”

“You did nothing wrong,” he gritted out. 

“Then why?” she demanded painfully. Why make me trust you? Why make me love you? 

The billionaire was almost tempted to laugh, knowing that he could have asked her the question as well. Why couldn’t he be enough for her? Why? He remembered how she had looked at him before she left, asking him, How do I look, by the way?

How the fuck could she have even asked him that, knowing that she was about to meet Julian Alexeyev behind his back?

The pain of her betrayal ravaged him, and he said harshly, “I don’t owe you an explanation.” And this time, he didn’t give her a chance to say another word. Motioning for the chauffeur to step out, the billionaire ordered him to escort Fredericka into the car and take her to the hotel. 

Looking back at Fredericka, he said flatly, “I won’t let you drive in the state you’re in.”

Fredericka didn’t answer, only turning away from him, and he forced himself to watch her go so that it would be clear to every part of him that it was over.

It was over. 

When the chauffeur opened the car door for Fredericka, she suddenly stopped and spun to face him again, and the billionaire froze at the smile on her face. It was painfully, heartbreakingly beautiful.

“I get it,” she whispered. “I do get it, and I d-don’t blame you.”

“I don’t understand—-” But the way his chest was constricting tightly was telling him he should have.

Her lips moved, her voice inaudible, and agony burst inside him, telling him that he should understand what she was saying.

She disappeared into the limousine, and soon she was being driven away. 

At his command, he thought tautly. Because this was what he wanted. This was what was right.

Turning away, he found himself staring at her car and he walked towards it unthinkingly, unlocking the door. He didn’t know what he was doing, didn’t know what he was hoping to see. More evidence that he had done the right thing? Or perhaps what he wanted was more evidence of her betrayal and her love for Julian Alexeyev?

But what he did find was something he didn’t expect at all. 

On the passenger seat was a familiar-looking box, and his heart clenched at the sight of it.

Why? Why did she have this?

Dimly, he heard another car speeding down the driveway, of voices of his family who had just returned. But he paid this no heed, his burning concentration focused on the box he had grasped from the seat.

As he straightened, the box still in his hands, he saw his family hurrying towards him. 

“Blyad.” Misha swore when he saw what his older brother was holding. “We’re late then?”

Seri groaned. “I knew it, I told you we’d be late.”

“I hope Fredericka recorded her proposal,” Vassi muttered and looked at Sergei. “Did she?”

Sergei didn’t answer, only opening the box with shaking fingers.

It was still the same ring he had purchased, but when he pulled it out of the box, that was when he caught a glimpse of the engraved words on its inner side.

Lyubov maya.

My love.

Misha was the first one to notice Sergei’s whitened expression. “What happened? Is it Fredericka?”

“She lied to me,” the billionaire said hoarsely. “Why would she do this then lie to me about meeting Julian Alexeyev?”

“Oh, Sergei.” Seri’s heart ached hard for her oldest brother. “Fredericka called us half an hour ago, telling us to come back because she was going to propose to you. D-did she—-”

“No,” Sergei said tonelessly. “I didn’t give her a chance to. I told her to leave.”

Seri shook her head in confusion. “Why would you do that?”

“Because I thought—-” He swallowed hard. “I thought she wanted Julian Alexeyev, and she was...she was only with me because of the baby.”

“That’s not possible,” Vassi said quietly. “She loves you, Sergei. I don’t know why she lied, but I know what I saw and I know that she loves you.”

Ah. 

“I love her, too,” he heard himself say. “I love her.” But right now, he was beginning to fear he had no right to do so.

It took a mere six minutes to call Alexeyev and get the truth out of their meeting, fifteen minutes of beating the red light and getting a speeding ticket to make it to the hotel where he had forced Fredericka to check in.

But when he made it there, she was gone, leaving only a note.

I don’t blame you for this. I should have seen it coming, and so if anyone’s at fault, it’s me, thinking that we could be different.

