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    Dedication




    To those about to snark, we salute you.


  




  

    1




    Worst. Birthday. Ever.




    IF THE DJ PLAYED one more Russian bubble gum pop song, Irina Sudenko Volkov was going to stab him with a swizzle stick.




    Well, she would pay someone to stab him with a swizzle stick. Her father had people who did that sort of thing.




    Irina knew it was wrong to be in such a foul mood at a Sweet Sixteen party. Her distant cousin, pretty little Katya Bulgakov, hadn’t done anything to personally offend her, other than choosing a Minsk-born DJ who favored chirpy teen love songs. But somehow, the obnoxious warbling was the final atonal straw that broke the camel’s back, in terms of her extremely shitty day. She didn’t want to be here, in the cramped, over-gilded “ballroom” of the Black Swan Inn, sipping what passed for red wine and watching her husband talk yet another cocktail waitress out of her panties.




    Everyone had a special talent. And wasn’t she just the luckiest girl in the world to be married to Sergei, who was practically an idiot savant at negotiating the descent of cheap nylon undergarments.




    Irina’s father, Ilya, sat to her left, holding court with old friends, drinking and telling stories from their glory days ruling the streets of Seattle as the Alpha wolves of the Volk Organizatsiya—the established Russian supernatural organized crime syndicate that ran drugs, guns, and anything else they could get their hands on out of the city’s thriving port. Now, they were broken-down dogs, too old for the center fighting ring, but too proud to be shipped off to a “nice farm in the country.” But telling vodka-fueled, highly exaggerated tales of fights won, heists accomplished and women debauched made Papa happy, so Irina smiled and stayed silent, even as Papa got drunker and forgot that his own daughter might not want to hear the more graphic details of his exploits.




    As aloof and sheltered as her self-imposed exile made her appear, it was still better than sitting with the other wives in Sergei’s circle, the snickering, Prada-wearing hyena counterbalance to Ilya’s pack. It was only natural to avoid intermingling with that particular gathering of bitches. Their husbands worked for her husband. They were not Irina’s equals. It was natural and only right that they should resent her, shut her out, whisper about her—not even bothering to do it behind her back. Their disdain meant that she was doing her job as the aloof, unreachable tsarina.




    Besides, it wasn’t as if she were going to be close friends with any of them in the first place. Sergei had fucked each of them at least once. The next time someone reminded her that werewolves mated for life, she was going to claw their eyes out.




    Checking her watch would be rude. Yawning and smacking her head against the table until she was unconscious would also be frowned upon. She didn’t want to give the impression that she wasn’t enjoying herself, even if she considered this party to be the same circle of hell reserved for traitors and people who returned clothes after wearing them. But she didn’t want to insult Katya’s parents by causing a scene, if for no other reason than to avoid the inevitable knock-down-drag-out fight that would ensue with Sergei over “embarrassing him in front of his business associates.”




    No, she told herself, better to sit here and play dutiful daughter. Even if her father was currently slurring his way through a story about a naked flight attendant, a bottle of Stolichnaya and a fur hat. There was not enough therapy in the world to unsee that mental image.




    Normally, she would seek out her brother, Nikolai, for some snarky, non-psychologically scarring chat, but Nik was in Chicago on business with their oldest brother, Alexei. Nik’s voice mail hadn’t included a lot of details, just apologies for ditching her at this little soiree and grumbling about clearing up one of Alexei’s “mishaps,” which could range from a negotiation gone bad to a dead Waffle House employee. Their baby sister, Galina, recently returned after graduating with a degree in art history from USC, was supposed to be there already. Galina generally didn’t show up less than an hour into any event, but this was pretty late, even for her. If she missed the cake-cutting, Irina would really worry. Galina was rabid for buttercream frosting.




    If Nik had attended, maybe her father wouldn’t be in such a state. Without the steadying influence of his son-slash-legal advisor, Ilya tended to get a little wild around the old crowd. As Irina pondered the motivation for this delightful little bender, Ilya cupped her face in his hands, smearing her carefully applied scarlet lipstick across her cheek.




    “Babochka,” Ilya slurred. His normally distinguished face was bright red beneath his thick iron gray hair and bristly moustache. “I am not thinking. You shouldn’t be sitting here with the old men. You should go, enjoy the party.”




    “Who are you calling old?” Ilya’s oldest friend, Petyr, demanded, shaking his fist. “I am still in my prime!”




    Petyr—a lanky, elegant Alpha who classified his aftershave collection by its ability to attract lady barflies—had never been a very good influence on her father, Irina mused, rolling her wide tawny eyes.




    “It’s fine, Papa, really,” Irina said, smiling faintly as she dabbed the smeared lipstick on her cheek with a candy pink cocktail napkin.




    “No, no, you are young,” he said, patting her cheek. “My sweet little girl. You should be enjoying yourself. Go, meet a nice boy. Dance.”




    Irina’s brows rose. Surely, Papa remembered that she was married to the (weakest) son of what was once one of the Organizatsiya’s strongest families…because Ilya had owed his family money…lots of money. Surely, he wasn’t so deep in the bottle that he thought Irina was still a teenager. She was wearing the ridiculously tight, long-sleeved red bandage dress that Sergei had chosen especially for this party to show off the diamond collar…er, necklace, he’d given her for her last birthday. Papa couldn’t be so drunk that he thought he would let teenage Irina leave the house dressed like that. No one could be that drunk.




