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Warrior, lover…savior. A winged
avenger with chocolate feathers and lavender eyes haunts Tamar Ridgeway’s dreams—her
erotic escape after surviving a horrible plane crash and enduring years of
painful physical therapy. But fantasy becomes terrifying reality when she’s
attacked by a mythical creature from her darkest nightmares. Now her sexy dream
warrior is vowing to save her, whether she wants his protection or not.

Nicolai Abioud, judge and
executioner of the hippogryph, is stunned when the woman he rescues is the same
who submits to him nightly in his dreams…and a replica of his dead wife. He’s
fascinated by her beauty and spirit, consumed by the craving to touch…to take.
Yet he lost his one true bondmate five hundred years ago. And falling for a
human—no matter how beautiful—is a foolish risk. But the choice to love may be
snatched away. Danger is closing in. They must conquer their enemy and fears, or
be doomed to lose the love of a millennium.
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No empty fiction wrought by magic lore,

But natural was the steed the wizard pressed;

For him a filly to griffin bore;

Hight hippogryph. In wings and beak and crest,

Formed like his sire, as in the feet before;

But like the mare, his dam, in all the rest.

Such on Riphaean hills, though rarely found,

Are bred, beyond the frozen ocean's bound.

--Orlando furioso, Ludovico Ariosto







Chapter One



Dusk bullied its way across the skyline, the rolling bank of
gray and black clouds forcing daylight to pick up its ball and go home.

Nicolai Abioud studied the fast-moving mass as several
stories beneath him the denizens of the dark stirred and crept out of their
hiding places, ready to go about their business of the encroaching night. The
rundown five-story building he crouched on top of probably hosted all manner of
illicit activities. Drug addicts and prostitutes peered out of windows as
jagged as their souls, scouting the dirty garbage-littered streets for
patrolling cops or predators more vicious then they.

He was such a predator.

Only he had bigger prey to bag.

He scanned the obsidian alleys, his raptor’s eyes sighting
even the smallest scurry. Below, a scantily clad woman led an old man down the
passageway. As she maneuvered him behind the large dumpster, she glanced toward
the sky as if sensing the hunter who perched above her.

Even if she could spot Nico, her concern would’ve been
misplaced. Her wariness was better reserved for the other who stalked these
streets.

“Nico.”

He didn’t glance over his shoulder as the low
sandpaper-over-gravel voice echoed inside his head. The heavy strokes of wings
against air had reached his ears several moments ago.

“Yes?” he asked aloud. The prostitute had finished her
transaction and was headed toward the mouth of the alley. Either she had a
blue-ribbon-talented mouth or the man had a two-second fuse. Nicolai was
betting on the latter.

“There’s no sign of him,” Lukas Gallo reported along
the telepathic link they shared. “Maybe he’s moved on.”

“No.” Nicolai met the steady ice-blue gaze of his
second-in-command and one of the three males he led. Tonight Lukas hunted with
him. The other two warriors—Adon Laskaris and Dorian Zarides—searched for
traces of their prey on the east side of the city. Together the three males
formed the krinos, the select highly trained fighting unit that served
under the Dimios, their people’s executioner. Or Nicolai.

On the rooftop, Lukas’ obsidian plumage, wings and body
seemed to swallow the shades around him, a wormhole sucking the shadows into
his huge bulk. Only his arctic gaze and the distinctive three white stripes
across his back relieved the midnight feathers, equestrian hindquarters and
tail.

“This is prime hunting ground for him. He’s not finished,”
Nicolai murmured.

A sigh whispered down their connection. “We were almost
too late to cover up his last kill. Even Evander wouldn’t risk the exposure
another would bring.”

“No?” Nicolai arched his eyebrow. “He’s a rogue, Lukas. By
the very definition, he doesn’t give a fuck about rules. And he damn sure
doesn’t care if he reveals us to the human world. It’s a game to him,” he
rasped, returning his gaze to the streets that grew more active, teemed with
more people…more quarry for the kill. “Us. Them. We’re all pawns in this
screwed up version of Clue to which only he knows the rules.”

Lukas remained silent at the words that sounded bitter to
Nicolai’s own ears. Evander Agnew, the latest of his people to go rogue. Over
the last four months, he’d cut a bloody trail through Europe and now here to
North America. The kills had been spread out and Nicolai, Lukas, Adon and
Dorian had worked swiftly to cover them up. But Evander didn’t show any signs
of stopping. The humans had no idea a monster out of their mythical lore—and
their worst nightmares—had been unleashed on them.

And Nicolai had trained the sadistic bastard.

As the Dimios, the race’s judge, jury and executioner,
it fell to Nicolai to hunt Evander and bring him down just as Nicolai had done
all other rogues who’d gone off the proverbial reservation.

Hunting his brethren, executing them and preserving the
secrecy of his people’s existence were Nicolai’s responsibilities—had been for
eight hundred years. As long as the hippogryph had been in existence, they had
those who’d gone rogue for one reason or another—resentment over the
restrictions governing their exposure to the world, exile or bloodlust.

Whether they were angry, power hungry or deranged, he’d
pursued them all. Yes, he experienced regret over some of the punishments, but
it had never been personal.

Until now.

Until Evander—an elite warrior Nicolai had trained and a
trusted soldier he’d commanded—betrayed him by preying on the weak and
defenseless.

Until four months ago when Evander had started his rampage
with the murder of Nicolai’s best friend.

Grief writhed in his gut like snakes on a Gorgon’s head.
Nicolai, Lukas, Adon, Dorian—they accepted their deaths were possible every
time they pursued a rogue and engaged in battle. But Bastien hadn’t signed up
for that. He’d been a healer, not a warrior. Yet Evander had targeted Bastien
because he’d been Nicolai’s friend. Just to hurt Nicolai, Evander had stolen
the life of a good man.

For that the betrayer would die. If Nicolai had to track him
for the rest of his existence, he would destroy this rogue.

“Nico, let me take this one,” Lukas urged. “You’re
too personally involved—”

“Forget it,” Nicolai snapped. A loud crack rent the air and
he glanced down, startled his black talons had stabbed the edge of the roof.
Fine fissures zigzagged over the railing and chunks of cement littered the
ground. Lifting his head, he met Lukas’ censorious gaze. Juveniles half-shifted
as they learned to dominate their beast. For an adult—especially a
nine-hundred-year-old warrior—to do so meant a loss of control. Dangerous for
one whose duty required he discipline not just himself but an entire race of
people.

“Forget it,” he repeated, voice grim. He eyed his
second-in-command until Lukas lowered his sleek black head, a sign of the
male’s submission. “We hunt here tonight. And we’ll keep on until we find the
demented bastard and take him out.”

The cold, grim words echoed in the night air as Nicolai
leaped onto the high narrow ledge, landing in a crouch. He splayed his fingers
on the rough concrete, maintaining his balance as he reexamined the murky
expanse of sky. The dense blanket of pollution hid the twinkle of stars and obscured
the moon’s pearlescent glow. A shaft of longing for the clean, fresh air of his
home pierced him. If he breathed deep, he could almost taste the rain-scented
breeze that blew over the private peninsula off the Washington state coast.
There the stars glittered like bright diamonds scattered across a velvet cloth
by a celestial hand.

As different from this place as shit from shine.

“Lukas.” Nicolai squinted at a sizeable dingy cloud sailing
at a slightly faster clip than the others. Something about the odd shape…and
when the moon’s beam struck it…

“That’s him,” he growled. Not waiting for Lukas’ reply, he
dove off the ledge, arms outstretched, head thrown back. Magic sizzled from the
soles of his feet, blazed a path up his legs, thighs, to his gut and chest and
shot to his shoulder blades and legs. It consumed him. Bone snapped and popped,
muscle and tendon contorted. His head rounded and formed a large high-arched
beak and shaggy crest as feathers sprouted along his arms and back. Two pairs
of legs—the front pair talon-tipped and the back hoofed—stretched and kicked as
his wings beat hard once, twice, and the hippogryph’s powerful, magnificent
body climbed high into air. At the same time he cast a gyges,the
magical net rendering him invisible to the human eye.

Beside him, Lukas’ black half-eagle, half-stallion beast
appeared and together they streaked through the sky after their prey.

“Stay back,” Nicolai ordered through the telepathic
link. Lukas’ head snapped to the side, his arctic-blue eyes glittering with
shock and growing anger. Before the other hippogryph could voice an objection,
Nicolai growled, “Don’t interfere. That’s an order.”

