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CHAPTER ONE

She heard the music as she ascended the stairs and knew he’d be working. Her heart sped as she hastened her pace. Watching Gregori Ivanov work was a sensual treat. He tended to fall deeply into his work. The building could fall down around him and he wouldn’t notice.

There was something incredibly sexy about that. His intensity was a little overwhelming, but in the best sort of way.

Once she got to his floor, she didn’t bother ringing the bell—Gary Clark, Jr. was playing so loud Gregori wouldn’t have heard it anyway.

She let herself into the front entry of the massive space Gregori occupied. Three stories of windows washed the place in light. He took up a corner of the old building in Pioneer Square. Depending on where you stood, you could see Puget Sound or the redbrick buildings lining First Avenue.

She dropped the envelopes and the box she’d been delivering on the counter and wandered into his studio, leaning against one of his worktables to watch him.

Pale winter sun gleamed against his bare back. Ink trailed along his spine, over lean muscle. Lines of poetry, mainly in Cyrillic, wrapped around his forearms. Barbed wire marked his ribs, interspersed with more words. When he went shirtless, she’d discovered both his nipples bore silver hoops. He wore fingerless leather gloves, one hand grasping some sort of tool as he prowled around a large metal sculpture he’d been creating for the better part of the past three weeks.

His hair, currently scarlet red, stood up in liberty spikes, but other days he didn’t bother with the full Mohawk effect and he put it in a ponytail to keep it from his eyes. On many it would have looked ridiculous. But on Gregori? It worked. Like really, really worked.

He wore eye protection, but she knew beneath the goggles his eyes were hazel, fringed with sooty lashes usually at half-mast like he was thinking of something particularly dirty.

He worked in jeans so old they bore threadbare spots in all the right places and, though he often went barefoot around the loft, today he wore work boots.

In short, he was a visual buffet. And she was really hungry.

He stalked and paused. Bending to tug on something. Or to grab more tools and sharpen a piece. Wren just watched. Fascinated by the way he created.

It went on this way for another twenty minutes until he finally looked up and noticed her there.

He slid the goggles up, a smile marking his mouth. “Wren. How long have you been here?”

His accent was jagged. Like he was. He spoke in staccato bursts, the sharp twists of his words sliding through the air between them.

“I don’t know. Twenty minutes maybe. Half an hour? I brought some paperwork by and a box. Kelsey says you need to sign the papers in the red envelope and get them back to her.” Kelsey was Wren’s cousin and Gregori’s personal assistant.

He often proclaimed to hate signing things and attending to the business side of his art so she wasn’t surprised when he sighed, taking the goggles and gloves off.

Ignoring the sigh, she stepped closer. “Can I?” Wren tipped her chin toward the sculpture.

He shrugged, pleasure mixing through his annoyance. “Sure.”

She took it in. A man, crouched in the grip of briars and something else she couldn’t make out. The metal was polished in some places, hammered in others. Sharp edges fanned out here and there. “Like flames,” she murmured.

“Yes. Exactly.” He moved closer and his scent caught her attention. Sweat, soap, the product he used in his hair. The fuel from the welding stuff he used. It all married together and became essentially Gregori.

“This is brilliant.” Wren wasn’t flattering. It wasn’t a lie. He was a genius. One of those rare few who not only made a living at what he did, but had ascended to art celebrity.

He made a sound. A growl of sorts. “It’s missing something.” They both looked at it for some time longer until he sighed. “Come have tea with me.”

He issued the invitation like a command. He tended to be imperious at times. But she rarely took him seriously, so she let it wash over her and perhaps might even have liked it. A little bit.

“While the water is boiling, sign that stuff or Kelsey will only send me back here.”

They’d known each other for a year or so by that point, she having met him by bringing things to his loft several times a week. Over that time they’d developed a flirty back-and-forth and the more often she came to his place, the deeper the sexual undertones began to dig.

He looked up from where he’d been spooning the loose tea into a pot. “Do you have other things to do instead?”

“Are you asking if I have anything else but bringing papers, checks and doodads to Gregori Ivanov in my life?”

He laughed. “Do you?”

“I do. Shocking, I know, to imagine a world outside running errands for an eccentric artist, but there it is.”

He sniffed, his lids falling as he took in the scent of the tea. “Bergamot. I love it.” His eyes snapped open, gaze homing in on Wren, who’d perched at the nearby table. “What’s a doodad?”

“Little bits of this and that.” At his puzzled look, she got up and moved into the main room. He had a collection of what looked like gears scattered across a shelf. She pointed. “Like this. A generic term for bits of stuff. One of my moms says doohickey or thingamabob.”

“Hmm. I like those terms. I do suppose you bring me all manner of little bits on a regular basis.” The teapot whistled and he turned to deal with it. “There may be something to eat in the fridge.”

She moved to the sleek, stainless-steel work of art that filled her with refrigerator envy every time she saw it, peeking inside. For a supposed wild bachelor, he had a lot of really good things to eat. “Cheese, honey and nuts?”

“Hmm, yes. There are crackers in the cabinet.”

She began to pull things out, pouring nuts into small bowls, hunting down the honey.

“How’s school?”

Wren was going to art school at Palomar, an arts college. Her messenger job paid part of her bills and had the benefit of being flexible around her classes. She was also working on her newest graphic novel and a few digital side projects. It kept her ridiculously busy, but she was never bored.

“Fine. I’m really digging my autobiographical comics course. I’ve got a digital-imaging class I’m learning a lot from.” She shrugged.

“You should bring more for me to look at. You haven’t in a while.”

It made her uncomfortable. Not to seek his opinion. She respected him as an artist. But she knew others took advantage and she never wanted him to think of her that way.

He had a hot button about it. Being used. It was part of the reason he always wore his reputation as the chain-smoking, hard-drinking, inked-up wild man in bed to keep people back. He shared part of himself with others, but he controlled just how much. She’d rather have this connection, sitting, drinking tea and eating cheese and crackers, than the bored celebrity with the big dick.

“Maybe next time.”

He took the tea to the breakfast nook and sat. She joined him, nibbling on the cheese and crackers while her tea cooled.

“What’s this piece for anyway?”

“A commissioned piece. Rich guy wants it for the front of his office building.” He shrugged.

He always acted like it wasn’t a big deal.

“Nice. That piece will absolutely make the front of any building look amazing.”

He ducked his head a moment, sipping his tea until he looked up again, gaze locking on hers. “Tell me about your work. You don’t only do what you’re told to in class. You had a graphic novel. What’s the status with that?” His tone, to an outsider, would have been imperious. An order given to an underling. Even a slight emphasis on the what you’re told to that made it clear what he thought of her need for school. It was partly the Russian in him, partly the artist thing and partly because he was one of the most supremely self-assured people she’d ever met.

At first, when she’d started delivering things to him and he’d addressed her in such a way she’d thought he hated her. Or that he was a rude asshole. Or both. But after a while she realized it was just his delivery.

When it came to his perception of art school he was most definitely abrupt. He was old school and in his opinion you had it or you didn’t so why waste time in classes? Given his path—self-taught, sold his first piece at fifteen and now routinely sold pieces for six figures—it would have been a waste of time.

But she’d been exposed to so many things in her program. So many paths she could take. She’d learned about types of art and design totally out of her major, but that would serve her anyway. What she did was different from what he did. How she took in information was part of her process.

“I’m still working on it. I’ll have it finished in a few weeks I think.”

“I want to see it. You’re very stingy with it, Wren. Didn’t I just show you mine?”

“Are you offering to show me yours if I show you mine?”

He paused, thinking over what she’d said until his mouth curved into a slow grin. “Ahh, well.” He shrugged but managed to make it dirty and suggestive. “But I did show you mine, didn’t I? Unless there’s something else you’d like to see?”

She blushed straight down to her toes. Flirting with him was big league. “Maybe so. I’ll bring it by sometime.”

“Bring it next time you come. Kelsey always has something else to make me sign so it will be soon enough.”

“All right.” She finished her tea and dusted her hands off. She didn’t want to rush off, but she’d been there nearly an hour and she had work to do. He kept getting a faraway look on his face and she knew he was thinking about his own work.

She carried the dishes back to his kitchen. “Thanks for the tea.” She moved to the entry counter and indicated the envelopes. “I need to run and you need to sign these papers.”

He frowned. “Always with the signing.”

“Poor you.”

“You have no sympathy. A hard, hard woman.” One of his brows rose as she snorted.

“Kelsey will kill me if I don’t return with these. And, if I have to come back, you have to pay a delivery fee the second time. You sign the papers, she takes care of things and makes your life easier. Seems to me, buster, you need to stop crying and pick up a pen.”

“Other people are nice to me.” He read through the papers, signing where he was supposed to.

“Meh. Stop pretending you’re not business savvy. I know you and your game. As for other people?” She rolled her eyes. “Other people want things from you. I just want your tea.”

“I have better things to offer besides tea, you know.” He waggled his brows and she laughed, though she couldn’t fight the flush building through her belly.

“Yeah? You offering any of that up?”

He signed the last sheet, tucked all the papers back into the envelope and turned to face her. “I’m not sure you have enough time for all I have to offer.”

She stepped close enough to touch the envelopes, which put her just an inch or two away from his body. “Try me.”

The moment stretched taut between them, heating slowly, deliciously. Until he stepped back with a raised brow and a harrumph. “Go on then, Wren. Bring me something more fun next time.”

She took the envelope, tucking it into her bag. “I already bring myself. Nothing is more fun than that.”

One corner of his mouth rose. “I bet.”

She turned, heading out, but paused at the door. “One of these days, you should see for yourself.”





CHAPTER TWO

It wasn’t until she’d gone that he realized he’d forgotten to give her the tickets for his show. Or even let her know he had a show coming up.

He stalked back to his workroom, pausing for a cigarette after he was sure all his welding supplies were shut off.

French. One of his small indulgences. He slid one from the pack and the scent of the Turkish tobacco rose. Distinctive. Connected to his work.

He loved the act of tapping the edge against his lighter. The ritual of putting it between his lips, the flick of the lighter and that first rush of nicotine into his system.

Yes. He knew they were bad for him. His dentist told him so every six months. His doctor told him so. He’d cut back to two or three a day. Almost always while he worked.

The light was good, he thought as he smoked, looking at the flames of metal. The color was also just right. Nearly bronze in places.

He smiled as he thought of how Wren had understood nearly immediately that he’d been creating flames. Intuitive, that one.

He really didn’t need to have tea. He’d known exactly what needed to be done next. But more and more often as their friendship had grown, he found himself delaying her departure to spend time with her.

Gregori picked up one of his hammers and moved to his worktable where several sheets of metal he’d cut earlier that day sat. He worked, still thinking of her, of the way she’d teased him and of how he’d teased her back.

It wasn’t that he never flirted. He was rather shameless about flirting, as it happened. He loved women. Came by that love honestly as he got it from his father. He flirted as easily as he breathed.

But with her it was different. She wasn’t world-weary. Wasn’t a social climber. She flirted back but it was…not pure, no, he was quite sure Wren Davis knew what she was doing. It lacked artifice. Which made her dangerous.

The artist, named after a bird, who delivered packages and envelopes to pay for art school. He stubbed the cigarette out, exhaling the last of the smoke from his body as he thought of her.

Long and tall. She moved as if she knew exactly where she was going and what she planned to do once she arrived. She often had her hair braided, held back from her face, exposing that beauty so easily.

Freckles danced over the bridge of her nose. Her eyes, bold and bright blue, took in the world all around her. Gregori always got the feeling she weighed, accepted, approved or rejected things as she went.

She wore jeans a lot, though in the summer she’d worn shorts. She had lovely legs. Powerful, probably from bicycling up and down the hills in downtown. He liked the warm days because she wore T-shirts and tank tops, exposing the outline of some seriously gorgeous breasts.

Glasses often perched on her nose. He wondered why she hadn’t gotten the surgery to fix her eyesight. Glasses worked for her in any case, though he wondered how they affected her when she worked on her animation for long hours at a time.

Art school. He scoffed as he began to pound the metal, shaping it, giving it texture. He’d gotten a few peeks at her work. She had a lot of talent. She didn’t need art school.

Wren was vibrant and clever and certainly one of the best parts of his day when she stopped in. A constant in a world he knew was filled with mostly temporary people and experiences.

He blew out a breath and fell back into his work. He’d deal with the tickets the next day.

Wren found her friends already seated in a booth near the back windows of the tavern. They waved, calling her name as she made her way through the already burgeoning Friday night crowd.

The music was loud, but not so loud she couldn’t hear Kelsey tell her they’d just ordered her a margarita.

“Yay.” She shimmied from her coat and ordered tacos when the server came back with her margarita. She sipped it happily, leaning forward to listen to Kelsey talk about her new boyfriend—apparently now ex-boyfriend—and the way he’d sprung on her that he lived in his mom’s garage.

“He tried to say it was all right because it has its own entrance. I wasn’t impressed because she came in to do laundry when we were about two minutes away from pants being off.”

“Well, at least when you smell Tide the next time, you’ll have happy thoughts.”

Kelsey took a drink. “Not only does he live in his mom’s basement, but he tried to get me to see if Gregori could get us into Fixe.”

Fixe was Seattle’s hottest nightclub. Gregori knew the owner so he hung out there from time to time.

“Well, this is the guy who used a coupon to pay for dinner on your first date.”

Wren had nothing against coupons. After all, they were all at the tavern just then because it was happy hour. Half-price drinks and four-buck appetizers were a great deal. But coupons for dinner were a long-term couple thing. Or a high school thing. And you didn’t use your girlfriend to see if her boss could get you into nightclubs.

“I know.” Kelsey nodded. “You told me he was bad news.”

“But he has a great ass. And good hair. Did you dump him?”

“Yes. When his mom opened the door to the house and yelled down at him to change the laundry over when the buzzer sounded, I made my escape. He had the nerve to call me today to ask about Fixe. You know, since we’re still friends and all.”

“Get out!”

“I wish. Anyway, I managed to find it in me to laugh as I hung up on him.”

Zoe, Wren’s roommate, raised her glass. “Good riddance.”

They all joined her in the toast.

“So now that we’ve heard Kelsey’s news—” Zoe leaned closer “—what’s today’s hot Russian artist update?”

“Working shirtless when I went to his loft. Sweaty, but in the right way if you know what I mean. Man.” Wren fanned her face. “He gets so intense when he’s working. All that focus on what he’s doing. It’s so sexy. Makes me wonder—” like every twenty minutes “—if he’s that intense in the sack.”

That got a laugh, but plenty of quiet moments afterward as they all totally went there.

“He made me tea. Flirted as usual. But he didn’t pull the trigger. He flirts with everyone, though. I don’t read anything into it. Though I’d like to.”

“He does flirt with everyone. But he talks about you differently than the scores of chicks he’s got on his speed dial.” Kelsey shrugged. “He’s got you in the employee camp. So you’re safe to flirt with because he tells himself nothing is going to happen.”

“I’m not his employee.” Though she’d be lying if she denied the image of some naughty boss fantasies hadn’t just run through her head.

“Nope. Just keep at it. He’ll see it eventually. I mean, maybe. He’s…well, you know. He’s not a permanent type of guy. He’s one of those live-in-the-moment people.”

Sure, sure, Wren knew that. Knew he’d tried marriage once, years before and that it had ended up a smoldering pile of rubble. Knew that ex of his had meant his distrust of people had grown.

But she wasn’t his ex. She wasn’t his employee. She liked him. Wanted to know him better and it wasn’t the worst thing in the world to imagine that he wanted to know her, too.

“I’d tell you not to go getting hurt, but you’re not a dummy. Still, he’s sort of…magical. Alluring with all those pheromones of his rushing around when you’re near him.” Kelsey shrugged. “He’s a total handful. I like him. He gives great holiday presents and he pays me well. But I would not want to manage a man like him.”

“Gregori is not a man to be managed. He’s the one who likes to be in charge.” Wren waggled her brows as they all laughed. “That’s okay, I don’t mind a man in charge. Well, in bed I mean. I can pay my own bills and order my own dinner. Anyway, he’s an interesting, titillating part of my week. He’s in a totally different world with models and hipster girls and jet-set travel.” He was fun and sexy, but she knew reality from fantasy. Flirting was great, but Kelsey was right and Wren had no intention of getting serious about a dude who was a fun crush.

The conversation shifted to Zoe’s new job at a design firm in town. Wren and Zoe shared a two-bedroom apartment just a few blocks away from the school where, up until a few months ago, both of them had attended.





CHAPTER THREE

Just a few weeks after that girls’ night out, Wren was in the student lounge, working on her sketch pad when her phone rang with Kelsey’s number on the screen. She put aside her pad and answered.