    Papa made a tsking sound with his tongue. “You can’t find someone to dance with? Oh, my little wallflower, always so shy. Here, Papa will help. Viktor!” he bellowed, slamming his open palm against the Barbie-pink tablecloth. “Where are you? Viktor!”




    A tall man in a crisp black suit seemed to melt from the shadows of the ballroom, appearing at Ilya’s shoulder. Even Irina, who was well-accustomed to skulking henchmen, was startled by his sudden appearance at her side. She couldn’t help but stare.




    Since marrying, she’d lost touch with the Sudenko household staff and their comings and goings. Still, it was difficult to imagine that she’d been so distracted by some issue with Sergei that she hadn’t paid attention to him. “Viktor” was lean and leonine, in his late thirties, with a long, straight nose and cut-glass cheekbones that underscored eyes of electric blue. Unlike most of his colleagues, who favored ponytails and product for their thick dark mops, Viktor’s light hair was shorn close to the scalp. His face might have been too severe, if not for the full lips; lips quirked into a half-smile, as if Irina being humiliated by her father was the most entertaining thing he’d seen all evening.




    Rather than glare at him, Irina schooled her features into the indifferent mask she used to deal with her father’s associates. Her “Resting Statue Face.”




    “Really, Papa—”




    Papa ignored her, pouring himself another drink. “Viktor, you’re a good boy. You dance with my Irina. She spends too much time with her papa. She should be having fun like the rest of the girls.”




    Irina gaped at her father, mouth hanging open. Papa was that drunk. How could he suggest such a thing with Sergei standing just across the room? He would hit the roof if he saw Irina dancing with another man, possibly causing a party-wrecking scene and damaging his “working relationship” with Mr. Bulgakov. And the fallout when she got home would be nuclear.




    “Papa, I don’t think that’s a good idea,” she said.




    “I will dance with her,” Petyr insisted, pushing to his unsteady feet.




    Irina’s brain flashed to the last time she’d danced with Petyr. Her hands had smelled like Drakkar Noir and Grecian Formula for days. It was all she could do to keep from recoiling from her honorary uncle.




    “No, no, you stay here and drink,” Papa insisted. “Viktor, you dance with my little girl. I can trust you to keep your hands where they belong.”




    “Papa!” Irina exclaimed.




    “Such a good boy, Viktor,” Ilya told Petyr, patting Viktor’s cheek with his huge hands. “Smart, loyal. I’ve known him since he was a little malchik, running numbers for his father in Brighton Beach.”




    Irina couldn’t help but notice that Viktor hadn’t said a word during this entire exchange, even with the cheek-patting. It didn’t exactly show enthusiasm for her father’s proposal. He just stared down at her with those unreadable steely eyes, all traces of his smile gone.




    Wonderful.




    She couldn’t blame him for being hesitant, she supposed. She knew exactly how dangerous wives of the first circle could be: bored, unhappy trophy princesses who took out their frustrations by lashing out at the help and spending their husband’s money on expensive hooker shoes. Anything to get their husbands’ attention. And Irina knew she came across as one very unhappy princess, married to a pathetic, hot-headed Omega, a family disappointment whose name alone gave him a token position in the Organizatsiya. It was difficult to hide the seething, even behind her magazine-perfect makeup.




    Why would Viktor want to step into that mess, even with a gesture as simple as a dance? Considering her idiot husband’s well-known penchant for public scenes and over-the-top retribution, it would be quicker just to take a running start at a wood chipper in a desperate act of self-Fargo.




    But somehow, she couldn’t bear the idea of Viktor’s rejection, of hearing him give polite excuses and try to squirm out of touching her.




    Using her best “bored, spoiled bitch” voice, she said, “That’s a very tempting offer, but—” Irina glanced across the room, just in time to see Sergei disappear into the kitchen with the cocktail waitress, his fingers wound through the starched white sash of her apron.




    In that moment, hatred burned through Irina Volkov, searing up her spine like a blowtorch. It wasn’t enough that she pasted on a smile and played the role of the perfect little volk zhena, a simpering, sweet wolf-wife. It wasn’t enough that she pretended Sergei was just as smart and strong as the other wolves, even when she knew her family’s near-teenage chauffer, Yuri, had a better chance of successfully running the operation. It would never be enough.




    Irina was so very tired of this stupid game that her marriage had become. Sergei lashed out at her. She pretended not to feel it. He escalated. She retreated into her shell, giving up more and more of herself, never showing how much she hurt, never letting on to Papa how miserable she was. Sergei punished her for being a cold fish, an embarrassment. And the whole cycle started all over again. It wasn’t going to change. She could go on for years in this limbo. She glanced up at Viktor, and for a split second, she saw a flash of pity cross his face. Hired muscle, who, as far as she knew, didn’t have a last name, felt sorry for her. Well, fuck that.




    “I would love to,” she said, smiling serenely as she rose from her seat.




    Pity turned to surprise as Irina slipped her hand into his. Viktor inclined his head to Ilya and led her to the scarred maple dance floor. Adult couples filtered onto the floor as the DJ made a merciful switch from teen pop to a power ballad from a recent rom-com soundtrack. The birthday girl was dancing with some boy with Justin Bieber hair, while her father silently fumed at the bar.




    Viktor’s progress to the dance floor halted when Tatiana Smolensky, with her bottle-red hair and hateful green cat’s eyes, stepped into his path. Tatiana’s husband, Marko, was a mid-level hood who cleaned up messes for the Sudenkos, the sort of messes that affected the county’s tally of suspicious animal mauling-related deaths. (Werewolves made for convenient, if slightly sloppy, hit men.)