I know you met with Elsa secretly, and I want you to know that if she’s the one who can make you happy – then I’m happy, too. You don’t have to marry me for our baby’s sake, Sergei. 

I promise to keep our baby safe, and I promise – I promise I won’t keep our child away. 

I just need time and space. Just please give me this, and I promise when I come back, it will be okay.

And we can be friends again.

The billionaire’s eyes closed.

In his mind, he saw her, pale and broken, her words barely audible.

I get it. I do get it, and I d-don’t blame you.

He saw her lips move, and this time – it was so goddamn clear, what she was saying, he felt like a fucking fool for not realizing what those words were.

You’re too young.

Because he had let his past and fears get the better of him, he had unknowingly destroyed her by making her worst nightmare come true. He had unwittingly become what her father was to her mother.

Someone too young to realize what he had – until it was too late, and he had thrown away what he should have held on to with all his might.
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Chapter Nineteen
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The day after Fredericka left, Sergei began preparations for the wedding, and invitations were sent out to every acquaintance he had a reason for inviting. No expense was spared, and only the best was hired, with the billionaire personally attending to every detail.

It was to be the biggest event of the year, and it was also to be the most controversial. Because Rockton was a small town, it had taken only a matter of days before locals realized that Fredericka and Sergei weren’t just living apart. They were also estranged, and even with the date of the wedding approaching, stolen photos of Fredericka leaving her rented apartment showed that her finger remained noticeably bare of any engagement ring.

By now, Sergei had been made the butt of people’s jokes and the subject of countless memes, most of them depicting the billionaire as an arrogant playboy who had gotten his just desserts. Bets were also being made on whether the billionaire would be stood up at the altar, with the odds on him being jilted 5:1.

Even with all this, the billionaire made no attempt to visit Fredericka. She had asked him for time and space, and he would give it to her, even if it killed him. The only thing he allowed himself to do was to contact her every day, leaving her voice mails, sending her text messages, and through it he would update her about the wedding preparations.

Did she like white roses? It was what he had chosen for their wedding.

Was white and gold as a motif to her liking? If not, he told her to send word and he would have it replaced to the color scheme she desired.

Had she talked to Anneke and Alyx yet? The billionaire had asked them to be her bridesmaids, but he wasn’t certain if they were attending. Those two weren’t talking to him either.

And after these progress reports, he would apologize and explain to her, even knowing that by now she must be sick and tired of hearing him say the same thing again and again.

Over and over, he would tell her about how he had used Elsa as an excuse so Fyodor wouldn’t know about him meeting his mother in secret. Over and over, he would enumerate the reasons why he had it found so fucking easy to jump to conclusions about Julian Alexeyev.

And with every call, desperation and despair would threaten to choke him, and he would end it with three words.

I love you.

Never in his life had the billionaire imagined he would have to bare his soul by typing words or leaving unanswered voice recordings, but the billionaire did so without a qualm. It was easy to grovel when the ability to keep his heart beating was at stake.

On the eve before their wedding, Sergei was unable to fall asleep. The temptation to drown himself in liquor beckoned to him, but the billionaire resisted the urge, knowing that only the weakest fool would come to his wedding inebriated.

When the silence in his room became too much to bear, he decided to step out to his balcony, and that was when he saw the lone figure coming up the driveway. 

Ah.

He recognized who it was easily of course, even though a part of him wished he could pretend he didn’t see her.

Sergei met her by the front door, taking Fredericka by surprise and making her stumble back with a gasp. For a moment, all he could do was gaze at her, his dark eyes roaming over her with hungry need.

She looked...good. Beautiful actually, with her red hair silky and shining, curled against her back, and effortlessly elegant with her still-slender body sheathed in a loose, gauzy blouse with bell-bottom sleeves and white capris.

“Do you know what time it is?” he asked jerkily.

“About four thirty in the morning?” she answered, a wobbly smile appearing on her lips.

“That’s right.” His fists clenched. “Too early for the wedding.” And yet she was already here, and a sick feeling started in his stomach as the billionaire tried not to think what that meant.

