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    Dedication




    To Caffeine.


    You’ve always been our truest love.


    Ignore that fling we had with Wine.


    He meant nothing.
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    Say Cheese, Jackass




    GALINA SUDENKO SCANNED the sea of vaguely familiar faces. The cream of the crop had turned out in full force at Katya Bulgakov’s Sweet Sixteen party. Some of these people she hadn’t seen in nearly a decade. Her father, Ilya Sudenko, held court at the round tables over by the bar with the rest of the elders of the Volk Organizatsiya, leaving the younger generations to mix and mingle. The DJ spun various abominations of Russian synth pop that made her want to gouge out her eardrums with a spork.




    She was deeply bored.




    She could feel the appraising looks of the young men in the room, both single and married, each of them eager to please her father and move up within the ranks of the Organization, to make their bones. If they could woo her, their lives would be made. Unfortunately most of them seemed cut from the same cloth as her eldest brother, Alexei, or her embarrassment of a brother-in-law, Sergei—either too hotheaded or too stupid. She wanted none of them.




    Wishing her brother Nikolai were here, Galina snagged a glass of cheap sparkling wine from a passing waiter and tried to blend. Nikolai had been called out of town to fix a problem of Alexei’s. It seemed that cleaning up Alexei’s messes was all Nik did with his hard earned law degree, jetting here and there to work his magic and make the problem—or bodies—disappear. It also meant he got to miss out on joyous extended family celebrations like this.




    Lucky him.




    Galina ignored her father’s summoning glare as long as she could, but knew she’d reached the end of his patience when he sent one of his underlings to fetch her to the table where he held court. Her sister, Irina, stood near the bar, wearing red and an expression of happiness so fake it made Justin Bieber’s chest hair seem real. Irina blithely ignored the collection of other pretty Volk wives around her, choosing to watch the teenaged fits that passed for dancing on the ballroom floor.




    “Papa,” she greeted, kissing her father’s cheeks. His face was flushed from all of the vodka he’d already imbibed, and he looked in no danger of slowing down. Galina knew that if her mother were here, she never would have allowed her husband to get so deep in the bottle. But Mama was dead these twenty-five years, from complications in birthing Galina. Papa had never remarried.




    “Galya,” he said, voice gruff with alcohol. He took in her short Alexander McQueen dress with a disapproving dip of his mouth.




    “Little Galina, is that you?” Uncle Petyr, an old friend of her father’s, pushed past Papa to envelope her in a massive bear hug. “Not so little anymore! I remember when I could pick you up in one arm.”




    “Hi, Uncle Petyr,” she said when he returned her to her feet. “It’s good to be home.”




    Her attention was drawn from her honorary uncle to an imposing figure crossing the ballroom to join a group of Rom. The man turned and Galina recognized the profile as one of the men in the group from the club she and some friends had visited the night before. It had been Sveta’s idea to go out as a welcome home party for Galina. Their party had met up with a group of young men out for a good time. He’d been among them, keeping mostly to himself, but he’d caught her eye in a way she couldn’t explain. Andrey Lupesco…that had been his name.




    Galina stared at him across the room full of family members, hangers on, and business associates, unable to make her mind function properly. She could swear she knew him from somewhere other than the club last night, but it wasn’t coming to her. His friends had bought drinks for her group, had danced with them. Hell, one of them had even given his number to Sveta at the end of the night. But Andrey had hung back, watching, letting his friends make in-roads with her and her friends.




    She could feel his eyes on her as she stood at the bar with Uncle Petyr. Andrey’s steely blue gaze bore holes into her as she turned away to give Petyr her attention. She glanced over her shoulder and her eyes met his, sending a shudder of heat through her.




    He stared at her like he wanted to remove her panties. With his teeth.




    So it was probably good that she wasn’t wearing panties, then.




    Galina leaned closer to her uncle. “What’s Andreyev Lupesco doing here?”




    Petyr shrugged, signaling for another glass of Stoli. Galina pulled away. “Your father has business to discuss with him.”




    “At Katya’s Sweet Sixteen?” she hissed, glancing up at the crowd of people surrounding them. “Last I heard the Rom usually weren’t welcome at family functions.”




    Uncle Petyr made a face that told her exactly what he thought of their presence here. “Things change,” he said sadly, following her gaze to the dark haired man that stood easily talking to a group of men only a few years younger than him. “He’s head of them now.”




    Galina started, eyes darting away from Andrey. “What? How did that happen?”




    Uncle Petyr smiled at her, looking like he wanted to ruffle her hair and send her off to the corner with a sweet. “I forget. You’ve been away at school.”




    When Petyr had too much to drink, he loved to gossip like an old woman. It was how, at ten-years-old, Galina found out the details of Irina’s adoption even though she hadn’t asked. She might as well use that to her advantage now. “So what happened?”




    He leaned forward conspiratorially. “He staged a coup and took over leadership. Andrey runs all the shifter street drugs now. He’s got more money than God and controls a huge section of the docks. Most anything coming through Seattle goes through him now.”




    Galina blinked in surprise. So her assumption last night, that he was just a bodyguard, was woefully incorrect. Most likely, the men her friends had been flirting with had been his bodyguards. Wonderful.




    “He’s a little young for it,” she said absently. Andrey was only in his early thirties, if that.




    “He’s ruthless.” Petyr’s voice held a grudging respect. “He is not a man to be trifled with.”




    Papa interrupted their murmured conversation. “Galya, there’s someone I’d like you to meet.”




    Uncle Petyr excused himself quickly. Galina gazed at her father, suddenly wary. She knew practically everyone here; hell, she was related to a good number of them. Who on earth could Papa introduce her to?




    “Maksim!” He waved over a young man, probably only a year or two older than her own twenty-five.




    He was tall in a rawboned way, almost as if he hadn’t finished growing into his limbs. He had light brown hair, a bit too long, brown eyes fringed with thick lashes, the irises so dark they were almost indistinguishable from the pupil. His mouth was firm, with lips almost girlishly full. He was handsome enough, but looked unfinished somehow.




    Galina slanted her gaze over to her father, standing beside her as proud as the proverbial peacock. He couldn’t possibly be serious.




    “Maksim Federov, this is my youngest daughter, Galina.” Papa took her hand and placed it in Maksim’s.




    “A pleasure to meet you, Miss Sudenko,” Maksim said, squeezing her fingers in his in a half-hearted shake. “You are lovelier than your father spoke.” His English was passable, but he spoke with a thick Russian accent.




    Galina throttled the irritation that rose inside of her chest, clawing its way up her throat. Instead she answered, “Those are kind words, Mr. Federov.”




    “Less kind and more true,” Maksim returned, squeezing her fingertips again.




    She extracted her hand from his, fighting the need to wipe her fingers on her dress. His hand was clammy, and she could still feel the sensation of damp fingers clutching hers. Her father put a heavy hand on her shoulder, his other clapping down on Maksim’s. Papa’s smile was wide and sloppy.




    “The Federov family made a killing in caviar. They are looking to expand their operation. Maksim is here to discuss business.” Papa pushed her closer to the young man. “I told him that you would be able to show him around Seattle—what the young people want to see.”




    Sliding out from under her father’s grasp, Galina nodded once, just as her father expected. “I’d be happy to show Mr. Federov around.” She eyed her father carefully, having a good idea of what he was up to with the sightseeing request.




    “Please, call me Maksim.” He tried to grab her hand again, but Galina stepped backward. She was not interested in holding hands with Clammy McSweatypalms ever again. Nor did she revel in making small talk with men whose idea of running a business had ossified somewhere around 1975.




    “I should offer the Bulgakovs my congratulations,” she told her father and Maksim, latching onto any excuse to escape. “I haven’t gotten to say happy birthday to Katya yet. If you’ll excuse me.”




    “Of course,” the younger man said, a note of petulance in his voice. “One’s familial obligations must be attended to.”




    Galina said her good-byes, happy to escape Maksim and whatever plan her father had cooked up. She was afraid she knew why Papa introduced her to the Caviar Prince, and it was part of why she dreaded evenings like these. Her father was going to marry her off to someone he approved of, someone who would probably bore her to death.




    There wasn’t anything particularly wrong with Maksim. He was handsome, came from a good family, had money, was Russian. A perfect young man for a woman with her pedigree. She should be happy that her father was interested in making her such a good match. She could have wound up with someone like Irina’s husband, Sergei.




    She told herself that she was jumping to conclusions, that the introduction wasn’t about finding her a husband, but Galina wasn’t an idiot. She was twenty-five—she should have been married with at least one pup by now, according to the unwritten rules of Russian families anyway. Papa had given her some breathing room while she’d been away at graduate school, but now that she was back, she knew he was not going to be put off for much longer.




    Her gaze drifted over to Andrey Lupesco. He was staring at her, unconcerned with who might notice.




    “Hey, Королева льда,” came a voice from behind and to her left.




    Ice Queen. Galina turned and saw her sister Irina’s husband, Sergei. He leaned against the wall, smoking a cigarette, his eyes hooded. He was a total loss, an Omega with dreams of being an Alpha. Strictly small time, he would never rise further in their ranks, even with his marriage to Irina and his constant sucking up to Alexei. Galina noted that Irina had been avoiding her husband since they’d arrived. They’d probably had another argument.




    She sneered at Sergei—a waste of werewolf DNA, as far as she was concerned. He knew that she hated being called Ice Queen. Some meant it as a term of endearment: she was statuesque, with white-blond hair, pale skin, and eyes the color of tumbled jade. She was also the only living biological daughter of the head of a powerful Russian crime family, and a werewolf. They were only giving her her due.




    But Sergei didn’t mean it that way and they both knew it. He used it as an insult, hurling it at Galina whenever he had the opportunity. To him, she was icy cold, a bitch who didn’t know her place. She bit back a snarl, longing to take Sergei outside and show him what true werewolf royalty could do.




    Unfortunately she couldn’t. As Irina’s useless excuse for a husband he was still, technically, family. And he wasn’t alone. His regular group of knuckleheads formed a flotilla of stupid around him. His swagger and loud boasts broadcast exactly how drunk he was. Galina shifted her gaze to Irina, standing at their father’s side, wearing what could only be called a stiff upper lip. Irina watched as her husband laughed and flirted with anything with a pulse, her face devoid of expression.




    Galina’s brother-in-law leered at a passing cocktail waitress who smiled widely at him. As he waved for his knot of admirers to continue on without him, Galina gritted her teeth, clutching the stem of the glass flute so hard it snapped. Sergei was an idiot. If he kept flaunting his dalliances under Irina’s nose, he was liable to have parts of him lopped off. She was amazed someone hadn’t done it by now.




    Galina would happily volunteer.




    Accepting a cloth from a server, she wiped her hands, giving the woman a grateful smile. The server took the broken glass from her, leaving Galina to watch Sergei walk out of the party after the waitress, an unlit cigarette in his hand.




    Galina watched him go, torn between staying inside where she knew she should, and going after Sergei to administer a swift kick in his ass. No doubt he would find some place out of the way where he could dip his wick quickly, but maybe she could catch him before anyone noticed she was gone. He may have married Irina because Papa needed Volkov money, thanks to another one of Alexei’s screw-ups, but that didn’t mean he could publicly embarrass her sister with this woman.




    Galina was willing to risk it.




