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      Resisting her is impossible.

      

      After a lifetime of fighting his own kind, Nikolai Chernikov has been in self-imposed isolation for years. The taint of his father’s crimes hangs over him, and of all the infamous Chernikov brothers, Nick is most like their father. The fear that madness is only one bad decision away has kept Nick from seeking a mate for more than ten years. Then she comes into his life—the sexiest, most stunning tiger shifter Nick has ever known. Tatiana is everything he wants. And everything he can’t have.

      

      He’s the only man she’ll accept.

      

      Tatiana Loban-Gupta has tried to find a mate for more than three years. She was starting to lose hope when she caught Nick’s scent and her entire body lit up with need and longing. She’ll defy the rules of their people to answer the combustible chemistry between them, even though getting caught could ruin everything. But Nick’s family history is a wall between them she’s not sure she can breach. A fight with a werewolf pack and facing off against the other tiger males seems easy compared to fighting Nick’s demons. Convincing him to return to the Mate Run will be the hardest thing she’s ever had to do, but for Tatiana, failure is not an option.
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      Nikolai Chernikov knew the woman was a tiger shifter the instant she stepped into his diner. He’d felt her the moment she came into town. No tigers lived anywhere near Eirene, which was why he’d settled here five years ago.

      Worse still, the tiger invading his territory was her. Tatiana Loban-Gupta. She was more dangerous to him than all the rest of his people combined.

      She sat at the counter and glanced around the cozy space, taking in the bustling breakfast crowd. For several moments, Nick couldn’t think past his raging heartbeat. She was stunning. Golden blonde hair, dark brown eyes, perfect heart-shaped lips, and a figure so lush it made his mouth water.

      She was even more beautiful than she’d been six years ago, the first time he’d seen her. They hadn’t met then. She hadn’t even noticed him, much to his relief. But that moment was fixed in his memory.

      He’d been at the elders’ compound in West Virginia, stalking through the corridors deep in thought after a meeting with his grandmother, where she’d once again tried to talk him into returning to the Mate Run. He’d walked into a large, open atrium and looked up.

      There Tatiana stood with two males and a female, smiling, laughing, and talking as if the world hadn’t just turned upside down. Her scent washed over him, a mix of honeysuckle, female, and her basic essence, robbing him of breath. His pulse hammered hard. Something about her scent called to him on a basic level, beyond anything he’d experienced before; primal and insistent. His tiger lifted its head and growled.

      She wasn’t just beautiful and sexy. She wasn’t just a rare and delectable female tiger shifter. His tiger insisted she was his.

      Only a moment passed, a few heartbeats, then he’d turned and escaped to his room at the complex, running from the spark of electricity he’d felt for her. He’d tried to tell himself it was for her own good. He was one of the infamous Chernikov brothers. No tigress in her right mind wanted to be saddled with him. No tigress gave the Chernikov boys a second glance.

      She’d grown even curvier over the years, curves that had nearly brought him to his knees four months ago when she’d come out of nowhere and introduced herself. His damned bad luck to have been at the elders’ compound again at the exact same time she’d been there. He’d managed to avoid her for six years. And all that careful avoidance had gone to hell.

      Damn her, what was she doing here? Didn’t she know better?

      His tiger raised its head, scenting the air and absorbing her deliciously unique fragrance. That scent had haunted him since he’d first picked it up. The tiger in him saw a mate.

      The man in him saw trouble.

      He waited for her to order coffee from Jane before he came out of the kitchen to greet her. He had to settle himself, control his reaction, or he was likely to scare off all his customers and ruin the comfortable life he’d built for himself here.

      As soon as he stepped into the main room, her gaze locked on to his. She smiled, just a little, and raised her coffee mug to her lips as she watched him approach.

      Fuck. He was in serious trouble.

      “Tatiana,” he greeted her from the opposite side of the counter. Safer to have at least some obstacle between them, even if it was only the flimsy barrier of wood and Formica. “What brings you here?”

      “You.”

      Well, she didn’t mince words. He liked that about her. “You shouldn’t have come.”

      “What else could I do? You’ve been avoiding me for months now. You ignore my letters and emails. You didn’t leave me much choice.”

      “You could have stayed away.”

      “You know better than that.”

      No, he didn’t. But that wasn’t a conversation they could have in public. “You want something to eat?”

      “What’s good?”

      “Everything. My omelets are really popular.”

      She wrinkled her nose and shivered. “No, thanks. Maybe just a side of bacon?”

      He hid a smile and nodded. For some reason, most tigers hated eggs. He wasn’t one of them, but obviously, Tatiana didn’t share his taste.

      “Be right back.” He felt her gaze along his spine all the way back to the kitchen.

      Every muscle was stiff and tight as he worked to contain instincts better kept in check. His tiger didn’t want to listen to civilized logic, but giving in to those thoughts would be disastrous.