    Tatiana was yet another of Sergei’s conquests, but she’d been stupid enough to think she was in love with Sergei. In the “and there’s even more stupidity” category, she actually believed a couple of afternoon trysts in mid-priced hotels meant that Sergei loved her in return. And so she’d set her sights on Irina as the obstacle in her skanky epic romance.




    “Nice dress, Irina,” Tatiana simpered, her poisonous eyes narrowing when she spotted Irina’s necklace. Her smile brightened a notch, but there was little doubt that Tatiana would dearly love to snatch every strawberry blond strand of hair from Irina’s head. “I just couldn’t wear red for every single outfit, day in, day out, the same thing over and over. So repetitive. So predictable. I just couldn’t do it.”




    Irina smiled, so sweet that her teeth ached. “Yes, Tatiana, I’m well aware of your limitations.”




    It took a few seconds for the insult to register on Tatiana’s makeup spackled face. Viktor gave Irina’s arm a firm tug and pulled her out of range, just as Tatiana hissed, “Королева льда” at her. Ice Queen. The old taunt didn’t seem to matter much as Viktor pulled her into his arms. Tatiana couldn’t even come up with an original insult. She and the other hyenas called Galina the same thing.




    Irina couldn’t believe she was doing this. First, she agreed to dance with a man who was neither one of her brothers nor Sergei, something she had not done in nearly five years. And then she’d antagonized a whiny, loud-mouth twit with a grudge against her.




    The moment Sergei got word that she was “making a spectacle” of herself, he would be furious. But she couldn’t find it in herself to care as Viktor slid his hand around her waist and pulled her close, leaving a warm, tingling path across her back. She felt safe, protected in a way that she hadn’t felt in years, despite the round-the-clock security her father provided. And if the growing bulge against her belly was any indication, she wasn’t the only one to feel the tingles.




    Holy shit. She’d given Viktor a hard-on.




    Eyes darting up to his still-stoic face, Irina stifled a giggle. Surely, femme fatales who made big badass werewolves react like teenage boys didn’t giggle. Utter delight had her growing warm and wet against her panties. Irina shivered, swallowing carefully as her breasts brushed against his solid chest. He would smell it. If he was any kind of werewolf, Viktor would scent the arousal making her thighs slick and sticky. Hell, she was surprised that every wolf in the ballroom hadn’t perked up, sniffing the air. She glanced up at his face, expecting censure or a smirk, some sort of derision for her reacting like a leaky whore just because a nice-smelling Beta touched her.




    Viktor’s expression was impassive. His face might as well have been carved from stone. But his irises practically glowed glacial blue and he ran his nose along her hairline, inhaling her scent, like spicy tea and amber.




    To hide her hot, flushed cheeks, she bent her head until it nearly touched his collarbone…which was a mistake because it filled her nose with the woodsy, clean aroma of his cologne. It wasn’t quite scenting, an intimate exchange of pheromones that would be scandalous given the public setting, but it was as close as Irina had come in years. Sergei wasn’t much for affectionate gestures.




    Lust boiled through her, hot and frantic, making her clutch at his jacket with curled, sweaty fingers. This was possibly her worst idea since refusing Franny’s offer to whisk her away to the airport on her wedding day. Viktor folded his hand around hers. He frowned when the rough texture of her palms scraped against his and Irina wanted to snatch her hand back. No matter how much she spent on lotions, the latticework of tiny scars on her palms and fingertips always gave her away. But his mouth returned to its previous grim line as he led her in a simple, if inappropriately close, box step.




    The standard junior high stand-and-sway didn’t apply here, Irina supposed. While most of the men in the room swaggered and postured, everything about the way Viktor moved radiated barely restrained power, lithe and quiet capability. Irina had no doubt that Viktor was capable of backing up whatever threats he made. Hell, if those scary I Am Legend vampires broke into the hotel at this very moment, she was sure he would know exactly what to do and how to get her out of the room un-vampire-mauled.




    Then again, he probably wouldn’t explain this important anti-vampire strategy to her, because thus far, he hadn’t said one word. She was using that to rationalize her blatantly staring at his mouth. She told herself she was waiting for it to do something besides suppress that smile while he stared through her from under hooded eyelids.




    Stop staring at his mouth, she commanded her impressionable libido. If you can’t make eye contact, at least stop staring at his mouth.




    She cleared her throat and offered him a bland half-smile. “I appreciate your humoring my father.”




    “It’s not exactly a hardship.”




    “So you’re from New York?”




    “Little Odessa. My father owned a shop just off the boardwalk. He ran card games out of the back. Ilya would come to visit sometimes when he had business in town.”




    Irina resisted the urge to snort. She had no doubt that “business” entailed delivering the New York faction their share of Papa’s business ventures. Papa made these trips at least twice a month to pay the devil’s due. It was possible Viktor had spent as much of his childhood with her father as Irina had.




    “And what brings you to Seattle? The beautiful weather? Our above average suicide rate?”




    If she’d looked away for a moment, she would have missed it, a brilliant white flash of teeth that set a flock of butterflies loose in her belly. Her eyes flicked south, schoolgirl shy, and her teeth nibbled her bottom lip. She heard Viktor tamp down what sounded like a groan. He settled his hand slightly lower, past the small of her back, dangerously near the crease of her ass. The change pulled her closer, made her even more aware of the rigid cock pressing against her hip. The light contact at her back made Irina hiss in pain. Viktor’s brow furrowed. “Mrs. Volkov? Something wrong?”