    She slipped out of the party, following Sergei’s scent out to the loading dock. As she opened the door, the sound of voices stopped her. Removing her heels, she edged through the door, cautious. She recognized one of the voices and scents: Sergei. The second voice was a stranger’s, but oddly familiar.




    “Those weren’t my people,” Sergei was saying in a strangled voice. “And I don’t have your shipment. Maybe it got lost in the mail.”




    The dull thuds of fists smashing into flesh carried to her sensitive ears. “Do you think I’m fucking stupid?” the strange voice said. “You’re Alexei’s lapdog.”




    Galina peeked out around some packing crates—Sergei, pressed up against the wall, being held a good foot or two off of the ground. He gurgled as the strong hand holding him up by the neck tightened. The man’s other hand held Sergei’s crotch in a white-knuckled grip. Those hands were attached to a very attractive, very dangerous looking man.




    Andrey Lupesco.




    Galina inched forward for a better look. How did he know Sergei? And why did he look like he might pummel her brother-in-law into paste? She had no interest in stopping him. She just wanted a better view.




    Andrey released Sergei’s privates and drew back his free hand, punching Sergei in the gut. Sergei tried to protect his midsection, but Andrey’s hand on his throat kept him upright. Galina heard her brother-in-law cough and moan. Without giving him a chance to recover, Andrey’s fist thudded into him again.




    When Andrey let him go, Sergei fell to his knees in front of him. Andrey circled like a hungry shark, stopping behind Sergei. He landed four more punches, this time to Sergei’s kidneys, before coming around to face him again. He grabbed Sergei’s face in one hand and said in a voice as cold as the depths of the Pacific, “If you fuck with me again, Sergei, I will make sure they never find your body. Same goes for your boss.” He leaned close. “Do you understand me?”




    She drew back in surprise. Sergei worked under Alexei’s crew. If he’d done something against Andrey’s business, it was probably on her brother’s orders. What had Alexei gotten them into this time?




    Galina watched Sergei nod weakly as he tried to hide his gasps of pain. She felt a burn of satisfaction to see him like this. She only wished Irina could witness this. It might make her smile—a genuine Irina smile, the kind she’d offered regularly before her wedding day. She appreciated that Andrey hadn’t messed with Sergei’s face—it was Katya’s Sweet Sixteen after all.




    Andrey flung Sergei away from him. He strode back to the doors, catching sight of Galina on the way. He stopped for a moment, eyes searching hers. She nodded, doing nothing to stop him from leaving. There was no need to say anything.




    After he was gone, Galina put on her shoes and took out her phone. She walked up to Sergei, who lay curled in a ball on the concrete of the loading dock. “Smile, Serg,” she said as she snapped a picture with the phone’s camera.




    He stared up at her, a snarl on his face. “This will look great on Instagram,” Galina told him, pocketing her phone. Then she left him to find her sister. The picture of Sergei on the ground in pain might be just the thing to put Irina in a real good mood.
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    Kitchen Confidential




    GALINA SLIPPED BACK into the party, feeling immeasurably better than she had just a few minutes ago. Seeing her brother-in-law beaten to a bloody pulp had that effect on her. Maybe now that he knew how it felt, he’d be more careful around her sister. She looked around for Irina. She was still with Papa, watching the young people have fun on the dance floor.




    Glancing around the room, her gaze came to rest on Andrey where he stood talking to a man she didn’t recognize. She’d been attracted to Andrey last night, but hadn’t acted on it. Something hadn’t felt right. And now he—the head of the Romani contingent of the Volk Organizatsiya, gypsies—was here. Her father hated gypsies, thought they were nothing but liars and scam artists. Had he allied with them because they had power here in Seattle or because he knew about Sergei’s massive fuckup?




    Turning to back to the bar, Galina looked around for Irina, intending to pull her aside and show her the picture she’d taken. Instead, she saw her sister on the dance floor, in the arms of one of Papa’s enforcers, a handsome Beta named Viktor. Galina glanced over at her father, still deep in conversation with the Caviar Prince and Uncle Petyr. He seemed unconcerned by Irina’s dance partner.




    The Botoxed she-wolves of the first circle, however, were another matter. They sat at their table, heads together, snarls curling their lips. All of them watched Irina as she swayed in Viktor’s arms. The pair weren’t doing anything untoward—it was just a dance—but from the looks on all of their faces, they couldn’t wait to snipe at Irina for her daring to dance with a man who wasn’t her husband. This, despite the fact that said husband had no qualms about going outside to get a piece under his wife’s very nose.




    Galina ground her teeth together, feeling the scrape in her jaw. If her mother were here, this never would have happened. Mama would have made sure these women knew their proper place, and that they respected Irina’s. These women knew nothing of Irina’s life or her marriage. They didn’t have to deal with Sergei’s moods, his anger, his abuse. Sergei knew how to hide the marks of his violence.




    She looked over at her father once more. The fact that Papa ignored all evidence of his son-in-law’s poor treatment of his daughter made the situation so much worse. He’d been the one to broker the marriage. Alexei had fucked up—again—a major deal with the Volkovs and Papa, still in the fog of grief over their mother’s death, was short of cash. The Volkovs were long on money, but short on status, so he’d offered Irina’s hand and future to them to cement the alliance. Papa’s debt was settled and Irina got Sergei.




    It wasn’t much of a trade.




    Galina wanted to march over there and slap each and every one of those bitches across the face until their eyes rattled in their skulls, but she knew it wouldn’t help Irina. They weren’t the problem. Sergei was.




    She wished she could help. Irina had been like a mother to her, something much needed in a house full of testosterone. She’d been the one to talk to Galina about boys, about heartbreak, about being a woman. Irina deserved better after everything she’d done for her family. It infuriated Galina that she could do nothing to help.




    Spinning on her heel, Galina walked away. The kitchen would be good, somewhere out of the way and moderately quiet. The food had been served long ago so it should be deserted at this hour. All she wanted was a bit of space for a few minutes, so she wouldn’t drag Sergei out to the middle of the dance floor by his ear and slam her perfectly manicured fist into his arrogant face.




    Her Papa wouldn’t have appreciated that. Women were ornaments to be dangled on the arms of powerful men, looking beautiful and keeping quiet. Galina knew she had the beautiful part down—why deny what the mirror told her every time she looked in one—but the “keeping quiet” part gave her a lot of trouble. And tonight, she didn’t want that trouble to carry over to her sister, who looked a little more miserable every time Galina saw her.




    She pushed through the swinging doors and retreated to the back of the prep area. There was no one left back there. Everything had been cleaned up and put away neatly. The stainless steel countertops gleamed under the bank of low lights above. It was all cold steel and blissful silence. Even the sound of the party was muted in here.




    Her feet were killing her. Already tall, Galina loved sky-high heels. Tonight she’d gone with a pair of four-and-a-half inchers, in a finish called “devilfish”—black with pale tiny circles. They reminded her of the back of a manta ray she’d seen in one of her childhood ocean life books. They were beautiful, but after several hours of standing and mingling, her calves were beginning to cramp.




    Galina hopped up onto the counter, lifting one leg across her knee so she could massage her calf. Her short dress rode up her thighs as she dug fingers into the muscle, but no one was there to see. Not that she cared if there were. Embarrassment was for other people.




    She heard the swoosh of the swinging door opening—probably a server or kitchen staffer coming in to pick up something they’d forgotten—but didn’t turn around. She wasn’t immediately visible from the door, so there was a good chance she’d be left in peace. She had too much to think about, and she just wished the party would end so she could go back to her apartment and start picking apart what was bothering her.




    She’d been away for too long, that much was clear. While she’d been working on an advanced art history degree in California for the past several years, things up here had become unstable. Her eldest brother, Alexei, was agitating for family leadership, urging their father to step down. Her other brother, Nikolai, was the family lawyer, and more interested in finding a less violent solution to the endless conflicts between warring families as everyone jockeyed for an ever shrinking slice of the pie. But lately most of his time was spent keeping Alexei out of prison. And Papa just seemed content to sit back and do nothing.




    She felt that special skin prickle that came with the sensation of eyes on her. Galina raised her head to find Andrey standing at the opposite end of the countertop, watching her. His silvery blue eyes were hooded, giving nothing away. The strong bones of his face stood out in a wash of shadows and highlights from the lighting above him. He looked like a contrast photograph come to life.




    Her nostrils flared, taking in the scent of him. He smelled of both man and wolf, and it lit something in the base of Galina’s spine. Her werewolf sense of smell recognized another like her. It also recognized the scent of Alpha. She raised her eyebrows in surprise. Petyr hadn’t been kidding. Andrey really was the head of the Romani side of things.




    He stepped forward. Galina watched him lazily, still digging her fingers into her sore calf. He didn’t frighten her, not even with the slow stalk he was doing now. She was more than able to take care of herself, even when not in wolf form.




    “I’ve been watching you,” Andrey said, stopping a few steps away from her. His voice was like a good cabernet—rich, sensual, and full of blood and darkness.




    “I know.” She kept her voice pitched low, just for the two of them. “I’ve watched you too. Nice work with Serg.”




    “You don’t remember me, do you?” A bitter smile quirked the side of his mouth.




    He obviously wasn’t talking about last night. She wasn’t forgetful nor had she been so drunk as to ignore a face like his. Galina cast back, trying to remember where else she might have seen him. When he cut his eyes to check the door, she remembered.




    “I was eight,” she answered, dropping her leg. “My older brother was holding you down and punching you. It was in our backyard, so I guess you were visiting with your father.”




    Galina remembered now. Andrey had been a serious boy of perhaps ten who’d come to her house one autumn afternoon. He’d been with his father, Nazur, who’d come to see her Papa in order to pay his respects and talk business.




    Alexei had loved lording his status over any other child unfortunate enough to cross his path. Galina had been playing tag in another part of the garden with Nikolai, when she’d come upon Alexei sitting atop a smaller boy. His face was already bloodied and Alexei had his fist raised for another strike. The younger boy’s eyes cut to her, showing no pleading or fear.




    “Stop!” she shouted, breaking into a run.




    Alexei turned toward her without lowering his fist. Galina plowed into him, throwing him off of the boy. She punched him in the ribs and they tumbled together in a mess of limbs. Her brother quickly gained the upper hand, jerking her arm up painfully behind her back. He wasn’t allowed to hit her—Papa wouldn’t stand for anyone touching her in anger—but he could hurt her in a way that wouldn’t leave marks.




    Galina had leaned forward and sunk her teeth into his other wrist. Alexei yelped and let her go. She scrambled to her feet, balled her hands into fists and stuck them on her hips. “You are such a jerk, Alexei. You know you’re not supposed to hurt our guests!”




    Her brother snorted, an angry sound, as he clutched his wrist in his other hand. “Shut up, you little bitch.” He climbed to his feet, shoved her to the ground, and ran off.




    A hand came into her field of vision. Galina looked up at the boy who only moments before had been beaten. His black hair was in disarray, standing up in wild tufts. His cheekbone was already beginning to darken with a bruise, and there was blood on the side of his mouth. But his blue eyes were calm, like two still lakes.




    “Thank you,” was all he said, helping her to her feet.




    Galina had put her hand to his face, wiping away a smudge of dirt. “My brother is a bully,” she said by way of explanation.




    “I know.” His lips twitched in a smile.




    “Yeah, guess you do.” She took his hand. “Come inside and I’ll wash your face. I’m Galina.”




    “Everyone knows who you are,” he said. “I’m Andreyev.”