      He’d moved to this isolated little town in Colorado and stayed as far away from his own people as was possible for five years. Occasionally, he saw his brothers when they stopped in to visit. But they had their own lives, so emails and phone calls had become the default. Outside of that situation four months back with Mitch and his new fiancée and the subsequent trip Nick had had to take to the elders’ compound, he hadn’t been around his own kind in a long time.

      Which suited him and the other tigers.

      Tatiana being here was going to bring down a world of trouble onto his head. The kind of trouble he’d gone out of his way to avoid. The older he got, the more he just wanted peace. Tatiana was the exact opposite of peace. She was excitement, chaos, passion, reckless abandon. And despite what his tiger kept telling him about her, he did not want to go back to fighting every single day of his damned life.

      He finished the bacon but sent the plate out to her via his waitress Jane.

      He was a coward.

      Scrubbing his hands over his face, he let out a quiet groan. “Fuck.”

      He stared at the wall for a long moment, and then gave in to necessity. He couldn’t ignore her anymore. He couldn’t pretend she meant nothing to him. But he couldn’t have her either, and she needed to get that through her thick skull.

      Which meant they had to talk.

      But damn, if that wasn’t going to be the hardest conversation of his life.

      

      Tatiana worked hard to keep her knee from bouncing as she ate her way through the plate of bacon. She was putting everything on the line being here, but she didn’t have a choice. She couldn’t continue on as she’d been indefinitely. She had to talk Nick into returning to the Mate Run, her Run.

      She assumed a relaxed pose and tried not to let her nerves show, but her stomach danced with both giddy excitement and dread. In an attempt to distract herself, she studied the little diner Nick owned. It was a charming place with bright walls, polished wooden floors, and tables decked out with the kind of paper coverings kids could draw on. She smiled as one little boy, probably no older than two, scribbled furiously on the paper with two different colored crayons, then raised his hands in triumph to present his masterpiece.

      The sight tightened a band around her chest and she had to look away.

      Despite what the others said, she did want children. She’d always wanted them. Lots of them.

      But she refused to mate with just any tiger, and until she’d caught Nick’s scent four months ago, she’d despaired of ever finding a suitable mate. Every male who’d come forward to participate in her Mate Run fell short. She tried to keep an open mind, but when the time came to choose, she just…kept running. The idea of any of them catching her filled her with dread.

      You weren’t supposed to dread being with the man who might possibly be the father of your children.

      The elders had tried to help, and Tiana had honestly tried to select a potential mate. Her Run had been opened to males from around the US, a much larger pool than normally participated. Usually only the males located near a female’s territory took part in her Run. But then, usually the females knew who they wanted before they even started to run.

      For reasons she’d never been able to understand, none of the tigers she’d met did anything for her. She wasn’t trying to be obstinate or difficult. She just wanted to want the man she’d spend three days having sex with, and so far, not one of them had sparked that chemical, basic lust in her.

      She’d started to worry about herself. Maybe something was wrong with her. Maybe she was broken.

      Then she’d caught Nick’s scent and every nerve in her body came to life. Her heart raced, her stomach tightened, her lips tingled. She drank in that delicious smell and all the wonderful sensations swamping her body like a woman deprived of water for years. She’d thought the scent seemed vaguely familiar, but she knew she’d never had this reaction to another tiger before, so it had to be someone new to her.

      She was so excited to actually feel lust for a tiger it wouldn’t even have mattered what he looked like. The fact that he turned out to be gorgeous was a bonus—tall, well-muscled, light brown hair, green eyes, strong features. She’d very nearly jumped into his arms the minute she’d seen him. A combination of relief and lust had rolled through her in delightful waves.

      Until she’d discovered he was one of the Chernikov brothers.

      Worse, he was the oldest Chernikov. Nikolai—or Nick, as he preferred—hadn’t taken part in a Mate Run for more than ten years. And no one wanted him to return to it.

      Except her.

      As far as Tiana was concerned, the others could just get over it. Tiger shifters were on the brink of extinction. Too many males, not nearly enough females, and the numbers dropping no matter what they did. The institution of the Mate Run had staved off societal chaos. It was the only way a male could earn a rare female. During a females estrous, several males gathered to chase and compete for her. They ran until one of the males “caught” the female—the male she allowed to catch her. Once a male got a female pregnant during the Run, the couple was allowed to stay together permanently if they wanted. But the Run hadn’t done anything to increase the number of female births.

      It was better for their people if she mated and had children. If the mate she wanted was considered the dregs of the tiger world, well, so be it. He was her choice.

      The problem was convincing him of that.

      When he finally came back out of the kitchen, her heart jumped and her pulse sped. His scent wrapped around her like a delicious aphrodisiac, and she actually had to work to keep from crawling over the counter to get to him. She was two weeks away from her next reproductive cycle. She had two weeks to convince him to join her in that Run.

      Failure was not an option.

      “Where are you staying?” he asked without preamble.

      “I’ve got a room in the motel near the highway.” She couldn’t help herself when she said, “Why? Are you offering me a better option?”

      His mouth turned down and she heard his faint growl. “That’s not gonna happen, and you know it.”