    Irina gritted her teeth against the pain, the result of Sergei’s shove against the kitchen counter just the day before during an argument over her “priorities.” But Viktor certainly wasn’t entitled to that particular piece of information. These were the times when she wished she had werewolf healing abilities. It would eliminate the need for so many awkward explanations.




    “It’s these shoes,” she assured him. “They’re murder on your feet.”




    He glanced down at the red pumps in question, the ones that made her calf muscles flex into little heart shapes with every step. He opened his mouth, but when he looked up, his face clouded over in some unreadable emotion.




    Irina turned to see Sergei coming through the kitchen door, babying his left side, as if it pained him to walk. Thick red bands of angry, but already-healing, bruises ringed his neck. Irina supposed Sergei’s encounter with the cocktail waitress did not turn out as he expected. Good for the cocktail waitress, she mused.




    Even as he limped into the room, disheveled and beaten, Irina had to acknowledge that Sergei was a handsome man. Thick, curly dark hair, refined features, wide brown eyes. When they met, she’d held such hope that they might be able to build some sort of loving relationship from their hastily arranged marriage. But now, she’d seen those features twist with rage, suspicion, and scorn too many times to find them attractive. She didn’t want Sergei’s love. She just wanted his absence.




    Sergei’s dark eyes flicked toward Ilya, who was pouring himself another drink. His lip curled back and he sent a significant look toward her father’s table. She smiled blithely at him, as if she couldn’t possibly understand what he was trying to tell her. But his meaning was crystal clear. He wanted her to go back to her seat, stay with her father, high up on the shelf, out of reach with the other porcelain dolls.




    Well, she’d already taken the risk of dancing with Viktor, so she might as well enjoy it. She turned that sweet smile on Viktor, and the moment she did, he stopped moving, right there in the middle of the dance floor. He stared at her, fingers clutching her hand so hard that she was sure he would leave claw marks in her skin. He shook his head as if coming out of some sort of fog, glanced at Sergei and processed the murderous expression on her husband’s face.




    “Mrs. Volkov, would it be better to return to your seat?” Viktor asked, his tone flat and cool all at once.




    “In for a penny, in for a pound,” she told him with a shrug. But Viktor seemed more concerned about the very angry barely-a-werewolf gangster storming his way. He turned, very subtly positioning himself between Sergei and his wife. But Sergei didn’t so much as look at him.




    “We’re leaving,” he spat, his voice rough and raspy. He hooked his arm through hers and all but dragged her from the dance floor. She glanced back at her father’s table, but Ilya had his arms around his friends’ shoulders, his head thrown back in a laugh. She could hear Viktor’s quick steps behind them. Light on his feet, that one, she mused, even as he worked to keep his jacket strategically placed over his not-so-little problem. Sergei jerked her forward to heel, her ice pick shoes skidding across the polished floor.




    “Mr. Volkov, if you’d like, I can drive you home. I don’t think you’re in any condition—”




    “Don’t tell me about my condition,” Sergei snarled.




    “Viktor, it’s all right,” Irina called as they reached the inn’s lavish black marble entryway. “Could you go back to the table and ask my father to drop my purse by the house?”




    Anything to get him away from her. Anything to keep him from witnessing this humiliation. But Viktor’s expression was just as steady and indecipherable as ever, staring holes through her as Sergei yanked her around like she was a badly behaved poodle.




    They reached the front steps of the inn, a light misting rain making the slick marble stairway even more treacherous. Irina shivered against the chilly spring breeze, but knew better than to try to duck under Sergei’s arm for warmth. She stayed behind him using his frame to block the wind. She heard a pop, like a firecracker thrown at their feet. Sergei’s body jerked forward at the waist, as if he’d been punched in the gut. And then two more pops. Sergei turned to her, his lips stained in an angry red snarl, his eyes golden and livid. He nearly pulled her down with him as he tumbled to the ground. Irina’s balance tipped and in a split second, someone yanked her arm out of Sergei’s grasp. She fell back to the hard, cold stone, a warm weight pressing over her.




    It took her a few second to process that the weight was Viktor, crouching over her, shielding her body from the shots that were still coming. She could hear women screaming as other guests scrambled back inside the hotel, away from danger. His arms wrapped around her head, splaying his fingers around her temple to keep her in place. But all she could see was bright electric blue eyes hovering close to hers.




    Chaos reigned all around them, and all she could see was him, mouthing the words, “I’ve got you” over and over. Her left hand was trapped between them, just inches above where the still-rigid erection jutted against her belly. An insane impulse made her want to roll her hips, to notch her legs around that stiff length and ride it until she found the release she’d been missing for so long. She reached with her right to stroke her fingertips across that tempting bottom lip. The overwhelming urge to touch him shocked her. She knew that her life had dulled her response to violence, but surely dry humping the help couldn’t be the right way to respond to this situation.




    Viktor said to stop, and she pulled her hand closer to her chest, her face flushing. Sound came rushing into her ears like the returning tide.




    “The shots have stopped,” Viktor said again.




    Irina squirmed under him and for a moment, he looked downright pained. Blowing out a harsh breath, Viktor rolled to his knees, Glock at the ready, and surveyed the scene. Sergei lay on his back, legs splayed, his hands clenched as his body spasmed. His shirt was splattered red and black from collar to cuffs. Irina crawled over to him, counting the wells of blood blooming from his chest. Silver bullets, Irina guessed. Even this many shots could be survived with the werewolf healing factor. But given Sergei’s reaction and the black ooze of silver contamination dripping from his mouth, it seemed the bullets were rapidly poisoning his blood before he had the chance to regenerate.