    Present-day Andrey raised his brows in surprise. He obviously hadn’t thought she’d be able to recall their first meeting. He’d hoped to stump her. Galina saw all of this, even as his face smoothed into a pleasant mask. She hopped down from the counter and took a step closer to him. What kind of game was he playing with her?




    “You stopped him,” he said, as if that explained everything. “He hurt you and you still fought him. And then you took me inside and cleaned my face.”




    She nodded. “So I remember you. That doesn’t explain why you’ve spent the whole evening staring holes in the back of my head.” He was tall. She was six feet in these heels and he still topped her by several inches.




    His answer was to wind his fingers in the hair caught up at the back of her head in a loose up-do and pull her into him. Her eyes widened, just before his mouth dropped onto hers in a soft kiss. Galina felt his lips on hers, soft and demanding at the same time, and the fire at the base of her spine ignited, spiraling flames shooting through her belly and down her legs.




    He pulled away slightly so he could meet her gaze. They stared at each other for a few moments, eyes wide, as if daring the other to speak. Galina felt the tension ratchet up inside of her.




    She reached forward with both hands, grabbing the sides of his neck and pulling his mouth down to hers again in a bruising kiss. She kept her eyes open, as did Andrey, watching each other as their mouths went to war.




    His hands slid around her waist and to her back, pulling her to him so that she was pressed against the length of his chest. Galina wrapped her arms around his neck, dragging him closer as she slid her tongue into his mouth. He bent her back over his arms, forcing her chest even closer to his so that her breasts rose and fell against him.




    Galina sighed into his open mouth, so happy to be touched again that she thought she might lose her mind. She hadn’t felt this attracted to someone in years. The feel of his hands on her was a reminder of how much she’d missed the sensation of a broad hand spanning her back, of being physically moved by another person. When he pulled her upright once more and backed her forcefully into one of the massive refrigerator doors, she moaned against him, the sound swallowed up by his lips and tongue.




    She slid her tongue against his, wrapping around it, sucking hard. She felt an answering spasm in his pants. Galina smiled, deepening the kiss still further. Andrey’s hands skimmed up her hips to cup her breasts through her tight dress. She pushed into him, the blossom of heat in her belly moving lower, until she felt like she might die if he didn’t touch her skin directly.




    Her hands worked at his plum colored tie, loosening it so she could get at the buttons and then at his flesh. She growled against his mouth as the fastenings frustrated her, her hands clumsy with lust. She heard him chuckle low in the back of his throat and she growled again.




    Andrey broke their kiss, pulling away from her slightly. Again they stared at each other. Galina could only imagine what she looked like now: hair falling down from her up-do, face flushed, lips swollen from kisses, eyes hungry and wanting. Her sex throbbed with the need to be filled. Why was he stopping?




    “Galina,” he whispered, his eyes a dark blue. He ran his thumb over her bottom lip lightly. She nipped at it, drawing it into her mouth and swirling her tongue around it. His nostrils flared as he looked down at her, and she knew he could smell that she was ready. His eyes, if possible, grew darker.




    “Galya,” he said, even lower, using the diminutive form of her name.




    She hummed in response, releasing his thumb. Galina stared up into his eyes, her green ones meeting his blue. “Andrey.”




    They were quiet for a moment, their harsh breathing the only sound. Then he spoke. “I’m glad to see you again.”




    In answer, she slowly dropped her hand to the front of his pants, palming his erection through the cloth. “I would never have guessed.”




    His eyes flared with a wicked light and he laughed softly. Andrey’s hand wrapped around hers and he brought it to his lips so he could press a kiss to the inside of her wrist. Galina drew in a sharp breath, feeling her knees turn to liquid at the warmth of his mouth on her flesh.




    She threaded her free hand through his dark hair, feeling the thickness wind around her fingers. Andrey stared at her, his eyes watchful as he bent over her wrist like a supplicant. His long fingers wrapped around it, pulling her into him. Galina allowed him to do so, not resisting, even raising her chin so he could press a kiss to her mouth.




    His hands wrapped around her waist, lifting her up and back onto the countertop. He stepped forward, urging Galina to wrap her legs around his waist. His mouth was a warm, wet heat against her own, his tongue sliding against hers. She moved her hands into his shirt, feeling the hard planes of his chest, the muscles in his shoulders, the strong line of his collarbone. She dug her fingers into his ribs, urging him closer.




    Andrey’s hips bucked involuntarily against her. Galina’s skirt had ridden up when he’d lifted her and now it barely covered her ass. His strong hands kneaded her thighs, urging them to open wider. She let her head fall back, reveling in the feel of his hands on her. This is what she’d been missing when she’d been in California, something she could never get with regular men. There was something about being with another wolf, someone like her, that was intoxicating.




    She sighed in pleasure when he licked a line of heat down her carotid with his tongue. Her hands fumbled at his belt, her fingers ungraceful and stupid as his mouth slowly undid her. A passing thought caused her to smirk bitterly. If Sergei could see her now, she sincerely doubted he’d call her Ice Queen ever again. Of course, that was if her father didn’t kill her first.




    Andrey’s hands rested on hers, stilling her fumbling. Then his hands returned to her thighs, sliding over them and pushing them farther apart. He stepped even closer to her, holding them open with his body. Galina caught his mouth with hers once more, pulling his bottom lip into her mouth so she could suck and nibble. His hands crept beneath the hem of her dress, strong fingers digging into the tops of her legs.




    Galina slid her hands against his chest, skimming beneath his shirt and ghosting over the hard muscles of his shoulders. She moved forward, lifting her legs and wrapping them around his waist. There was a part of her that wondered vaguely what would happen if someone walked in on them. She smiled against Andrey’s lips, imagining the scene that would probably play out.




    He pulled away, his hands hot against her ass as he held her close against him. “What’s so funny?”




    “I was just thinking of what would happen if my father walked in here.” She smiled sweetly at him.




    Andrey pushed a lock of nearly white hair from her face. “I imagine things wouldn’t end well for either of us.”




    “You have a gift for understatement.” Her father would probably drag her out of the kitchen by her hair and leave his enforcers to teach Andrey a lesson wrapped in pain. He’d done something like that before with her other sister, Elena. “Does the thought of it make you want to stop?”




    “Not really.” Andrey nipped at her nose. “What about you?”




    Galina breathed deeply, her breasts pressing against him. “Not even a little.” She dragged his head back down to hers.




    Their tongues warred, twisting around each other, tangling together. He sucked on hers and she moaned against his mouth, her fingernails digging into the back of his neck. She felt a melting sensation starting in the bottom of her stomach, tightening the muscles there. Galina wanted to move, she wanted clothes off, she wanted the feel of his flesh against hers.




    Andrey had grown into a powerful man. The dark hair that tumbled into his eyes when they were children had been carefully styled, but it was crisp and thick beneath her fingers. His eyes were still the same intense steely blue, but they were harder; they were the eyes of a man who had seen and done dangerous things. The promise of height when he was younger had been fulfilled. He was all firm muscle and silken flesh, strength and softness under her hands.




    Galina had felt a pull toward him from the moment she’d seen him in the club last night. She’d thought he was familiar then, but hadn’t known his position in the hierarchy of the Organization, not that it would have mattered to her. He was Rom. She knew that made him unsuitable, both as a mate and a bed partner. Galina found she didn’t particularly care.




    She traced the strong line of his jaw with her lips, feeling the beginnings of stubble against her mouth. He tasted delicious, so tempting that she wanted to open her mouth and bite, wanted to feel his blood spill against her lips and drink her fill. Galina continued her explorations, licking a stripe up the side of his neck, before fastening her mouth over his pulse point. She nipped lightly at his neck, sliding her hands back down his chest.




    The pops of what sounded like fire crackers broke them apart. Andrey almost dropped her, steadying her before she could fall. Galina’s heels hit the floor unsteadily, and she hastily pulled her skirt down. She knew what those sounds were: gunshots. From outside.




    Andrey quickly buttoned up his shirt and tucked it back into his pants. Galina tried to fix her hair, tucking what she could behind her ears. She spritzed herself with some of the wolfsbane perfume she always carried. The herbal concoction would mask the scent of Andrey all over her. When she looked at him, she saw her red lipstick smeared across his mouth. She pulled him closer so she could wipe it off with her fingers. He placed a kiss on each of her fingertips.




    The sounds of feet running and growing chaos carried to them as people in the main ballroom streamed to the outer doors. They only had a few more moments before someone would inevitably burst into the kitchen. Galina straightened Andrey’s tie, then rested her hands against his chest before pushing away.




    “How do I look?” she asked, sliding her hands down her dress in effort to look less mussed.




    “Like someone who needs me to drag her against the wall and make her sob with how good I make her feel.” Andrey’s teeth flashed white against the darkness of the kitchen.




    Galina took a deep breath, suddenly feeling like all of the air had been sucked from the room. By looking at her like that, Andrey was making it nearly impossible to leave. But now shouting and screams filtered in to where they stood. She had to go.




    “Some other time,” she said, before turning on her heel and hurrying to the swinging doors.




    “Count on it,” he said, grabbing her hand to prevent her from leaving. “You should stay here, where it’s safe.”




    “Like hell,” she shot back. “I’m a Sudenko. I can take care of myself.” She jerked her arm free and burst through the kitchen doors.
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    Party’s Over




    GALINA NABBED HER PURSE from the table and spritzed herself again with her wolfsbane perfume to blot out whatever remained of the scent of Andrey all over her. Then she ran through the ballroom, following the sounds of screaming. A crowd filled the front of the hotel, blocking the entrance. It was chaos. Galina pushed her way through the screaming women and the mass of people. She finally managed to shove her way through to the entrance only to be blocked by her father.




    “Galina,” he said, grabbing her arm as she tried to pass. “Where were you?”




    “The ladies room,” she answered quickly. “What happened?”




    Her eyes scanned the parking lot and the stairs that led up to where they all stood. She caught sight of her sister being held down by Viktor. “Irina!” she screamed, breaking away from her father to plunge down the stairs to her.




    She didn’t get far. The man Andrey had been talking to before he’d followed her into the kitchen grabbed her around the waist and hauled her out of the way. Galina found herself pressed against the rough brick of the wall, shielded by a body in a dark suit. She shoved backward, but it was like trying to move granite.




    “What the hell do you think you are doing?” she seethed. “That’s my sister down there!”




    “I have my orders,” the young man said.




    Galina glared at him. He had dark hair and eyes, a chiseled face, and a no-nonsense manner about him. “Fuck your orders,” she snapped, ignoring Andrey as he walked over to them. She pushed against him. She had to get to Irina.




    “Konstantin,” Andrey called, gesturing for his man to release her. His eyes were scanning the parking lot, alert for signs of further danger, but it seemed that the threat had passed.




    Galina ran down the steps, dropping to her knees beside her sister who was being held by her father’s bodyguard. Sergei lay bleeding on the ground, four bullet holes in his chest. Black blood—a sign of silver poisoning—was slowly seeping into the red already staining his shirt. Her brother-in-law’s eyes stared into the night sky above them. Even now he wore a mean little smile, but he was barely breathing. This couldn’t have happened to someone who deserved it more. Galina dismissed the thought—she had to see to Irina.




    Her sister’s hands were red from having pressed them against her husband’s chest wounds. Irina’s eyes were closed, shutting out the sight of her dead husband. There was blood on her chin, but she didn’t seem to be harmed. Viktor held Irina carefully in the circle of his arms. When Galina reached for her, he pulled away. “Was she hit?” she demanded of the man.