“Wanna make Gregori your last stop of the day? I just got some contracts he should probably see this week. If not, I can take them by.”

“I can do it. I’m done anyway. I was just hanging out and working on some sketches. I’ll stop by his place on my way home.”

“Great. I’ll call it in for you.”

But when Wren arrived at Kelsey’s apartment, which also served as her office, she interrupted a hostile phone call.

Kelsey made the wrap it up move with her hand to whoever it was she was talking to on the phone. “We’ve covered that. No.”

Wren sat across from her cousin, watching the interplay.

“If he wanted you to know his new cell number, he’d have given it to you.”

Kelsey paused, holding the phone away from her ear. The yelling from the other side was audible.

“I’m his wife! I need to talk to him.” Oh, her.

Kelsey rolled her eyes and, the genius was, it sounded in her voice, too. “You’re his ex-wife and if you have a message you’d like me to pass on, I’m happy to do so.”

Kelsey examined her nails as the yelling continued. Finally she’d reached her limit after a particularly vicious spate of epithets was hurled her way. “Nice. You kiss your mother with that mouth? Classy. This call is done now. I’ll let him know you’re looking for him. Don’t call back.” She hung up.

Kelsey snorted. “The last thing he needs is that crazy bitch back in his life. Ugh.”

The crazy bitch was Prentiss Ivanov, Gregori’s ex-wife. Wren was biased, of course, but she thought the way Prentiss kept pulling Gregori back into her life when she got bored was selfish and petty. Every time they reconciled he devolved into too much everything and yet not enough. Too much partying, too much anger and public scene making. Not enough work on his art, not enough happiness or stability.

“I thought they were done for good. Why’s she calling you?”

“After the last time they had one of their reconciliations, he cut her off. He changed his number, had the building owner change the codes and locks on the outer door at his place. He’s done, thank god. Anyway, she’s getting his message and she doesn’t like it. I think she truly thinks if she can get him face-to-face, she can pull him back in.”

Wren took the envelope and a few other packages. “I hope she’s wrong. I don’t think it’s good for either of them. I have one other delivery to make and then I’ll go to his place. Call me if anything changes.”

It was an hour or so later when Wren buzzed up from downstairs as the main door to the street was locked. He didn’t respond so she used her key and let herself in. Her arms were full so she took the elevator, hearing the music before the doors even slid open on his floor.

It was a guess that he was working. He often didn’t come to the door when he was. She had a key but the last thing Wren wanted was to let herself in and interrupt some makeup sex if the crazy ex had gotten past Gregori’s protests and back into his bed.

She kicked the door because her hands were full. No answer. There was only one other tenant on his floor and the building had good security, so it wasn’t a risk to leave stuff. She scribbled a quick note and then texted him, informing him there were deliveries on his doorstep.

As she headed back to the elevator she heard his voice, raised, arguing in Russian with someone. His door opened and he stormed into the hall. His face…she froze at the anger on his features. But then it was chased away as he recognized her.

“Wren!”

Standing, her hand on the doorknob of the stairwell, she was able to tear her gaze from his face to find him, barefoot, in threadbare jeans and a snug T-shirt, his hair in a ponytail, eyes ablaze with emotion. The intensity of the entire package continued to freeze her in place.

“Yeah?”

He lifted a shoulder and she saw beneath the hard outer shell, into the vulnerability beneath. “Why are you running off? Why didn’t you let yourself in?”

She blew out a breath. “I didn’t know if you were working or if you…had a visitor.”

He snorted and jerked his head toward his door. “Come.”

“I really should go.”

He put a hand on his hip. “Why?”

“I have a job. Other deliveries to make.”

“Your hands are empty.”

She sighed, annoyed. “Of course they are. I delivered your things.”

“Do you really have another delivery to make right now? Or can you come in for a bit? I need a break and you’re good company.”

She should have said she did. But instead, she narrowed her eyes. “Sounds like you already have company.”

“Me? No. I’m alone.”

She took a few steps closer. “I just heard you yelling.”

He shrugged. “I do that. It was a phone call.” He turned, bending to pick his things up. “Stop hovering five feet away as if I’m going to gobble you up. Come in. I have baked goods. Is your bicycle all right? Do you need to go bring it up?”

She’d left her bike in the lobby. It was locked in a rack. Everything was fine. He was her last delivery of the day. Not that he needed to know that.

“It’s fine. It’s locked up downstairs.”

“Why are you hesitating? Do you think I’m going to pounce on you?”

She wished.

“What sort of baked goods?”

“Macarons.”

“Well, you should have said.” She moved inside, closing the door in her wake. The place was a disordered mess. Not his usual.

“My mother came over this morning with them. Had I known it would take so little to lure you inside, I would have ordered them straight from Paris.”

She rolled her eyes. “Who were you yelling at?”

Wren followed him into the kitchen.

“I have coffee instead of tea. Would you prefer I make tea?”

“You’re awful accommodating today.”

“I’m accommodating every day.”

She barked a laugh. “You’re imperious every day. Two days ago you took the envelope from me, snorted and closed the door.”

“I did?”

She simply raised a brow and waited.

“I’m sorry. I get wrapped up in work.”

“Apology accepted. Coffee is fine. I have work to do tonight anyway.”

“Night deliveries?” He frowned. “Is that safe?”

“No, I’m done working for the day. I have schoolwork to do. I’m meeting someone I’m doing a group project with. I have time to eat cookies, but I need to bike back home in a bit.”

“I’ll give you a ride. It’s raining.”

“It’s Seattle—it’s always raining.”

“What is this project?”

“It’s a short animated film. Shane, my partner, is doing all the edits so I’m going to his apartment to see the progress.”

Gregori glowered a moment.

“Why are you grumpy? Grumpier than usual, I mean.” She grabbed milk from his fridge for the coffee.

“What makes you think I’m grumpy?”

“I have eyes. Milk?”

He nodded and she poured him a dollop before putting the carton away.

“You’re frowning at me. Excessively.”

“Did you bring your art to show me?”

She sipped her coffee. “I might have some in my bag. If you, say, wanted to tell me why you’re grumpy.”

“Oh, so it’s like that?”

She laughed. “Yes, yes I think it is. Maybe I don’t want to show it to you when you’re testy. What if you hate it and then you frown at me over it? I could get a complex. And wouldn’t that be a shame?”

He grinned, the dark cloud of his mood chased from his features. “I highly doubt you’re capable of complexes.”

“Hmm. You should know a hell of a lot more about women, buster. You’re constantly drowning in them, so why are you acting like you’ve never seen one?” She winked. “I’m not superhuman. Of course I’m capable of complexes. Back to you and your issues, please.”

“It’s complicated personal business.”

“Personal.” She rolled her r like he did. “Your ex-wife.”

One of his brows rose. “Well, aren’t you industrious?”

“I’m totally industrious. It’s a gift. However, I know she’s in town because she called to yell at Kelsey when I was there earlier.”

“She yelled at Kelsey? About what?”

“Oh, no thank you. I’ve already told you more than I should have. Kelsey is a badass. She can handle your ex-wife.”

“She’s difficult. At one point I suppose I found it exciting. Now it’s just exhausting.”

“Stop getting back with her then.”

“Are you giving me relationship advice, little bird?”

Little bird? She fought a blush.

“Sure, why not?”

“Can I give you relationship advice, too?”

“Sure. If I have one, you can give me advice on it.”

“I do not get back together with her. We’re divorced. She wanted it, but years later, I’m certainly relieved I gave in.”

“I’ll be blunt. Stop having sex with her. Ex sex is never a good thing. You fuck her a few times and then it always crashes and burns. It’s not like you’re hurting for company.”

He supposed, though, that he was. Not hurting precisely, but he was lonely. Prentiss was someone he’d known, intimately, for several years. Sometimes that was comforting. Not so much these days. He’d grown up, but she hadn’t. It was less exciting and more vexing.

The truth was, he found the woman across from him far more interesting than the one he’d left several years before. Apparently his mother had been right and he was finally growing up.

“Also? You’re not a nice person when you two get back together.”

He paused. “I’m not?”

“No.”

“What do you mean?”

Wren looked up from her cup and right through him. “You know what I mean.”

“No. I don’t. Be honest.”

“You’re a selfish dick when you’re with her. You drink way more. You party too hard. Harder than you already do. She wrings you out and fucks you up and toys with you and then she leaves and you have to put yourself back together again. Your work suffers. You’re not even like those artists who work better when they’re depressed.”

He sucked in a breath. He’d told her to be honest. She’d taken him at his word.

“It’s been a year since the last time. I’m not interested anymore. That’s why I’m grumpy. She’s persistent.” A year ago it would have worked. Now it agitated him.

“So you yelled at her in Russian?”

He laughed. “I did. It’s my emotional language. When I’m really pissed off, I end up thinking and speaking Russian. She doesn’t speak it. But she gets the swear words and the tone. She went through my mother to get my new number. I don’t like that. I’m trying to keep her away.”

“That’s why the door downstairs was locked.”

“Yes. I don’t want her stopping by.”

His ex-wife was a drain. On his life. On his bank account. On everything.

“That’s good. Locking the door, I mean. Try not answering her calls. You know, to underline it.”

“That’s some pretty sage advice. Do you have a pesky ex I don’t know about?”

“No. My life is considerably less exciting than yours. I’m a woman. I think she’s going to keep coming at you until you finally underline your no. That back-and-forth has been part of your relationship. Part of the zing.”

He paused. That part was true. And maybe his hunger for someone who knew him as more than the guy in the headlines. But really, Prentiss didn’t know him that much better than the hangers-on did. Not anymore. It’d been a long time since he was the man who she’d been married to.

“Maybe at one time. But I’m too old for it now. I just don’t have the energy for it.”

“So stop having sex with her.”

He leaned back, feeling a lot better. “It was good sex.” But the emotional hangover wasn’t worth it.

She rolled her eyes. “Pfft. Good sex isn’t that rare. I’ll never understand men who keep going back to the crazy-ex well. Jeez. Then you all act so surprised when she goes nuts.”

“Enough about her. Show me your work.”

She put her cup down and pulled a pad from her bag. But she didn’t hand it over right away, clutching it to her chest. “Some of this is still rough.”

He leaned forward, totally unable to resist. “I like it rough.”

She sucked in a breath, a pretty flush building up her neck. She thrust the pad into his hands and grabbed her coffee.

He paged through, impressed. Her work had a sense of humor but with an edge.

“Do you handle all of this? The story and the drawing? Or is this a group project thing?”

“That’s all me. A new series I’m working on. Once it’s polished I’m going to shop it around. Time to really get out there and see if I can do this for a living.” She shoved a cookie into her mouth and jiggled her knee.

Why she was nervous he had no idea. He paged through, amazed and impressed by her work. “I like this a great deal.” Her protagonist was an artist who bore a strong resemblance to the woman sitting across from him. Right down to the Docs on her feet. An assassin but not always a very good one.

“Yeah?”

“The story is interesting. Will there be sex scenes?”

She shook her head, smiling. “Maybe.”

“She’s very sarcastic. I wonder where you get all the material for her.”

She snickered. “I’m really only at five or six on the sarcasm scale when I come to see you. You should see me when I’m not working.”

He should. He got the feeling it would be a hell of a lot of fun to see Wren Davis when she wasn’t on duty.

“You don’t need company manners here with me.”

“Oh, don’t worry, these aren’t my company manners. I’d never tell any of my other clients to stop fucking their crazy ex-wives.”

He nearly choked on his coffee. “I think I’m flattered by that. Give me a while to really be sure though. I might have some contacts. Publishing ones, I mean.”

She shook her head, reaching for the pad, which he kept because he wasn’t done looking.

“No. It’s okay. I can do this on my own.”

“Of course you can. But why not let a friend help you? Do you think this business isn’t rife with connections and networking? Isn’t that part of why you told me you went to school? The connections?”

“I appreciate the offer, but for now, I’m fine.”

“Other people would jump at that offer.” Was his help so terrible?

“I’m not other people, Gregori. I’m not your ex-wife. I’m not a hanger-on. I’m not a groupie.”

He was quiet a while as he continued to look through her work. Yes, she was most definitely not other people. Which fascinated him even as he knew he should be wary.

“I’ll offer again, when you’re closer to sending the project out. In the time between now and then, I want you to think on accepting help when it’s offered. If I wasn’t genuinely interested, I wouldn’t have said anything.”

She sighed. “I’ll think on it. Thank you.”

“Good. If only you always agreed with everything I said, imagine how much easier things would be.” He winked, his bad mood long gone. “I’m having a show next week. Friday night. I meant to ask if you wanted tickets when you were here last but I forgot.” He got up and grabbed the envelope. “I have four but I can easily get more.”

“I’d only need two. That would be wonderful. Thank you.”

He handed them her way. “Only two? Will you bring a date then?”

“Do you recommend it? A date to this show?” Her smile was lopsided and he couldn’t tear his eyes from the dimple there on the right side of her mouth. Why hadn’t he noticed it before?

“I don’t know. If it’s just you, or you and your roommate, you could always come out with me afterward. To Fixe. There will be a party there.” He shrugged, trying to appear nonchalant when he suddenly felt anything but. “I mean with a group. There will be others along. I think you’d like many of them.”

He’d invited her to one other after-party, but he’d seen her there for all of five minutes and when he’d looked up again she’d been gone.

“Last time you ran off before I had a chance to say hello.”

She laughed and sipped her coffee. “I didn’t know you’d even noticed.”

Suddenly he was on uncertain ground with her. He wasn’t sure how or when it had happened, but there it was. The flavor of their relationship had deepened and the flirting was real.

“Of course I did.”

“You’re very agitated all the sudden. You should get a massage.”

“Are you poking at me?”

“Maybe. You need some poking. Anyway, I left early that night. I wasn’t feeling well.”

Really it was that it hadn’t been her scene at all. Unless he’d be inviting a bunch of new people she really couldn’t imagine any of the people she’d met at his last party being anyone she’d like. She’d been utterly out of her element and it had been disconcerting.

It was nice though that he’d noticed.

Something had shifted in their interplay and she wasn’t sure where to step next. When she’d come into the loft she’d known what to say and how to tease him. But now she had butterflies in her stomach.

He’d liked her work. His compliments had been genuine and thrilling. Not just because he was her friend and a talented artist in his own right. But because…well…she wanted him to see her as more than the girl who brought him stuff on her bike.

Not as an equal. Not yet. But she would put in her time and hopefully one day she’d be more comfortable with thinking of herself as an artist in the same company he was in.

“Hopefully you will not have to leave early this time. I’m sure I owe you at least a bottle of champagne for all you do for me.”

“I’m really looking forward to seeing your work. I see parts of it here, but it’s different when everything is finished and they’re in a gallery setting.”

“By that time I’ve let go. It’s almost like they’re someone else’s.”

“Really? Do you ever see the pieces later and feel differently?”

“My parents have some of my pieces up. It’s different, of course, because they’re my parents. When I walk past a building here in downtown and one of my pieces is there, it’s nice, of course. But my emotional connection to it has passed on.”

“I always feel like if I look at my work too closely once I’ve finished I’ll only see the flaws. I find it hard to turn off my internal editor. Even when things are long finished.” She blushed. “I mean, it’s not the same, obviously. I don’t have work in front of buildings and in a Microsoft executive’s living room.”

“Art isn’t about where it ends up. It’s about the creation.” He held up her notebook. “This is art, Wren. What you do to make it happen is art.”

For some reason the sweetness, the truth of that burned straight to the heart. “Thank you. For the tickets, as well.” She finished her coffee and stuffed one last macaron into her face. “Those are so good. Thank your mother for me. I need to go.”

He stood and walked with her to the door, handing her an envelope. “The tickets. Hold a moment and I’ll get my shoes on and my keys.”

“For what?”

“I told you I would drive you to your mate’s house. I have my truck downstairs. We’ll put your bike in it and I’ll drive you over. It’s dark and wet, a driver could miss you in the weather.” He frowned at her and she tiptoed up and kissed his cheek before she overthought it.

“Thank you.”

He smelled even better that close.

And then he blushed.

“You’re welcome. Who would bring me things if you got hit by a car?” His voice was gruff, but she heard the tenderness and affection in his tone.

“Messengers are a dime a dozen.”

He opened his door, locking up in their wake. “But there’s only one of you.”

Damn he was good.





CHAPTER FOUR

“You need to come with me.” Wren explained this to Zoe as she looked through her closet for something suitable to wear to the show.

“You should have invited some hot dude to go with you. Let the Russian know what he could be having if he’d only move it.”