Lukas’ rage crackled down their link, but he spread his
wings wide and reared back on his hind legs, talons clawing the air.

Nicolai launched forward, all his attention focused on the
smoky billow several feet beneath him. The mist—too thick to be natural—didn’t
hinder his search. Tonight he would end this, damn it. He would end Evander. A
warning whispered through his head. The same warning he gave those who trained
under him.

Never let emotion enter the hunt. If you do, you’re dead
as fuck.

Well he was as dead as a damn doornail because there was no
way he could separate the hatred, the overwhelming grief and thirst for revenge…for
blood. Nicolai wanted the black, shriveled lump Evander called a heart in his
claws. It was the only outcome of this battle that would satisfy him.

The fog clung to his feathers and coarse hair on his back
and legs, the wisps like chilled tentacles that sought to leach the warmth from
his body, render him slow and sluggish. He relegated the discomfort to the part
of his brain labeled Life’s a Bitch and peered deeper into the—

There! Triumph roared through him as he discerned
feathers the color of ash. Folding his wings against his body, he lunged,
slicing through the clouds.

A piercing battle cry escaped him. His legs extended, talons
curled, ready to tear through flesh and hide.

Just as the tips of his claws grazed charcoal feathers,
Evander cut hard to the left. Nicolai bulleted past him before abruptly drawing
up. He wheeled around to the soft sound of taunting laughter inside his head.

“Tsk, tsk.” Evander hovered several feet above him,
seeming to hang motionless in the air like a black spider suspended on its
invisible web. A large crest rose behind his head, granting him the image of
the crown he desired to own and detested serving. Mottled gray and black
covered his breast and wings and merged with muscled, strong, fully feathered
legs so deep-brown they appeared as dark as the rest of him. Evander was a
phantom pillar of smoke, except for the ring of white that edged the outermost
points of his wings as if the tips had been dipped in paint. “You violated
your first rule in Attack 101. Never let ’em know you’re coming.”

“Fuck you,” Nicolai snarled.

A long-suffering sigh echoed in Nicolai’s head. “As
eloquent as always, I see, Nico.”

Fury engulfed him, popped over every synapse and neuron. The
nickname burned in his head like acid, what had once been an affectionate
endearment now blasphemy.

“I’m going to end you, motherfucker,” he vowed, grim
anticipation rolling through him, amping the fury that gripped his brain. “Slowly.
Painfully.”

Delight shimmered down the link that had once bound them
commander to soldier. “Careful,” Evander crowed. “You’re beginning to
sound like me.”

“I could never be like you. A traitor and murderer.”

Evander’s head snapped back as if Nicolai’s accusation were
a fist to the face. His hippogryph reared, his talons clawing the sky. Malice
glittered in his obsidian eyes. “You are me, Nico. Don’t fool yourself.
You’re one kill away from being me.”

With timing that spoke of skill honed by time and age,
Evander shifted from beast to man except for the sharp dagger-like claws that
formed his hands and the heavy flap of wings that kept him aloft. Nicolai knew
that face—had recognized the swarthy, handsome features as those of a friend
for over five hundred years. Yet now Evander bore the face of the enemy. The
knowledge carved another sliver of pain from his soul.

“You betrayed me first. You were the traitor,” Evander
snarled. “When you executed Gregor, you betrayed our friendship and me.”

The accusation stabbed Nicolai in the heart and bled into
his veins even as he assumed the same form as Evander. Gregor had been
Evander’s brother and the last hippogryph to go rogue. Hunting and killing the
male he’d known and loved for over seven hundred years had damaged another
piece of Nicolai’s spirit he couldn’t afford to lose. Guilt and grief had
consumed him, but he didn’t allow his emotion to prevent him from completing
what needed to be done. As the Dimios, he couldn’t allow one rogue to
live while others died. If he didn’t uphold the law, chaos and death would
follow.

But by the end of the hunt, they’d lost two males—Gregor to
death and Evander to a hatred that had set him on the same path of destruction
his twin had traveled.

And a month later, Nicolai had lost Bastien. In revenge. A
life for a life.

The reminder razed a path of fury and grief up his gut,
chest and out of his throat in a roar. The agony supplied the fuel that shot
him across the sky, straight for his prey.

They clashed, twisted, bodies straining as the other fought
to obtain the upper hand. In brute strength, Nicolai outweighed Evander—his
upper torso heavier, broader. But he’d trained his former soldier well. What
Evander lacked in sheer might, he made up for in agility and speed.

Evander’s bellow of rage and pain rumbled across the sky
like thunder. Grim satisfaction rolled through Nicolai as his talons punctured
Evander’s side, the pointed tips clacking against rib. But the rogue ripped
away from him and fire slashed over Nicolai’s shoulder.

He bit back a shout, resisting the urge to clap a hand to
the injury Evander managed to inflict. Another enraged cry echoed above him
seconds before a booming crack split the air. Nicolai jerked his head up. An
iron spire and cement block teetered then tumbled off the roof of a nearby
church. It bobbed toward Evander, floating on an unseen current until halting
next to the rogue’s large frame. Arms stretched wide, Evander met Nico’s gaze,
hatred flashing in his obsidian eyes. Blood pumped from the lower side of his
torso, the rivulets slick oily spills on his olive skin.

“I propose a treasure hunt, Nico,” he taunted, his lips
curling into a cruel smile. “There is a prize out there you may want to find
before I do. Because if I get to it first…”

His smile widened to a grin as he shoved an image in
Nicolai’s head along their mental path. A woman. Honey-gold skin. Wild
light-brown curls. Gold eyes.

Pria. His bondmate. His dead bondmate.

“Don’t fail her a second time,” the rogue whispered.
“Goodbye, Nico.”

Evander clapped his hands and the spire whistled through the
air, a cross-tipped missile locked and loaded on Nicolai’s chest.

Shit. Nicolai’s thighs tightened, the muscles along
his back that controlled his wings tensed, preparing to spiral upward.

But it was too late.

He gritted his teeth, braced himself for impact—

The space inches in front of his palms shimmered,
solidified. Iron smashed, grated then crumbled against the shield Lukas had
conjured with his mind.

Relief raced through Nicolai. He glanced down and caught his
second-in-command’s gaze. “Thank you.”

Lukas dipped his obsidian head in acknowledgement.

Drawing his lips back from his teeth in a snarl, Nicolai
whipped his attention back to Evander. Or the space Evander had occupied. The
rogue had disappeared. The coward had used his telekinetic gift as a diversion
while he escaped.

Son of a bitch.

“Do we follow?” Lukas asked, his hippogryph form
hovering nearby.

Nicolai shook his head. “No,” he said, disgusted. Damn. He’d
had him. Victory had been so close…revenge had been so close. Failure burned in
his gut, seared a path to his chest. “I hurt him. Bad. He’ll use tonight to
heal, not hunt.”

Again, Lukas nodded. The male was not a Chatty Cathy but
Nicolai didn’t need words to decipher the disapproval and worry that skated
down their telepathic link. Nicolai had broken—scratch that—blown to hell and
back the number one rule he hammered into the elite unit that served under him.
Never enter into battle with your emotions—they’ll get you killed.

Lukas had cause to be concerned and angry. Nicolai had
jeopardized his own safety as well as Lukas’. He’d allowed rage to blind him
and had abandoned all thought and consideration except revenge.

And Nicolai couldn’t promise tomorrow wouldn’t bring a
repeat of tonight.

Shifting back into his beast, he climbed into the night sky.

Hours later, Nicolai lay against hotel pillows that smelled
strongly of detergent and the flower-scented air freshener the staff sprayed
with a liberal hand. He released a tired sigh and dropped his head back on the
white cotton. Ignoring the drumbeat of pain in his shoulder, he lifted a
tumbler of whiskey the hotel so graciously provided in their well-stocked bar.
The small sip blazed a trail of fire over his tongue, down his throat and
bloomed in his stomach. The potent liquid heated his body but didn’t pierce the
cold, hard ball of shame that had settled in his gut, a heavy reminder of the
vigilante Batman routine he’d pulled tonight. All he’d needed was a cape, a
mask with pointy ears and tights.

He’d failed. And not just in allowing Evander to slip though
his fingers again. No. Tonight he’d failed Lukas and the other two men he
led—Adon and Dorian. As their Dimios. As their leader.

As their friend.

Fuck. He frowned down into the amber depths of the
glass. The whiskey was making him grow a pussy.