    “Sergei,” she whispered, pressing her fingers to the wounds at his chest.




    Not like this, her brain screamed. She hadn’t looked forward to decades of married bliss, but she’d certainly never wished such a filthy death on him.




    “Sorry,” Sergei croaked, black froth bubbling up from his lips. And for a moment, she believed him. She pulled his head against her lap, trying to offer some comfort as his life’s blood drained away on the marble steps. “Irina.”




    “It’s all right, Sergei, just—”




    As she shifted under him, Sergei’s nostrils flared and his eyes narrowed. In that moment, she knew. He could smell the arousal that still clung to her skin, desire sparked by another man. Snarling, he grabbed her chin in his hands and squeezed, making her jaw ache under the bone-buckling pressure. She yanked away, but he kept his death-grip on her face. The lights in his eyes, if they were ever there at all, died. The pain eased and she fell back against a solid wall of man.




    Viktor’s arm snaked around her waist and pulled her back to sit on his thighs. Out of the corner of her eye, Irina could see Galina running down the steps, unencumbered by her platform heels. A tall, dark-haired bodyguard from Andreyev Lupesco’s camp—Konstantin—caught Galina around the waist, pulling her back, out of danger. Irina slumped back against Viktor, staring at her husband’s blood spreading slick against the steps. Gasping, she tried to press her hands to her face, but they stopped mid-air when she saw the gory mess on her palms.




    Red, so much red. Red hands. Red dress. Her whole world went red. And then it went black.
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    Revenge of the Powerpuff Girl




    SHE WOKE FACEDOWN on her white duvet, choking on a pillow feather.




    Why was she facedown on her white duvet, choking on a pillow feather?




    Coughing up the offending fluff, Irina pushed up from the mattress and took stock of the situation. She was in her own bed, which was good. But she couldn’t remember how she got there or why she was wearing mismatched pajamas, which was bad. She glanced down at the lavender She-Ra, Princess of Power T-shirt, which she only wore with her My Little Pony pajama pants. There was no way in hell she would have paired it with the Powerpuff Girls pajama pants. So who did?




    She flopped back on her bed. Her head hurt, but not with a hangover throb so much as a “morning after a horrendous emotional upheaval” ache right between her eyes. She’d danced with that particular monster often enough to recognize the aftermath of an epic round of ugly crying. Did she and Sergei have another fight? Had he been the one to dress her in these insanely cartoon genre-inappropriate pajamas?




    She rubbed at her eyelids. Her hands felt weird, stiff and tight around the nail beds. She pulled them away from her face and gasped. She looked like Elizabeth Bathory had given her a manicure. Rusty, sticky patches of blood clung to her cuticles, staining her fingernails. Blood, so much blood.




    Sergei’s blood.




    The night before came rushing back to her in an oily rush of panic. The gunshots, Sergei’s blood, Viktor’s hand on her shoulder as she was tucked into the ambulance to a supernatural-friendly hospital. The paramedics and surgeons tried to save Sergei, but they could only do so much against four poisonous gunshot wounds. And she just sat there, watching them work on him with a stupefied detachment.




    While she waited in the lobby of the hospital, the human police grilled her over and over about the moments before the shooting. Had she seen anything? Had Sergei argued with anyone at the party? Had he behaved strangely?




    Galina sat patiently at her side, rubbing soothing circles on her back during the interrogation. Her father made himself scarce when the police showed up, but Irina registered Viktor’s form out of the corner of her eye, leaning against the wall and watching the proceedings while occasionally answering his cell. And then, Sergei’s mother, Anya, had arrived at the hospital, long streaks of eye makeup running down her cheeks and dripping onto her too-tight, sequined evening gown.




    “Well!” her mother-in-law had screamed at Irina, as she shoved aside the doctor who’d quietly informed Irina that she was a widow. “My son is dead! Aren’t you going to say anything?”




    Anya never had much time for Irina. In her mother-in-law’s opinion, Irina had failed as a wife in many ways. Working outside of the home, neglecting to produce a grandson within nine months of the wedding, and worst yet, not properly appreciating the fine specimen of a man that was her husband, and the roof that he put over Irina’s head. Pointing out that the house was a wedding present from Irina’s mother’s side of the family didn’t seem to improve Anya’s temper.




    Irina’s usual tactic was to soothe and capitulate, to assure Mama Anya that she would do her best to improve. But with Sergei’s blood drying to a thick, scaly mess on her hands, Irina just sat there, unable to speak.




    “You never loved him! You never honored him! You let him die without children! Ленивый женщина! Бессердечный женщина!” Anya screamed, sweaty strands of hennaed hair falling into her eyes. She lunged for Irina’s face, claws bared.




    Lazy woman, Mama Anya had called her. Heartless woman! If it wasn’t so fucking sad, Irina might have laughed. It was like the mean, chubby pot calling the kettle a bad wife.




    “Okay, let’s just back up the crazy train right now,” Galina had grunted, catching Anya’s hands at the wrists and shoving them away. Galina stood tall and sleek in her Fluevog stilettos, towering over Sergei’s mother, a blond Valkyrie ready to strike her down and drag Anya to wherever evil mothers-in-law spent eternity.