“I don’t want that. I don’t want to have to be that sneaky and involve some guy. I just want to look good tonight. Things are changing between us. If I do this right, I can tip myself into the non-employee category.” Wren shrugged. “Also, I want to look hot. I want him, damn it.”

“Then let’s get moving so you can have him. First, something tight on top. Lower cut ’cause you have great boobs.”

“I was thinking about this.” She held up a silver, metallic sheath. Backless but for a few chains to hold everything in place. “With these trousers.” She could wear a skirt, but it was cold and…well, most of the women would be and she wanted to stand out.

“Yeah, that works. You can borrow that velvet blazer I have to go over it while you’re outside. Then you can take it off and give the BOOM. I say go for the Veronica Lake hair. Red lips. Hot vintage. It works for you.” Zoe looked at Wren’s hands and shook her head. “Your nails are a mess. I have some polish to match the lipstick.”

Her nails and hands did tend to be ragged, covered in ink. “He’s got artist hands.” She frowned looking at herself.

“Sure he does. And normally it’s acceptable because it’s what you do and all. But this is a special occasion, right? They’ll go right back to looking wrecked tomorrow.”

Zoe laughed.

“You’re right.”

Wren dressed and Zoe helped with the hair and makeup because she was awesome that way. Zoe looked effortlessly fabulous in a cute mini with tights and boots.

Vanity aside, she looked herself over and gave a mental thumbs up. “He sees me so often dressed for work. The last time I went to one of these parties I left after a few minutes. I was totally out of my element and uncomfortable.”

“You said he mentioned that you left. Clearly he wanted you there and noticed your absence. And girl, he’s gonna take a look at you in that outfit and really want you around.”

“Hee!” She smoothed a hand down the front of her pants. “All right, that’s out of the way. I’ve done my breathless giggle and it’s time to be a big girl. Let’s go. By the way, you look fabulous.”

Zoe lifted a shoulder. “Obviously. I’ll even drive so you can get tipsy enough to loosen up but not drunk enough to vomit.”

“Um, thanks for those guidelines.”

The gallery wasn’t too far away from Gregori’s loft and just up the street from Fixe so Zoe grabbed street parking when she found it and they’d walk over for both events.

There was a sweet spot for arriving at an art show and Wren had been to enough to have the basics down. They weren’t right on time, or too late. There’d still be appetizers on trays and the wine would be flowing.

“You’re an equal here. Don’t forget that,” Zoe said in an undertone as they went inside.

She wasn’t so sure she felt it, but she’d fake it if necessary.

Kelsey, standing next to Gregori, caught sight of them and waved them over.

The light hit him from behind and Wren stood, stunned into stillness for long moments. He had the full Mohawk going on. Spiked. He even had a few scarlet red streaks in his perfectly manicured beard to match his hair. Leather pants and boots. His long-sleeved dress shirt worked with both. Damn and damn again.

She really wanted a taste.

But then he turned to see what Kelsey had been waving at and his gaze started at the peep toed heels and slid up her legs, up her waist, pausing at her boobs and then when he got to her face he smiled slow and sexy, pausing just a brief moment when he recognized her. But the smile remained.

“Get some,” Zoe murmured and moved away as she headed to Gregori.

She turned. “Where are you going?”

“Wine and fancy appetizers, duh. Shoo.” She made a hand motion in Wren’s direction and sauntered away.

“Wren.” Gregori took her hands and kissed each cheek. “I’m glad you could come. You look beautiful.”

“Thanks. You do, too.”

She figured he’d chitchat and then wander off to hobnob with people, but he placed a hand at the small of her back and guided her toward Kelsey.

Her cousin hugged her quickly. “I was just headed off to get Gregori a drink. I’ll bring you one, too. You look hot.” She looked up to Gregori. “Right?”

He looked her over again. “Agreed. I’m going to show her around, come find me.” He pivoted and guided Wren off in another direction.

“A personal tour? I’m impressed.”

“I’m impressive, Wren. We’ve gone over this.”

Kelsey brought them each a glass of champagne. “I can get your coat checked if you like. It’s stuffy in here.”

Before Gregori took the champagne, he helped her from her blazer, and paused at the sight of all that bare skin on her back. It was hard enough—he was hard enough—at the sleek, shiny hair and the red lips. But the nearly backless shirt, the way her breasts swayed prettily as she moved? This was the Wren he’d tried very hard not to think about.

He had to force himself not to dip and kiss her shoulder.

He handed Kelsey the blazer and took the champagne. “Thank you.” Kelsey sent him a raised brow and a look that promised painful retribution if he acted like a dick.

Wren turned and looked up, into his face, a smile on those red, glossy lips. “Show me your work.”

She clinked her glass against his and he guided her through the gallery. He tried to scramble back behind the walls he kept up. Tried to treat her like a collector, but it was too late.

Wren saw his work in ways only another person who created things could see it. The questions she asked weren’t about the long term value of his work. She didn’t make sly or witty overtures. She understood him in ways so very few people did.

“I love the way you’ve changed perspective here. The color is abrupt. A slap. I’m always impressed with the way you’re so equally insightful be it in sculpture, multi-media, metal, paint, whatever. There’s so much in the shape of things, the way you use the brush.” She’d spoken to herself really, murmuring insights about things he hadn’t consciously thought of but were true.

She turned and a rush of her scent washed over him. He swallowed.

“I think you’ve got people waiting to speak with you.” She noted the others in the room who’d been watching him greedily.

He knew. But he didn’t want to shill his work. He wanted to be with her. “You won’t leave? You’re coming to Fixe after, yes?”

Her eyelashes swept down for a moment, a blush on her cheeks. Then she opened again. “Yes. Zoe and I will stop by.”

“We’ll go over together. I want to be sure you don’t run off.” He bent to kiss her cheek but she turned and his lips brushed against her mouth. Just a breath. A shiver rolled through him.

She stepped back, smiling. “I’ll be here. Go, sell.” She tipped her chin.

He turned and put on his Ivanov face, as Kelsey called it. Temperamental, a little sullen, sexy. Every inch the artist.

But then he turned and winked before he approached a group speaking with the gallery owner and his agent. Her heart did a woozy sort of flop-thump and it was one of those delicious moments that seem to only happen in the very beginning of…something.

“Holy shit.” Kelsey and Zoe sidled up, Kelsey took Wren’s empty glass, depositing it on a tray and grabbed her a new one. “He just kissed you. He walked around the gallery with you, totally focused on everything you said. I’m actually a little sweaty and it didn’t even happen to me.”

“He meant to kiss my cheek. I turned to say something and it was an accident.”

“He did not pull back. He could have.” Zoe shrugged.

She smiled. “No, he didn’t. He said he wanted to escort us over to Fixe and ordered me not to leave in that way of his.”

Wren was pretty sure she’d breached the employee camp walls.

“He’s kicking ass tonight. He’s sold everything here and all that schmoozing he’s doing right now is guaranteed to bring him more commissioned pieces.” Kelsey’s smile was satisfied. “They want him to do another show in New York, more of a meet-and-greet thing. His agent was working out details with me earlier today.”

“He’s a rock star.” They watched him saunter around the room. “Also? That face of his? Where he’s all bored and sort of sullen? I can’t lie, makes me tingly.”

“Yeah, he’s aces at it.” Zoe grabbed a few cake-type things from a passing tray. “These are good. Did you tell Kelsey about what happened today?”

“What?”

“One of my project partners on this animation assignment, her dad is an agent and she, my classmate, told him about my graphic novel. He went to look at some of my stuff I’ve got posted at my website and called me and asked me to send some stuff in.”

“Oh, my god! And you’re only telling me now?”

“This just happened like three hours ago. I still can’t quite believe it’s real. I mean, I’m managing my expectations right now. It’s an agent, not a publisher after all. But still.” She grinned. Still.

Kelsey went into planning mode. Wren could tell by the way her features scrunched up for a moment. “This calls for celebration! You’re coming to Fixe so that takes care of the venue.”

“No! That’s for Gregori. And the agent just asked to see a proposal. We’ll save the celebration for me actually getting an agent.”

“Stop hiding your light under a bushel, Wren. Let it shine. Also, there’s never really a bad time to clink a glass for good news. It’s not like Gregori hasn’t done this after-party thing a hundred times. He’ll be happy for you.”

“I don’t want you to make a big deal of it. I forbid it.”

Kelsey’s eyes widened and then she laughed and laughed some more. “You’re totally not the boss of me. My real boss is way scarier than you are. So hush. I have to take care of a few things and I’ll be back in a while.” She flounced off, probably to scare someone.

“Trust her to do this right. She’s going to do what she wants anyway. So, let’s look at art, baby.” Zoe linked arms with her and they wandered, looking at pieces.

And all the little sold cards. Damn. She smiled, truly thrilled for his success.

“Normally I’d be snarking. But there’s just nothing here to snark. He’s really good.” Zoe cocked her head and took in a large painting near the door.

“Right? It’s absurd how talented he is. When he works it’s like art, too. I’ve yet to see him try a different type of expression and not have it be phenomenal. He’s been selling his work since he was fifteen.”

“Damn, what a success hog.”

They laughed as they kept moving. The gallery had reached a point about twenty minutes before where it was wall-to-wall people, but now was beginning to thin out.

On the other side of the room he leaned against a post, surrounded by people. Mainly of the female persuasion and a frisson of annoyance slid through her belly.

“Yeah. So there’s that.” Zoe tipped her chin in his direction. “You gonna be able to deal with all that attention he gets?”

“I think that’s a few miles down the road at this point. Hell, he hasn’t even kissed me yet. I can’t go getting jealous or worried or even have an opinion about it at this point. I know who he is.”

Zoe simply looked at her. “Who do you think you’re telling this to? A magazine editor or something? That’s right out of the enlightened modern woman handbook and while I totally agree that’s a very good way to view it, you have many, many tingles and feelings for him already.”

Wren couldn’t help it, she burst out laughing. “Thank god for you, asshole.” She patted Zoe’s arm. “Regardless of whatever feels I may be having for him, or not—this is his thing. Look at him, he’s like, I don’t know, if you looked up bad boy in leather your dad would totally hate you dating but is really forbidden and does fabulous things with his tongue in the dictionary, his picture would be above it. It’s part of his allure. But it’s also…it’s only the exterior. He’s more. So I do hope at some point to breach that and give him a raised eyebrow when women shove their lady lumps at him. But that’s not now and I am not so stupid and lovestruck that I can’t understand that very essential thing.”

Zoe sniffed and nodded. “Good. That shit would drive me nuts. I’d be knocking people out left and right.”

“He’s the one who’d need it. If he was, you know, in a relationship with me. Which he is…in my head. So, there’s that.”

He turned as if he’d heard them, his gaze snagging on hers. He pushed himself upright and with a distracted exit, headed her way. Zoe shoved her forward a little and scampered off.

“You’re still here. Good. I’m done. Come.” He held a hand out and she took it. “Keep me company. We’ll walk over together. Let’s get your jacket first.”

Kelsey hurried over with it and with one for him.

“Thank you. Wren and I are heading to Fixe now.”

Kelsey nodded at him. “Zoe and I will be over shortly. I just have one last thing to finish.” She kissed Wren’s cheek and moved away to where the gallery owner and Gregori’s agent stood.

Wren found herself nearly saying she’d catch up with him and go over with her cousin and roommate. And then she shoved aside all that stupid conditioning and remembered she liked Gregori and having him alone was actually, you know, what she wanted.

“You’re okay to leave now? There are still people here.”

He helped her into her blazer and she pulled her hair free and ended up in a bit of a tangle with him.

He grinned and her body lit up like a pinball machine.

“I did my act for them.” He shrugged. “They all saw Gregori Ivanov and now I need a drink and some actual food.” He mentioned it as if he was a ticketed event. And she supposed in a way he was.

“All right. I think I can handle that.”

“Ask her about her exciting news,” Kelsey called out as they left.

He took the outside, all gentlemanly and stuff. He bumped her to get her attention. “Good news?”

“I told her to keep quiet about it until tomorrow. I’ll tell you when I next drop packages off for you. Tonight is your night.”

He frowned. “You should tell me, of course. Good news should be shared. It’ll still be my night, so to speak. I promise. Consider it a present to me.”

They crossed at the light and moved down the block. The mist raised in shiny beads on his jacket. The night was cold, but crisp and clean and she was utterly happy right in that moment.

“If it’s a present, then I’ll truly hold off and tell you tomorrow.”

“You would truly withhold your good news from me? You are not fair, Wren.”

She laughed and he put an arm around her shoulder, which sent those butterflies in her belly into surprised flight. “So tell me.”

Well he did ask and she was truly excited to share it with him. “This afternoon—”

“Hi, Gregori.”

Standing at the door of Fixe was none other than Prentiss Ivanov wearing a skirt so short that if she took a deep breath the entire street would know her as well as her gynecologist.

“What are you doing here?” His voice had gone flat, all the rich, flirty tones he’d just been using on Wren had gone.

Wren tried to skirt past them. Go inside, anywhere away from this scene, but Gregori kept an arm around her shoulders to hold her in place.

“I wanted to congratulate you, of course.”

He moved past Prentiss. “Thank you.” And tried to keep walking until Prentiss placed herself in their path.

“Can you excuse us, honey?” Prentiss fluttered her lashes at Wren.

“No, she can’t. We’re going inside. Good night.”

“This is what you’re digging up now? Come on, Gregori.” She turned her attention to Wren. “You know you’re temporary, right? He’ll replace you in a week or two.”

Wren just looked her over and a twinge of pity bloomed. Just a small one and not big enough for her to resist when Gregori kept her at his side.

“Move aside, Prentiss. We’re done. You know it. You wanted it, you got it and you were right.”

“At least let’s have a drink to celebrate your night.”

“I’m about to do that.” He continued on inside, pausing at the inner door to speak to the doorman. “Be sure no one gets in if they’re not on the list.”

Wren blew out a breath but continued on with him to where a bunch of people she had seen around Gregori’s place milled around. And felt out of place and a little nervous.

“Let’s put our coats away.” He pulled her aside and around a corner. When they were alone in a back hallway he got very close. So close she could smell his skin. “I apologize for her. Her assumption was incorrect and vulgar.”

Wren licked her lips. “I’m sorry, too. This should be a happy night for you. I’m sorry she tries to hurt you.” She cupped his cheek, smiling and trying to pretend she just had friendly feelings for him. “You deserve more.”

He closed his eyes, leaning into her palm. “You’ve got a good heart.”

“I’m only after your cookies.”

He smiled, his eyes still closed. “You, little bird, are welcome to any and all of my cookies. I’d even share my cake with you.”

He touched his forehead to hers and shocked her into stillness when he slid his arms around her waist, his palms splayed on her back. Skin to skin. Warmth radiated out from where he held her and she arched into him.

His eyes opened slowly, a little blurred and she lost her breath as he dipped down to take her mouth in a kiss.

Not a sweet touch like he’d done at the gallery. He brushed his lips over hers, settling in. Tasting. She opened up on a sigh and he growled in his throat as his tongue traced the curve of her bottom lip.

His beard scratched against her chin, sending shivers through her. He swallowed her sounds of delight and tickled her tongue with his. His grip on her tightened when she sucked his tongue, the ridge of his cock hard against her belly.

He tasted like…well like everything she’d imagined he’d taste like. The spice of the Turkish tobacco in the French cigarettes he smoked. A little bit of vodka. Some cinnamon, probably from the gum he’d been chewing. And something else she couldn’t define but was all his anyway.

Heat raced through her veins. She nipped his bottom lip and he groaned again. She laved the sting with her tongue and tasted the kiss, the need between them and it was her turn to groan.

He muttered something in Russian at the sound of his name being called back in the main room.

“Clearly I’m going to have to get a Russian/English dictionary.”

He opened his eyes again, kissing her one last time. “I probably shouldn’t have done that.”

“Whyever not? Did I repulse you?”

He laughed. “No. I’ve wanted to do that for some time now.” He helped her out of her blazer and handed the coats over to the coat check and turned back her way.

“So? Are you with someone? Is it that?”

“I’m not with anyone. It’s not what I do. You work for me. It’s best not to cross those lines.”

“I’m not your employee. I deliver packages for a company your assistant uses. And I’m not even doing that forever, as you well know. Anyway, you crossed the line. You can’t go back now.”

She sent him a raised brow as they headed back out to the table where his friends waited.





CHAPTER FIVE

He watched her, her taste still on his tongue. His body aching for more. Like a fool. He never should have given in.

He still felt the phantom of her skin against his palms, the curves of her body against his. Sweet. Yielding and yet full of fire and independence. But not part of his world. Which was a good thing. His world would ruin her.

“Why do you look like you just sucked on a lemon?” Kelsey handed him a plate she’d filled with actual food instead of that fluff they’d had at the gallery. “Eat.”