He downed another gulp and closed his eyes. It was these
moments, after the heat of battle had cooled in his veins and the adrenaline
had run its course, he hated most. When the weight of what he was and what he
did stared him in the face and like a double-edged sword which cut both ways.
He saved lives…but he was a murderer. He was the protector of his people…but
was a pariah among them. He was revered…and feared.

He hunted and executed so his race could enjoy a safe
existence filled with love, tradition and family. And he could have none of
those blessings for himself.

The one time he’d tried to grab a slice of happiness, he’d
suffered the consequences—and his bondmate had paid with her life.

That picture of Pria Evander had projected had messed with
Nicolai’s head. Hell, he’d almost been shish-kabobbed by a fucking steeple
because of it. Evander had been cryptic as always. A treasure hunt. What the
fuck? Pria was dead—had been for five hundred years. There was no coming back
from that.

His arm snaked out and Nicolai snagged the half-empty bottle
of whiskey from the bedside table. Pouring more of the liquor into the glass,
he slammed the door shut on that particular line of thought. Even after five
hundred years guilt stalked him, relentless in its pursuit. If he hadn’t been
selfish, wanting what others had, Pria would be alive.

The Dimios didn’t marry, didn’t have children because
his role painted huge, neon, hey-over-here targets on their backs. It was law.
And when he’d stepped down from the role to marry, Nicolai in his hubris had arrogantly
believed he could still hunt and shit in the face of two-thousand-plus years of
tradition.

Well the Fates had shown him. As the saying went, you don’t
fuck around with tradition…or those bad-ass eternally PMSing bitches, the
Fates.

The alcohol hit the back of his throat in a blast of heat.
Loneliness washed over him. Its tide drew him under and he didn’t fight it.

Maybe he should have gone with Lukas, Adon and Dorian to one
of the pleasure dens. A hard bout of sex would have been preferable to this fun
skip down memory lane. And with a city this size there would most likely be
several dens to provide all kinds of erotic services to the mythical creatures
who resided here.

Since sex with humans was strictly forbidden, unmated males
and females kept the dens busy. A couple of hot, wild hours with a loup-garou
may not have been a bad idea. He’d have been scratched to hell and back but his
cock would have been drained along with his overactive brain. Or even time with
a lovely, ethereal sidhe who would fuck his mind even as he buried his
dick in her pussy would have granted him a night of forgetfulness.

Tonight he would have to settle for the oblivion of alcohol.
Besides, sex eased the lust but not the isolation.

All the distilleries and brothels in the world couldn’t
erase his loneliness.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~

The sweet scent of hyacinth teased him, urged him to open
his eyes.

He accepted its invitation, lifting his lashes and zeroing
in on the shadowed, petite figure across the room. A figure that had his blood
imitating a witch’s cauldron in his veins. It heated, boiled. Overheated his
body until he felt like a mercury thermometer that had reached hot-as-hell
Celsius.

Nicolai shifted on the bed, hiking himself higher on the
pillows at his back. The throbbing in his shoulder faded under the pounding in
his cock.

“Come here,” he said, the lust thickening his dick having
the same effect on his voice. He lifted his arm and flipped his hand over, palm
up.

He needed her, craved her, this woman of dreams who granted
him the solace that eluded him in real life. As she obeyed his summons, he
tried to peer through the shadows that shifted over her face like pieces of an
ever-changing puzzle. But her features remained hidden from him. A glimpse of
the soft curve of her cheek or the arching bridge of her nose or the smooth
sweep of her brow…

In contrast, the moon clung to her compact sexy curves, its
glow a faithful lover’s caress. The pearly light transformed her short silky
nightgown into a sheer film that revealed the dark tips of her nipples, the
flat plane of her belly and the dense triangle of curls over her pussy. The
sweetest, most beautiful pussy he’d ever had the honor and pleasure to taste,
to touch. To fuck.

Her small, delicate palm slid over his and he closed his fingers
around hers, drawing her closer. She emitted a low pained moan as her knee
depressed the mattress next to his thigh.

“You’re hurt,” Tamar whispered, settling beside him. She
traced the reddened, swollen scar that bisected the skin of his shoulder and the
stylized geometric pattern of spirals and heavy lines that covered it. The
tattoo that branded him a member of the royal line swirled down his arm, across
the left side of his chest and over his abdomen to disappear beneath the
waistband of his loose cotton pants.

Already the wound appeared several weeks old even though
he’d received it hours ago. But he would have eagerly developed a masochistic
streak and ripped his flesh open again to have her press another tender kiss to
his skin. Her soft, sensual lips skimmed a path across his collarbone and up
the column of his neck. She lifted a hand to his face, cupped it and swept the
pad of her thumb over his cheekbone.

“I don’t like to see you hurt.”

“It’s nothing,” Nicolai murmured, covering her hand with his
and easing it from his cheek. He turned it over and nuzzled the palm. Her
breath caught and the small gasp shot straight to his dick as if the gust of
air had grazed the sensitive cock head. She rose on her bended knee, arching
into the simple touch. He flicked his tongue out, tasting her. The shudder that
rippled through her body shook the hand in his grip. Lust lashed out with a
clawed hand, tearing at his gut, hardening his cock until he almost believed
the stretched skin would burst from the hurt-so-damn-good pressure.

His beast roared, scored the inside of his chest with
dagger-sharp talons. It demanded freedom to cover and penetrate the woman who
trembled in need, whose sultry, floral scent called to man and beast to ride
out their hunger between her thighs, in her tight pussy. 

With a loud growl he clasped her waist and, with no strain
or effort, lifted her high and settled her negligible weight over his legs. The
heat from her inner thighs singed him through the thin material of his sleeping
pants. The liquid fire from her wet sex burned him to a cinder. A groan ripped
free of his throat and his hips bowed, bucking hard. The hard ridge of his cock
ground between her pussy lips, the thick cream soaking his pants and dick. Her
head fell back on her shoulders, her nails digging into his forearms. He loved
the tiny pinpricks of pain, wanted them in his back, his ass. He fucking just
wanted.

He fisted the hem of her negligee and bunched the gossamer
material around her waist, revealing her thighs, the small triangle of springy
hair that covered her sex and the smooth patch of skin directly above. His gaze
lifted to her berry-dark nipples and he couldn’t retain the deep rumble that
rolled up out of his chest, or keep his cock from taking another slick ride through
her drenched slit. The distended tips were stiff points underneath her gown and
he delighted in the evidence of her desire as well as her pride in it. She
didn’t flinch or blush in embarrassment. She seemed to love his eyes on her.

Good. Because he loved having them on her.

He abandoned her waist to tangle his fingers in the wealth
of curls that surrounded her head like a halo. The exact color was indistinct
but the softness wrapped around him like skeins of silk. Even as he tilted her
head forward and lowered her mouth to his, her features remained in shadow. He
caught the trembling sensual bow of her lips and the graceful slant of her
cheekbone. But as their tongues dueled, he didn’t care if every detail and line
remained obscured. Touching her, inhaling her fragrance, sliding his cock in
her hot cream—it was enough.

“I want you,” he whispered into her mouth.

She nodded, her rasps harsh and quick as she encircled his
neck. He smoothed his rough, calloused palms down the satiny skin of her thighs
and calves and felt like a bumbling bull in the most precious china shop. She
was so petite and, even though he lay under her, his big body dwarfed hers.
Beneath his touch, smooth flesh gave way to puckered ridges and hard scars.
They marred her left hip, thigh and lower leg as if a fire wog had gotten ahold
of her but she’d escaped before its hellish blaze could touch the rest of her
body. Nicolai’s heart clenched at the pain such wounds must have caused.

Her restless movement above him wrenched a harsh expulsion
of breath from his lungs. A glance down revealed the ruddy, glistening head of
his cock had snuck past the waistband of his pants as if eager for a peek at
the sweet, hot heaven pressed against it. The plum-shaped tip was nestled in
her curls, swollen and impatient to be tucked between the folds guarding her
sex.

“Take me in your sweet pussy,” he said, demand and
desperation abraded his voice. “Don’t make me wait.”

With a needy whimper, she balanced her weight on her knees,
reached beneath the loose band of his pants and freed his cock. Thick and
heavily veined, it seemed almost brutish in her grasp. She squeezed then
stroked his cock from root to tip. He trembled beneath her touch and a clear
drop of fluid welled from the narrow slit at the top of his cock head. Damn,
her touch branded him, seared through his flesh and straight into his soul.

