

  

    Cover




    [image: ]


  




  

    Title Page




    

      [image: ]

    




    ...




    [image: ]




    Omnific Publishing




    Los Angeles


  




  

    Copyright Information




    From Russia with Claws, Copyright © 2015 by Jacey Conrad and Gia Corona




    All Rights Reserved. Except as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without prior written permission of the publisher.




    ...




    Omnific Publishing




    1901 Avenue of the Stars, 2nd Floor




    Los Angeles, California 90067




    www.omnificpublishing.com




    ...




    First Omnific eBook edition, August 2015




    First Omnific trade paperback edition, August 2015




    ...




    The characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.




    ...




    Library of Congress Cataloguing-in-Publication Data




    ...




    Corona, Gia; Conrad, Jacey.




    From Russia with Claws / Jacey Conrad and Gia Corona – 1st ed




    ISBN: 978-1-623422-13-4




    1. Paranormal Romance—Fiction. 2. Werewolf—Fiction. 3. Russian Mafia—Fiction. 4. Romance—Fiction. I. Title




    ...




    Cover Design by Micha Stone and Amy Brokaw


    Interior Book Design by Coreen Montagna


  




  

    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.


  




  

    2




    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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