“I do not.”

She rolled her eyes. “I saw Prentiss outside. Is that it? I told her I was going to call the cops if she didn’t stop loitering. Her expression was enough to get me through at least five more grumpy moods. I question your taste sometimes, Gregori.”

Then she followed his gaze to Wren and sniffed. “Ah. Please tell me she’s not why you have that look.”

“You’re nosy.”

“It’s a gift, my Russian friend. So?”

“I’m fine. Here with my friends. Drinking and now I’m about to eat. Go away and pester someone else. How about Dray? He keeps staring at you and pretending he’s not. Go bother him.”

Kelsey sighed. “Fine.”

His attention shifted back to Wren. She spoke, that mouth of hers curving up into a smile. He’d had his lips on that mouth just an hour before and he itched to do it again. Even as he forced himself to stay seated and merely watch her, he craved her.

Wanted her.

He’d known her for the better part of a year. At first she’d been all business when she’d dropped his stuff off. But over time, he’d drawn her out. Had learned she was in art school. That she had a dry sense of humor. That she didn’t take the Gregori Ivanov mask he wore seriously. At all.

She respected his work. It wasn’t just that she told him so. Lots of people told him so. He knew he had talent and he was proud of what he’d made of himself. But it was the way she looked at what he did. The way she understood it. They were alike in that way. That got to him.

He was constantly surrounded by people, but quite often was alone. She didn’t add to that. She pushed that aside and got into his head. She ate his cookies and drank his tea and asked him questions that let him know she listened to him and cared about him as a friend.

That was rare.

He looked around the room at the people gathered. Some were his friends. People who’d been around through the good times and the bad. People who’d have his back no matter how much money was in his bank account. But certainly there were others here, hangers-on. The women he’d fucked when he got the urge but he’d never expect more. Women who never spent the night. Women he took to fancy hotels. He sent them jewelry after and it had remained pleasant and civil and he knew he could have it again anytime he asked.

Men who’d have jumped at the offer he’d made to Wren to hook them up with agents or industry people.

He frowned, remembering he hadn’t gotten to hear her news because of Prentiss. He sighed. His ex-wife, who’d never been vibrant like Wren. A woman who had been starstruck by him and he’d gotten off on it. And then they’d ruled over their world for a while and he’d gotten off on that, too. But he didn’t want it as a lifestyle. Not every day, and she had. She’d loved the money and the trappings. Loved the way they’d gotten great tables at all the best restaurants. She’d pushed him to live in New York, hating Seattle. So he’d bought a condo, one she lived in because he’d simply walked away after the divorce.

Ha, the divorce. He’d turned a blind eye to the other men and women. He’d enjoyed some of the women she’d been with, too. At the time it had seemed exciting, and it was, the first few times. But he needed quiet to work. He needed to relax and not have to be Gregori the artist every waking moment. It exhausted him, the mask he had to wear. But Prentiss hadn’t wanted it to be a mask. She wanted to live it full-time.

They fought. All the time. He understood at that point that it had been part of the allure of that life for her. She liked the high drama and the makeup sex. But after a while it was just fucking with bite marks. But he didn’t want to quit. As wild as the world thought him to be, he’d taken an oath, he’d committed to her and he was loath to walk away. So when she’d filed the papers he’d been shocked. Fought her, tried to get her into counseling. But she’d been adamant. He’d given her money and the condo and come back to Seattle.

They’d come back together a few times post-divorce and Wren had been right about who he’d been around her. He’d drunk too much, smoked too many cigarettes, done too much ecstasy. Not slept enough. Not worked enough. And then they’d fight and she’d leave and that would be that until she cruised back into town.

But he’d put his foot down finally and realized at long last that she was not good for him. He wasn’t good for her. It was time to really be done with her. That scene outside had filled him with shame because Wren didn’t deserve that sort of thing. And it had highlighted the world of difference between the two women and what role they’d filled in his life.

Wren didn’t want him for tickets to things, for introductions to industry people or to get into the best parties. She was his friend. Wren was something special and he’d be a fucking fool to mess that up. No matter how gorgeous she looked when she glossed up her lips and shined her hair like a glamorous starlet from the 1940s.

She was a gloriously normal part of his life. A reminder of why he created to start with. If he fucked her it might ruin things. He needed to keep thinking with his brain and not his dick. Because he didn’t want to mess up and end up without her in his life anymore.

“So what’s the story?” Zoe cornered Wren near the bar.

“What story?”

Zoe just cocked her head and waited.

“He kissed me. Like really kissed me. I’m still tingly from it.”

Zoe’s eyes lit. “Finally! So why is he over there and you’re over here?”

Good question. “He made a comment that he’d been wanting to kiss me a long time but how it was a mistake because I’m an employee. I called bullshit and gave him some space. But I’m not done. Hello.”

Her friend laughed. “So you’re all in?”

“I don’t know if I’d go that far. But I’m not falling for some line about how that kiss was a mistake because I’m an employee. First of all, I’m not. Second? He liked that kiss and I did, too, and I’ve been waiting for him to finally make a move and it was good. We have major energy, Zo. So I’m all in as far as not letting him retreat for some silly reason. I want to see what else we can be. I don’t want him to marry me or anything. But I like him. And I know he likes me.”

“Go you. He doesn’t stand a chance.”

“I’m not going to force myself on him or anything. But he has these self-imposed walls he retreats behind. But I have a key. If he doesn’t want anything between us, fine, but he has to be a big boy and own it for that, not some other silly stuff.”

Her moms had a nickname for her. The bulldog. Most of the time she was laid-back. Patient and calm. But when she really wanted something she went for it. And she didn’t stop until she had it. She turned and caught Gregori looking at her ass. She quirked up a smile and he gave her one back.

She wanted Gregori. So he could try to retreat, but she knew where he lived.





CHAPTER SIX

Wren could have taken any number of jobs to pay her bills. But being on her bike, zipping up and down the hills of downtown Seattle, weaving through traffic, it was nearly Zen. She spent her time thinking about her work instead of her job. It was plenty of time to simply blank out and imagine, plot, create. She had a mini recorder she used and a notepad, as well.

It kept her body busy and the schedule was flexible enough to fit around her school and artwork so she really had few complaints. She wouldn’t do it forever, but it kept her in milk and bread and it enabled her to see Gregori Ivanov a few times every week.

She gave herself a quick once-over in the mirror in the lobby after he buzzed her up. It had been over a week since she’d seen him and since that damned kiss. She wasn’t shiny and dressed up like she’d been then, but she wasn’t too much of a sweaty mess either.

He opened up as she approached his door. The spit in her mouth dried up because he was sweaty. Shirtless. His hair a mess. He’d been hip deep in work, she knew given his appearance.

“There you are.” He said this like he’d been expecting her and she’d been keeping him waiting. It made her smile.

He stood aside and she went in. Music played loud in his studio space. The sculpture was gone and instead a canvas dominated the room.

“I envy the way you so effortlessly move between different types of mediums.” She thrust the envelopes and small boxes she’d carried up into his arms.

“I’m stalled.”

He stalked into the main living area and she followed. “Stalled?”

“I know what I want. I’m not executing it.”

“Do you mind?” She indicated his studio and he gave an offhand wave of permission as he tore open one of the envelopes.

Several sketches were tacked up and below them, half-done canvases. Each of them was marvelous but she knew he was a perfectionist. And she understood it. If it didn’t feel right it was hell getting it out.

“The light. I need the right light maybe. I don’t know.” He came in, standing behind her. “I try working at different points of the day but it’s just not…” He made a movement with his hands, lost for the right words.

“I’d tell you these are beautiful, but that’s not going to help.”

He paused, his gaze sharpening on her. He blew out a breath then licked his lips. “News. You had news. Tell me.”

“Do you have cookies?”

He rolled his eyes but turned, leaving the room and heading to his kitchen.

“I don’t have macarons, I’m sorry to say. But I have some cake.”

“Cake? I don’t have cake. Why do you have cake?” Though he nearly always had something sweet in his pantry.

He turned. “I love cake.” He shrugged.

She laughed. “I knew you liked it, but I had no idea you loved it.”

“I love cake like I love painting.”

“Like you love women?”

He quirked a sexy smile that made her shiver. “I love women like I love cake. It’s a better way to say. It’s chocolate with almonds.”

“Oh. Yes, please.”

“News.”

He pulled a pink bakery box from the cabinet.

“I’ve been working on a proposal for my graphic novel, Jude the Assassin.” Working on. Ha! More like pouring every spare moment of her life into it. She’d had Zoe and Kelsey give it a final read the night before and had received happy thumbs-ups from them. “I…one of my classmates, her dad is an agent—he saw my website and asked me to send him something. I mailed it this morning.”

He turned and moved close, pulling her into a hug and she couldn’t help it, she breathed him in. Clean man work sweat and all. Damn.

“This is amazing news.” He set her away from him a little and she had to clench her jaw to keep from licking him.

“I have…I have copies of what I sent if you’d like to see.” She blushed, she knew it. She’d agonized over every line, every drawing, every word. But she was proud of the final product.

“I always want to see your work. Do I not beg you all the time to share it with me? Sit. You don’t need tea, you need champagne.”

Of course he had many bottles of it in his fridge.

“I can’t believe you have like five bottles of champagne in your fridge at all times.” She rolled her eyes as she pulled out the notebook where she’d kept copies of what she’d sent out.

“I love champagne nearly as much as I love cake.”

She did know that.

“Fortunately champagne and cake go together rather well.” He popped the cork and filled two glasses, moving to sit across from her at the table.

She took one of the glasses and he clinked his against hers. “To success, pretty bird.”

She drank rather than responding because she had no idea what to say to that. He pushed a huge slice of cake her way and snatched the notebook from her lap, reading slowly as he drank and she nervously wolfed down eleven billion calories’ worth of chocolate and butter.

He’d missed her. At first he’d been relieved when she hadn’t come to bring him things for the first days after that kiss. Kelsey came, thrust things his way, ordered him to sign them and had left. Which was fine. That was how they worked. She knew how to take him in hand and get him to pay attention to important things.

But she wasn’t Wren. So he’d dived into this painting and had just missed what he wanted. Over and over. All while he pined for her like an idiot.

And now she sat across from him eating his cake, drinking champagne and blushing.

He felt better than he had in a week.

And that was before he’d started looking through her notebook. What he’d seen from her in the past had been good. This? It was clear she’d spent all her waking hours perfecting and polishing. He wasn’t a great fan of graphic novels in general, but he did have a love of certain ones. He liked a good story. Liked some quirky stuff. Liked darkness but not for the sake of itself.

Jude the Assassin. He smiled. “This is remarkable. If this agent does not represent you, he is an idiot and you will take the offer of the connections I made before.”

She snorted and drank her champagne. “I’m going to do my best at putting this in the back of my mind for a while. I know this all takes time. I have final projects to finish up anyway.”

“Maybe you can finally accept the fact that you don’t need art school. You are far too talented to be wasting your time.”

She gave him a look and while he knew she was pissed, it made him a little hard, too.

“This again?”

“You have so much talent. You don’t need school.”

“No. You don’t need school. I’ve learned a lot. It’s been good for me on many levels.”

He sniffed and she rolled her eyes. “You’re such a snob. Oh, you lie around and arch your brow and pretend to be so artsy and hip, but you’re a total snob.” She gave him a sniff right back.

“I am not a snob.”

“You totally are.” She forked up the last bit of her cake and ate it, smiling at him the entire time.

“Prove it.”

She waved a hand at him. With an arched brow, she cocked her head. “Wren, you do not need art school. Real artists live and die by the work they are talented enough to create. What does school teach you, eh? A teacher cannot give you passion and fire. You have it or you don’t.”

She imitated him so well he had to fight to keep from laughing. “I do not sound like Mr. Chekov.”

“From the Star Trek?” Again in his accent. He gave in and laughed.

“I do not say the Star Trek.”

“Missing the point there, Mr. Man.”

“You are talented. You didn’t learn that in a classroom. You have it all inside you.”

She scooted her chair closer and took her notebook, flipping through it. “Here. You see how I’ve shaded this part?”

He nodded.

“I learned that in an animation class. It’s a technique. I can’t learn passion, but I can learn technique. I learned how to storyboard in a class. I have absolutely benefited from school. I even met this agent through a connection at school. Most of us are not geniuses. We don’t all fall out of our mothers with a paintbrush between our teeth.”

“That sounds painful.”

She shook her head, rolling her eyes as she did. “You take for granted how special you are. You’re lightning in a bottle, Gregori. The rest of us have to work a lot harder than that.”

He leaned closer, even as he knew he shouldn’t. “I believe art is in here.” He tapped her chest, above her heart. “Not here.” He tapped her forehead.

“But some artistic endeavors are both. This is a business. What I do involves multiple mediums that are evolving all the time.” She paused, so very close to him. Her eyes glittered with their passionate discussion, her chin jutted out a little. Defiant.

God, he wanted her.

And then he smelled her skin.

“What perfume do you wear?”

“My sister-in-law makes bath and body stuff. Soap, lotion, all that. She created a custom essential-oil blend for me. Several actually. This one is rose with a tiny bit of amber.” She laid her head to one side, exposing the line of her throat to him.

Unable to resist, he leaned in and breathed her in. “I like it. It’s unique.”

She turned her head but he didn’t move back.

“You may have a point about art school.”

He blinked, trying to clear his head. “What?”

“You were going to say that. Right before you kissed me.”

“You may have a point about art school. But I’m not going to kiss you.”

Her nose scrunched up in a rather appealing way. “Why?”

“Why?” he repeated, confused by the entire conversation.

“Yes. Why aren’t you going to kiss me? You’re staring at my mouth. You’re sniffing me. I heard that whisper of a groan when you did, don’t think I didn’t. You want to kiss me, Gregori.”

“I want a lot of things.”

She laughed, leaning a little closer and still he didn’t move away. “You do. And you take them all. You have a need for instant gratification, Gregori. Cake. Champagne. The signs are all there.”

Struck frozen by the sight of her there so very close, the rising scent of her skin as she heated up, he licked his lips. “I told you why the other night. It was a good kiss, I can’t deny that. But we are friends. It should stay that way. I don’t want to mess that up.”

One of her brows slid up slowly.

And then she licked her lips. Only not nervously like he had. Sensuously. Knowingly. This side of her was scorching hot.

“You’re going to kill me.”

“Then you should go out doing what you want to do.”

“Should I? Well, that might…injure you.”

Her laugh was different than her usual. Low, throaty. A full-on seductive sound and it stroked over his skin like a touch. “That sounds like something I’d enjoy.”

He closed his eyes.

She knew he was wavering. Knew his control was thinning. This called for some action or they’d never kiss or have sex or any of that fun stuff.

“A year, Gregori.” She pressed a kiss to his shoulder. “A year you’ve flirted with me.” Another kiss at the hollow where shoulder met body. “You’ve looked at my boobs when you thought I didn’t notice.” His pulse thundered against her lips when she kissed his throat. “And then you laid a kiss on me. In the dark, pressing me against a wall in a nightclub.”

She climbed into his lap and he drew a shaky breath.

“I felt just how much you wanted me then.” She rolled her hips, grinding herself against his cock. “I feel it now. Question is, Gregori, do you enjoy me as much as you enjoy cake? And how can you know unless you take a taste?”

She brushed her lips over his mouth and his eyes snapped open. “Indeed.”

His muscles, which had been tense, loosened and then he pounced. He wrapped his arms around her, hauled her closer and kissed her.

Kissed was a word she supposed. But it was more like he devastated. He took. He tasted and sipped and teased. He devoured her until she was breathless and her breath shaky.

All from kisses.

“More,” she whispered against his mouth.

“You sure?” He picked her up and deposited her on the edge of his large table.

She reached out and grabbed his cock, squeezing lightly to answer his question.

He growled and stepped forward, standing between her legs. Busy hands undid her hair, his fingers tunneling through it, freeing it. He tightened his grip, pulling her back, kissing her throat. Licking. Nipping until she might have made a sound surprisingly similar to a wordless beg.

“Yes. Again. I want that sound again.” He pulled her sweater up and off, leaving her in a camisole and her bra. “So pretty.” He kissed across her shoulder, the tickle of his beard bringing a hitch to her breath.

She grabbed his waist, working his pants open. He swore when she took him in her hand, fisting, sliding up and a down a few times.

He muttered in Russian, drawing aside the straps from her camisole and bra, kissing the bare skin he left behind.

More muttering in Russian. Hearing it made her so hot.

“What? What are you saying? You’re giving me a complex.”

He snorted, tipping his head to look into her face. “I can’t get at all of you adequately here.”