She set him at the mouth of her body, wrapped her arms
around his neck once more and eagerly pressed down. He groaned, his fingers
clutched her hips and grasped tight for the wild ride. Shit. He sharply inhaled
as his hips surged upward. It had been several months since they’d become
lovers yet that first moment of penetration still stole the air from his lungs.
This time proved no different. That initial resistance as he pushed into her.
The immeasurable pleasure as her tiny entrance stretched around his cock. The
quivers and spasms that fluttered over his dick as her pussy struggled to
accommodate his width and length.

He knew he was big, even more so compared to her small,
compact body. But this didn’t prevent her from sucking him deep within her
tight sex. Slick and hot, her pussy molded to his cock as if it had been
created to glove him…embrace him.

Her breath hitched in her throat and a shudder raced down
her slender spine. But she didn’t ask him to stop his steady, determined
invasion. This was no gentle easing like the first few times they’d made love.
And from the subtle rocking of her hips, she didn’t want gentle or easy.

“More,” he snarled. Lust was a ruthless master and he
submitted to the fiery lash of its whip. He abandoned her hip and splayed one
hand across her spine. He urged her to arch back over his arm. When she
complied, he rose, latched onto her nipple, suckling so hard she cried out and
bucked like a wild filly. Desire, sharp and brutal, struck at his gut, throbbed
in his dick, and in response her pussy took him a couple inches deeper. He
grunted against her flesh, his tongue lashing the stiffened tip with hard,
quick flicks.

Again, her sharp wail filled his ears and the room. Her back
bowed, her fingers rose to his head, twisting and tugging on his hair. He
switched from one mound to the other, treating the neglected nub with the same
attention while he continued to bury his cock inside her grasping sex. The bead
of flesh on his tongue, the velvet clasp of her pussy—it was good. So fucking
good.

He lifted his head, freeing her nipple with a soft pop as he
transferred his grip to her hips and lifted her off his cock. Her shivery moan
of objection turned into a yelp of shock as he eased her back down, needing to
be as close to her as possible.

“Again,” she whispered.

He stroked his palms up her back and cupped her shoulders,
his arms creating a brace for her as he leaned forward and momentarily withdrew
from her body. Within seconds, he grasped her waist and plunged back into her
wet heat. He set up a pounding pace that catapulted them both toward the
inevitable climatic end of this ride. With each thrust, he ground his pelvis
against her clit and ripped a cry from her throat. His lips settled in the dip
at the base of her neck as he rode her toward oblivion.

She tilted her head back, arched into a deeper bow. The
submissive posture snapped something in his chest and the animalistic growl
that emerged from the soul of his beast reverberated against her skin. Her
scream rang out seconds before her pussy clamped down on his cock. He swore as
the orgasm swelled and broke over him. It seized him in its powerful jaws, a
willing captive. Just as he surrendered, a sizzle prickled low between his
shoulder blades and raced down his spine—the only warning he received before,
with a hollow whoosh, his wings punched the air behind him.

Her eyes, hazy with release, widened in awe and delight.

She reached out and her fingertips grazed the white feathers
of his underwings. Pleasure careened through him at the trembling caress. He
leaned forward, opening his mouth over the slim column of her neck, and allowed
ecstasy to crash down, hauling him under.

And as he dove into the crazy, wild free fall, he clasped
his arms and wings around her, dragging her with him.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~

So close. He was so close.

Evander paced the length of the living room like a hamster
on a wheel. Although the laceration scoring his lower torso had already started
knitting together, it pulled and ached with each stride. The cramped apartment
caged him. A growl rumbled in his throat. Nicolai had brought him to
this—running, hiding like a rabbit.

He was a warrior, not a coward.

But this was only temporary. The rinky-dink living quarters,
the hit ’n’ miss skirmishes with Nicolai and the rest of the krinos, the
killing…well… The corner of his mouth quirked. He enjoyed that part of this
little game. He’d acquired a taste for the hunt, the tearing of human skin under
his claws, the gush of their warm blood in his mouth, over his hands. It
was…addictive.

And had been for the six months he’d been slaughtering the
weak, spineless mortals.

The first kill had been an accident.

He’d been home visiting Gregor and, as had been their
tradition since childhood, they’d gone soaring above their homeland, flirting
with the sea and racing each other across the dark sky. As they’d tumbled to
the ground, shifting, laughing and shoving one another, they’d noticed too late
the human woman who stood gaping at the sight of them. All three had been
shocked but when she’d turned and fled across the empty field, her action had
snapped his and Gregor’s paralysis.

Animal instinct had seized him, propelled Evander after the
female. He’d reached her first and pounced. The audible snap of her neck
reverberated in the silence. Staring down into the female’s lovely features
forever frozen in a mask of fear, Evander hadn’t experienced the expected
horror or guilt.

Exhilaration and excitement had raced through his blood,
lighting him up inside like the blazing Grecian sun. And the fierce thrill had
made him want to throw back his head and roar to the night sky that shamed him.

At first.

Soon he created situations where he convinced himself the
taking of a human life was necessary. This woman had seen him do a partial
shift—she had to die to preserve the secret of their existence. Or that woman
had witnessed him without his gyges—she must be executed for the good of
their society. But eventually he didn’t bother with an excuse other than he
liked it.

Of course, Gregor had discovered his activities. He’d begged
Evander to stop before Nicolai found out. If there was anyone Evander would
sacrifice for it was Gregor. In a society where twins were rare and therefore
revered and cherished, his and Gregor’s childhood had been hell meted out by
the two people who should have protected and treasured them. Passion and love
had brought his parents together, but their desire had eventually waned and the
adoration had soon tarnished into bitter, resentful hatred—hatred they’d taken
out on their twin boys. Separation wasn’t unheard of in the hippogryph society,
though it was frowned upon. The simplest—kindest—action would’ve been to part
ways, but the narcissistic, selfish creatures who had given Evander and Gregor
life would never concede failure. Never admit their pairing was a monumental
mistake. So instead they rained hell on their young. Through the beatings,
cruelty and neglect, he and Gregor had clung to one another, depended on one
another.

So when his brother asked him to quit his behavior, Evander
had promised he wouldn’t continue. But he’d lied. He’d yearned to stop for
Gregor’s sake, but by then it was too late—he couldn’t stop. To never
feel the splitting of a woman’s flesh under his claws, to never savor the flow
of her precious blood over his tongue—blood still warm from her beating heart,
to never see the knowledge of her death darken her eyes even as the light of
her mortality faded…

He didn’t want to give that up. Not even for his twin—the
person he loved most in this world.

And it had been his twin who had paid the ultimate price for
his pursuits. Evander had become careless and neglected to cover one of his
kills with his usual precision. As identical in hippogryph form as they were in
human form, Gregor had been mistaken for him and labeled “rogue”. No one had
questioned it—of course a member of the Dimios’ krinos could not have
been guilty of such savagery.

So Gregor had been executed, innocent of the crimes that had
been committed by his brother.

The guilt, shame, horror and grief Evander should have
suffered from that initial kill had consumed him with Gregor’s death. His
brother hadn’t uttered a word, but accepted the accusation and resulting
punishment of a rogue rather than betray his twin.

Evander had begged Nicolai to spare Gregor…had pleaded
with him not to destroy his brother. But Nicolai hadn’t listened, hadn’t
granted mercy on behalf of the soldier and brother-in-arms who had served him
loyally for over seven hundred years.

Grief had turned to hate.

Hate for Nicolai who’d destroyed his twin. Hate for the
hippogryph society that had failed to protect him and Gregor as children, then
condemned him for the monster they had ultimately created. Hate for the humans
his king insisted they—the more powerful beings—hide their existence from like
rats in a sewer and yet protect like menial servants.

Gregor’s death and Nicolai’s ruthlessness had obliterated
Evander’s allegiance to his people, to Lukas, Adon, Dorian…and especially
Nicolai.

Bastien had been his first victim as a declared rogue.

Nicolai had taken the person Evander had loved so he
returned the favor with the Dimios’ best friend. Every kill afterward
had been a humiliating nail in Nicolai’s coffin as he failed to capture the
rogue he’d trained in the art of tracking and execution.

And now—Evander paused in front of the hotel window and
stared out over the quiet backwater town called Grace Crossings—his greatest
revenge loomed close. All the players were set in place.

Soon, very soon, it would be game and match.





Chapter Two



Tamar Ridgeway rolled over, sighing.