    “No, I made sure of that.” Viktor’s voice was low. “I know my job.”




    “Thank you.”




    Galina relaxed a bit, taking a moment to look around her. Uncle Petyr was holding back Papa, while another bodyguard corralled their aunts. A number of Papa’s retinue handled the crowd. Sirens sounded in the distance. As her eyes swept the gathered crowd, she spotted Andrey, standing with Konstantin by the back door that led to the kitchen. He would have taken a different way out just in case anyone could have seen them exit together. Smart.




    That didn’t mean she wasn’t still furious with both of them.




    Galina took Irina’s hands in hers, not caring about the blood. If she was going to be picky about blood, she’d been born into the wrong family. “Irina, talk to me.”




    Biting her lip, Galina asked Victor, “Are you sure she’s okay?”




    He shook his head. “Her husband was just wasted in front of her. She’s in shock.”




    “Take care of her,” Galina ordered, meeting Viktor’s blue bombardier’s gaze. She slipped her hands out of Irina’s limp ones, brushing the back of her hand over her sister’s cheek.




    She got up and stalked over to Petyr and her father. “What the hell happened?” she snapped. “Who shot Sergei?”




    “We didn’t see, we were inside,” her father began. “One minute they were both inside, the next Sergei was dragging Irina outside. I am glad that Viktor followed them. He’s the one who’d know anything.” He looked her up and down suspiciously, and Galina was glad she’d had to push through all of those people. It explained her mussed hair and dress. Her perfume should take care of the rest. “How is Irina?” He grabbed her arm in a bruising grip, fear making him harsh.




    She hid a wince. “I don’t know, Papa. She’s fainted. Viktor thinks she’s in shock,” she explained, gently breaking his hold and pulling her arm from his grasp. “I would have gotten to her sooner but I had to get through the moron brigade all crying at the door.”




    “Nikolai should be here,” Petyr said softly.




    Galina nodded. Unfortunately for all of them, he’d been dispatched to mop up the latest mess Alexei had made with one of his girlfriends. Her eldest brother made Tony Montana look like a model of calm and restraint. Of course, if Alexei had been present, the shootout probably would have resulted in a much higher body count.




    An ambulance came roaring up to the traffic circle at the front of the inn. “Go with your sister,” her father told her, giving Galina a push in that direction. “Make sure she is taken care of.”




    “Yes, Papa.”




    [image: ]




    The quiet after the ambulance drove away was devastating. Irina was revived when the paramedics plied her with smelling salts. She was still in shock, but at least she was awake. Galina had handed Irina off to the EMTs and they had bundled her sister up into a blanket and then put her in the ambulance with Sergei. Galina had wanted to ride with her, but Irina insisted she take care of Papa.




    Galina went to the bathroom to clean the blood from her hands, then collected their things from the inn, keeping an eye on Papa, Maksim, and Petyr. She took the time to observe Viktor. New to the stable of muscle that usually surrounded her family, Viktor was lean, with a strength evident in the way he moved and stood. His blond hair was shorn close to his head, and his blue eyes blazed with vitality. His features were sharp and his skin tan, the polar opposite of Sergei, who had been dark in both manner and appearance.




    Feeling her eyes on him, Viktor turned his head and met her gaze. There was nothing cowed or submissive in his eyes when he looked at her, rare considering who Galina was. She nodded, hiding her surprise.




    “I’m going to the hospital,” she said as she walked to the small group of men.




    Uncle Petyr put his arm around her, pulling her close. “Hell of a welcome home, Galya.” He kept his voice soft so that only the two of them could hear.




    “I shouldn’t have expected anything else,” she whispered back. Her family worked with criminals, was made up of criminals. To expect something different was to live in fantasy land.




    The sound of footsteps approaching made Galina pull away from her uncle. Her heart stuttered as Andrey walked over to them, looking as cool and nonchalant as if he’d never had her legs wrapped around him back in the kitchen. She gritted her teeth at the memory that sent heat racing through her core and forced a placid, absent look on her face as he approached.




    Andrey first approached her father and shook Papa’s hand. He was careful not to exert too much pressure, but his grasp was firm. Andrey knew the civilities he had to maintain when dealing with the Sudenko family, Galina observed. But that wasn’t the same thing as knowing his place.




    Just one of the things she found fascinating about him.




    Andrey introduced himself to Maksim when Papa hadn’t bothered. Galina stared at the two men, unable to resist comparing them. Maksim did not stack up well beside the older, more accomplished Rom. From everything she’d heard of the Federovs, Maksim would inherit his fortune, having to fight for none of it. Andrey was a self-made man.




    Galina still recalled the boy from the garden who had taken Alexei’s abuse with a kind of pride that her brother could never hope to understand. Andrey was the quiet, smiling threat, not the open aggression that was her older brother.




    And so was she. Perhaps it was what had drawn her to Andrey in the first place.




    Galina knew she’d been sent away to learn, but mostly to keep her out of the way of the family business. Women were still thought of as ornaments, pretty dolls kept high up in pretty boxes, trotted out when their owners wished to show them off or trade them away for an alliance. But Galina had used the opportunity away from the rules and expectations of her family to learn everything she could that might one day be of use in the family business. She’d majored in art history—something her father thought a useless, if societally impressive pursuit—but she’d also graduated with another degree: one in business. She planned to be more than just an accessory on some man’s arm. She had brains, ambition, and the breeding to take a leading role in her family’s business, and nothing would stop her.




    “If there is anything I can do to help,” Andrey was saying as he gripped Papa’s hand once more, “call me. My people will be at your disposal.”




    “Thank you, Andreyev,” Papa said, his eyes clear and sober. He must not have been hitting the vodka as hard as she’d thought. Either that or seeing his adopted daughter covered in her husband’s blood had sobered him up real quick. “Have you met my daughter, Galina?”




    She kept her face neutral as all eyes turned to her. Andrey released her father’s hand with a smile. “We haven’t been formally introduced.”




    “Not true,” she replied, skating a glance at the men—loyal to Alexei—who flexed in frustration behind her father’s shoulder. Alexei despised Andrey, not that it came as a shock. Andrey had Alpha written all over him. The best label Alexei could hope for was “Psycho.”




    Galina stepped forward, extending her hand. “We met when you were still a boy and your father was visiting mine.”




    “Ah, I remember now.” A small smile played around the corner of his lips and Galina ached to smack it off of him. He was still playing games. “The garden, wasn’t it?” He glanced at Ilya. “You’ve grown up since then.” He took her hand in both of his.




    A condescending little comment. Well, she could play too. “Nice of you to notice,” she answered, her gaze sweeping over him. “As have you.” She smiled coldly when she felt his fingers tighten around hers.




    She dared him with her eyes to say something else, knowing that he couldn’t risk it. Still, it disappointed her when he merely said, “A pleasure to meet you. Again.” He pressed a chaste kiss to the back of her hand, then ran his tongue quickly over her knuckle.




    “Likewise.” Galina felt herself flush at the feel of his tongue on her skin and hoped that her high color would be attributed to the events of the evening and not the fact that Andrey made her insides twist and jump. She removed her hand from his, staring at him, daring him to look away first.




    His brief smile was the barest flash of sharp, white teeth. “If you’ll excuse me?” Galina inclined her head, a queen giving a courtier leave to go. He returned his attention to her father and she used that distraction to leave. She needed to get to the hospital and her sister. It wasn’t right that Irina should be there alone with only Sergei’s family for company.




    Nobody should be subjected to Sergei’s family. They were worse than he was.
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    You Make Bathtime So Much Fun




    GALINA LET HERSELF INTO HER CONDO, disabling the alarm system. She was in a secure building with a doorman, but she didn’t believe in taking chances. The first thing she’d done when she knew she was moving back to Seattle was search out separate living quarters from the rest of her family. Her father practically had an aneurysm, but she’d made him see sense. Spreading the family among different locations meant more targets to hit if someone wanted to take them all out. If they all lived together, it would be ridiculously easy to wipe them all off the map in one fell swoop.




    Besides, her brothers had their own places and Irina had her house with Sergei. Why shouldn’t she have a place of her own, pack or no pack? Galina needed both privacy and space, and living under her father’s roof would afford her neither.




    Shucking off her coat in the foyer, Galina kicked out of her heels. She nearly cried with relief when her swollen feet hit the cool travertine stone of the floor. God, she wanted to burn the dress she was wearing; it reeked of hospital. Those places terrified her—her childhood fear of being hooked to machines, kept alive and studied like a bug in a jar had never left her. She shuddered. The only reason she had gone was to support Irina. She didn’t give a damn about Sergei and she hoped he was now boiling in the fiery pits of Hell or wherever douchebags like him went when they died.




    Galina had gone because her sister had needed her. Even if the werewolf side of her cringed at all of the gleaming white surfaces and cold overhead lights and the chance of exposure and experimentation, Galina’s human sister needed someone to hold her hand and run interference with Sergei’s mother. Plus, Galina would have to bribe the medical staff to “forget” about the strange nature of Sergei’s reaction to the silver bullets…and the fact that the bullets were silver. She’d already arranged for a morgue attendant to switch normal spent ammo with the bullets taken from Sergei’s body.




    Surprisingly, Maksim had insisted on accompanying her. He and his bodyguard had followed her to the hospital, sitting with her as she supported Irina through the nurse’s, and then the police’s, questions. While her sister had answered questions in a dull voice, he’d looked bored, making her wonder why Maksim had even bothered to come. Most of the time he’d wandered around, looking for a decent cup of coffee. Had Papa told him to go with her?




    When Anya Volkov, Sergei’s mother, arrived, Maksim took the opportunity to flee. Anya had gone into hysterics when the doctor emerged from surgery to give them the news that Sergei hadn’t made it. The old she-wolf had verbally attacked Irina, only stopping when Galina had threatened her with the Gauntlet, the werewolf equivalent of a trial by combat, for nearly exposing them to humans.




    Galina had never been happier to leave a place in her entire life. At least Sergei had shuffled off this mortal coil before he could hurt Irina any further. That was some small comfort.




    Her phone buzzed at her from inside the pocket of her discarded coat. Galina fished it out, saw that it was her brother and sighed. Her bath would have to wait. “Hi, Nikolai.”




    “Pop just wanted to make sure you got home okay.” His voice was the best thing she’d heard in hours.




    “Yeah, I’m in and I’ll set my alarm after I get off the phone with you.” She walked down the hall to her bedroom, holding the phone to her ear. “So you heard? When are you getting in?”




    She could hear loud voices speaking in Russian on Nikolai’s end but it was too muffled to make out exactly what they were saying. “We’re on our way back as quick as we can. Should be in by morning.”




    “Anything else?” She passed through the sitting room and her bedroom to get to her bathroom. Her feet slapped against the marble tile.




    “Nothing yet. Pop did say he’s sending a detail over to your place. And Irina’s.”




    “Why do I need one? I’m not the one being shot at!” But Galina knew why. Papa was scared. Someone had killed a man—his man—on his turf. He was going to be in lockdown mode now. He was going to protect his own. “Are we in a war that nobody told me about?”




    “No!” Nikolai exploded. He lowered his voice. “Pop’s just being careful.”




    “How did everything go with Alexei?” She turned on the taps to her massive clawfoot bathtub, filling it with steaming water.