He then simply bent his knees, got a better grip on her ass and picked her up. Laughing, she wrapped her legs around him and held on as he marched through the loft and into his bedroom.

She’d never been in there. It was surprisingly serene. Not that she thought about it long because three seconds later, one-handed, he divested her of her cami and bra and she hugged him, skin to skin.

His nipple rings were cool against her breasts. His muscles bunched and relaxed as he moved. He was so hot she didn’t even have the time to panic about how heavy she was.

He went down to the mattress with her, rolling so that he was on top. She managed to kick her shoes off as he went back to her mouth, kissing her again with a zeal and heat that scorched.

More. God, she wanted so much more she was nearly mindless with it.

“Pants off. My god, man! You’re killing me.” She shoved at his chest with one hand as she tried to get his jeans down.

He laughed, backing off enough to get his pants down. She had hers mostly off, really glad she’d gone for the fancy underpants instead of the plain white cotton ones she usually opted for.

He was… “Wow.” Which was probably the greatest understatement she’d ever made in her entire life. He was incredible. His ink swirled around his thighs. Up his sides, down each arm. Thick, powerful thighs to match a thick, hopefully powerful cock. Acres of skin covered taut muscles. This was a man who worked with his body. Not bulked, but a swimmer’s build, or that of a runner or cyclist.

He was as badass naked as he was clothed. Tattoos, pierced nipples, the scarlet mohawk, scruffy beard, piercing hazel eyes.

“You have great hands.” Strong, big. And what they said about hand size and other things being equally sized was totally true in his case.

He grinned. “Hands? You have great tits.”

“Well, I couldn’t very well go straight to complimenting your package. That just isn’t done.”

He chuckled. “Feel free to do it. I won’t tell anyone. Now get the rest of your clothes off and back over here.”

She complied quickly, before he could change his mind, though given the state of his erection, she didn’t think he would. Still, she didn’t want to take any chances.

“Come closer, kotyonok.” He crooked a finger and she wrapped her arms around him, tipping her face up for a kiss.

“Kotyonok?”

He kissed her chin and down her neck.

“It means kitten. Though I’ve no doubt you’re more fun.” He laid her back and kissed his way down her chest, to her belly and worked his way up again to focus on her breasts. They were better than he’d imagined. And as a man who loved breasts big and small, he’d done a lot of imagining.

He teased. Nipping, licking, sucking until she writhed, her nails digging into the flesh of his back, urging him on. Beautiful there in his bed, her workstrong body beneath his, the burn of a new idea began to form at the back of his brain. He grabbed her hips, fingers digging into the muscle there to keep from grabbing a pencil.

He took her in as she smiled up at him, her dark hair a silky tousle around her face. Bold. She was fire and feminine grace. The strength of the muscled legs and the lean arms. The curvy bounty of her hips and those breasts. She took what she wanted. Demanded her due.

He didn’t need a pencil. Not when the image of her this way would be burned into his brain for a long time.

Pushing it from his head, he bent. A brush of his mouth against her ribs and she shivered. She trembled with a soft sigh of his name as he licked over the hollow at her hip bone.

When he spread her open and licked, she arched on a hiss.

He learned her, learned what she liked, what made her tense up and what made her thighs shake. He loved this. This power at the heart of a woman. And when she came, he lapped up that quicksilver pleasure and took her in, the smile marking her lips.

She cracked an eye open. “You’re apparently a genius at sex, too.”

She made him laugh.

“We have only just started.”

She sat up, kissing across his chest, licking over his chest, scraping her teeth over his nipples until she tugged on the rings with her teeth.

He loved that.

“Act one you scored a ten. Tell me you have condoms and you’ll get bonus points.” She grabbed his cock. “But you don’t need one right this second. I have plans.”

She shoved him back, kissing down his belly.

The sight of her on hands and knees above him was nearly his undoing. He had to take a deep breath to center himself because she was so raw and sexual in that moment it was all he could do not to flip her over and plunge into her body hard and fast.

And that was before she angled him at the root and slid her mouth down over his cock.

He made a strangled sound and said stuff in Russian. It made her smile. Even boneless still, from that stellar blow job he’d doled out, the way he fell back to his mother tongue when he was in the throes of emotion was adorable. Not that she’d say so out loud.

“I like the way you taste,” she said, licking across the head.

He groaned as she continued to tease.

She pushed him up slowly, reveling in the fact that what she’d wanted for so long was actually happening. She liked knowing what made him hot. Liked discovering he preferred the flat of her tongue under the crown to the tip.

He grabbed her upper arms and heaved her up. “Do not move.” He jumped from bed and she watched a very spectacular ass and back as he hustled into the bathroom.

Returning just a moment later, he tore the wrapper open with his teeth and sheathed his cock quickly. “Hands and knees.”

Not a question. Not a request.

Good lord.

Heat blasted through her as she rolled up and did as he’d said.

His beard tickled the small of her back when he bent to kiss her. She arched as he tested her readiness but when he began to push into her body there was no way she could stop the moan. He felt so ridiculously good.

His fingers dug into her hips, holding her still as he continued to push inside. Taking his time. Making it so deliciously slow she tried to push back, but he held her in place.

“Oh no, kotyonok. I’m in charge. You’ll get it. I promise.”

And he kept his promise. But stole her breath again as he pulled nearly all the way back out and thrust in again in one quick movement.

It was so good and she wanted it so bad, she was glad her hair covered her face because she was fucking delighted. Triumphant even that she’d finally broken past his control and that it was so stellar. Sex with a Russian artist bad boy was all it was cracked up to be and more.

He knew exactly what he wanted and he took it. And then he gave it to her. Knowing exactly what she wanted. One of his hands snaked around the front of her body and found her clit, circling it slowly in time with his thrusts.

The pressure of her impending climax built with each breath. It was good. And then it was better. And better. Little arcs of pleasure danced around her nerve endings as he played her body perfectly. They had major chemistry. The combo of their bodies and all their various pheromones and chemicals was delirious and when she came, he was right there with her, pressing in one last time, hard and deep as she writhed, biting her bottom lip so hard she tasted blood.

They fell to the bed and he rolled off, disappearing for a few seconds and returning quickly.

“I think we need more champagne.” He kissed her shoulder and padded out to grab the bottle and glasses as every muscle in her body jumped and twitched.





CHAPTER SEVEN

Three times.

“I don’t even know where all that energy comes from. I mean he moves all slow and silky. But he’s tireless. And, wow, he’s got quite the recovery time. I can’t even lie.”

Kelsey and Zoe sat in the living room, a pizza box on the table and a stack of DVDs for movie night near the television.

“Damn. Get some, girl.” Zoe waggled her brows.

“I totally did. And then a few hours later I left, but he drove me because he said he didn’t want me riding my bike in the dark. I asked him up, but he said he needed to get back to work.”

“You’re a muse now, too?” Kelsey winked.

“Maybe certain parts of me. Or maybe it was his way to put some distance between us. Who knows? I’m trying to play it cool. I know how he is and I know he’s got all these defenses up. And look, I get it, I’ve seen enough of the ex to understand.”

“Whatever, she’s a loon. But it looks like she’s gone away, so there’s that.”

“He’d better not fuck and dash.” Zoe sniffed as she cracked her beer open.

“He’s not what he tries to portray to the outside world. He’s a nice guy. Yes, he’s bossy and imperious and totally spoiled. But there’s more to Gregori than what you see at first glance.”

“Speaking of that. So…equipmentwise you’d say? Standard? Deluxe? Premium?”

“Presidential suite.”

This sent the room into laughter.

“He’s a genius at everything. Everything.”

Kelsey and Zoe clinked their beer bottles to hers. “Well done.”

They watched movies, drank beer, ate too much junk food and talked a whole lot of shit. In short, it was a really great evening. It’d been a while since she’d had any guy stuff to share so that part was nice, too.

In dire need of something warm, and something sweet to go with it, Wren locked her bike up and headed into Cherry Street Coffee House. The morning had been miserable. Cold and wet. But inside, warm, coffee-scented air greeted her.

They knew her well enough to start on her Americano while she perused the pastries and settled on something delicious-looking with cherries and slivered almonds.

“Well, hello there, kotyonok.”

Smiling, she turned to take Gregori in. He looked really yummy. Better than anything in the pastry case, that was for certain. His sweater was heather gray, shoved up his arms enough to show off his ink. Those long legs covered in black pants that sat low on his hips. His hair was loose.

But the hotness of all of that was nothing compared to the way he looked at her, eyes half-lidded and sexy. Her heart fluttered a little as she smiled up at him. “Hey.”

He bent to brush his mouth over hers, which she hadn’t expected but appreciated anyway.

“On a break?” He looked her over, that slow, meander from her toes up to her face.

“I’m done for the day. I just needed some caffeine and something stuffed with fat and calories.” She indicated the pastry. “What about you?”

“I had business, too, and was on my way home when I saw your bike.”

Oh, that was nice. “Want to join me?”

He nodded and slid into the seat across from her.

She realized it was the first time they’d been together outside his loft or an event of some sort.

“You know, before we were distracted—” he smiled as he said it and it sent a shiver through her “—the other day, we were talking about art school. We talk about my art all the time, but you’re stingy with yours. Tell me how you ended up there.”

“In art school?”

“Yes.” He eyed her plate and she slid half the pastry his way. The man had such a weakness for sweet things. He grinned at her. “Thank you.”

“I went to college right after high school. My mother, one of them, Tara, she’s very big on planning your future. I had good grades in high school and did really well on the SAT so it seemed like the next logical step. Go to college, get a degree. Get a good job.” She shrugged and sipped her coffee.

“But I always had these side projects. I took a summer class and started comic books and graphic novels in my spare time. I told myself they were a hobby. Design, that was a marketable career skill and so I kept my focus there.”

“But you didn’t like it.”

She shrugged. “No, I can’t say that. I did like it. I still do. But it wasn’t what I thought about all the time the way I did my art. I met Zoe, my roommate, and we hit it off right away. She was at my apartment and she saw one of my notebooks. She told me flat out I was stupid to be wasting my time at college when I had all this talent.”

He nodded. “I agree. You are very talented.”

She fought a blush. “She encouraged me to at least consider art school. I sat in on a few of her classes at Palomar and it became this idea I couldn’t stop thinking about. I’m sort of, um, driven. Once it became something I allowed myself to imagine, to take seriously, I couldn’t stop.”

He snorted. “Driven. That’s a decent word for a reality that is far more intense.”

She tried not to laugh and failed. “I’m ambitious.”

It was his turn to laugh as he reached out to squeeze her hand briefly. “As you say. Ambitious. Like a dog with a bone is more accurate.”

She cocked a brow at him. “Anyway, so I talked it over with my brother. He’s solid. Great at giving advice. And he told me not to waste my life and to go for it. He said I’d never look back and wish I had taken less chances. So I went to my mothers and confessed everything.”

What a night that had been!

“How did that go over then?”

“They want the best for me. All parents do. So there was a kerfuffle.”

He burst out laughing, the sound so rich and sexy several heads turned their way. “I love the word kerfuffle.”

Wren had to laugh as well. “No one does kerfuffle better than my family. Mama Nell, she’s a midwife. A nurturer. She’s all about following your bliss and being artistic. She was for it right away. She’s got enough of her own artistic endeavors so she understood on a few levels just how important everything was to me.”

“But not your other mother?”

“Like I said, Tara’s the grounded one. She didn’t want me to just give up two years into a four-year degree. So my brother told me to show them my work.” Warmth coursed through Wren at the memory of how her mother’s face had gone from wary to proud in a few pages of that notebook.

She looked up at him, finding his gaze on her mouth. “Tara told me it would be a crime for me not to pursue the training I needed to follow my dreams. They even help with my tuition. You know the rest. It’s not that I think art school is the magic answer to my life’s problems or anything like that. But my brother was right. I won’t ever look back and think of it as a waste. No matter what I end up doing.”

“What was it like for you? Growing up with two mothers?”

Most people wanted to know, but didn’t ask.

She shrugged. “At first it wasn’t a thing. It was just my family. The people we were around had two moms or two dads, a mom and a dad, whatever. Family to me was who you went home to, you know? When I was in third grade and my brother was in fifth grade we went to Washington, D.C., to a march. We rode on an airplane and saw the Lincoln Memorial. It was all very exciting. At the rally there was a counterprotest.” She frowned at the memory.

“Mama Nell was so angry. Not at us, but at these people with their signs. She tried to shield us, you know so we couldn’t see. And Tara said to her, this is how it is, Nellie. You can’t protect them from hate. You can only fight back with love.”

A storm passed over his features. “The people with the signs are garbage. They are against everything. They hate everything. Pitiful way to exist.”

“It wasn’t the last time I saw that sort of thing. My brother had a girlfriend in high school whose parents made her break up with him when they found out about our moms. But to me it’s just my family. We have a great group of friends and relatives all around us.”

It angered him to imagine that scene through a child’s eyes. Adults should know better. But she wasn’t one to let anyone define her. It burned so brightly within her he rather felt like a moth at times. Fluttering to get closer.

At the same time, she unfurled slowly, like a flower. She was a person who listened more than she spoke so each detail she gave up peeled another layer away and rendered her even more irresistible.

Her gaze had been somewhere else. On a memory most likely. Her focus sharpened and she smiled at him as want washed through his system with a crash.

“You said you were done? Do you have some time?”

“What did you have in mind?”

He tossed some money on the table as he stood. “What I have in mind would take at least two hours if I’m very creative.”

She stood, blushing just a little.

“And as we both know, I am, indeed creative.”

He wanted to race back to his loft, but it was only a few blocks and so he walked with her as she kept her bike next to them as they did.

She locked the bike and they rode up to his loft. Walked down the hall. All as he wrestled back his need to rush, rush, rush.

Once inside he locked the door and backed her against it. “Now then.”

He slid his hands up her sides, up her arms as he lifted them above her head—all while he thought about exactly what he wanted to do to her and with her.

Bending his knees slightly, he settled in to take her mouth. A mouth he’d been fantasizing about for nearly the last year, and most especially since she’d had it wrapped around his cock just days before.

She tasted of cherries and coffee, of everything sweet and lush and he wanted more. She arched into his body, rubbing hers against him.

He let go of her hands at the wrist and pulled her shirt off as he nuzzled her throat. She made that sound he’d come to crave the last time they were together this way. A groan laced with need. A plea and a demand all at once.

No camisole today. Just a bra that he got rid of immediately, his hands moving to her breasts to squeeze before his fingers found her nipples to pinch and roll.

She slid her hands down and through his hair, holding his head as he licked against the skin of her shoulder. Salty and warm.

“I didn’t say you could move your hands.”

Her laugh was breathless. “Will you punish me then? What sort of haughty Russian discipline do I have to look forward to?”

He shifted to look into her face, nipping her bottom lip. “Is that what you like then? Do you need to be taken in hand?”

He pinched her nipples harder.

“If the hands are yours? Yes.”

He muttered, frustrated that he couldn’t lick all the parts of her he wanted to right then. “I dislike it when I can’t get at every part of you I need to.” He stepped back and the absence of her skin against his felt worse than it should have.

He shifted his thoughts to getting more of her.

“How can we fix that?” She toed her shoes off, pulled off her socks and moved to him, yanking his shirt off and licking his chest, pausing to tongue and then tug on his nipple rings.

Her hands slid all over his skin, nails scoring his sides, over each rib, digging in at his back to pull him closer.

He spun her and they ended up in a tangle on the rug in his entry. “You have some super sex moves, I must say.”

He kissed her again because she made him happy. Nearly as happy as the way he felt skin to skin with her. But not enough skin. She reached between them to undo his pants.

He reared up and got his pants unzipped and she pulled them from his body as he reached and did the same with her pants and panties.

And she was naked, looking up at him with a smile, her eyes a little glazed, her nipples dark and hard, her breath a little fast.

He licked across one nipple and then the other. He liked to know what made her squirm. What brought that sound he loved so much. What made her arch and sigh softly. And he wanted to do all those things to her repeatedly.

She scissored her legs and ended up on top of him. Her smile sent a shiver down his spine.

“Do you plan to ravish me, then?”

“I hope your mom won’t see the rug burn I plan to leave you with.”

“It has been some time since she’s seen my naked ass.”

She bent to lick up his neck. “That’s not the only place you’re going to have it.”

He watched, unable to move, as she kissed down his belly and his cock and back up again, this time grabbing him at the root, angling to take him into her mouth.

He hissed at the heated wet, at the slick slide of her tongue against his cock, the tip digging in just under the crown. She palmed his balls, pressing her fingertips just behind as she knelt between his thighs, holding him open to her.

He growled when she took him deep, his fingers sifting through the softness of her hair. “I want to fuck you. Don’t make me come just yet.”