Her internal alarm clock blared the six o’clock hour with an
annoying ring that refused to let her burrow back under the covers for a few
extra moments of sleep. With an irritated grumble, she stretched out her arm,
seeking warm, hard flesh, but instead encountered a cool jumble of blankets.

Damn.

For an instant, sorrow and disappointment crashed down on
her like a cruel dousing of frigid ice water. A dream. That’s all it’d
been—that’s all it ever was. After three years of fantasies about her winged
warrior, she should be used to waking up alone. Yet the knowledge didn’t
prevent the initial despair or loneliness from claiming her in that gloaming
between sleep and wakefulness. It was like the morning following Christmas Day,
after the excitement and joy of the holiday had passed. And the time before it
came around again stretched an interminable three hundred and sixty-five days
forward.

Shoving the regret aside along with the covers, she rose
from the bed and padded across the hardwood floor. A blunted ache took up
residence in her left hip and thigh and she winced at the muted pulsing of
strained and tired muscles. She stopped, exhaled a breath. Lowering her hands
to the scarred flesh, she kneaded and massaged the tight sinew, ligaments and
tendons. They were always stiff first thing in the morning and needed time to
catch up with the rest of her body.

She glanced down at her leg and the hardened whorls and
thick ridges that creased it like a child’s scribble-scrabble drawing. The
scars that covered the left side of her body were constant reminders of the
plane crash she’d survived at twenty-five years old. After years of intensive
physical and psychological therapy, she walked with a limp, had broken up with
her fiancé and was still afraid of the dark…and flying. She hadn’t slept in a
dark room or stepped foot on a plane since the crash, but she lived. And
finally—finally—three years later, she had her life back.

When the throbbing had subsided to a negligible thud, she
headed toward the bathroom and a much-needed shower.

Most people who had suffered the kind of trauma she’d
endured had nightmares for years. Her? She dreamed of a lavender-eyed, blond
winged warrior. For the first two and a half years after the crash he’d been
her champion. She’d watched him laugh with his small unit of men, charge into
battle and recover from his wounds. He’d been her nighttime protector, her
comforter. But the last six months…damn. In the last six months instead of a
spectator, she’d become a full active participant. And he’d become the man who
made love to her as if he’d invented the act. Her dreams had always been vivid
and detailed—even as a child. But how she imagined the things he did to her
with his fingers, tongue and cock…whew.

In the safety of her mind, she morphed into a sexual
creature she hadn’t known existed. She’d enjoyed sex before, but had never
craved it. Nicolai’s frank, unapologetic sexuality—from his caresses to his
words—allowed her to be as uninhibited and free as he. Heat flowed to her face
as she recalled some of those words. In her twenty-eight years, she hadn’t
uttered the word…pussy aloud. Hell, she even whispered it in her own
head!

But when Nicolai said the erotic term, it sounded natural,
raw…and tender. His husky plea from last night came to her. Take me in your
sweet pussy. As if he couldn’t bear not being inside her a moment longer.
As if out of all the women he’d been with—because a man that gorgeous most
definitely had many lovers—she was special.

Tamar rolled her eyes at her foolish whimsy. “Get a grip,
girlfriend.” Not only had she imagined a fierce warrior lover, but she’d
invented a sexual history for him as well. They had a name for that. Bat-shit
crazy.

Rationally, she understood her mind had conjured the
mythical images as a coping mechanism. That reliving the horrific life-altering
event of the crash over and over would have stolen what little sanity she’d
retained. So she dreamed of men with huge, beautiful wings, chiseled bodies,
epic battles and, in the last six months, a devastating, attentive lover. It
sounded logical, reasonable even. But shoot, if they were her fantasies why
couldn’t she envision herself as a tall, svelte, scar-free temptress with hair
that didn’t resemble a brown Brillo pad?

Shrugging free of her sweat-dampened nightgown, Tamar let
the material pool at her feet before stepping out of the silk ring and skating
the green shower curtain to the side. She reached in, twisted the knobs,
adjusting the water to the right temperature and speed. Wiggling her fingers
under the stream, she tested the heat then climbed into the tub and tugged the
shower curtain closed behind her. The steady, firm pulsations dragged a
half-sigh, half-groan free from her. And as she passed the soapy washcloth over
her breasts and inner thighs, a flash of heat and embarrassment bloomed inside.

Nicolai—she shuddered at the mere name of her dream
lover—might be a figment of her imagination, but upon wakening her body ached
as if it had been truly taken, and not in the realm of Nod. Her breasts were
sensitive to the touch, the nipples and surrounding skin reddened as if
masculine lips with a faintly cruel curve really had been sucking and pulling
on them. Her inner thighs were sore as if she’d squeezed them around slim hips
time and time again. She shivered and it echoed deep within where Nicolai’s
cock had been buried as he’d fucked her most of the night.

Heat streamed up from her chest and flooded her cheeks. That
word was relegated to the night and her erotic fantasies, not daytime where
reality came in the form of sunshine, lesson plans and PTO meetings. She wasn’t
a prude—could lob the F-bomb herself. But she’d never used it in a sexual context.
And she couldn’t describe Nicolai’s…conquering as anything else. None of
her previous lovers had made her feel like a foreign land coming under the rule
of a new master. But Nicolai did.

With him she felt cherished, wanted, precious and…well…fucked.

A sudden spike of pain in her calves and thighs jerked her
attention back to the steam-filled bathroom.

“Not again,” she muttered, dropping the bath cloth on top of
the soap dish. She lifted a foot to the edge of the tub and rubbed the muscles
harder and with more vigor than she had earlier in the bedroom. Her doctors and
physical therapists had warned her she would have cramps and gradations of pain
most likely for the rest of her life. So this new emergence of pain wouldn’t
have worried her if it appeared only in her left leg.

But in the last few months the sharp stabs had attacked her
right limb as well and shot up her spine to throb between her shoulder blades.
It more than troubled her—it scared the hell out of her. In the last year, she
had worked out religiously to strengthen her body. As a result, her physical
therapy sessions had been reduced from three times per week to once and she’d
returned to her job as a sixth grade social studies teacher at the local middle
school.

Finally her life seemed back on track, or getting there, and
now these new symptoms had emerged.

God. She closed her eyes and willed back the
tears stinging her lids. Before the plane crash, she’d taken “normal” for
granted. Like the weekends and summers filled with rock climbing, hiking,
traveling. Then there were the simple things such as rising out of bed, walking
from her home to her car, standing in front of a class, fixing a cup of coffee…
Now she valued each and every task. When a person’s existence converged down to
lying in a hospital bed, unable to move, trapped in an uncooperative body, the
small inconsequential actions became treasured gifts.

Despair squeezed her chest in its freezing grip. Just when
normal hovered within her grasp, something else jeopardized it.

Life could be such a cruel bitch sometimes. In one hand
“life” had saved Tamar from a fate no one else had walked away from. Yet in the
other, she taunted Tamar with the possibility of that same blessing being
snatched away years later.

A brilliant and hot surge of anger welled up from a
desperate and wild place in her spirit. The rage spilled over, incinerating the
grief. No, a voice roared, bouncing off the walls of her mind and
resounding in her soul.

Death hadn’t defeated her. The man she’d loved turning into a
monster before her eyes hadn’t broken her. Learning to walk and function again
hadn’t beaten her. Neither would this unknown adversary. She’d battled
physical, mental and emotional foes for this slice of life. No matter what, she
would go down swinging, punching and cursing to keep her piece of normal.

That’s what fighters did.

* * * * *

“Do you know what today is?”

Tamar glanced up and smiled at her fellow teacher and friend
Theresa Hanson—or Resa as she was nicknamed. The slender blonde’s infectious
grin invited others to join in the laughter that bubbled out of her like a
champagne fountain. If the teacher wasn’t so nice, her perkiness would be
downright annoying.

“You mean besides the last day of school?” Tamar asked,
returning to the task of cleaning her classroom before the janitorial crew came
in to store the desks and chairs for the next ten weeks of summer vacation.
Unlike the other teachers at Grace Crossings’ only middle school, she didn’t
look forward to this time of year. She missed the clamor of children’s voices,
the homework, projects and lesson plans that kept her busy. Her mother had died
right after Tamar had graduated from college and, as the only child of an only
child, she had no family to visit over the break. The distant relatives she did
know of were too distant by blood, time and miles to drop in on.