    Viktor slung an arm around Anya’s waist, pulling her a safe distance from Irina, even as the she-wolf bucked and struggled to get back to her prey. Galina stepped between them, her flinty tone making Anya still in submission. “Let’s all calm down before we alert the nice human police officers to our true nature.”




    “My sweet boy is dead,” Anya spat, her chins quivering. “What do I care for police officers?”




    “You’ll care if you’re put through the Gauntlet for exposing us to the humans,” Galina growled. Werewolves in their prime rarely survived the Gauntlet. Irina pictured her mother-in-law running through the woods in her red sequined dress, facing off against the strongest wolves elected from each family in the Volk Organizatsiya to communicate the werewolves’ disapproval of her behavior, and she knew she’d found a new mental happy place. “Now, shut up and sit down.”




    Galina was using all of her Alpha female influence to break Anya’s rage. Irina’s sister stared the bitch down until Anya relented, ducking her head and collapsing to the hospital bench in tears.




    The doctor chose that moment to present Irina with a plastic bag packed with Sergei’s bloody clothes. Anya snatched it away and clutched it to her chest like a newborn. And when the police tried to claim those personal effects as evidence, Anya had to be sedated with enough Valium to drop a horse. Galina slipped away to bribe the various hospital officials to leave the supernatural aspects of Sergei’s shooting out of their reports and to switch the silver bullets taken from Sergei’s body with normal ammo. And that was the last thing that Irina remembered.




    In the quiet of her room, truly her room now that Sergei was gone, Irina couldn’t pretend that she was devastated. She couldn’t even pretend that she was shocked. She’d seen too many people in Papa’s circle fall to the gun this way. Sergei pissed off a lot of people in his business dealings…and in his personal dealings. He was a one-man interpersonal wrecking ball and Irina had been thrown into his path.




    Years before, when Irina was still a teenager, the Sudenko fortunes had waned. The loss of her adoptive mother, combined with other tragedies, had taken Ilya’s focus off of the business. Back before the days of Silver Bullet, Ilya promised cocaine he couldn’t deliver, thanks to Alexei’s getting into a drunken brawl with the distributor’s son and alienating their source. Ilya couldn’t find a supplier in time to replace the promised product and owed Sergei’s father, Anatoly, a forfeit of almost five million dollars—five million he didn’t have in liquid cash. And when Anatoly heard about this shortage, he’d suggested that maybe this would be a good time to discuss Irina’s marriage plans.




    Irina was sold, lock, stock and barrel, with the understanding that she would be “allowed” to complete her college degree at UDub before the wedding, and that was only due to Ilya’s insistence. It was difficult for Irina to be grateful for this allowance when she was stuck on the word “sold.” It was handled very discreetly, without the usual gossip circulating within the werewolf community. But jeopardizing his daughter’s future in this fashion had scared Ilya so badly that he’d snapped out of his grief and rebuilt the family enterprises. Irina was grateful to have served some purpose. Galina would be saved this grief, at least.




    Her life as she knew it was over. She was no longer a wife. What was she now? What would she do? Where could she go? The house was a gift from her side of the family. She could keep it. But would she want to stay there in these rooms where she’d been so unhappy? Would her job, which had simply served as a favor to her father’s employers and an excuse to get her out of the house, become a necessity? When was the funeral? Would she be allowed to make the arrangements or would Anya take over? Did Irina care if she did?




    Irina had no doubt that she would be expected to show up in a proper black dress and veil, weep piteously and then slink away so Anya would never have to look at her again. If Irina had her way, she’d hire the DJ from the sweet sixteen party and shoot off firecrackers during the service.




    Irina couldn’t seem to recall her parting words with her mother-in-law the night before.




    For that matter, she didn’t remember the drive home or walking into her house. She certainly couldn’t remember changing into her pajamas. Someone had either done or helped her do all of those things. And she couldn’t help but wonder why she’d been changed into sleepwear, but not say, put under the covers. Or why her brain seemed to be snagging on weird little details like that when her husband was dead.




    She had to get moving. She needed to wash her hands, and shower. She should definitely remove the film of last night’s mascara from her eyelids. But first, maybe she should figure out who was downstairs, making her house smell like coffee.




    As she crept to her bedroom door, Irina tried to imagine who could be moving quietly in her kitchen. Despite growing up with full staff at each of their childhood homes, she and Sergei didn’t have a housekeeper. Sergei had insisted that Irina do the cooking and cleaning herself, to “teach her to be a proper wife to him,” though Irina had always suspected that he simply didn’t want any witnesses to his particular brand of spousal negotiations. Her father? Ilya certainly loved her, but he wasn’t exactly a hands-on parent. She got her birds and bees speech from the housekeeper, for goodness’ sake. Nikolai? He was a far more likely candidate. He would definitely be the type to show up at her door with tea and sympathy. But Nik was stuck in Chicago with their idiot brother. Franny? Her perfectly normal, Italian-to-the-bone best friend would have loudly announced her presence the moment she walked into the house. Galina would have crawled into bed with her and given her a much-needed dose of sisterly snuggling. She never would have allowed Irina to wake up alone.




    What if it wasn’t anyone she knew? What if the person who shot Sergei had snuck into her house?




    To make her coffee.




    Well, it didn’t make a lot of sense, but she wasn’t exactly operating on all cylinders at the moment.




    Should she grab something? A heavy object or something sharp? Sergei had a whole damn armory in the basement, but she couldn’t get to it because a) Sergei hadn’t trusted her enough to give her a key (with good reason) and b) the basement access was through the kitchen, which was where the coffee-making-possible-killer was currently puttering. She passed her open closet and grabbed her Black and Decker steam iron from the shelf.