She pulled all the way off and sent a full-body shiver through him as she licked her lips before speaking. “You said two hours. If I recall the last time, you had far more impressive recovery time.”

She was going to kill him. That was all there was to it. But, as she said before, he’d go out doing something he loved.

She kept on, sucking him back into her mouth over and over until he rushed headlong into a climax so hard his teeth tingled.

Wren was still in the process of kissing his cock after pulling off when he reared up and she was on her back again. His eyes alight, he dipped to kiss her hard and fast. She held his shoulders as he did, as he nipped her lips and licked over the sting. He moved to her chin and jaw, to the hollow below her ear until her inner walls clenched.

“Someone likes that spot,” he murmured, his accent making her even hotter.

“If we’re talking about me, hell yes.”

He continued to kiss and lick her neck, down to her shoulder, across her collarbone and down to her nipples. The scratch of his beard was just right, too much and not enough all at the same time. He used the edge of his teeth to make her writhe on a gasp as pleasure surged through her cells.

That was before he settled on his knees between hers and dragged her ass up to his thighs. She wrapped her thighs around his waist to stay in place.

His gaze roamed over her body with such naked greed she wanted to preen around. There wasn’t a moment when she thought about the pooch in her belly when he looked at her this way.

He spoke under his breath in Russian for a moment as he drew his hands from her breasts to her thighs over and over, his thumbs moving closer and closer to her pussy until he finally slid her labia apart and exposed the heart of her to the cool air.

“You’re beautiful. Powerful.”

Flattered, her skin heated in a blush as he slowly stroked the pad of his finger around her clit, using the hood to brush against it.

She licked her lips as he continued to slowly torture her closer to orgasm. Thank heavens his talent extended to her body as well as his canvases. She couldn’t tear her gaze away from the way his hands stroked, caressed, cupped, pinched and thrummed. Concentration lined his brow but every time he licked his lips, she gasped, she was so connected to him at that moment.

Every movement was intentional as he drew her closer and closer to climax so that, by the time it rushed through her, bringing her back to arch, her legs to tighten around his waist, she nearly sobbed with how good it was.

When she managed to open her eyes, he stared at her, a bemused smile on his lips. “I think we need some champagne and to move to my bed for the next round. What do you say?”

What else could she say but “Yes, please”?

He stood easily, bringing her to her feet as he did, but instead of moving right away he pulled her close and kissed the remaining teaspoon of wits she had left right out of her.

“Now, champagne and fucking.”

Wren figured there were few better ways of spending a Wednesday afternoon and followed so she could ogle him without interruption.

“It feels delightfully bad to swill champagne and have sex in the middle of the day. You have a pretty awesome life.” She laughed as he pushed her back to his bed and followed.

“I do have a pretty awesome life, as you say.” He popped the cork and handed her a glass, clinking his to it. “Better when it’s a lovely bicycle messenger in my bed instead of being frustrated in front of a canvas and feeling as if I’ll never create anything good again.”

She’d seen him frustrated and blocked, yes, but this was a glimpse into his vulnerability in a way he hadn’t shared before. She was touched he’d be vulnerable in front of her.

He drained his glass before she could say anything, pulling her down with him. She stretched to put her glass on his bedside table and let him bring her back to slide her body across his.

“See? I knew I was remembering right about your recovery time.” She reached down to give his cock a squeeze to underline the point.

“My cock likes you. Clearly.” He rolled his hips, thrusting into her fist.

She swung a leg and sat up, astride him. “I’m glad. Let’s see how much more it does when I’m finished.”

They settled into a bit of a routine. They both had full lives. But in between they saw each other, had great sex, talked about art and music and got to know one another on a different, new level. He remained skittish but it didn’t really bother her. She knew without a doubt that what they had, that connection, was something special. Wren wasn’t in any great hurry to name it. It was what it was and that was all right with her.

It had been a few days since she’d seen him last. She’d been busy with school stuff, working to get her film project finished and turned in. Trying to pretend she wasn’t obsessively checking her mail and making sure her phone was on and that she hadn’t missed the agent’s call.

Gregori hadn’t called and she wasn’t surprised. They saw each other regularly anyway. But she couldn’t deny the little bounce in her step as she approached his door and knocked.

She heard music and knocked one last time before letting herself in.

He didn’t look up as she came inside. He was working with the same giant canvas, but this time it was at least seventy percent full. Clearly he wasn’t stalled anymore, or if he was, he did a rather fine job of pretending he wasn’t.

A house, or the remains of one, sat in the lower left. Spots of yellow stood out against the bleached, weathered wood as it lay in a tumble. The bones of a front porch were dotted with life as plants had taken it back. A field lay fallow just beyond. The sky was gray/purple.

It should have seemed desolate. But it wasn’t. There was life there. A different sort of life, but the tendrils of the vines had taken hold on a porch rail. Birds would nest in the eaves that hadn’t collapsed. It wasn’t the sadness of an abandoned home that the painting made her feel, it was the rebirth that rang out so strongly.

He looked up, catching her there. Pleasure marked his features before he schooled himself. But she saw it.

“Incredible.”

He stepped back. “Tell me why.” A demand.

“Rebirth. Reclamation but not at the expense of anything else. There is life here. The slice of color keeps away the desolation. Your use of shadowing is judicious and it works against the sense of loss.”

He paused, clearly surprised. “Are you sure?”

“Nope. I read it in a book. I’m lying.”

He sighed, agitated, but then rolled his eyes. “It’s what I’m trying to say. But I don’t know if it’s clear.”

“It is to me. A few things for you to sign. Kelsey needs them today. She said she gave you the same documents two days ago.”

He’d apparently gone to Kelsey’s place to get things and told her he didn’t need a delivery. Whether he was avoiding her or just in the neighborhood or what she didn’t know. But she’d seen the look on his face when he’d finally realized she was there.

There was no denying he was happy to see her.

He frowned. “Always with the signing.”

“I need to get you a shirt with that on the front. But I can’t figure out how to get the frown and the accent into it.”

“You are mean to me.”

She laughed as things eased between them at last. “I don’t take your shit. Now sign that stuff.”

“I have cookies.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. I will sign and you can get the kettle on for tea. I woke up late so the black tea would be best.” He grabbed the envelope and a pen from the table and she headed into the kitchen.

She got the water started for the tea and then measured the smoky loose leaves into his teapot.

“I do love this teapot,” she said as he entered the kitchen.

“It was one my mother brought when they came here. The papers are on the table near the door.”

He grabbed a bakery box. “Coconut, chocolate and rose tea.”

“That’s a Ladurée box.”

“Yes, they have the best macarons in the world. I ordered them for my mother, who loves them. And for this other person I know. A pest who eats all my cookies and drinks my tea.”

“Oh, my god, do you mean me?” She clutched her heart for a moment, teasing as she looked over the cookies so delicately nestled in the box. She grabbed a coconut one and reveled in how freaking delicious it was.

“If the pest fits…”

The cookie was absolutely delicious. “Magic.”

“They are worth the cost of getting them shipped, no? I love the strawberry best, but they are not on the menu right now.”

Of course he’d think that. Cookies from Paris were normal for him. Part of his allure. “I’ve never been to Paris.”

He brought two tea mugs to the table and she perched in a chair, watching him move.

“A crime. Paris is a fantastic city. One of my favorites.”

“Do you ever go to Russia?” She knew he still had family there.

“We went once a year when I was younger. I haven’t gone in years, though I should. My mother wants to go back to see her brothers. I have aunts, uncles and cousins. My agent has been urging me to do a show there.”

“I’m sure they’re proud of you.”

“My family?”

“And Russia, too. They appreciate art with a great deal of zeal.”

He lifted a shoulder. “Perhaps. My mother is getting older. I can make her comfortable here, of course, but I’ve been considering a trip for Mother’s Day. My father would most likely stay back. He has no fond memories and no wishes to return.”

“There’s a story.”

He sighed. “He’s a complicated person.”

She pointed at the chair to her left. “Sit, I’m pouring tea.”

He put out sugar cubes, the awesome natural kind she’d come to associate with him before he obeyed and sat. She dropped one in to her mug and stirred slowly.

“I told you we came here when I was eleven. He was a doctor in Russia. He drove a cab here because the medical licensing is not the same. But he never complained. He says it was worth it to be done. To be away. He came up in a different Russia than the one he left and he says he didn’t like either. They had to leave most everything behind, only bringing ten boxes with them. This teapot.” He smiled. “I’ve had tea from it nearly every day of my life.” His expression darkened a moment. “She tried to break it once during an argument.”

“Prentiss.” What a bitch. No matter how angry you are, you don’t break a guy’s special link with his family history that way.

He sighed. “She was jealous.”

“Of your connection to your mother.”

“You understand things.” He didn’t appear to know whether he was upset or appreciative of that.

It wasn’t like Prentiss was mysterious. “She’s an archetype. I’m sure there’s more to her that I can’t see and don’t know. But she’s the type of person who needs to be the center of everything.”

“Exhausting.”

She countered. “Exciting at first.”

He snorted. “Everything is exciting when you’re twenty-four and have more money than you know what to do with.”

“I’ll have to take your word for that. As for the teapot and Prentiss? She didn’t break it and you’re free of her.”

“My father, I think, is bitter that he had to lose everything to start over. He feels robbed. His workplace, the hospital there, was political to the extreme. It was a constant battle for him to keep his position. In the end, I don’t think being a doctor meant more to him than being in a place where he didn’t have that sort of constant pressure. He likes it here. Lots of pretty women to flirt with.”

“Ah, that’s where you get it.”

He laughed. “He’s a master. My mother is exceptionally tolerant. But she has her limits and, while he may edge up to them, he doesn’t cross them. Anyway, she’s got a bigger heart. A greater capacity for love and forgiveness. She likes to go back to see her family. To eat the things she loved in her youth. But she wants to come home after those weeks. It’s a place she goes to visit, but she doesn’t live there.”

That was the most he’d shared with her about his family in a long time.

“Have you heard back from the agent yet?” He sipped his tea.

“Not yet. I’ve been told it can take a few weeks, even with requested material. I’m trying to be patient. It’s not my strong point.”

He smirked. “I’m shocked.”

“You’re one to talk.”

He shrugged. “I don’t have to be patient. I’ve done my time, kotyonok.”

Oooh, the kitten thing. Only in Russian it was way better.

She gave him a long look as she finished her tea. He looked right back.

“You have something there.” She leaned over and brushed a bit of cookie from his beard. He was warm. So full of mystery and sexuality and all the stuff she wanted to gorge herself on.

He swallowed, but those eyes stayed on hers. “About my gratification problem…”

She smiled and scooted her chair so they were thigh to thigh. “Yeah? You wanna tell me about it? Or, say, gratify us both?”

Oh, that smile he gave her. Enough to send a wildfire of heat up from her toes. Not a blush, no, they were past that. Yearning, yes. But more. She knew he wanted her. There was no need to yearn. Only to anticipate.

He leaned in and kissed her. Softly at first and then he pulled her into his lap and she opened, his tongue sweeping into her mouth.

Her taste ignited that slow burn he’d had for her since she’d left his loft five days earlier. Not that he’d been counting.

He groaned as she sucked his tongue, holding her tighter. He’d counted. Though he’d lost himself in his work much of each day and into the night. It was like fucking her had chased away that block. The image of her, on her hands and knees in his bed, her fingers tangled in his comforter as he’d thrust into her body over and over had been burned into his brain.

Like a fever.

She kissed her way over his cheek to his ear, where she grazed the lobe with her teeth before kissing the spot just behind. A full-body shiver took over as she licked there.

He pulled her shirt up and over her head and she laughed. Delight. Yes, that’s the sound that rang through his kitchen. This wasn’t…it wasn’t what he usually had with women.

Which should have made his blood run cold, but it only made him hotter for her. For what she brought to him.

He took the sweet weight of her breasts, squeezing lightly until she made a surprised sound of desire. He swallowed it, moving to allow her to pull his shirt off. He hissed, arching into her as she scored her nails against his skin.

More. He needed more of her right then. Need beat at him, nearly bringing him to his knees as he worked one-handed to get her cargo pants unbuttoned and unzipped.

She got to her knees on the chair, how he wasn’t sure, but he didn’t care about the mechanics.

“Condom,” she nearly begged as she got his jeans open and pulled his cock out.

He groaned at how good that felt. “Bathroom. Medicine cabinet.”

She was up and dashing from the room before he’d finished speaking and back before he could change his mind. Like he could. He wanted her so much his blood seemed to beat with it.

She rolled the condom on.

“Wait, are you ready?” He managed to speak though his tongue felt as if it weighed a thousand pounds.

Her answer was to slide herself down his cock, surrounding him with snug heat. The breath punched from his diaphragm as he dug his fingers into her hips.

“Christ.”

Her answering smile made him give her one back.

Then she moved and he nearly lost his mind at how good it was. The lights were on and there she was, bold and bright, full of life in his arms. She rocked her hips, sliding herself back and forth on him. He wanted to close his eyes to revel in it, but he couldn’t take his gaze from her.

He let go of her hips to slide his palms over all that pretty skin. Her head tipped back, her hands braced on the back of his chair when he flicked his thumbs over her nipples.

She poured everything into what they shared right then. She didn’t think beyond that moment. Didn’t question what was next. Just felt. Because it didn’t matter what tomorrow would bring. This is what she wanted. This is what he gave her and she wouldn’t regret it.

It wasn’t like she was a virgin. She liked sex. Had it when she was with someone she liked. But this was…more. Sure he was really good at it, but that wasn’t entirely it.

He knew her. She knew him.

He touched her with hands that were nearly reverent. Work-roughened fingers tugged and rolled her nipples. His beard brushed over her skin as he kissed her chest. She hummed her delight as one of his hands moved from her breast to slide down her belly, finding her center, dancing a fingertip over her clit until she saw lights against her eyelids.

It was so good she had to sit forward, resting her forehead against his shoulder.

He drove her up fast. Relentless and when she came it was hard, rushing up from her toes to the top of her head as she clamped down around him. She heard the growl, a snarl of a sound as he followed, the hand at her hip tightening just shy of pain.

And then he kissed her. Sweetly. Which was probably the precise moment she fell really hard for Gregori Ivanov.

He picked her up carefully when he stood, then set her down, his hand at her waist to steady her.

“I’ll be back in a moment.”

She pulled her clothes back on while he got rid of the condom and by the time he returned she’d managed to get herself back into some semblance of order.

On the outside anyway.

“We didn’t break anything.”

He grinned. “I’m surprised.” He snuck a look in the other room where his canvas was. She knew his mind was on work again. She wanted him to realize he could be with her and do his job. She had her own work to do anyway.

“I can see that with one appetite sated you’re already back to that painting.”

He turned again, defensive, but he saw the smile on her face and relaxed. “Am I so obvious?”

“Maybe not to anyone who doesn’t think in strikingly similar ways. I should go, as well. I have stuff to finish.” She paused. “Would you like to come over for dinner? My term ends at the end of the week. Zoe is going to visit her parents in Chicago for a few days so I’ll have the place all to myself.”

He licked his lips nervously and she wanted to heave a sigh. It wasn’t as if she asked him to father a child.

She sent him a slow eyebrow raise.

He finally settled on, “We are friends.”

She couldn’t help it—she laughed. “Yes. But I don’t have sex in the kitchen with Zoe.”

“Well, if you did, I’d be happy to watch. You know, to be sure nothing gets broken.”

“Charming. I’ll keep that in mind.”

“I can’t have dinner with you any time soon. I need to finish this piece.”

She’d known him for over a year. Knew him well enough to see the lines around his eyes and the panic flashing in his eyes, even for just a moment. What they’d done was hot sex, yes. But it was more and he knew it. She knew it.

But whatever. She could bide her time. She wanted Gregori. Had for some time. Given the way he touched her, the way he reacted when they were together, she was convinced it was mutual.

But she had work to do and he had work to do and there was no need to rush. She’d get what she wanted in the end and he really needed to get used to that.

“Your smile makes me nervous.”

She grabbed her things, popping one last macaron into her mouth. “Damn those are good. And you should be. Nervous, I mean.” When she reached his door she turned. “I’ll see you later, Gregori.”





CHAPTER EIGHT

He’d seen her three more times since that night she’d asked him to dinner a month before. They’d had sex every single time. And each time it had been even hotter. But more than that, it had been strikingly intimate.

Two nights before she’d been there. Shown up at his door with packages and a few bags of takeout.

She’d smiled up at him. “I could make up something about how I just happened to have some extra takeout from Mae Phim and did you want to share it. But I think we’re past that. So, I stopped by Mae Phim and picked up some takeout. Interested in some dinner with me?”