“Yes, besides that,” Resa said, bouncing—did the woman walk
anywhere?—across the room to remove posters of Ghandi, Martin Luther King and
John F. Kennedy. “Although the last day should be a national holiday. I
petitioned Congress, but haven’t heard back yet.” Tamar snickered and Resa
giggled. “I really did. I’m expecting the FBI to show up at my door any day to
see what sort of nutcase actually submitted the request.”

“Hey, as long as the agent looks like Jason Statham, I
wouldn’t even put up a protest at being frisked and manhandled.”

“Amen to that, sister,” Resa crowed. “But back to the
significance of today.” She paused for affect, whipped around and held her
pointer finger in the air as if requesting silence from an esteemed assembly.
“It is
get-stinkin’-drunk-off-your-ass-because-we-don’t-have-to-go-to-work-or-deal-with-kids-for-the-next-two-months
day!”

Tamar burst out laughing. “You are so bad,” she admonished,
but her huge grin ruined the scolding.

Resa waved off the reprimand. “Oh please.” She rolled her
eyes. “I’m like that little devil on your shoulder who just says what you’re
thinking. So how about it?” she asked, her green eyes sparkling with deviltry
and merriment. “Several of the teachers are going to meet at Paulo’s for dinner
and drinks. Maybe head to Boston afterward for some dancing.” Resa performed an
impressive pirouette in her pink flip-flops. She followed it up with a hip
grind that would have made Dirty Dancing’s Johnny Castle proud.

Even as she smiled at Resa’s gyrations, dread coiled in
Tamar’s stomach like a rattler’s body prepared to strike at the most
inopportune moment. Paulo’s—the one bar in town—had been a favorite hangout of
hers and Kyle’s, her ex-fiancé.

Her brain transmitted the assurance Kyle was long gone, but
her gut cramped and her heart pounded. It didn’t take much these days to jog
her nerves or memories of him. Jesus, she was damn tired of being scared. She
hadn’t laid eyes on her ex in well over a year, but in the last four weeks the
hairs on the back of her neck tingled as if someone watched her…followed her.
She’d felt it while grocery shopping, leaving her physical therapist’s office,
exiting school.

Foolish, really. Her ex had left the state a year and a half
ago after she’d threatened to report him to the authorities for domestic
violence. And since the bruises from his last round of vicious abuse had barely
faded, she’d had the evidence. Rather than face the criminal consequences, he’d
fled Grace Crossings and the state of Massachusetts.

The bruises had disappeared with time. But the wounds of
fear, shame and betrayal were branded on her soul. The person she’d trusted
above all others—aside from her doctors—had hurt her when she’d been weak and
defenseless.

After all this time, had he returned to torment her again?

“Tamar?” She met Resa’s concerned stare. “You okay?”

“Yes.” Tamar shook her head and placed a bright-red ceramic
apple that had been a gift from a student in a box. “I’m sorry. I zoned out for
a second.”

“You sure you’re okay?” Her friend clasped her shoulder and
gave it a small squeeze. “Don’t feel pressured to go. If not tonight, we can
always go out another evening. I’m sure I’ll have no problem thinking up a
reason to celebrate.” She grinned, but worry still darkened her green eyes.

“No,” Tamar reassured her and summoned up a smile that
wavered then fell away. “I—” She paused, hesitant about dumping her worries on
her friend. But when Resa rubbed her back, she forged ahead. “I don’t know.
Ever since that special interest ‘Where is She Now’ piece aired on the news a
few weeks ago…” Tamar smoothed her fingertips over the top of the cardboard
storage box. “I’ve felt antsy. Like someone’s been following me around.” Resa’s
eyes widened and her lips parted. Immediately Tamar felt stupid. Really, who
would be that fascinated in her to spend their time stalking her? She forced a
laugh. “Forget it. It’s silly.”

“Tamar, are you sure? Maybe you should go to the police—”

“And say what?” Tamar flicked a hand in the air. “Never
mind. With the rehashing of the plane crash, seeing the footage on television
and reliving it…I’m probably overreacting and being oversensitive. Really.
Forget it.” She smiled and tried to convince herself it didn’t appear as phony
as it felt. “I want to go tonight. What time are we meeting?”

Uncertainty tightened Resa’s pretty features a moment before
delight brightened her face and she shot her arm up in the air, palm out,
waiting for Tamar’s high-five. After Tamar slapped her palm to Resa’s, the
blonde beamed. “Cool! See you at seven?”

“I’ll be there,” Tamar promised. And as the other teacher
bounded from the room and Tamar resumed her packing, a grim determination
settled in her heart.

This was her life again. She had her freedom and friends
back, had a wonderful career she loved and a future that gleamed bright and
wide open. She refused to muddle it up with imaginary scenarios and paranoia.

She’d been granted a second chance and she would grab it by
the tail.

Even if it bit her in the ass during the ride.

* * * * *

“See? I told you we would have a good time,” Resa boasted
hours later as they left Paulo’s. She stumbled and Tamar grabbed her arm,
bracing the inebriated teacher. Her left leg protested at the additional
burden, but Tamar kept ahold of the blonde until she regained her footing.

“Oops!” Resa giggled, and then broke out in a surprisingly
in-tune rendition of Look at Me, I’m Sandra Dee from Grease.
Tamar bit back a smile. Her friend had taken the get-stinkin’-drunk-off-your-ass
part of their celebration to heart, downing beers like they were on the
endangered species list.

Good thing Resa was a happy drunk.

“Watch your step,” Tamar said, her tone as dry as the June
night. Or her blood alcohol level. She and another teacher had stuck to a
two-beer limit, had been designated the “sobriety crew” and assumed the
responsibility of hauling Resa and the other two women who had joined them
home. Since Resa lived in Tamar’s direction, she’d volunteered to pour the
cheerful blonde into bed and carry her back to the restaurant in the morning to
pick up her car.

As Resa neared the finish of her musical number, unease
skipped down Tamar’s back. She’d walked this same stretch of sidewalk many
times over the years and yet her gaze bounced around them as she guided her
friend down the street. She couldn’t stop herself from glancing over her
shoulder. Of course she glimpsed nothing but empty sidewalk. But this didn’t
end the eerie sensation of being watched.

Long shadows stretched across the uneven cement, casting the
night in a murky gloom reminiscent of a B-horror movie. She was only half-black
but that part more than qualified her as a candidate for being killed off first
by a machete-wielding maniac.

God, she hated the dark.

“I wanted to be on Broadway.” Resa slung her arm around
Tamar’s waist and leaned her head on Tamar’s shoulder. “I was the star of the
drama club during high school in Boston. My goal was to major in theatre in
college, but my parents wouldn’t allow it.” Her voice dropped several octaves,
imitating her parents Tamar assumed. “We have scholars in this family, not
vaudeville entertainers.” Resa sighed and Tamar flinched, the alcohol fumes
enough to knock out an elephant. Resa’s head became a heavier load as she
slumped more of her weight on Tamar. Oblivious, the teacher continued her
lament, her tone returning to its normal lighter notes. “So I majored in
education and minored in theatre. But I still think about what if I’d followed
my dream. What if I hadn’t let fear and my parents’ dictates hold me back?”

Resa stopped, drawing Tamar to a faltering halt. The
slightly weaving blonde tossed her shoulders back, stretched her arms out wide
as if she were a diva stepping onto a dim stage with a single spotlight beaming
down on her. She threw her head back and opened her mouth wide. “Summerti-i-ime
and the livin’ is easy… Fish are jumpin’ and the cotton is hi-i-igh…”

She belted out Summertime from Porgy and Bess
in a rich alto. Which was pretty funny considering the opera was about a black
man living in the Charleston, South Carolina, slums. But hey, the girl had a
voice on her. The things a person found out about their friends when they were
three sheets to the wind.

Resa ended her performance with a sloppy bow that almost had
her face-planting on the sidewalk. “Do you think I could have made it, Tamar?”

“Definitely,” Tamar assured, taking Resa’s hand. “You have a
beautiful voice. Really. I’m surprised, actually.”

The other woman beamed. “Aw thanks.” She swung their clasped
hands back and forth between them as if they were two grade-school girls.
“That’s the nicest thing anyone’s ever said to me. Well…” her brow scrunched as
she began walking again, “besides when Bobby Rivers told me I had the best
boobs in the sophomore class.”

Tamar snickered. “Resa, hear me when I say you should never
drink again. Okay?”

“You’re right.” Her sigh could have parted George
Washington’s hair on Mount Rushmore. “I get a little emotional.”