    Skulking down the sweeping black staircase, she clutched the iron to her chest and poked her head past the black paneled pocket doors.




    Nothing.




    No Franny or Nik, or even Galina. No presumptuous barista serial killer. Hell, she couldn’t even see the coffee maker in her cozy white and blue kitchen. It was one of the few rooms in the house where Irina had some influence over the decorating, because Sergei spent almost no time in there. He demanded all of his meals be served in the formal dining room, with its blood red walls and black enamel James Bond villain dining table.




    “What are you doing?” a low voice whispered from behind her.




    Irina shrieked, spinning and raising her arm to backhand the intruder with her iron. Viktor easily sidestepped her swing and wrapped an arm around her, pulling her flush with his chest. He stared down at her with a bemused expression on his face, as if her attempt to pimp-slap him with a steam iron was adorable. It was the closest thing to an actual smile she’d ever seen on his face and she couldn’t help but stare at the strange transformation of his features. Instead of the expressionless statue, he seemed younger, sweet even—well, not sweet, but less shrouded in the “I’m twenty seconds from killing you with a popsicle stick” thing he usually projected.




    “Good morning,” he murmured. And the vibrations his rumbling voice sent through her chest were enough to make her nipples tighten and her knees buckle. His hand slid around her hip to keep her upright and it just happened to bring her that much closer to the denim-covered bulge in his jeans. Irina lost her grip on the iron and it careened into the floor, breaking her from her cock-addled fugue state.




    “What is wrong with you?” she exclaimed, suddenly smacking his arm with her free hand.




    “I’m sorry,” he said, not looking the least bit so. “I heard you coming downstairs and wanted to check the blinds. There are a few reporters camped outside and I didn’t want them getting a shot of you in your pajamas.”




    Reporters. Camped outside her house. Because her husband was dead. And she was standing here ogling another man. Right.




    The jolt of adrenaline seemed to have righted the misfiring synapses in her brain, giving her just enough self-awareness to realize she was wearing kiddie jammies and day-old makeup in front of the man who’d made her panties wet the night before.




    “Thank you,” she said, inclining her head with as much grace as she could manage. “How did you get in? There’s a security system. A really expensive one.”




    “Your father gave me the codes last night when I brought you home.”




    “You brought me home?” She glanced down at her pajamas. “So you changed my clothes?”




    Viktor nodded, pouring a cup of coffee and sliding it across the counter toward her. “You were exhausted to the point of being incoherent, but you were aware enough to complain about your dress cutting into your sides and something about Spanx? So I didn’t want to let you sleep in it.”




    “You saw my Spanx?” she asked.




    “Not if that upsets you…” he said, leaning out of face-scratching distance, just in case.




    Irina groaned. This was such an inappropriate conversation for a new widow to have. But she couldn’t help but feel that if she’d met Viktor under different circumstances…If she was just some woman he met while waiting in line at Starbucks, and he wasn’t a supernatural killer hell bent on protecting her from her father’s enemies, they might have had some storybook meet-cute, followed by sparkling conversation and dinners out that didn’t involve firearms. There was a spark between them, chemistry, lightning in a bottle. But she was a crime boss’s daughter, and he was a supernaturally gifted hit man who worked for said crime boss. She needed to wake up and smell the wolfsbane. Viktor was off-limits.




    “Has my sister been here?” Irina asked, clearing her throat.




    “She said she would come by first thing this morning,” he said, reaching into the fridge for the hazelnut creamer she kept there. She might wonder how he knew the creamer was her favorite coffee treatment, not Sergei’s, but she was sure there was an upsetting, “because he smelled it on her with his werewolf super-senses” explanation she was not ready for at this hour.




    “How are you?” he asked quietly as she stirred creamer and sweetener into her coffee.




    “I don’t know.”




    “That seems normal enough.”




    “Nothing about my life is normal,” she mused.




    Viktor cleared his throat. “Your father has asked me to stay here with you for the time being. He doesn’t trust anyone from Sergei’s circle to watch over you. He asked me to tell you that you are welcome to stay with him at the big house at any time.”




    Irina smirked. “Meaning, I am summoned to stay with Papa at the big house?”




    “Take it any way you want,” he said. “I’m just the messenger.”




    “You don’t have to stay here with me. I’m sure it will be fine,” she assured him. “We have the security system, which I will be changing the codes for when you leave. I don’t need a full-time protection detail.”




    “Well, I think we both know that’s not up to you,” he said, making her grunt in a most unladylike fashion. “I know you told the police you didn’t see anything last night, but do you remember anything odd? Anyone out of place?”




    She shook her head. “My husband made a lot of people angry and it caught up with him. It would be easier to narrow down people who didn’t have a reason to shoot him.” She took a long draw from her coffee cup. “Actually, now that I think about it, Sergei acted like he’d been injured last night. Did you notice that? Right before he dragged me off the dance floor—”




    Away from you. Out of your arms. Away from the scent that had me dripping down my thighs, her cruel brain added silently. Her brain was a jerk.




    Viktor nodded. “He had bruises on his neck and he was babying his side.”




    “I thought maybe the cocktail waitress he’d snagged had beaten him up, but maybe it was someone from one of the other families?” Irina guessed.




    “You knew about the cocktail waitress?” Viktor asked, his smooth brow furrowing.