There was nothing he wanted more than that.

“Come in. I was about to take a break and you’re a better reason than most I could come up with.”

She’d moved around his kitchen with ease, setting out plates and silverware. He’d opened up some champagne and they’d eaten green curry so hot his nose ran and his eyes burned.

But it wasn’t the sex that he couldn’t get out of his head as he stood there in his shower, though certainly everything they did together had been memorable.

After they’d eaten, she’d tucked herself into a window seat in his work room and had worked on her pad, sketching and inking in as he’d worked on his newest painting.

She’d been in her own space, doing her own thing. She hadn’t needed him, hadn’t depended on him to pay attention to her. He’d never been with a woman with that sort of intimacy before. A woman who didn’t need him, not for constant reassurance. She chose to be there.

And when he’d finished, she’d been wrapping up, too. She’d allowed him to look at her work, nearly shyly, which had touched him. And when they’d tumbled from his shower into his bed, they’d loved long and hard and he’d pulled her close and told her to sleep instead of taking her home.

When he’d woken up that next morning, she’d already left. Gone to school and to her life. She’d left him a sticky note on his bathroom mirror saying she’d stolen some of his cookies and she’d see him later.

He’d fought it but she’d simply flowed into his life and he liked it.

Gregori scrubbed his face, letting the water from the shower sluice down his body as he tried to figure out what to think. What to do.

Because he thought about her all the time. If he read something interesting or funny in the paper he wanted to tell her about it. When his agent told him the painting he’d finished was one of his best ever, his first instinct had been to call her. Which he had.

Her reaction had left him lighthearted. She’d been thrilled. Said all the right things but not in a calculated way. No, she’d simply responded as someone who truly knew him and cared for him would.

He could defend against fake people, or flattery designed to get something from him. But she didn’t do that. And it wasn’t that she didn’t want anything from him. She did. He knew.

She wanted more than fucking. Which they had down. He wanted to drown in her every time they were together. There was something about her, something he’d liked from the first time she’d come into the loft toting an armful of stuff for him to deal with, something indefinable but utterly charming.

What needed to happen was she needed to be put safely back in the box marked friend. What she wanted could—would—bring the end of them. If he screwed it up, he could lose her. He froze at the idea of her not being in his life, but he couldn’t afford her anywhere else. Most especially not his heart.

He’d been an utter failure as a husband. He barely did a good job as a son. If he let this romantic entanglement with Wren continue he’d only end up hurting her. And getting hurt himself when she finally walked away to keep him from messing her up any further.

He called Kelsey once he’d gotten dressed and wandered back out into his studio space.

“I need you to stop giving deliveries to Wren.” There, he needed to just blurt it out.

Kelsey was silent so long he nearly said her name again to be sure they hadn’t been disconnected. Finally she spoke. “Why?”

“What’s it to you?”

“No. That’s not going to happen.”

“What’s not going to happen? You won’t give deliveries to anyone else? You can bring them then. Many assistants do that.”

“No, you’re not going to talk to me like that because you like Wren and you’re scared of it. Also, because I am too fabulous to let anyone bark at me like I’m a pet.”

He huffed, annoyed and unwillingly amused. She was fabulous, there was no denying it. She kept him in line, kept others at bay, including his crazy ex. She handled his agent and the rest of the people from the business side of his life and she was the reason he never forgot a birthday or an anniversary.

Also, she was scary when she needed to be. Like right then.

“I don’t plan to explain why I want someone else. I just do.”

“Well, I don’t plan to pretend I don’t know why. You’re scared.” She made a self-satisfied harrumph.

“I am not scared. I’m a grown man.”

“Which is why you shouldn’t be scared. But you are and you’re trying to push her back because Wren is the real deal and you can’t handle it.”

“I’m not interested in the real deal! Why would you think so? I am happy the way I am. She and I have a friendship. I care about her, which is why I need to put some distance between us. I don’t want her to do something silly like fall in love or expect more than I want to give. It’s best she gets the hint now. Then we can go back to being just friends in a few months. It’s for the best.”

“What if she gets fired for it? I mean her delivery service may not look so highly on a client saying he doesn’t want her delivering to him.”

He hadn’t thought of that. “Would she? Well for god’s sake don’t say it that way. Why would you say it that way? Nevermind that. Just hire her as usual, but you deliver things in her stead. They don’t need to know it. She needs the money until she finally sells. Has she heard from the agent?”

“Yes. But I’m not telling you anything. If you want to know, ask her yourself. I think you’re a dumb jerk for this.”

“For what? And why won’t you tell me?”

“For trying to put this false distance between you, so you can keep on with your stupid, empty liaisons with shallow bimbos when the real thing is right here under your nose. You can claim all you want you don’t want the real thing. But I know when you’re lying. As for the agent news? She just heard today. She and I had lunch when she got the call. But I’m not telling you what happened because you don’t get to be excited about the highs or give her a shoulder for the lows if you’re not in her life. I won’t let you toy with her that way. Make your mind up or she’ll find someone else. She’s gorgeous, talented, smart and has a great body. It’s not like she’ll be lonely if you want to keep being dumb.”

“She is my friend. I have no plans to stop that. She means something to me. But the other part can’t continue.”

“The fucking part?”

Dismayed, he made a sound, but of course Kelsey heard it.

“What? Oh, don’t make one of your mysterious Russian sounds at me, buddy. Do you think I can’t tell? Every time the two of you are together and I’m anywhere near I can feel the heat.”

He didn’t doubt they talked about it. That’s what women did. He knew Wren and Kelsey were close, more like sisters than cousins. “The physical part, yes. Can’t you see I’m doing her a favor? I’m trying to save her some hurt. I’m not permanent. I’m not the real deal the way she is.”

“What I can see is that you’re scared. Is it so awful, then?” Her tone softened. “Having someone who knows you better than anyone else? Someone who gets you, flaws and all, and is still there? You have enough fans, Gregori. You need more than that. And you so are the real deal. You just need to let yourself believe it. And realize she’s as perfect for you as you are for her.”

“You bring my deliveries from now on. I’m hanging up now.” And he did.

Wren rolled up to Kelsey’s building and headed up to her place. She’d grab the deliveries and to go Gregori’s. She’d made sure the last delivery of the day would be to him so she could share the news about her brand-new agent. And the celebration would be really nice.

“Yo.” She let herself inside to find Kelsey uncorking some champagne.

“Just in time. Come, sit, have some champagne so we can celebrate your news.”

“I just had a really awesome meeting with him.” After her earlier phone call when he’d offered her representation, they’d had coffee to talk about his plans to pitch her project. “He’s going to pitch it this coming week.”

She took the glass of champagne from Kelsey and they toasted. “To lots and lots of sales!”

“I’ll start with one.” She looked at the basket where her deliveries usually waited. “I’m so excited. I can’t wait to tell Gregori.”

Kelsey’s face fell. “Sit.”

“What? Is he all right? Did something happen to him?”

“He’s fine. Aside from being scared spitless because he cares about you so much. He wants me to deliver all his packages and stuff from now on.”

Wren sat back as hurt sliced through her. “What? We were just together two days ago. Everything was fine. He even asked me to sleep over.”

Kelsey shook her head. “He’s afraid. If he didn’t give a shit about you he’d have had sex with you and moved on without a backward glance. That’s his M.O., you know. He’d have sent you a pretty present of moderate expense and smiled distantly at you if he saw you again. When I suggested you might get fired for this, he freaked. Told me you needed the money and to be sure to keep hiring you but to deliver the stuff myself. He insists you’re friends but he can’t give more and risk losing that.”

“He’s dumb.”

Kelsey snorted a laugh. “I told him that, too. He didn’t even argue because he can’t. He is totally dumb. But he cares about you, Wren. A lot. I don’t think he knows what to do about it.”

“Like I’m anything similar to Prentiss? What the hell?”

“No, because you’re nothing like her.”

“He’s a lot of work.”

Kelsey nodded. “Yeah. So what’s your plan?”

“I’m too damned busy to have a plan. For god’s sake, if the man can’t be with me without me having to have a plan maybe he’s not worth it.”

Kelsey shrugged. “There’s that. How do you feel about him?”

She sighed. “What we have is not the same as what he’s had with other women. I know that. We have a connection.” She smiled, despite her annoyance at him. “He’s a good person with a big heart. He’s brilliant. He makes me laugh. I know him, Kels. I know him and I know he feels it, too. I also know he came up hard and he’s had to deal with a lot of people who only want things from him. That he would think that of me makes me really sad.”

“He doesn’t. That’s why he’s trying to push you away. He knows how to handle those people. He can keep his distance and they can’t hurt him. But you’re different. You leave him vulnerable. He doesn’t do vulnerable very well. Prentiss tore him apart. He wanted her to be different, wanted his marriage to work. But you’re the woman he could be with. He doesn’t have to want it to be different, because it is different. You’re a smart cookie—you know this. Just admit it. I know he’s hurting you. I want to punch him in the stones for that part. But put that aside for a moment and really think about it. Be honest with yourself. And then tell me what your plan is because, Wren, you don’t give up.”

She groaned. “Why can’t this be easy?”

“Ha. I don’t think it’s supposed to be. And just think about all the ways you will be able to lord this over him once he finally admits it. The way I see it, this is a ‘get out of jail free’ card for years to come.”

“Deliver his packages for a while. Let’s see how he feels without me. Truthfully I’ve got enough to do right now. I can concentrate my delivery work on Fourth and Fifth for the courthouse and all the big firms anyway.”

“Well, he will continue to pay you for deliveries I’ll make instead of you. He needs that reminder. Plus, he’s being a dork.”

Wren shrugged. “Let’s give it a week or two and see where it lands.”

Where it landed her was totally miserable. Oh, sure she kept busy and it wasn’t as if she lacked for things to fill her time. She poured all her excess energy into finishing up her graphic novel. Which was a good way to do it because the “I’m not having sex” frustration lent itself to some awesome stuff on the page.

She went out with her friends more often, which was a good thing, of course. But it wasn’t him and damn it, she’d gotten used to the way things had been with Gregori.

It did help to know from Kelsey that he was utterly miserable, too. He asked about Wren in an attempt to be nonchalant but Kelsey refused to tell him anything and urged him to simply pick up the phone and ask Wren himself.

Apparently his work had gotten very dark. But maybe he’d decide he liked dark and then what? Annoyed at herself, Wren groaned and got up to stretch. Her wrists hurt, her back was cramped up and she really needed a break.

Deciding to get outside, she headed to Pike Place to grab the fixings for dinner. Zoe had been working lots of late hours and Wren was sure she could use something yummy to eat that didn’t originate from a box or a freezer bag.

The market was vibrant, full of people out on a Saturday morning, carrying loaves of bread, bags of produce and other locally produced goodies. It made her smile and part of her grump eased.

She’d been at a flower stall, putting together a bouquet she planned to take over to her moms’ house when she caught sight of his hair. She knew it was him right away. He twisted the spikes in a certain way. He was beautiful in his utter uniqueness. He wore sunglasses as he looked down at his phone a moment.

She paid and kept walking, knowing their paths would converge at some point. Especially if she made it that way.

Gregori felt her before he looked up to catch sight of Wren, her dark hair fluttering a little in the breeze. She’d worn it down. He liked it that way, liked the way her bangs seemed to frame her face.

She had on a T-shirt and jeans. Nothing fancy, but they highlighted the strength of her body and it gave him pause. Pause enough that the empty spot her absence had left in his life throbbed like a toothache.

She looked up from the flowers in her hands and their gazes locked.

“Hey, long time no see.”

“I…” What could he say? He hadn’t actually broken up with her. He’d just…stopped seeing her. Which he’d been feeling like shit over for weeks now. “How are you?”

“How do you think I am?”

He deserved that, he knew. He fisted his hand and shoved it in a pocket to keep from touching her.

“I don’t know, that’s why I asked.”

“You could have picked the phone up and asked me in person any number of times instead of making my cousin do your dirty work.”

“It’s best this way.”

Annoyance flashed across her face and he bit his lip to keep from smiling in response. He’d missed her so much.

“For who? How are you doing? Dating much?”

“I’m not dating anyone. Look, I’m sorry. I handled things all wrong. I want to be friends. I’ve missed you.”

“Friends. You want to be friends.” One of her brows slid up and he had to ruthlessly push back his desire to lean down and kiss it.

“Yes. I value our friendship. You mean a lot to me.”

“So much you dumped me via assistant.”

He scrubbed a hand over his beard, uncomfortable that she was so right. “Would you like to have lunch? We can catch up and you can fill me in on what’s going on with your agent search?”

“I have enough friends, Gregori. I don’t want to be your friend. I want to be more than that. I am more than that and you know it. This little game is pissing me off.”

“We can’t be more. It won’t work. Wouldn’t you rather be friends than nothing at all?”

The buzz of the crowd seemed so far away as he looked at her. As he realized he didn’t need to commit her features to memory because he already had. With his hands and his lips. He’d know her in a crowd. With his eyes closed.

“No. I’d rather be with a grown-up who can admit it when he feels deeply instead of retreating into toddlerhood. Can you really stand there and look me in the face and tell me you only want to be my friend?” She stepped closer to him, close enough that he smelled her skin. “Can you tell me your bed isn’t lonely? That you don’t miss me in your life? Tell me that, why don’t you?”

He willed the words. Telling himself that if he could just say them out loud they’d be true and she’d hear them and while it might hurt her in the short term, things would be better. They could go back to the way it was before. Before that kiss at Fixe. Before he’d bedded her in every way possible.

But they didn’t come. He couldn’t look her in the face and say things he knew were not true. He did miss her. His bed was empty. His life was empty. He stayed up too late. Spent far too many hours simply standing in front of a canvas. What he was finally churning out was dark, even for him.

“Did you sign with the agent or not?”

She sighed. “I did.”

He grinned, truly pleased for her. “That’s fabulous news. You should let me take you to dinner to celebrate.”

“I’m here because I just bought the ingredients to make dinner for Zoe. I promised my evening to her.”

“A drink then? Please?”

She stared at him a while as he wrestled back his need to touch her. “I’ll meet you at The Alibi Room in an hour. I need to take this all home.”

“I can give you a ride.”

“No thanks. I have my car. An hour.” She turned and walked away, toting her bags and crossing the street. He really didn’t like the sight of her walking away.

She should have said no. But he was her friend and he looked so good there. And, well, she wanted him to know what he was missing.

“You sure you know what you’re doing?” Kelsey asked when she’d spilled the whole story over the phone.

“Hell no. But he totally looked at my boobs. A lot. And he said please. I’m weak. I miss him.”

“He misses you, too. I can’t believe he said please. Okay, so here’s the thing, do not fuck him. I’m not kidding.”

She laughed as she brushed her hair. “We’re going to be in a bar, it’s not like there’ll even be an opportunity for that.”

“Don’t mock. You know exactly what I’m saying.”

“I do.” And she did. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to, she totally did. But if he wanted back in her pants, he had to stop this silly business and admit they had a relationship. She wasn’t angling for a declaration of love or forever devotion, though just in her head as she gave herself this little pep talk, she could admit she loved him.

She borrowed one of Zoe’s shirts. Snug with the perfect v neck. Her boobs looked fantastic. She glossed up her lips, tousled her hair just right and changed into her favorite jeans.

Wren wanted him back. And she would do her damnedest this side of humiliation to make that happen.

Which meant she walked into the Alibi Room an hour and five minutes later, looking awesome. Even for lunch on a weekend the place was plenty full. But he was tall and the only one with a Mohawk in the whole place so she headed in his direction.

He stood when she got to the table. She didn’t hug him though, instead she tipped her chin, hung up her bag and jacket and sat.

“I ordered some appetizers. I know you have dinner, but it’s a while away.”

When the server brought the food, Wren ordered a Moscow Mule. That way if she let him kiss her, she could blame it on the booze. And it wasn’t like she was going to let him back her against a wall, as the one outside was covered in disgusting gum people thought was a fun tourist stop.

“Tell me, then. About the agent.”

She ate some of the dip first, leaning forward with one arm under her boobs to give him an eyeful.

“I signed with him a few weeks ago. He said he waited to make me an offer of representation until he was reasonably sure he had a shot at selling me. He’s excited about me and about Jude. He pitched the project and right now two different publishers are looking at it.”

He grinned, holding his pint glass aloft. “Congratulations, that’s wonderful news.”

She sipped her drink. “It is, thank you.”

“How have you been otherwise?”

She just looked at him, beyond annoyed. “Is that even a real question? How do you think I’ve been?”

There went her cool demeanor, but what the hell?

Alabama Shakes’ “You Ain’t Alone” came on and she looked at him, wondering why she’d even thought she could play this when she loved him so much. God. She loved him.