    Nik lowered his voice. “It’s a mess. Again.” He sighed. “I can’t keep doing this—we can’t keep hiding dead girlfriends.”




    “I’m sorry,” she said, putting the phone on speaker so she could shimmy out of her dress. “I wish I could help.”




    “It’s fine. You were there for Irina.” Nikolai sounded concerned. “How is she holding up?”




    “Okay, all things considered.” Irina had been quiet when Galina walked with her and Viktor to his car. The bodyguard had practically been carrying Irina, she was so exhausted from the night’s events. “I’m glad Papa’s got someone watching out for her. I’m going to head over in the morning.” She looked at the clock and saw it was nearly three o’clock. “Well, later in the morning anyway. To help her with arrangements and things.”




    “Be careful, Galya. I don’t know what’s going on but there wasn’t even a hint of a hit out on Serg anywhere in our information network. It came out of nowhere.”




    She assured Nikolai she’d be careful, and then ended the call. She put her phone on the teak table next to the tub and lowered herself into the water. The hot water hit her like a welcoming wave, making Galina realize just how tired she was after a night spent in the emergency room. She sank into it gratefully, pulling the pins from her hair. She felt like she was covered in blood and grime, like she might never be clean.




    Ducking her head beneath the water, Galina soaped her hair. She was rinsing the shampoo from it when her phone rang again. With a sudsy, tired hand, she hit the Send button. “Hello?”




    The voice on the other end of the phone made gooseflesh rise along her arms. Andrey’s deep voice. “Hello, Galina.”




    Galina swallowed, her mouth suddenly dry. “How did you get my number?” It was private and she kept her direct number as guarded as she could. Short of asking her family or employer for it, he should not have been able to get it.




    A deep, throaty chuckle was answer enough to her question. “Your friend, Sveta. She called one of my men. He got your number from her.”




    Galina remembered her friend Sveta getting the number of a guy they’d been drinking with at the bar. She would have to have a talk with her friend. Giving out her own number to anyone who asked was one thing, but Galina didn’t want hers handed out, no matter how handsome the guy asking for it might be. She knew Sveta was just trying to help find her a mate—Galina’s friend despaired of her ever finding someone who was “boyfriend” quality—but that didn’t excuse this breach of trust.




    She let the matter drop for now. “Why are you calling me?” She peered at the clock sitting on the marble vanity. “And why at three in the morning? Why not call at a decent hour?”




    Again the throaty chuckle. It made her insides liquefy with want. “But you and I aren’t decent people, are we, Galina?” he said and Galina clenched her thighs together.




    He had a point there. She knew she wasn’t decent in the traditional sense of the word, but traditions weren’t made for people like her. “No, I suppose we aren’t.”




    He changed tack suddenly. “How is your sister?”




    Galina nearly got whiplash from the conversation switch. “She’s holding up okay,” she answered, though how one could be okay with the events of the night was anyone’s guess. “I don’t think it’s hit her yet.”




    There was a pause. Then Andrey spoke. “And you?”




    Galina slid further down in the water, until it was up to her neck. “I’m fine. Just tired.”




    “Where are you?” Amusement colored his voice. “It sounds like you’re in a tunnel.”




    “I’m taking a bath.” She splashed some water for effect. The sound echoed off the walls of her cavernous bathroom; the size and the tub was why she’d chosen this condominium.




    When he spoke again, his voice had gone low and even deeper, like smoke given sound. “You mean to tell me you’re in the bathtub right now? Naked? And wet?” Galina felt her body tighten as heat rushed through her.




    “Yes,” she said, surprised when her answer was so steady.




    Andrey growled. The sound seemed to reverberate throughout the bathroom. Her nipples hardened painfully. God, how could he possibly affect her like this over the phone? It wasn’t normal, even if they were both werewolves. He was ridiculously good looking, with a body built for sin, but she’d had lovers before. None of them had made her this turned on just by speaking. Granted, none of them could actually growl like that either.




    Galina trailed a hand across her breasts, before dipping it down to follow the line of her sternum to her stomach. She heard Andrey take a deep breath and slipped her hand between her thighs. Her body throbbed at the sound, and her memories of his searing kisses in the kitchen flooded her with heat.




    “I wish I could see you now,” he said, his voice hoarse.




    “Maybe next time. Good night, Andrey.” She ended the call and turned her phone off. She didn’t want to be disturbed for the next few minutes.




    Her fingers pressed into her flesh beneath the water, the warmth of the bath rivaled by that between her legs. Her eyes drifted closed as she called up the memories of the sensations that she’d felt with Andrey. Her breathing was shaky as she recalled the feel of his hands on her back, of the way he’d lifted her up to him, of the way her legs felt wrapped around his waist. Her fingers moved faster beneath the water and she could feel the world spiraling down to a point as her body tightened into that familiar coil of need.




    Galina sighed, remembering the heat of Andrey’s mouth, the way the callouses on his hands felt against the smooth skin of her inner thighs. She was close to the edge now, arching up as her fingers pushed her to her climax. She cried out as her release hit her, leaving her shuddering in the hot bathwater. She lay still for a few minutes, feeling the shakes in her legs subside.




    This thing with Andrey might be a problem. Especially since she still wanted to march over to wherever he was and demand they finish what they’d started in the kitchen. Galina finished cleaning her hair and rinsed out the conditioner. She stood, grabbing a towel from the stack she kept by the tub and wound herself in it.




    Andrey was a Rom. He might be the Alpha of his organization but her father would still have pups if he found out she was anywhere near him. Galina was a rare she-wolf, not to mention the youngest daughter of the Sudenkos. There were expectations. And slumming with a Rom—because that’s how her family would see it—wasn’t one of them.




    Galina didn’t give two figs about him being Romani. She thought the old ways were just that: old. People should rise through the ranks of the Volk Organizatsiya based on merit, not on birthright or were-status or family background. It was ridiculous how many talented and capable people were shunted off into lesser jobs just because they didn’t bear the Sudenko name or carry the were-gene. It was stupid and wasteful.




    She dried herself and pulled on her bathrobe. The feel of the soft chenille on her over-sensitized skin made her sigh with relief. It had been a long day and an even longer night. Wrapping her towel around her wet hair, Galina got into bed. In a few hours, she had to be over at Irina’s house to check on her, and then she wanted to talk to her father. He wasn’t going to leave her in the dark about the shooting. She would make him include her.




    Her eyes grew heavy, sleep dragging her down into comforting darkness. Before she was lost to it completely, she remembered Andrey’s growl of desire on the phone and smiled. She hoped to see him tomorrow too.
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    The Morning-After Blues




    GALINA AND FRANNY VALENTI, Irina’s very human best friend, walked up the stone steps that led to Irina’s front door. Two men sat in a black car directly across from the house, one man inside—Papa’s security detail. She stopped at the large wood and glass front door and used the coded knock that would alert the guard inside that she was family so he didn’t blow her head off her neck as soon as the door opened. Papa’s guards tended toward the over-reactive.




    Stepping inside the house, Galina’s nose was hit with the smell of strong coffee brewing. Heels clicking across the stone tiles, she led the way to the cozy white-and-blue kitchen.




    She heard voices and called, “I’m here! And I brought Franny! And cinnamon rolls! But mostly Franny!”




    Irina and Viktor turned to them, the conversation they’d obviously been having forgotten. It almost seemed like they’d been arguing. Galina cocked her head, eyeing her sister and Viktor carefully.




    “It’s good to know where I rank compared to breakfast pastries,” Franny muttered, giving Irina a hug. “How you doing, kid?”




    Her sister glanced at Viktor, who excused himself to the living room. Galina raised an eyebrow but said nothing. There was an energy between Irina and Viktor, but perhaps she was reading into it. He had been there when Sergei was shot, maybe that was all it was.




    “Would it be wrong to say I’m relieved?” Irina asked, wincing.




    “Not to anyone who’d met Sergei,” Galina deadpanned, pouring coffee for herself and Franny. Franny toasted her with the mug.




    “Galya,” Irina admonished her. “We can’t talk like that. It’s too soon.”




    Galina pursed her lips. Just because Sergei was dead didn’t mean he was suddenly less of an asshole in life. “Why the hell not? Do you think Viktor’s going to tell on us?” Galina jerked her head in the direction of the living room, where Viktor stood.




    “Look, Irina, whoever shot Sergei did you a big favor. I know you have to put on a proper public show and be the tragic widow for a while. But in private, here with us, we expect you to actually have feelings.”




    She took Irina’s cool hand in hers. “Sergei was horrible to you. You were miserable. Now he’s dead, and you have the chance at being happy. If you waste that because you’re feeling guilty, I’m going to have to beat your ass like when we were kids.”




    Galina knew her sister would need time to grieve, maybe not for Sergei, but for the life she had made with him. But that didn’t mean Irina had to forget what being married to him had been like. It was possible to be sad and relieved at the same time.




    “Okay, first of all, you had werewolf strength on your side,” Irina sniped, pointing her finger in Galina’s face. Galina snapped her teeth lightly, a mock warning. Irina flicked her nose and she growled playfully at her sister.




    “And second, I don’t feel guilty right now. I feel sad and numb, like I shouldn’t feel anything. Not because I’m in mourning, or because I’m going to miss Sergei. I’m sad because the last few years of my life seem like such a waste. Scared because I don’t know what my role is now and I’m afraid of how that might change. But mostly, I’m grateful because it’s over…Wait, no, I lied, there’s the guilt.”




    Galina reached casually over the counter and smacked Irina’s arm. She needed to stop with the feeling bad for having feelings.




    “Ow!”




    Franny nudged the cinnamon roll on Irina’s plate in front of her. “Eat.”




    When Irina balked, Galina gave her a mock glare, watching as her sister began to take apart the roll in a semblance of eating.




    “It’s all over the news, Rina,” Galina continued, digging into her second cinnamon roll. Good God, Franny could bake. These things were like heaven on a plate. “And Papa’s beside himself, worrying about you here alone. Unless you’re willing to move back into your old room, you better just accept whatever muscle he sends your way.”




    “If the muscle looks like that one, I would just say thank you and send your father a gift card or a fruit basket or something,” Franny said, with a grin and a gesture toward Viktor.




    Galina laughed. Viktor was attractive, but he didn’t hold a candle to Andrey. As soon as she thought it, she wanted to smack herself. She did not need to be thinking of him right now.




    “Franny,” Irina hiss-whispered. “Werewolf hearing!”




    “Oh, come on, a man like that knows he’s hot. With his werewolf nose, he can probably smell the pheromones rolling off of us.” Franny gave Irina a get real look and dug into her cinnamon roll.




    “Anyway,” Galina said, tossing Franny a grin, “the next couple of days are going to be a cavalcade of nitwittery. The funeral will be held on Friday. Mama Anya has already called Papa to let him know the arrangements have been made at Kandinsky’s.”




    “Wow, she works fast,” Irina said softly. Galina watched her sister’s expression turn thoughtful. Irina seemed to come to a decision after a few moments. “Let her have it. A man should be buried by someone who loves him, even an asshole like Sergei. I’m not going to fight it.”




    “I figured you’d be all noble about it.” Galina nodded. “And it does give Nik and Alexei time to get home. Nik says he loves you and as soon as this shit-storm passes, we are going to party like it’s New Year’s.”




    “That seems so wrong.” Irina sighed. “But I have the feeling I’m going to need it.”