Now there is an understatement. Tamar chuckled wryly.

“Hello, ladies.”

She staggered then drew up short.

He materialized out of nowhere. One minute the sidewalk in
front of them had been empty and now a tall, lean stranger blocked their path.
Over six feet in height, he towered over Tamar and Resa. The street lamp behind
him cast shadows over his face, concealing his features and lending him a
sinister appearance. Her nerves jangled a warning and Tamar cast an uneasy
glance over her shoulder. But the entire sidewalk and street were void of
people and sound. It seemed as if an evacuation order had been issued and
everyone but Resa and Tamar had heeded it.

They were alone except for this man who set off an alarm
clamoring in her head.

Resa beamed up at the stranger, the alcohol apparently
lowering whatever defenses she may have had. “Hi. I didn’t see you there.”

“But I saw you. Aren’t you lovely?” The soft tone reminded
Tamar of a stalking panther—dark, beautiful and lethal. Her sense of foreboding
increased, streaking toward full alert. He shifted forward and, for a second,
she caught a glimpse of his angular features, reminiscent of a bird of prey.
Hawkish…yes, that was the word. On this summer’s night he wore a long-sleeved
black shirt and pants, solidifying her impression. Tamar also wore a shirt with
sleeves, but she hid her scars. She highly doubted this man was concealing
anything.

His obsidian eyes followed the pretty, loose lines of Resa’s
face with unsettling focus. He moved another step forward and Tamar received an
up-close-and-personal view of him. She gasped. He was gorgeous. With full lips,
a patrician slant to his thin nose and a wide brow, he wouldn’t have looked out
of place standing on the steps of a sweeping Italian villa atop a craggy cliff,
sensual and masterful all at once.

But Tamar could name several predators that used their
beauty to lure unsuspecting prey into their clutches. His face didn’t disarm
her, but set her further on edge.

Her heart tripled in pace and the bitter tang of fear
flooded the back of her throat and spilled onto her tongue. They had to get out
of here.

“If you will excuse us,” Tamar murmured.She shook
loose Resa’s clasp on her hand to grasp the other woman’s upper arm and urge
her forward and around the man.

His gaze slid from Resa and settled on Tamar, his bottomless
eyes unnerving in their intensity.If she’d thought his contemplation of
Resa had been troubling, the way his steady black gaze seemed to drink her in
was downright disturbing.

“The likeness is uncanny,” he whispered, the tone
breathless, awed. He studied her, seeming to track every feature of her face,
lingering so long on the cleft that dented her chin she almost reached up and
brushed a finger over the genetic characteristic. “Part of me wants to wait
until he gets here. But I gave him a chance.”

He smiled.

Terror coursed over and through her with the speed of an
out-of-control freight train headed toward a cataclysmic and explosive end.
That terrible, beautiful smile promised pain, horror and death.

She stumbled back and took Resa with her. The teacher
squealed in dismay, but Tamar ignored her.

“Where are you going?” he purred, claiming the space she’d
placed between him and them. “Oh I’m going to enjoy this.” The unmistakable
glee in his tone—like a child who had discovered a piece of candy—chilled her.
Tamar wouldn’t have been surprised if he clapped his hands and jumped up and
down. “You,” his eyes narrowed on her, “I will save for last and take the most
pleasure in.”

That was the only warning they received. Yet if he’d shot a
starter’s pistol in the air and given them a ten-second head start it wouldn’t
have prepared her for what happened next.

One moment a man stood on the sidewalk and the next a
monster from her most horrifying nightmares crouched before them. And like in
those dreams, she couldn’t breathe, couldn’t turn and run. The cement under her
feet seemed as if it had transformed to quicksand. It clutched her ankles,
sucking her down into its lethal depths. Beside her, Resa emitted a frightened
animal-like whimper.

The beast tilted its eagle head to the side and tracked them
with a disturbing intelligence that glittered in its black eyes. All the gray
and obsidian shadows of the night had coalesced and formed the wings that
settled alongside the beast’s huge carriage. Feathers the color of dirty
dishwater covered its wide breast and thick legs that ended in wicked
dagger-sharp talons. It lowered into a deeper crouch like a deranged version of
a courtier’s bow and Tamar glimpsed the powerful muscled back, legs and tail in
the shape of a horse.

“Jesus,” she breathed. What the hell was it?

“Do me a favor,” the eagle-horse-man thing’s voice
rebounded inside her head and Tamar wanted to clap her hands to her ears at the
ugly gloating in the sonorous tone. “Run.”

The quicksand disappeared and Tamar wheeled around,
complying with his instructions, dragging Resa with her. But her leg squawked
an objection at the sudden movement and Tamar went down—hard. Her palms slapped
the ground. Tiny loose pebbles bit into the heels of her palms. Yet her knee
smacking the unforgiving cement drowned out the small discomfort of her hands.
Pain screamed up her thigh and hip. Her teeth snapped together and a black
shroud of unconsciousness swooped over her. But with a force of will she hadn’t
known she possessed, Tamar shoved it back.

“Resa,” she rasped and her lips grazed the sidewalk as she
turned her head to look for her friend. Maybe she’d been able to get away, run
for help…

The other woman was sprawled on her stomach beside Tamar,
but she scrambled to her back, performing a crab crawl away from the monster
who stalked them. Her high-pitched shrieks ended on an abrupt note, replaced by
a jarring bone snapping and crunching.

The beast had pounced, taken Resa down.

Fear, a living, breathing entity, crawled alongside Tamar as
she sobbed and whimpered, trying to get away from this scene straight out of a
horror flick. The beast’s immense body hid the carnage from sight, but the wet,
meaty slurp and the metallic, blood-drenched scents were worse.

Crying, Tamar hauled her body up, using the brick building
behind her for support. Her left leg throbbed, the angry pulses like a thousand
bee stings in her knee, thigh and hip. Still, gripping the wall, she tried to
escape the fate that had befallen her friend.

“Where do you think you’re going?” The question
halted her progress as if it had reached out and snared her by the shoulder.
Slowly she pivoted, the brick strong and sturdy under her palm. A calm settled
over her. She couldn’t run—her leg wouldn’t permit it. Even if her limb would
allow it, she couldn’t outrace this monster. But she refused to be taken down
from behind.

She’d rather see it coming.

“Brave, are you?” It taunted and its cruel words and
laughter grated the walls of her mind like acid. “It won’t save you,” it
murmured, placing a claw closer to her sandal. The clack of the sharp tip
against the pavement scraped over her nerves, raw and terrifying. “And
unlike your friend, I’m going to take my time with you.”

She believed the creature, the promise evident in the evil
glimmer that sparkled in its gaze. Sucking in a deep breath, Tamar pushed away
from the building and caught the flash of surprise in its too-human eyes.
Limping, she balanced most of her weight on her right leg and tilted her chin
up. Her heart thudded against her rib cage, adding another ache to the chorus.
But in a few minutes, none of the pain would matter. Not after he ripped her
apart. In her head, she heard the nauseating cacophony of torn flesh and
snapping bone that had been Resa’s horrible death and her courage flagged. She
closed her eyes.

A deafening roar filled her ears.

A surge of power, wind and heat blasted past her, again
knocking her to the ground. Her spine and the back of her skull cracked against
the cement and she cried out.

Another monster—just as big, just as terrifying—emerged out
of the night. It plowed into the one who’d murdered Resa and the tumble of
feathers, wings and muscle slammed into the building, a crater forming under
their hulking bodies.

“To the victor goes the spoils,” she uttered. Then slid over
the edge into unconsciousness.

* * * * *

“There,” Nicolai growled inside his hippogryph beast.
Satisfaction coursed through him for the first time in hours since tracking
Evander to this small town hugging the Massachusetts coastline. Nico had
spotted him from the sky, his gray-and-black banded feathers and crest
unmistakable. The fool rogue hadn’t even bothered to cast a gyges to
conceal himself. If any humans happened to pass by they would see him. He had
endangered them all.

Shit.

Rage streamed through him in a hundred swirling ribbons,
snaking around his organs until he breathed it. A human female. Evander stalked
a human female.

Nico folded his wings to his body and swooped, bulleting
through the air as if shot from a high-powered rifle. Seconds from impact,
Evander lifted his head, and in his dark face Nicolai caught delight rather
than fear or anger.

Whether in human form or in his beast, he was fucking crazy.

And he would die tonight.