She grabbed her bag. “This was a mistake.”

He put a hand out, taking hers. “Wait.”

She turned, looking at him. “I shouldn’t have agreed to this.”

“Yes, you should have. We can do this, Wren. I want you in my life. Don’t you want me in yours?”

“Yes, but not like this. Not when I have to weigh everything I’m going to do or say like we’re playing chess.”

“It’ll get easier once we get used to how things were again.”

She narrowed her gaze his way. “Speak from experience, do you?”

The look of confusion and then panic on his face made her feel better. If she was just one of a host it would have sucked.

“No. I didn’t mean it like that. You’re not…we’re not…you know what I mean.”

“As it happens, I don’t. See, one day we’re fine and I sleep over and get up, head off to class and then, two days later, I hear through my cousin that I’m not doing your deliveries anymore. I know what her theories are on the why. But I don’t know a damned thing about your reasons.”

“You mean something to me, Wren. We’re better as friends. My life doesn’t have room for a girlfriend. And you’re not a woman I’d use and toss aside. I don’t want that for you. For us. I don’t want to lose you. We can do this, I know we can.”

She almost felt sorry for him. Until that moment there had been a small amount of doubt at the back of her mind that he truly wanted her. But she heard it in his words and Kelsey was right. He was scared.

Which was really too bad because she meant to be with him and he didn’t stand a chance.

“Well, as it happens, Gregori, I don’t want to get used to the way things were before we got together.” She pulled her hand free and sipped her drink, enjoying the confusion on his face. He had no idea what he was up against.

“I don’t know what you mean. Are you saying we can’t even be friends?”

She drained her glass. “We’re already more than that.” Grabbing her bag, she stood and moved to him, hugging him. He hugged her back and she let herself simply soak that in.

And then she tiptoed up and brushed her lips against his and he responded immediately. He held her tight, his tongue sliding between her lips and that connection shimmered and clicked back into place as he kissed her like he meant it.

It wasn’t a “hey, you’re hot” kiss, it was an “oh god, I’ve missed you so much” kiss. Which was good, because she’d missed him, too. His hands splayed across the small of her back in the way only he seemed to do, she cupped the back of his neck, swallowing his moan.

She pulled back, nipping his bottom lip as she did. Wren knew this wouldn’t be the end of it, he was stubborn that way. But she’d fired the first salvo and he was going down eventually.

When he finally admitted to it, it’d only be sweeter.

“I’ve got to go. I’ll see you later, Gregori. This isn’t over.” She kissed him again quickly and let him watch her walk away. She sure as hell hoped he saw all the looks she got on the way out.

What the hell had just happened? Gregori was glad he’d walked from his place. He hoped the fresh air would help him try to piece together the events of that morning.

He paid for the drinks and food and hustled out to catch up with her but when he got outside he didn’t see her anywhere so he headed home, her taste on his tongue, his fingertips tingling with the phantom touch of her skin.

Had she unbroken up with him? Refused his break up? Said they couldn’t be friends?

And what did he really want it to be?

When he got home he put in a call to his agent and then to Kelsey. Wren was stubborn and he was weak when it came to her. He’d tried not seeing her, but clearly, given the way he’d kissed her just twenty minutes before, his famed spine of steel was nowhere to be found. It wouldn’t be fair to send her mixed messages and, when it came to Wren, he wasn’t sure he had the strength to deny her. Not when he still wanted her so much he hadn’t changed the pillowcase on the pillow she’d slept on the last time she’d been at his loft.

He needed distance. And a lot of it.





CHAPTER NINE

New York City. Gregori stretched, alone in the rather gargantuan bed dominating his hotel room. The city had some great memories for him. He’d built a lot of his career there.

And a lot of not-so-great memories, mainly those to do with the final death rattle of his marriage. And yet there he was—though thankfully Prentiss was apparently in Italy so he could avoid any chance meeting with her.

He didn’t need this show. He sold just fine without having to go to other cities. But they’d been after him to do one for the last year and, when he accepted, they’d put everything in motion so fast he’d jumped on the opportunity to get out of Seattle and put an entire country between him and Wren.

Kelsey had given him such a lecture! She’d told him what a coward he was being and how he could really risk blowing things with Wren forever and did he really want that?

The panic had been on him from how easy it had been to slide into her arms and that kiss, how natural it had felt to be with her again. All his resolve had crumbled away.

She made him vulnerable. He’d been vulnerable before and it had ended badly. He clearly wasn’t a winner in the relationship game and he needed to stick to what he knew best. Period.

He’d arrived in town two days ago and promptly hit the bars, thinking to fuck her off his mind. But he’d left—alone—after a few hours. None of the women he’d met were anywhere near Wren and it had felt grossly insulting to her and to himself to be with anyone else.

Time. Yes, time was what he needed. Time away from his loft where memories of her littered the entire space. Memories of the way she tucked up in his bed and worked while he was in his studio. Or of her in his kitchen in nothing more than a tank top and her panties as she raided the pantry for snacks to keep them going through a long night of sex.

He growled, getting out of bed. A shower and then maybe he’d work. May as well put all this angst to some good use.

The cab let her out in front of the swanktastic hotel Kelsey had put Gregori up in. Kelsey, who’d shown up at her apartment the night she’d had drinks with Gregori at the Alibi Room. Just as she and Zoe had cracked open the wine and were sitting down to dinner.

She’d told Wren that Gregori was leaving the next morning to go to New York for a show. A show he’d told Wren not even a month before that he didn’t really care to do.

That kiss had totally put him on the defensive and it was time to deal with the situation once and for all. The games were exhausting and she wanted him. But it couldn’t go on this way. There had to be a “put up or shut up” moment and she needed to deliver it.

So Kelsey gave Wren all her miles, Wren emailed all her teachers and then arranged work coverage, Zoe drove her to the airport and Wren had taken a red-eye.

At the front desk they’d checked her in to the room next to his and given her a key to his room as well because Kelsey had also taken care of that detail and had her name added to the reservation.

She showered and dressed carefully. It was early enough that he probably still wouldn’t be up so she grabbed a cup of coffee and took care of calling and leaving messages for everyone that she’d arrived safely.

Finally, having heard rustling next door, she made her way over. It wasn’t until she had knocked and was putting the keycard in that she wondered if he was alone. If he wasn’t, she supposed things would be well and truly over.

He called out that he didn’t need housekeeping, but it wasn’t a maid who stood in his doorway, it was Wren with a sexy new haircut, a flirty skirt and pretty blouse. She was fresh and lovely and, Christ, just looking at her made things better.

“You cut your hair.”

Her hand went to the new, shorter cut. It worked on her, highlighting her features, exposing her neck. Why was she there?

“I did.” She shut the door after putting out the do not disturb card.

“You’re here.”

“You’re good with the declarative statements this morning. You’re not wearing any clothes.”

He wore a towel wrapped around his waist because he’d just gotten out of the shower.

“I came here to get some distance between us. To cool things off.”

She stepped closer. “I know. I came here to put an end to such silliness.”

“Kelsey is coming soon.”

She laughed, low and sensual and his body responded. The towel did little to hide the affect she had on him.

“She’s not. I’m your assistant this week.”

“Christ. Wren, you need to go. I can do this on my own.”

She pulled out a color coded sheaf of papers. “Oh, really? What is your schedule today?”

He scooped his phone up and opened it to the calendar but Kelsey had removed her notes and appointment entries. All that remained were his, which were more personal notes and to-do lists and had nothing to do with business. He cursed her and reminded himself to fire her when he got back to Seattle. Which he knew he wouldn’t do.

She stepped closer and he held the phone between them like a shield. “Lots of stuff to do? Places to be? Face it, you’re spoiled. She takes care of everything for you and when you don’t have those color coded charts and her calendar you’re lost.” She lifted a shoulder. “I can help you, though. For a price.”

“You’re in league with her to ruin my life.”

She laughed again. “I love your accent. It makes everything sound so nefarious.”

“It is nefarious.”

She took a long look from his toes back up to his face and he had to remind himself to remain stern because she made him want to laugh.

She made him happy.

“Whatever will you do with me to punish my nefarious ways?” She held up the papers. “I’ve got all your appointments right here. I’ll let you have them if you’ll do something for me. One simple thing.”

“I’m absolutely sure I’ll be sorry for taking the bait, but what is it?”

“It’s time to lay it all on the line, Gregori, my love. If you can look me in the eye and tell me without flinching that you don’t love me and you don’t want to be in a relationship with me, I will leave these here, Kelsey will put your calendar to rights and I’ll go. When you get back to Seattle someone else will deliver your packages and, don’t worry, I won’t get fired. Maybe at some point in the future we can be friends again, but for now if I go, I’m going to ask you not to contact me because I do want to be with you. I can’t pretend that away. But I can’t run after you anymore either.”

He couldn’t say it. Even knowing she’d walk away and finally give up. He tried, all while she watched him without saying a word. But her eyes said all she needed saying.

He turned and began to pace. Tried to push away what he really felt as silly. He could not be in love with her.

He shoved a hand through his hair and groaned inwardly. Damn it.

She’d walked through that door and turned his whole day upside down. In a good way. He’d been grumpy and morose and now she stood there looking ridiculously pretty and he was happy. Happy to see her. Happy to hear her voice. Happy she’d given him an ultimatum he couldn’t possibly do anything but give in to.

“You can tell me all the reasons you think this won’t work if you need to get them out. Since you broke up with me via assistant and all.”

He frowned. “I said I was sorry for that.”

“I know. So you’re scared? Of what? That I’ll be like her?”

He rolled his eyes. “God, no. You’re nothing like her. You’re your own person. You have your own life and you’re brilliant.”

She waited and he waved her to sit. He did as well, across from her. “You’re not like me.”

She looked at her lap and back to him. “Nope.”

“You know what I mean.”

She sighed. “You mean I don’t have this fast-paced life? So what? You don’t either, not really. You wear your costume when you have to and that’s not threatening to me. You’re not Gregori the artist who drinks, drugs and fucks his way through town with a sneer on his face.”

He raised a brow. “This is what they say?”

She burst out laughing. “You know they do. So if I’m getting you, you’re what? Worried I’ll slow you down?”

He made a sound and shook his head. “Really? You think so little of me?”

“It seems to me, Gregori, that it’s you who thinks so little of me. That I don’t know the difference between the mask you wear as PR and the real man inside. We click. That’s chemistry and compatibility. It’s not going away tomorrow. I’m not with you for your money or your connections. You don’t have to guard that from me. I have no machinations except to get you out of that towel and into bed. I have my own life and I want you in it. But you’re not all of it. I don’t need a man to live through. I just want one—you—to share it. I’m not always easy. But damn it, I’m worth it. And you’re worth it.”

“I’m very possessive.”

Was he giving in?

“How do you know?”

“I wanted to punch every man who looked at your boobs when you left the Alibi Room the other day. And I want you with me all the time. I’m a lot to manage. Or so I hear.”

“I can handle you. You don’t get to leer at women at your shows from now on. Though I don’t care that you go out with your friends and hang at Fixe.”

“Only if you’re with me.”

“Am I then?”

“With me?”

She nodded.

“As you’ve delivered your saucy little ultimatum, you leave me with no other choice. Which, I suppose, is fine as it’s the choice I prefer anyway.”

She moved quickly, ending up in his lap, straddling his body. “Say ‘saucy little ultimatum’ again.”

“Why?”

God, she loved it when he got gruff and his accent deepened. “Just humor me.”

“Saucy little ultimatum.”

She giggled and kissed over his face. “Your accent makes me tingly.”

“Is that so?” He put some extra Russian in it.

“Mmm. Yes.”

His hands slid up her thighs, pausing when he found the spot where the stockings ended and her skin began. “You’re wearing stockings.”

“Well, I had hoped, of course, that this little talk of ours would turn in a far more sexual direction instead of toward tears. I’m not wearing underpants, either.”

He cupped her ass and pulled her closer. “Neither am I.”

He pulled her sweater up and over her head. “If I recall, the first time I saw you naked you had on a sweater with one of these things beneath. Nearly as soft as your skin.” He peeled the camisole up and then unhooked her bra. All as she watched his hands on her, so relieved he’d come to his senses.

“I wasn’t sure I’d see this again. Your hands on me, that intense concentration on your face.”

“I do not believe that. Never have I met a more stubborn human being than you, kotyonok.” He kissed her chest over her heart and tears stung in her eyes. “I’m sorry I upset you so or gave you reason to doubt me.”

“I’ll let you make it up to me later. I’ve mapped out gelato places here and one in Brooklyn.”

He looked up and stilled at the sight of her unshed tears. Pulling her close, he kissed her temple. “No tears. I promise, I won’t make you cry again. You’re my heart.”

She laughed, snuggling closer. “There’ll be tears, that’s the way of it when you’re close to someone. They know you well enough to hurt in ways no stranger ever could. The key is to never say things you can’t take back.”

“My condoms are in the other room. I think. God, I hope.”

“I like that you’re uncertain if you have any. But I do.” She got up and rustled through her bag, finally holding up the foil square triumphantly. “Like the thigh highs, I live in hope.”

He stood, dropping the towel and holding a hand out. “I have plans for you. Keep the skirt and the shoes on. There’s a desk. Brace your hands.”

She tried not to rush, but hello.

She did as he said, bracing her hands, looking out at the city all around. Gooseflesh rose as he stalked up, bending his body around hers to press a kiss on her shoulder and then he trailed a tongue down her spine.

She tiptoed, arching back to get more contact and he withdrew. “Patience.”

“Fuck patience. You’ve been holding yourself away from me for nearly a month. There’s only so much my hand can do. I’ll have patience the next round.”

He picked her up, spun her and plopped her down on the edge of the desk before getting to his knees. “As you command, m’lady.”

Those hands of his slid up from her ankles, spreading her thighs wide as he kissed a trail up in their wake.

She let go long enough to pull her skirt up and out of the way so she could watch the carnal beauty of his mouth edging closer and closer to her pussy until he got there and took a long lick. She reared back and nearly cracked her head on the window, but got hold of herself and the edge of the desk, watching as he slowly drew her into climax.

It wasn’t long. She’d missed him and it was undoubtedly the hottest thing ever to have him there on his knees between her thighs. When she came it was hard and fast and left her teeth tingling.

He pulled her down and put her back the way she’d been standing, braced, waiting.

“Now that your voracious appetite for sex has been momentarily sated, where was I?”

She mumbled something and he chuckled as he pulled her skirt up, exposing the perfection of her ass. He needed her so much he had to fist his hands a moment to stop the shaking.

And then he gave over to it, the need to run his hands all over her, his woman. To test the weight of her breasts, to follow the curves of her hips. She arched into his touch like a cat. There was something about the way she moved against him, with him when they were like this. No one else was this to him.

Once he was ready, he guided himself. “Open up, kotyonok. Widen your stance.”

She made a soft sound as she complied and when he pressed into her body they both shivered a little at how good it was.

He wanted to take his time, but the embrace of her body, the time that had passed without her, the emotion of their reunion all combined to dig sharp claws into his gut, pushing him faster, full force as she moved back each time to meet his thrusts.

He watched the ghost of their reflection in the window, the way her lip caught between her teeth. Wanton. Even as he had her, he wanted more. He knew even as he came that he’d want her again within minutes.

She tightened herself around him and he growled. “Don’t think I didn’t miss this.”

“You’d better have.”

She pushed back hard and fast, tightening up again and it was too much, he tumbled down, coming, his head back on a snarl of her name.

“You, back in bed. I’ll meet you there shortly.”

Pleasantly loose and filled with endorphins, she got in his bed, burying her face in his pillow, soaking up his scent. When he joined her, he pulled her close and she went, hugging him tight.

“Breakfast. Then gelato and then you have an appointment at the gallery to be sure the show is set up to your specifications. Your agent has looked in, but Kelsey says you’re particular about such things.”

“You’re laughing at that?”

“Nope.” But she laughed anyway.

“Are you going to be my keeper then?”

She snorted. “Hell, no. You couldn’t pay me enough to do Kelsey’s job. But I’ll be your personal keeper as long as I’m here with you. I need to go back the day after tomorrow.”

“We’ll both go back. How about I order up some breakfast, we have another round of hot sex and then we do gelato?”

“You drive a hard bargain.” She rolled to grab the room service menu. “But you have a deal.”

“By the way, did you know there is also a Ladurée shop here? On Madison Avenue. I feel I should probably shower you in macarons to make up for my behavior.”

“You’re really on the right track here, Gregori.” She grinned at him as he bent down to steal a kiss.

Which turned into a far longer interlude, but neither of them complained.

* * * * *
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