    “Well, now that we’ve discussed the trivial stuff, let’s focus on what’s important.” Franny sniffed. “What are you going to wear to the funeral?”




    Irina grinned and Galina glimpsed a hint of the not-so-good sister that she remembered from her youth poking through the volk zhena shell. “Well, Sergei always did like me in red.”
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    Viktor was in the kitchen when Galina came back downstairs from Irina’s bedroom. “How’s Mrs. Volkov?”




    “She’s picking out a scandalous dress for the funeral,” Galina answered, going immediately to the coffeepot and pouring herself a fresh cup. She doctored it with sugar and cream before turning to stare at Viktor. While Irina was occupied, she might as well try to get some answers. “What did you see last night?”




    “I’ve already told your father.” His blue eyes met hers, his face set in a neutral mask.




    “And now you’re going to tell me.” Galina narrowed her eyes, watching him over the rim of her cup as she took a sip. He glanced away, then returned his gaze to hers. She raised her eyebrows at him.




    “I didn’t see much. A car. Late model sedan in burgundy. I only got the last two numbers of the plate. Forty-nine.” He rubbed a hand across the top of his nearly shorn head. “And then I was on top of your sister.”




    “I’m sure my father loved it when you put it like that,” Galina answered, lips lifting in a wry smile. He had the grace to look briefly uncomfortable before his usual lack of affect returned.




    “You didn’t get a look at the trigger man?” When Viktor shook his head, she sighed. “Something about this seems very wrong,” she said, turning her coffee cup in her hands.




    Viktor regarded her with something like surprise. Galina knew that look. Everyone assumed that because she was the Sudenko’s youngest daughter she’d be a pampered princess without the mental acuity to string two thoughts together. People always seemed shocked to find she actually was possessed of a fully functioning brain.




    At times, it was something she cultivated; it was easier to deal with men who dismissed her out of hand. They were always so surprised when she got the better of them. It was delightful when it wasn’t patently infuriating. Because she was a woman, and pretty, and blond, no one expected her to be intelligent or to be savvy about the family business.




    “Why do you say that?” Viktor asked her, leaning a hip against Irina’s kitchen counter.




    “Sergei was a joke. Papa gave him the simplest assignments because he couldn’t manage anything more complicated. Half the time he couldn’t even manage those. He wasn’t a power player—he wasn’t on the board. Hell, he wasn’t even board adjacent.” Galina drummed her fingers on the counter absently.




    “So this wasn’t a hit carried out to cause a power vacuum. Unless Sergei wasn’t the target?” She raised a brow at Viktor.




    He shook his head. “No. The shooter was aiming at Sergei. Four shots to center mass. Irina would have been an easy kill if whoever it was had actually wanted her dead.”




    “And the bullets were silver. Meant for a werewolf.” So the shooter knew what he was, or perhaps thought Irina was a werewolf. She dismissed that. Sergei had to be the target.




    “What on earth did they hope to gain with his death? There’s no profit in it, no chaos to sow.” She finished her coffee. “It doesn’t make sense.”




    She watched Viktor watching her. He was good at the poker face, but he had a few tells. Galina had given him something to think about. She could tell she’d surprised him again with her careful reasoning.




    “I have to go check in with my father,” she told him, placing her cup in the sink. “Tell Irina I’ll stop by again later.” She stepped around him and walked out of the kitchen. Before she left, she gave him one last thing to consider. “If you think of any compelling reason why Sergei would make a worthwhile target, you be sure and let me know.”




    She already knew of one reason why Sergei might have been shot and it had everything to do with Andrey Lupesco and his missing product.
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    The gates to her father’s property swung closed behind her black Mercedes. She listened to the tires crunch against the loose stones from the paved drive as she followed it the half mile up to the main house. It was a mammoth Victorian structure, a turret topped with an onion dome taking up the west side of the house. Another wing jutted from the back of the east side. A wraparound porch flanked either side of the gabled entryway. Gingerbread trim followed the roofline and decorated sills and arches. It would always be the most beautiful place she’d ever seen.




    It was also the saddest.




    Galina pulled to a stop in the circular drive before the house and got out of the car, feeling a heaviness in her chest. She had good memories of this house, but all she felt now was a sense of dread to be back here. Her father had built this house for her mother. And this was where her elder sister, Elena, had died.




    Squaring her shoulders, Galina stalked past the two guards stationed either side of the front door. She didn’t bother acknowledging them—it would only distract them. Instead she opened the door and continued down the corridor until it branched. She took the left hall, pausing outside a closed door to gather her thoughts and breathe deeply for calm.




    She pushed the door in and stepped through to greet the gazes of her father, her two brothers, and her father’s closest and most trusted advisors. “Gentlemen,” she said, as she closed the door behind her, “I trust I’m not interrupting.” She looked at each of them in turn. “Pray, continue.”




    Her father looked like he was in danger of blowing out the vein in his neck that was throbbing with anger. Alexei’s dark eyes had gone distant, as if he was imaging what her head would look like if it were no longer attached to her neck. Nikolai merely looked amused. She caught his grin before he ducked his head to hide it.




    Alexei strode over to her, grabbing her upper arm roughly. He glared down at her. “What the hell do you think you’re doing here?”




    Galina kept the pleasant smile on her face, even though Alexei’s grip was painful. She looked around the room and saw all eyes on her, waiting to see what she would do next. She had to show strength. “I came,” she began, putting her hand over her brother’s where he held her arm, “to speak with our father about what happened to our sister last night.” She dug her fingernails into the top of his hand, gouging his flesh. The smile never left her face.




    She felt her brother’s hold on her loosen and she gently disengaged his hand from her arm. His face flushed with rage but he held his tongue. She stepped around him and walked to her father, kissing him on the cheek. “Morning, Papa.”




    “Galina,” her father said, a note of warning in his voice. “I didn’t call for you.”




    “I just came from Irina’s. I thought you would want to know,” she answered simply. She moved away, finding an unobtrusive place beside Nikolai, allowing the conversation to resume.




    The men remained guarded. They weren’t used to having a woman at their meetings, noting their posturing, measuring them with her eyes. Galina forced herself to keep silent, no matter how much she wished to interject when one of Papa’s advisors said something so patently wrongheaded, she couldn’t believe he was still allowed to remain in a position of power.




    Eventually, they seemed to relax with her presence in the room. All but Alexei, who watched her like she was going to make off with the family’s china and pets. His eyes bored into her, making her feel like he would love nothing better than to open up her skull to see what made her tick. Galina kept her eyes downcast, attempting to look unthreatening. She’d already accomplished what she came here to do: get them to accept seeing her face at the table.




    Alexei could not be allowed to follow her father as head of the family. Galina knew that; anyone with eyes and a brain knew that. He was volatile, unstable, and violent. If he took over control of the Sudenko family, he would usher in an era of bloodshed and death the likes of which hadn’t been seen in decades. Originally, Galina’s plan had been to put Nikolai in the running. He was level headed and smart, not one to allow his emotions to rule him. He’d be a good leader.




    But Nikolai was gay, something the family never spoke about. It made her sad that Nik could never be who he really was in public, but it was safer for him this way. The Organizatsiya had very strong feelings about homosexuality, and Papa was right to protect his younger son from that kind of backlash. If he was found out, the leaders could order Nik to face the Gauntlet—something they would make sure he didn’t survive.




    So if Galina wanted to save the family fortunes, it was up to her.
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    Art Appreciation Lessons




    GALINA DROVE UP TO the Seattle Art Museum, happy to finally be at work. She’d been lucky to secure a job here, which she attributed more to her stellar recommendations and hard work than to her family’s criminal connections. She’d actually used her mother’s maiden name when applying for jobs and graduate programs because she hadn’t wanted to risk her father’s name and money influencing anyone.




    Pulling her Mercedes into her parking space at the Russell Investment Center garage, Galina made her way to her office. She’d planned to take the afternoon off to sit with Irina, but she wanted to pick up a few articles and auction catalogs so she could get some work done in her down time. Her security detail hadn’t followed her in. They’d find somewhere else to park or sit outside until she left. Her errand wouldn’t take long. Galina wanted to get back to Irina quickly to help with anything her sister might need. Or to be there in case the police had more questions. She knew her father was using what contacts he had at the local level to keep the details of Sergei’s murder under wraps, but that didn’t mean they could overlook the murder of a man in public.




    Her small work space was dark. She was alone in the warren of offices, her few coworkers out at installations or on travel this week. It was rare for the curators and assistants to all be in the office at the same time. Flipping on the light, Galina walked to her desk, heels clicking lightly on the wood floor.




    She was bending over to unlock the lower drawer of her file cabinet at her desk when she caught the scent of someone she didn’t recognize. Her nostrils flared, and Galina could feel her teeth elongating inside her mouth. She reached into her purse lying on the desk and gripped the handle of the .40 automatic she always carried. She switched off the safety.




    There was a knock at her open door. Galina turned smoothly, keeping her hand in her bag. Maksim stood in the doorway, looking somewhat abashed. “Your father suggested I take you to lunch. Perhaps it is not a good time?”




    She smothered her irritation behind a polite mask. How had her father even known where to find…her security detail. Of course. Not only was Papa able to keep her safe, he was also able to keep tabs on her as well. Perfect.




    Galina slipped her hand from her bag. If she didn’t get this out of the way now, he’d just keep coming back until she did. And her boss hadn’t expected her to come in today anyway due to the family tragedy. Still, that didn’t mean she wanted to make a day of it.




    “I do have a meeting later,” she lied pleasantly, “but I can step out for a quick bite.”




    He looked caught between disappointment and relief, as if even he wasn’t sure he wanted to pursue her. “I wouldn’t want to inconvenience you.”




    “You’re not an inconvenience, Maksim,” she told him because she knew it was expected. “We’ll go to Pike Place,” she said, swinging her purse over her shoulder. “It’s a quick walk from here and I can show you a little of downtown.”




    She led him out into the watery light of the city. It wasn’t raining, but it was overcast, the sun’s light filtering through cloud cover. There was a brisk wind off the water, snarling Maksim’s dark hair as they walked. His security detail followed about ten feet behind.




    “How do you like Seattle so far?” Galina asked, hoping to find out more about this man Papa seemed intent on throwing at her.




    His lip curled in an expression of disgust. “It is not Russia.”




    She stared straight ahead. Really? That was his answer? She decided to lead the conversation in a different direction since she couldn’t think of anything pleasant to say in response. Her father would never let her sit in on a meeting again if she alienated a potential business partner.




    “Tell me about the caviar business,” she said. Most people enjoyed talking about themselves; she hoped this would keep him occupied until they had ordered their food.




    He launched into a long winded history about his family’s caviar fortunes. By the time they reached Piroshky-Piroshky, Galina knew more than she thought possible about the price of sturgeon eggs and the harvesting thereof. She ordered a beef and onion piroshky and a vatrushka and waited while Maksim debated the choices at the counter.




    “How long are you planning on staying in Seattle?” she asked as they strolled the market with their lunch.




    Maksim glanced over at her, shaking his brown hair from his eyes. “I am not sure,” he answered around a mouthful of smoked salmon pate piroshky. He made a face. “My mother’s are superior.”




    Galina handed him a napkin. “I’m sure they are.” Of course. Everything was probably better in Russia.




    “Do you cook?”




    Galina snorted, and then realized he was serious. Maksim raised his eyebrows, shocked at her reaction. “My mother died giving birth to me. We always had Magda who did the cooking.”