When Fredericka’s lips started to part, fear made him beat her to speaking, and he heard himself ask, “Have you seen the invitations?” He had never been a coward, but it had long dawned on him that love had the power to make a man become anything.

Fool, idiot, and now – a spineless groom-to-be clutching at straws.

“I learned calligraphy for it,” he continued tautly when she only stared at him, eyes unblinking.

“I know.” Her smile slowly faded, and the sight chipped at his heart. “I r-read it on the papers...among other things.”

Ah. He said quietly, “The jokes don’t bother me.” 

She bit her lip hard, the look on her face telling him that she was holding back from saying anything.

He breathed sharply, feeling that with every second that passed, the further she was slipping away from him. “Are you hungry? We can have breakfast—-”

“Sergei.”

Her voice tapered out in the end, her eyes suddenly filling with tears, and the sight of it nearly drove him to his knees. This was it, he thought lifelessly. This was the end, and even knowing that he should simply bow out gracefully – he just couldn’t. 

“I fucked up,” he said bleakly, raising his eyes to her. “I know I fucked up, Erie—-”

“Sergei—-”

“Please.” 

“I don’t want to hear another word,” she said shakily. “Okay?”

The billionaire whitened.

“I came here to get my stuff. That’s all. So there’s no need to say any of those things – okay?” And as if she could no longer bear hearing his voice again, she pushed past him and entered the house.

“Fredericka?” Sergei heard his father call out in obvious shock, and it was only then he realized that he wasn’t the only one awake in the house. Fredericka’s reply was muffled, and when the billionaire finally found the strength to turn around, he saw that his whole damn family was on the stairs, all of them immobile as Fredericka marched past them.

When Fredericka disappeared from view, Misha came to him, clapping a hand over his shoulders. “Prosti.” 

The billionaire nodded jerkily. “It’s no one’s fault but mine.” He lowered his head, thinking that he had become exactly what Fredericka had feared. Someone who acted exactly like his goddamn age, someone immature enough to have been swayed by past trauma. Someone who didn’t deserve her trust—-

He heard Seri gasp, and for some reason, he also heard Vassi whistle. 

The billionaire’s head jerked up, and the first thing he saw was Fredericka, dressed in the wedding gown he had purchased for her.

“I told you,” she said shakily, eyes bright with unshed tears. “You didn’t have to say any of those words. I really just came here to get this.” Fredericka watched Sergei take several steps up, her heart aching painfully at the rather clumsy way he moved. He had always been impossibly elegant, and now—-

“I listened to your every message, you know,” she whispered. “And I read all your emails.” 

The billionaire stilled. 

“It tended to get kinda repetitive in the end,” she teased with a tremulous smile, “but those were my favorite parts.”

“Was it?” It had taken a long time for the billionaire to answer, but when he did, the sound of his silky tone was so wonderfully familiar that this time she just couldn’t stop the tears from rushing down. 

Nodding vehemently at him, she said, “They were my favorite because they reminded me of what was important.” 

The billionaire reached her then, and she smiled up at him, cupping his face, saying, “You did fuck up—-”

A hoarse laugh escaped him. “And that’s the important part?”

“No. The important part was that you only fucked up once. But before it – before this, I was the one who fucked up, again and again, and you always forgave me. You always came after me, and so—-” Her voice caught. “How can I not forgive you, too?”

He had already hauled her to him before she even finished speaking, and she was already sobbing against his chest by the time he whispered fiercely, “I love you.” He kissed her hard, saying hoarsely against her lips, “Thank you for still letting me be your trophy husband.”
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Epilogue
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The waiting room was once again fully packed when I arrived for my three-fifteen appointment, and just my luck, the first thing I saw playing on the wall-mounted monitor was a live interview of Elsa Nilsson. 

“That woman is older, uglier, and boring as hell,” the Swedish beauty derided.