      “I know no such thing.”

      “Tatiana…”

      His warning tone only stoked the flames dancing along her nerves. She’d never wanted a man so much in her life. Nick might try, but he was not getting away from her.

      She nodded to the kitchen. “When will you be finished?” She cut her gaze to the not-so-subtle stares of the diner’s clientele. “It’s probably better if we talk in private.”

      She actually saw his throat work as he swallowed, and she had to suppress a satisfied smile. His desire flavored his scent, adding a musky punch that only excited her more. But Nick was no desperate cub she could command with the flick of her hand. If she rushed things, he’d shut her out completely, and she’d lose her only chance at ever having a mate.

      His gaze wandered over the dining room as he considered his options. Finally, he said, “The breakfast rush ends in another hour. We’ll talk then.”

      He turned his back to her and returned to the kitchen, leaving her as nervous as a teenager waiting on her first date.

      One hour. She had one hour to rally all her arguments and logical points to convince him to chase her.

      But as she watched him walk away, her brain simply refused to work. All she could think about was dragging him back to her motel room and fucking him until the world ended. That wasn’t an option, not if she wanted any hope of a family with him. She was playing a dangerous game even being here. If any of the others found out…

      No, she wouldn’t consider that now. She had to focus on convincing him to come back to the Run. Every other problem could wait.
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      When the hour was up and Nick knew he couldn’t stall anymore, he threw on his coat, stalked out to the dining room, and motioned her to follow with a sharp hand gesture. He knew it was rude but didn’t really care. She’d invaded his space, endangered his peace, and worse, she made him long for something he couldn’t have. A part of him wanted to hate her for that.

      She didn’t argue or glare at his behavior. She simply sauntered after him, confident and relaxed.

      He could feel the stares of the remaining customers. In fact, the diner was still full, despite the fact that it was past the breakfast hour and most of those people had places to be. The reason he loved Eirene was because the townspeople believed in letting others have their privacy. That didn’t stop them from being curious.

      Once outside, Nick realized he had a problem. There wasn’t anywhere in town he and Tatiana could go to have the kind of privacy they needed. Any of the public spaces would be like his diner—the entire town would watch and listen in. Anywhere private was entirely too dangerous. Being alone with Tatiana was a temptation he didn’t want to risk.

      Unfortunately, he didn’t have an option.

      With an irritated grunt, he said, “This way,” and led her to his small house, only a short walk from the diner.

      The surrounding mountains were beautifully coated with fresh snow, the pine trees a dark break in the swaths of white. The rocky path behind his diner wound through a small copse of trees and gave the feeling of moving deeper into the woods, even though his house was only a few hundred yards off Main Street. He loved that sense of peace and isolation while still being close to the bustle of his little town. His town. This place was more home to him than anywhere else he’d ever lived. He felt…right here, like he belonged.

      He breathed in the pine and snow scents and caught Tatiana’s honeysuckle deliciousness mixing with it all.

      Damn it all to hell.

      He stalked onto his front porch, stomped the snow off his boots, and went inside—all without talking to her. He tossed his coat onto the hook by the door and motioned her to his little living room to the right. “Sit. You want something to drink?”

      “No, thank you.” She ambled into his home, making a circuit of the living room as she stripped out of her coat.

      Watching her remove any clothing at all made his pulse pound. She was still fully dressed in a tight turtleneck and jeans. But she might as well have been naked for all the barrier those clothes were to his imagination. Her scent filled his head, overriding all his common sense. Having her here was stupid. Why the hell hadn’t she stayed away?

      “Why the hell did you come?” he asked aloud.

      “You know why. I want you to run.”

      “I don’t run anymore.”

      She faced him. “Start again.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I want you.”

      Damn her and her honesty. How was a man supposed to resist that statement from a beautiful woman? “Choose someone else.”

      “I’ve been running for three years. Don’t you think I would have chosen someone else if there was anyone else? You’re it, Nick. Get used to it.”

      God, how he wanted to believe that. He wanted to just give in and take what she was offering. But for him, it wasn’t that simple. “Do you have any idea what you’re getting into with me? How you’ll be treated? The affect this could have on your children?”

      She eased down onto his couch and stared up at him with those fantastic brown eyes, and it was all he could do to stay in the living room doorway.

      “You’re not broken. You’re not a genetic disaster. There’s nothing wrong with you, and there’s no reason we shouldn’t be together.”

      “Tell that to the others. You don’t want me, Tatiana,” he said, quietly. “You don’t want the trouble you’ll get.”

      “Stop trying to tell me what I do and don’t want, you ass,” she snapped.

      He raised his brows.

      She looked away, her cheeks pink. “There’s nothing wrong with you,” she insisted.

      “My mother killed herself and my

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/katsimmons_tanddpublishing.jpg
PUBLISHING





OEBPS/images/katsimons_hertigertotake_2500px.jpg
. -

HeI! Ti BT
O\ [CE

KAT SIMONS