    “My mother can teach you.” Maksim threw away his half eaten piroshky. “A woman should know how to cook.”




    Galina bit back a snarl. She was done humoring Maksim and his “old country” mannerisms. If nothing was as good as Mother Russia, perhaps he should take the next flight back. She certainly wouldn’t miss him. She was going to have a good, long talk with her father.




    “What is that over there?” Maksim asked, gesturing to a large crowd of people gathered under a clock.




    She looked where he pointed. “That’s Pike Place Fish.” She grinned, an evil idea springing to mind. “Come on.”




    Leading him over to the raucous crowd of tourists and local alike, Galina pushed him forward. She signaled one of the fishmongers, and told him that her friend from out of town wanted the full experience.




    “Get ready!” she called to Maksim.




    Perplexed, he opened his mouth to say something when a silver skinned salmon came flying through the air at him. He raised his hands, but the tail still caught him in the face. Stumbling backward, Maksim pulled a handkerchief from his pocket to wipe fish juice from his face.




    The two bodyguards sprang into action, pushing laughing bystanders aside. Galina took his elbow, doing her best not to burst into hysterical laughter. She should learn to cook indeed. He should learn to catch.




    “It’s a tradition,” she explained, shooing his guards away.




    Red-faced, Maxim drew himself upright. His eyes snapped with insult, not mirth. He mopped his face with the handkerchief once more before snarling. “It is barbaric.” He tucked the handkerchief back into his pocket.




    Galina stood next to him, ready for this lunch date to be over. “I should be getting back,” she said, checking her watch.




    Maksim cleared his throat. “Yes, I too need to attend to business matters.” Offering her his arm, he turned his back to the fish counter.




    A tuna slapped him in the back of the head, sending him staggering forward. Galina grabbed his arm, keeping him on his feet. She turned and saw one of the fishmongers shrugging, a wide grin on his face.




    “Sorry!” he called.




    Galina bit back a laugh. He totally wasn’t. And neither was she.




    The two security men surrounded him, ushering Maksim away from the fish market. She followed more slowly, happy to be done with that particular trial. When Maksim was out of earshot, she let loose with a barking laugh that startled a few people nearby. The look on his face when the fish blindsided him had been priceless.




    Walking back, Galina enjoyed the time to herself. It was nice to just wander the streets without an agenda. A light drizzle began to fall, misting the sidewalks and turning the world softer, as though the rain was feathering the edges of the city. She loved days like this one.




    She’d only been back at her desk for a few minutes when an intern appeared at her door.




    “There’s someone at the front asking for you.”




    Nodding, Galina waited until he turned to go back to wherever it was interns sprang from before dropping her head to the desk with a groan. It couldn’t be Maksim again, could it? God wouldn’t be that cruel. She checked the calendar on her blotter to see if there was a meeting scheduled that she’d forgotten about. There was nothing written under her appointments. Odd. The tension in her neck increased as an image of Sergei’s body lying on the concrete flashed into her mind.




    As soon as she entered the open rotunda of the museum’s entrance, even with his back toward her, Galina recognized her guest. Andrey. If she’d been struck blind, she would still be able to pick up the scent of him. The dark grey suit he wore did amazing things for his shoulders. She clenched her fists at the sight of him.




    In the time since their last meeting, she’d done her homework on him. The son of a small-time drug trafficker, Andrey had forced his way into the higher circles of the organization by working smarter, not harder. He always seemed to know exactly what people needed, before they knew themselves, and he always found a way to get it to them first. He’d risen to prominence while several of the older families, like Sergei’s, could barely hold onto their few bankable operations with tooth and claw. These proud families were forced to do business with Andrey out of necessity, but they despised him for his “filthy, Gypsy roots.”




    Andrey turned when he heard the sound of her heels clicking on the stone floor, though he’d surely scented her well before that. “Miss Sudenko,” he greeted politely, even as his eyes danced with wicked mischief.




    “Mr. Lupesco.” She held out her hand for him to shake and when he instead raised it to his lips, she murmured, “What do you think you’re doing here?”




    He lowered her hand from his mouth, but kept hold of it. His head dipped close to her ear. “I plan to donate a large sum of money to the museum. I wanted to stop by and get an idea of what my money would be paying for.”




    “And I’m here because?” Galina wasn’t wild about someone just showing up at her place of employment, huge donation or not. She was in Acquisitions. She wasn’t involved in soliciting donors.




    “The curator suggested I speak with someone who might show me the collections.” He grinned, and Galina felt her toes curl inside her expensive heels. “I’m just fortunate that someone turned out to be you.”




    “Fortunate, my ass,” she whispered into his ear, and then stepped back to address the curator who was watching their exchange with questions in his eyes. “I was thinking I could show him some of the restorations, Bob,” she said to the curator, before leading Andrey deeper into the museum. “If you’ll follow me?”




    She didn’t wait for an answer before making her way to the largest of the collections. She felt Andrey keep pace with her, his body just a touch too close for her peace of mind. Her nerves felt raw, jangled, and she didn’t know whether she wanted to kiss him or bite him. It was possible she wanted to do both. But in what order?




    She swept into a room full of fine examples of nineteenth-century portraits. Stopping in front of the first, Galina began to give Andrey the history of the painting, keeping it as boringly dry as possible.




    He stood close to her, the heat from his body radiating off him in intense waves. She was in the middle of describing the ornate details on the dress, when Galina felt his finger trace a path down the back of her arm, leaving a line of heat in its passing.




    “So if you’ll note here,” she continued, ignoring the ripple in her stomach at his touch, “you’ll see the fine brushwork in the background and clothing—this is a mark of the period.”




    “Fascinating,” Andrey whispered, his lips mouthing her ear.




    She stepped away, but he followed. “This painting is an excellent example. If you’ll look here, you can see the way the shadows and light play off each other.”




    “Yes, it’s quite impressive.” Andrey nuzzled the side of her neck, pressing down the collar of her jacket so he could press his lips there.




    Again, Galina stepped away. She could keep this up all day if she had to. “Are you going to tell me what you’re really doing here? And don’t give me that line about donating a metric ton of money to the museum.”




    His chuckle was low and throaty. Galina felt heat build between her legs, but kept her gaze steady. “You don’t believe me? I’m disappointed.”




    Galina smiled slowly, lowering her eyes so her lashes swept across the top of her cheeks. She stepped up to him, until they were almost nose to nose, then locked her eyes with his. His nostrils flared and darkness danced in his eyes. “And I think you’re full of shit,” she said softly.




    Andrey threw back his head and laughed, a loud snap of sound that was out of place in the quiet of the gallery. A few patrons turned to look their way. Galina grinned at his response. Then she continued. “We have an exhibit of Miro’s works that I’d be happy to show you.”




    Galina felt him press against her back. His head dipped down, his mouth again at her ear. “Are they as incredible as what I’m seeing right now?” She felt the length of him pressed against her backside. If he was thinking that would distract her, he was underestimating her.




    “Yes, they are.” She ground her hips back against him, enjoying the sound of Andrey’s indrawn breath. “See something you like?”




    “Very much.” His breath was hot against her neck. “When can I see a private collection?”




    “Soon,” Galina said, stepping away from him to point at another painting. “Now this one here…” she began, hiding a smile at his groan. “Come now, you’re the one who wants to donate to the museum. Don’t you want to see what your money would be paying for?” She took pity on him and walked through the other doorway, beckoning for him to follow. “Or is that not really why you’re here?” She smiled as she led him deeper into the museum.




    Opening the wooden double doors to one of storage rooms on this floor, Galina waited for him to step through. Then she closed them, turning the lock. She had a feeling she wouldn’t want to be disturbed. She felt the liquid heat between her thighs and she wasn’t sure she’d take an interruption with good grace.




    Andrey gave her no time to turn around. In one move he’d fastened his hands in the hair at the base of her neck, pulling her head backward so he could ravage her throat with his lips. His free arm wrapped around her waist, pulling her back tightly against him.




    Fire flared in her pelvis, skimming up her spine in an electric arc. Galina made a sound that was half-sigh, half-moan as the heat of Andrey’s mouth sent her senses spiraling. She couldn’t explain why he affected her this way. She was a creature of logic, of rational thought. But one touch from Andrey made her panties combust and made her want to throw all of her careful plans out the window.




    Not that she would, of course. But she wanted to, and that was bad enough.




    “This is a storage room,” she gasped, gamely continuing the “tour.” He laughed against her throat, the deep rumble of his chuckle against her flesh making her knees nearly buckle. She braced a hand against the door. “You’ll note the packing materials…and…” She trailed off as teeth lightly bit along the skin over her pulse point.




    “Galya?” He kissed along the edge of her jaw, nipping lightly at the spot just below her ear.




    “Yes?” Her voice came out huskier than she meant it to.




    His free hand, the one not wrapped in her hair, skated down the front of her black pencil skirt. It slipped beneath the hem of it, dragging the fabric upward as his hand moved back up, his fingers fluttering over the tops of her thighs. “I don’t care about art.”




    His finger breached her suddenly, making her cry out. She felt his lips curve into a smile against her neck. He removed his finger, only to return with two. When he pushed inside her, Galina put her other hand against the door, gritting her teeth. She was so close to orgasm that it was going to be embarrassing. Her hips began to move, circling and rubbing against his palm.




    She wasn’t going to last long at this rate. Her breasts felt heavy and full and they ached for his mouth and tongue’s attention. But she didn’t want him to stop what he was doing.




    “What was Federov doing here?” he asked, his lips moving against her throat.




    Galina went still. “How did you know he was here?” She yanked his hand away from her. “Were you following me?” Because that wasn’t creepy at all.




    He stepped back, giving her room to move past him. “No,” he began, slowly licking the taste of her from his finger. His gaze scorched her. “My offices are near here and I was out for a walk. I saw you and Federov at Pike Place.”




    “And then you decided to follow me.” She adjusted her clothing until she was set to rights. It took all of her willpower not to yank him back, especially when he smelled so delicious to her.




    Andrey shrugged. “It amused me to see you with him.” His expression darkened. “And I would never have let you walk back to your building unprotected like that young idiot.”




    A lock of dark hair fell across his forehead, and Galina itched to brush it aside. Instead, she stepped over to an empty stack of pallets and leaned against it. “You wouldn’t have had anything to do with the flying tuna to the back of Maksim’s head, would you?” She narrowed her eyes in suspicion.




    He grinned. “I got the idea after watching you with the salmon.”




    They stared at each other for a moment, then both laughed. “I didn’t even see you there!”




    Andrey’s laugh tapered to a chuckle. “I’m good at not being seen when I don’t want to be.” He waved it away like it was no big deal.




    Galina frowned. That was a Rom trick, a way to get the eyes to slide right off them. It made it easier for them to steal, to con, to escape.




    He paced, his presence filling the small space nearly to the bursting point. It would be impossible for anyone to ignore him; he drew eyes to him as easily as breathing. How had she missed him at Pike Place, Rom or not? Galina allowed herself a short moment to appreciate the sight of him before getting back to the business at hand. “Why?”




    “What do you want me to say, Galina?” He stopped his pacing and looked at her, his generous mouth quirked upward at one corner in a wry smile. “That I’ve thought about you while waking and sleeping since that night at the club? That I wanted to see you again?”




    “Pretty words,” she replied, crossing her arms over her chest. “But that doesn’t explain what you thought to gain by coming here.”