Heads turned, gazes swinging from the TV monitor to said older, uglier, and boring-as-hell woman – a.k.a. me.

“I am terribly sure,” the woman continued in her thickly accented English, “it was a shotgun marriage. We had such a lovely thing, Sergei and I, and I am confident he is only a beast with me—-”

There was a sudden change in channels, and then the receptionist was rushing to me, red-faced in embarrassment. “I’m so sorry, Mrs. Grachyov!”  

The noise inside the waiting room dramatically increased, all eyes averted from my direction.

“It’s okay, Carla,” I reassured her with a forced smile. Claiming the last vacant seat in the room, I quickly took a magazine and pretended to be engrossed in it even as I cursed the model in my mind. Damn her for being so beautiful and thin just when I was feeling as big as a house.

I was now in my last trimester, and before I knew it, my tummy had ballooned into this huge, hard ball that seemed to weigh a ton. Almost every part of my body hurt, and the only time I felt good was when I was sleeping, in the bath, or when I was having sex—-

The last thought had me flushing, and I hurriedly lifted the magazine to cover my face. Pregnancy had made me incredibly sensitive and horny, and these days the billionaire only had to look at me and I swear to God, but it was enough to have me wanting to jump his bones.

Wanting being the operative word since I couldn’t actually jump now. 

I couldn’t even tiptoe, and all these limitations were just driving me crazy with paranoia and jealousy.

How could the Russian billionaire still love me when I looked like this? How could he still want to fuck me when I looked like this? I could feel my throat tightening, and I had a horribly sinking feeling that I was going to burst into tears any second. 

My phone suddenly rang, and I quickly fumbled for it inside my bag, thankful for the distraction. “Hello?”

“I’m on my way, pchelka.”

I sniffed. “Don’t bother. By the time you arrive, it will be too late.”

“I love it when you’re overdramatic,” the billionaire murmured huskily. “It’s strangely hot.”

“Pervert.” But I couldn’t help laughing a little all the same.

“I’ll see you in a bit, pchelka. I love you.”

“Ditto, lyubov maya.”

He chuckled. “Too shy to say ‘I love you’ with people around?”

I ended the call without answering, never mind if it was childish. He was used to it anyway, and besides, I was pregnant. Everyone knew pregnant women were always right.

When my doctor stepped out to personally greet me, she was visibly surprised to find me alone. “Won’t your husband be accompanying you?”

“He’s running a little late, that’s all,” I said cheerfully. I could feel the other patients looking at me again, and I could practically feel pity dripping from their thoughts. 

I took my usual seat inside the clinic while my doctor excused herself to take a call. When she returned, she was smiling widely, saying, “I’ll take you to the X-Ray room, if that’s alright, Mrs. Grachyov?”

“Oh.” I was bemused. “Why do I suddenly need one?”

“Standard operating procedure,” she assured me. “It’s absolutely nothing for you to worry about, I promise.”

“We’ll need to switch the lights off,” the doctor said after I had changed into a hospital gown. “Again, that’s SOP, so please don’t worry.” She helped me to the bed, saying, “Just lie down and relax. The procedure will be quick and painless.”

When the doctor left, an indefinite amount of time passed, causing me to fall asleep and waking up only at the sound of the door opening. I opened my eyes groggily to see who it was and closed them as soon as I caught sight of someone in scrubs with a surgical mask entering the room.

A pair of strong hands suddenly took hold of my ankles, and I froze. 

Was this part of the procedure?

The hands moved up on my legs, placing one on each elevated clamp. It left me uncomfortably wide open, and I fought back a blush as I realized how much the X-Ray technician could see of me. A part of me wanted to demand if this was truly necessary, but then I thought about what kind of headlines it would produce—-

Fredericka Spears acting like a diva just because she’s a billionaire’s wife—-

I forced myself to stay calm. This is SOP.

The man reached for me between my legs, and I tried not to tense. Once in a while, his hands, covered with surgical gloves, would brush against the insides of my thighs, and I squeezed my eyes shut at the way my pussy involuntarily quivered at the contact.