    “I’m human. I’m not an idiot,” she told him. She could see a flicker of confusion cross his stark features, and she knew that he’d forgotten, for a moment, that she was human, the adopted daughter.




    Irina couldn’t remember her mother. From what she could remember of her biological father, Pavel, he had been handsome, smart, and charming. He also happened to be a degenerate gambler. Even when she was a toddler, Pavel frequently left Irina sitting outside whatever room he happened to be playing cards in, whether it was in a bookshop or bar, for hours while he gambled. Ilya frequented these establishments while collecting his protection money. As she was growing up, he told her about seeing her, sitting there on the floor, poring over a book of old Russian fairy tales. He would crouch down next to Irina and tell her how smart and special she was. Ilya promised her that he would make sure that Irina went to a good school, even if Pavel couldn’t afford to send her. He gave Irina his card with all of his phone numbers, and made her promise to keep it in her coat pocket, in case she ever needed him.




    Unfortunately for Irina, Pavel had a losing streak about a mile long. By the time she was six, he’d already sold off most of their furniture, her dead mother’s jewelry, their car. So when he had a “good feeling” about a straight flush, he bet Irina. He figured she was worth about five thousand. The other men in the game had been horrified that Pavel was willing to gamble away his little girl. But Ilya insisted that the play be allowed to continue. Even though Pavel won the hand, Ilya forced him to sign over custody of Irina—at gunpoint—that very day. He said that Pavel couldn’t be trusted with such a treasure. He knew Pavel would do something like that again if Irina stayed with him, so he took Irina away and flew her to Seattle to live with his family.




    Irina had been grudgingly accepted by Mama Katrina, and even less so by the Organistaya. But Irina’s handling of the tragedies the Sudenko family had suffered over the years eventually won the reluctant respect of the women of the first circles. To some degree, she would always be an outsider. But on the other hand, she was stronger for having to use her wits to survive the treacherous waters of her family’s world without relying on super-senses.




    “I didn’t need a werewolf nose to smell what his skanks left on him. But I also knew that there wasn’t much I could do about it. I had no illusions about my marriage, Mister—Ugh, I don’t even know your last name.” She groaned and scrubbed her hand over her eyes.




    “It’s Zhukovsky,” he told her. “But considering everything that’s happened, why don’t we stick with Viktor?”




    Irina cleared her throat. “About that,” she said. “I wasn’t exactly myself last night…or this morning, so my reactions weren’t exactly…”




    Viktor’s full lips twitched into a smirk. “I was talking about you trying to smash my head in with an iron. What are you talking about?”




    She lifted an eyebrow. But before she could respond, she heard the security system beep and the front door open. “I’m here!” Galina called. “And I brought Franny! And cinnamon rolls! But mostly, Franny!”




    Irina’s gorgeous, golden baby sister bustled into the kitchen, wearing a green sweater, jeans and high-heeled boots like it was haute couture. Still, it was a step down from the slick power suits and designer stilettos she favored while working as an assistant curator for the Seattle Museum of Art. Franny was dressed for working at her dental office, with Dr. Francesca M. Valenti, DMD stitched carefully over her heart. Her pale blue scrubs sparked uncomfortable reminders of Irina’s previous evening at the hospital.




    “It’s good to know where I rank compared to breakfast pastries,” Franny muttered, wrapping her long arms around Irina. “How are you doing, kid?”




    Irina glanced at Viktor, who excused himself to the living room. Franny shot Irina a significant look, which Irina ignored. “Would it be wrong to say ‘relieved’?”




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




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




    “Why the hell not? Do you think Viktor’s going to tell on us?” Galina snickered, glancing toward 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. 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 I did when we were kids.”




    “Okay, first of all, you had werewolf strength on your side,” Irina sniped, pointing her finger in Galina’s face. Galina gave a half-hearted snap of her teeth, as if she was going to bite off Irina’s fingertip. Irina flicked her nose. “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. “Ow!”




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




    Irina glanced at the pastry with a grimace. Her stomach rebelled at the thought of food. But she began the process of picking it apart to make it look like she’d consider the idea.




    “It’s all over the news, Rina,” Galina said, digging into her second cinnamon roll. “Papa’s beside himself, worrying about you here alone. So if you’re not 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, jerking her thumb in the direction of the living room.




    “Franny,” Irina 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 rolled her eyes, digging into her cinnamon roll.




    Irina sighed. Sometimes, she questioned the wisdom of letting Franny in on her family’s secret.




    “Anyway,” Galina interjected, glaring at an unrepentant Franny. “The next couple of days are going to be a circus. 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 murmured. She thought about the potential loss of face in the circles, if she were seen being usurped in her widow’s role. But honestly, she couldn’t give less of a damn at the moment. “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 huffed, though there was warmth in her exasperation. “And it does give Nik and Alexei time to get home. Nik says he loves you and as soon as this shitstorm 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 giggled and thought about the contents of her closet. With the exception of the pajamas and yoga pants she bummed around the house in, everything in her closet was red. Sergei had insisted, even though red clashed with her strawberry-blond hair. The first year they were married, he’d slowly weeded anything that wasn’t red from her work and social wardrobes. He said it would be her signature, and by that, he meant it would be his signature, the pretty wife in the show-stopping red clothes. And she wasn’t about to fight through the throng of reporters just to shop for a damn funeral dress.




    Irina grinned, a hint of the wicked girl Galina and Franny had once known peeking past the proper volk zhena shell. “Well, Sergei always did like me in red.”
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