    “Do I have to have something to gain?” He frowned, turning serious.




    She smiled bitterly. Everyone had something to gain. It was the way their world worked. Galina had gotten that lesson through her mother’s milk. “Most people usually do,” she noted absently, tucking stray hairs behind her ear. “At least that’s how it is in my family.” She shrugged.




    “So should I be asking what you hope to gain in all of this?” There was darkness in his eyes now. She’d put it there.




    “You’d be a fool not to.” She tapped her fingernails against the wood of the pallet.




    Andrey crossed his arms across his chest. “Well then. What do I have to offer?”




    Galina pushed off from the pallets and walked over to him. “You want to know what you offer—besides the obvious?” She waited for her compliment to sink in, smiling at him when he raised his brows in surprise.




    “Nothing. I just want to be Galina. Not my father’s daughter or my brother’s sister. Just me.” She’d said it. And meant every word. When he’d approached her in the kitchen they’d just been a man and a woman. Two wolves. Names and families and plots hadn’t mattered.




    She wanted that. Even if just for a little while.




    She wasn’t stupid. She knew what she’d been born for: an alliance, power, a marriage contract. The fact that she was a rare female werewolf only made her more valuable to her family. They’d tried to run her life from the moment she emerged from her mother’s womb. She knew her choice of mate would not be left up to her. They didn’t see her as a person, just a piece to be moved around the board as they wished. And her father was already brokering a deal for her marriage with Maksim. She felt it in her bones.




    So she would choose to be Galina now. While she could.




    Andrey was looking at her like he didn’t know what to do with her. He was doing an admirable impression of someone who’d been hit upside the head with a flying tuna. Walking past him, she whispered, “And now you know.”




    She unlocked the door and disappeared through it. It had been fun while it lasted.




    [image: ]




    Galina walked to her car, eyes scanning the garage for signs of trouble. Sergei’s shooting had rattled her. She didn’t want to believe it was the first salvo in a turf war, but she wasn’t going to stick her head in the sand. If someone was gunning for her family, she’d be a target. It was why she was carrying a loaded gun, its hollow point bullets packed with silver.




    As she unlocked her car, she had the strange feeling that other eyes were on her. Unfriendly eyes. Galina had lived in large cities all her life and she knew to listen to the voice in the back of her head that warned of danger. Something was most definitely not right.




    Turning the key in the ignition, Galina put the car in reverse and backed out of her space. In the rearview mirror, she thought she saw someone walk between the two buildings behind her, but then a car rounded the corner, its lights momentarily blinding her. She blinked away the glare, and when she could see again whoever had been there was gone.




    She pulled out of the parking lot, the black sedan of her security detail pulling behind her as she drove up First. Her mind worked on the problem of Sergei’s shooter, whatever he’d stolen from Andrey Lupesco, and how Alexei was involved in any of it. She was missing pieces. Maybe Irina would find a clue when she was going through Sergei’s things. She made a mental note to ask her sister to keep an eye out.




    Galina pulled into her garage, feeling the weight of the past two days crash into her. Her work at the museum had kept her busy all morning, she’d visited with Irina in the afternoon, and she’d stayed late to finish up some research in the SAM library. All she wanted to do was fall into bed and sleep for the next ten hours. Her eyes felt gritty and she stifled another yawn. She wasn’t even sure if she could make it to her apartment. The backseat of her car looked awfully tempting.




    With a tired sigh, she slammed the door and circled behind the car to open the passenger side. Galina pulled her leather satchel from the floor of the front seat and slung it over her shoulder. She caught the barest whiff of a strange scent before someone grabbed the back of her head and slammed it into the roof of the car.




    Galina cried out, stunned. Her bag thudded to the concrete. There was a hand at the back of her neck and she stiffened her muscles, fighting with all of her strength against the force that wanted to smash her face against the metal once again. Fire rushed through her limbs, energizing her, giving her access to her were-strength. She lashed out with an elbow, feeling something give as she connected. She scented blood.




    The hand holding her neck dropped and Galina whirled, her arm snapping out. The back of her fist connected with nothing. She saw a figure running away, heading toward the garage’s exit, his gait uneven. Kicking off her shoes, Galina took off after him, feeling the change rising inside her. But the garage swam in her vision and she stopped to try to clear her sight.




    She wasn’t in any shape to chase her attacker. Her heart thundered in her chest, and her sight was darkening around the edges. She needed to get somewhere safe.




    Unsteadily, she made her way back to the car, staggering a little when she scooped up her shoes and bag. There was no sign of her security detail, but Galina would worry about that once she was behind the door of her apartment with the alarm set. She made her way to the elevator, hitting the up button on her second try. She fell inside gratefully when the doors slid open.




    Bracing herself against the wall with one hand, she pressed the button for her floor. The lurch as the elevator began its slow climb caused her stomach to churn. She fumbled her phone from her bag, intending to call Nikolai to find out where her damn detail had got to, but it rang before she could do so.




    “What?” she answered. She was clearly not at her best; usually she waited to find out who was on the other end before being so rude.




    “Galina?” Andrey’s voice echoed strangely over the line.




    She swallowed, feeling bile rise in the back of her throat. She should have finished her change; now her body was in revolt from the shock of it. “Yes?” she asked, trying to pull it together. She breathed deeply in through her nose, hoping she wouldn’t hurl all over the elevator.




    “What’s wrong? You sound strange.”




    Galina laughed, and then had to stop when it made her head ache. She could imagine the angry flare of his nostrils, his dark brows drawing down in a scowl. It was ridiculous how much she wished she could see him right now. “I’m fine.” She staggered as the elevator lurched to a stop.




    The doors opened to let in a few people. Taking one look at her, a young woman said, “Oh my God, are you okay?”




    “I’m on my way,” Andrey said, hanging up before she could stop him.




    Closing the phone, Galina put a hand to her head. A lump was already rising on her forehead where it had connected with the top of her car. “Just a little accident,” she assured them, trying to look like she wasn’t dead on her feet. “I’m fine.”




    “Do you need us to call the police?” the woman’s date asked. “Or the hospital?” He looked into her eyes. “No offense, but you don’t look fine.”




    Which was a very diplomatic way of saying she looked like hot buttered crap on toast. Galina groped for a smart ass response, but then decided to save her energy. “It’s okay. I just want to get home.” The next floor was hers and it felt like the elevator was taking a decade to traverse the distance. The walls of the compartment were moving in and out, like the breathing of a great beast.




    This was not good at all. She should probably look into lying down.




    The doors opened, allowing Galina to stumble out into the hallway. Putting her key in the lock was nearly beyond her, but eventually she managed to get the key into the correct one. The door swung inward, taking her with it. She managed to get it closed before dropping onto the couch in a graceless heap.




    She drifted—she didn’t know for how long. Her head ached and all she wanted to do was sleep, but she knew it was better if she didn’t. Her were-healing would kick in soon, but until she felt better, she needed to stay awake.




    The muscles in her neck screamed when Galina tried to turn her head. Instead, she stared at the ceiling and tried not to whimper. Once again, she wondered where her security detail had gone. And who it was who’d attacked her.




    The insistent ringing of her doorbell brought her back to her surroundings. When she didn’t move fast enough, whoever was on the other side began to pound a fist against the door. Galina pushed herself up with a groan just as Andrey began to shout, “If you don’t open this door right now, I’m kicking it in!”




    Galina managed to lurch over to the door, opening it just as Andrey was prepared to bang on it again. “Not so loud,” she admonished, wincing.




    “Galya,” he whispered, and then swept into her apartment, closing the door behind him and locking it. Then he picked her up as if she weighed no more than a pup.




    “I’ll be fine,” she protested sourly.




    He cut her off. “No. Not another word out of your mouth.”




    Galina closed her eyes, feeling exhaustion pull at her. The scent of him washed over her and her tense muscles began to relax against the warmth of his chest. He was a wall of muscle beneath an Armani suit. She rested her head against his chest, listening to his steady heartbeat. It should be illegal for anyone to look and smell this good.




    Andrey set her gently down on her bed. “Stay there,” he ordered when she moved to get up. He disappeared back into the living room of her apartment.




    Galina unbuttoned her jacket and slid it off, then did the same with her skirt. She stripped down and pulled on her old Clash T-shirt that sat at the foot of her bed before crawling under the covers.




    “I thought I told you not to move,” Andrey said, his voice a dark rumble from the doorway. She barely heard his footsteps as he crossed the room to help her lie down.




    “I’ve always been shit at listening.” Galina lay back against the pillows with a tired sigh.




    “Shocking.” He held a towel filled with ice up to her forehead. When she put her hand up to hold it, Andrey swatted it away lightly. “Still.”




    “You are a very bossy person.”




    “That’s why I’m Alpha.”




    “You’re not my Alpha,” she countered, but she subsided into the bed.




    One side of his mouth lifted in a small smile. “Will you please be quiet?”




    Galina heard the laughter in his voice. “You’re making fun of me.”




    He shook his head, making minute adjustments to the homemade ice pack. “Never,” he said, his voice a soft sound in the darkness. “I couldn’t possibly make fun of you.”




    She turned her head and hissed out a breath of pain. “I find that highly doubtful.” Her voice sounded strained as she tried to find a comfortable spot for her neck.




    Strong hands pushed lightly at her shoulder. “Let me see.”




    Galina rolled over onto her stomach. Andrey set the ice pack on her nightstand and laid cool hands against her neck. He began to lightly knead at the knotted muscles. “You want to tell me what happened?”




    She sighed, cracking open one green eye to look at him. “I am perfectly capable of taking care of myself,” she warned him.




    “Of that I have no doubt,” Andrey answered, his voice soft. “Still, I would like very much to know what happened.” His hands stroked the sides of her neck and the tops of her shoulders, fingers only barely digging into the painful collection of tension gathered there.




    “I was getting some stuff out of my car and someone came up behind me and slammed my head into it. Hard. So I elbowed them somewhere soft and chased after them.” She luxuriated in the feel of his hands on her. “You could do that forever, you know.”




    Andrey laughed, a quiet puff of breath. Galina felt him gather her long hair in one hand and push it aside, giving him better access to her back. She heard him moving and turned enough to watch him remove his jacket. He undid the buttons on his cuffs and rolled up his sleeves, before returning to the place beside her on the bed.




    “And?” he prompted, going back to massaging her shoulders.




    “And, that’s it. I was a little dazed, understandably,” she added, finding she was too tired to be more than slightly defensive, “so he got away.”




    “Did you recognize him?” There was something dark in Andrey’s voice, the threat of violence lying just beneath the pleasant sounding surface.




    “I really only got an excellent up close and personal look at the roof of my car—you know, when my forehead was being introduced to it—so I didn’t get a good look.”




    Andrey lay down next to her, his fingers tucking a lock of hair behind her ear. “You are entirely too sarcastic, has anyone ever told you that?”




    “No,” she answered, voice deadpan. “I have never heard that before in my life.”




    He chuckled. “Did he smell familiar?”




    Galina tried to nod, thinking better of it when her neck muscles rebelled. Andrey began to knead them again. “That was one of the strange things.” She bit back a yawn, not wanting to do it in his face. Because nothing said sexy times like yawning into a blazingly, mind numbingly hot man’s face. “I didn’t smell him at all until he was right there. And even then, his scent was faint, like he’d masked it somehow.” She had wolfsbane perfume that operated in much the same way.
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