The man parted my folds open, and my fingers curled into fists. 

Wider and wider—-

Oh my God, I could feel myself getting wet. This was so wrong, but how could I stop myself from getting wet when I was just so sensitive?

And then I felt it—-

A finger sliding inside—-

I reared up, about to scream rape—-

A hand clamped over my mouth, and I started to struggle.

“Relax.”

My eyes widened at the familiar sound, and I choked out, “Sergei?”

Instead of answering, the billionaire only pried my folds wider apart—-

I moaned.

And then I felt him bending down just before his tongue thrust inside of me.

I screamed. 

Even knowing that the walls were thin and people outside could hear me—-

I couldn’t stop screaming.

It was just so damn good. 

Just when I was about to climax, my husband lifted his mouth off, and I moaned at the sound of him unzipping himself. A moment later, and he was thrusting his engorged cock inside of me, and I screamed again. Over and over he plunged into me, and God, God, God, I didn’t want it to stop. It was so gooooood——

Voices reached us. 

“This is scandalous, utterly scandalous,” I heard someone – probably another patient – gasp furiously. “You have no right to enter here—-”

Recognizing Dr. Jacobs’ voice, I tried to push Sergei away, saying weakly, “Stop.”

But this only made him thrust harder into me, and I fell back on the bed.

No chance, I thought dazedly. Absolutely no chance to think when he was fucking me so good—-

“Just because this woman is married to Sergei Grachyov doesn’t mean she should get away with anything! Her husband will probably thank us for exposing the truth about her—-”

“Mrs. Thompson, you don’t understand—-”

The door burst open, and the lights switched on.

Carla, Dr. Jacobs, and an unknown woman stumbled inside the room, all of them open-mouthed in shock. Behind them, more women stumbled to a stop, their eyes glued to the billionaire and me.

With my legs up, the billionaire’s cock still buried deep inside of me, I could only guess how I looked, and I threw my hands up to cover my face with a moan.

But the billionaire wasn’t embarrassed. Instead, impatient fury lined his voice. “Do you mind? I still have to finish fucking my wife.” I heard people scrambling, followed by the sound of the door slamming shut.

“Oh my God, Sergei, we need to—-” But my cry of dismay turned into another scream. The billionaire had my little toy with him, and he had it on my clit, vibrating hard, as he resumed his thrusts.

****
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BACK IN THE WAITING room, the other expectant mothers were still in their seats, properly chastised and envious, all of them unable to stop listening – and fantasizing – as the once all-too-serious Sergei Grachyov continued fucking his wife. 

And just like that, the truth dawned on them.

That Sergei Grachyov, once a very proper man, could act in such a way—-

The expectant mothers couldn’t get their phones out fast enough, tweeting and posting status messages on their social media accounts, and in a matter of minutes #ElsaNilssonLied became a trending topic worldwide.

Sergei Grachyov was a beast, like Elsa said, but it was also clear to see that he was now his wife’s beast and would stay that way.

The End

Thank you for reading The Russian Billionaire's Accidentally Pregnant Bride.

If you enjoyed Sergei and Fredericka's story, please consider leaving even the shortest review or a quick rating. These things make a world of difference to indie authors like me.

And in case you're interested, Seri and Vassi's book is also out, and it's quite the tearjerker as well. Hehehe.

Thank you again, and please subscribe to my newsletter if you'd like to enjoy exclusive excerpts of upcoming works and be the first to know about new-release sales.

Last but not the least, I'd like to end this quick note with another Bible verse, in case any of you needs to hear this: 2 Timothy 1:7 ...God gave us a spirit not of fear but of power and love and self-control. 

Until our next journey,

Marian Tee

OEBPS/Images/image00127.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00126.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00125.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/cover00128.jpeg
NEW YORK TIMES & USA TODAY B LING AUTHOR

MAR D






OEBPS/Images/image00124.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00123.jpeg