Nicolai summoned every emotion that had carried him on this
mission of vengeance—fury, grief, resentment—and crashed into Evander head-on.
The collision reverberated like a clap of thunder.

Flesh split open under Nicolai’s talons and grim
satisfaction rushed through him when Evander’s blood spattered his breast,
staining the gray feathers like an oil spill. The rogue shrieked and the two
rammed into the building next to them. Brick and mortar cracked and showered
dust onto their feathers and hides.

Fire sizzled along his neck. The bastard had stabbed him.
Rearing back on his hind legs, Nicolai used the momentum and heaved Evander off
him. Their harsh breath filled the night as they faced one another. Then the
rogue’s head cocked to the side and an instant later Nicolai detected what had
snagged Evander’s attention. Police sirens in the distance. Maybe five minutes
away. Fuck.

“’Til next time, Nico,” he said. “I left you a
gift.” The hippogryph wheeled around on his rear legs, took several loping
strides then soared into the bruised sky. A shimmer like a falling star
twinkled before disappearing.

Now he uses his damn gyges. Nicolai shifted to
his human form and scowled. He stared at the black, cloudless skyline for
another long second before turning his attention to the limp bodies on the
sidewalk.

Horror slid into his chest, between his ribs, like the
razor-sharp tip of a rapier. Two women. The soft limbs of the woman closest to
him were splayed like a broken Barbie doll. He crossed the small distance on
swift feet and called on the magic within him to clothe his body in a black
shirt, jeans and boots. The cops drew closer with each passing second and it
wouldn’t do to have a naked man hovering over the bodies of two attack victims.

“Damn,” he whispered, hunkering down on his haunches next to
the body. The woman hadn’t died easy, though Evander hadn’t taken as much time
with her as he had with his previous victims. From the awkward angles of her
arms and legs, Nicolai surmised they were broken, most likely upon impact.
She’d been eviscerated like the other women, but her chest and abdomen had been
torn open with brutal gashes, her entrails hanging in a tangled, bloody mess
outside her body. This had been a slash ’n’ dash while before Evander had
carved them open with careful slices worthy of a practiced surgeon, taking the
intestines and organs with him—probably consuming them. The crushed bones and
the terror on the woman’s face…those signatures remained the same.

So why the rush? Nicolai rose from his crouch. His gaze
swept the sidewalk and landed on the feet and legs of the second woman. Two
quick strides brought him to her. The pale-yellow illumination from the
streetlight didn’t reach her, but he had no trouble seeing in the dark as he
lowered next to her still form, balancing his weight on the balls of his feet. She
had been alive when he’d sighted Evander, and though her legs and arms lay
limp, they weren’t bent unnaturally or damaged. Beneath the long-sleeved yellow
shirt her chest rose and fell in shallow but even breaths. Relief flooded
through him. At least this one had been spared the gruesome death of the other
woman.

Had that been the reason behind Evander’s hack job? To get
to this female before she escaped? As soon as the explanation came, Nicolai
discarded it. Evander could have easily subdued both women, even carried them
off to play with them at his leisure.

“So what is so special about you that he couldn’t wait,” he
murmured, his perusal rising to the woman’s face. A roar like a thousand tidal
waves converging and crashing filled his ears. His heart stuttered then raced. “No.”

Shock, a freezing cold fist to his throat, squeezed the air
from his lungs. He felt encased in ice, the bitter chill spreading to every
extremity, numbing him from the inside out. His knees hit the pavement and he
was surprised he didn’t shatter into a million shards.

“Pria,” he rasped.

His bondmate.

His dead bondmate.

* * * * *

From his perch atop the pharmacy roof, Evander chuckled.

The shock on Nicolai’s face. Priceless.

And to think he’d almost ruined this moment with his impatience.

The dark excitement that had poured through him as he’d
stared down into Tamar Ridgeway’s upturned face had nearly jeopardized his
ultimate goal. Anticipation and hunger for her pain and death had consumed him.
He’d forgotten the plan, revenge and Nicolai. All he’d lusted after was her
blood and agony. After four weeks stalking her, the wait had proved too much.

He supposed he had Nicolai to thank. If not for his former
commander’s timely arrival, Evander wouldn’t have Nicolai’s suffering and
torture to look forward to. The irony was just too good to be true.

The frenzied activity on the street below electrified him.
The crimson blur of the ambulance lights, the gathering of busybodies outside
the yellow police tape. The scurrying of paramedics and law enforcement as they
scraped the blonde’s body off the ground and hoisted Tamar Ridgeway onto a
gurney to be transported to the hospital. And off to the side, hidden from
human eyes, lurked Nicolai, his attention glued to the woman who was a living
replica of his dead mate.

Evander smiled, grim satisfaction pounding within him.

Unlike humans, he could see through the gyges. And on
Nicolai’s face he spied shock, pain and—glee leaped in his chest—longing. Such
longing.

Pleasure coursed through him, the power so strong it neared
sexual.

He backed farther into the shadow of the rooftop in case
Nicolai sensed his delight or one of the krinos still searched for him.
The Fates had handed him this victory on a silver platter—or rather, a news
segment.

Several weeks ago, holed up in another motel room, he’d
glanced at the muted television in time to catch a news piece. But the vapid
red-haired reporter hadn’t snagged his attention. That honor belonged to the
picture flashed across the screen. Pria. His breath had stalled in his throat,
disbelief and astonishment had knocked him back to the bed.

As his ass hit the mattress, he’d snatched up the remote and
adjusted the volume. The broadcast had been about a lone survivor of a plane
crash from three years earlier. The woman, who could have been the twin of
Nicolai’s dead mate, resided in a Massachusetts town called Grace Crossings.
Immediately, the possibilities of how he could use her to torment Nicolai
amassed in Evander’s head.

Bastien’s death had torn Nicolai apart. This woman—Tamar
Ridgeway’s death—would destroy him.

And Evander’s hand would deal the final blow.

* * * * *

The hospital’s stringent smells of disinfectant, ammonia and
floor wax singed Nicolai’s nostrils. He couldn’t decide which was worse—the
industrial-strength cleaning fluid guaranteed to destroy everything from urine
to flesh-eating bacteria or the stench of human grief and hopelessness.

Both scents would remain with him long after he left the
controlled chaos of this emergency wing.

Yet standing over the bed of the unconscious woman who
resembled the mate he’d lost five hundred years earlier, his mind acknowledged
that she couldn’t be Pria. He was a being of magic, had witnessed things in his
nine-hundred-year existence that defied reason, but reincarnation wasn’t one of
them.

Once the soul left the body it traveled to Eirene—a place of
peace and eternal rest. To rip a spirit from that beautiful land was considered
deygma, an abomination. Not that it hadn’t been done. Out of
grief, greed or evil, souls had been called back from Eirene and forced into
the world of living. But that was reanimation, not reincarnation. And the
beings—for they were no longer free-willed, free-thinking people—didn’t
resemble in appearance or soul the individuals they’d once been. They came back
empty-eyed, mindless…hungry.

No, this woman with Pria’s bright coloring wasn’t one of
those vapid creatures.

Besides, Pria had been more than his mate—she’d been his bondmate.
While hippogryphs could take another mate if their chosen partner died, they
had only one bondmate. And his had been Pria.

And therein lay the difference. Mates were chosen.
Bondmates were fated. A hippogryph could take a partner and enjoy a life
filled with love, children and happiness. But for those rare males and females
who found the other half of their soul—the one who shared their heart and
gift—the bond went much deeper than the union that resembled human marriage.
The bonded pair experienced an enduring love, a passion and desire that
intensified as the centuries passed.

They were true equals in spirit…and form.

For only the love of a bonded pair triggered the female
hippogryph’s latent ability to access her beast.

Pria had been ripped from him so soon after their mating
they’d missed experiencing this miracle and physical manifestation of their
bond. Another regret that stained his soul and conscience.

Nicolai reached out to touch the sleeping female’s smooth
golden cheek, but at the last second his fingers curled in on themselves. The
skin over his knuckles blanched white as his fist tightened then fell back to
his side. The uncanny likeness sent chills skating over his skin.

This must be the woman Evander had taunted him about the
previous night. The image he’d forced into Nico’s mind.

Curls the color of wet gold haloed her head, scattered like
ropes of sunshine across the white pillow slip. Though pale from her ordeal,
her skin gleamed like the sweetest caramel under the harsh fluorescent track
lighting. He’d been fascinated by his bondmate’s skin. It reminded him of the
fields of wheat stalks that danced in the breeze of their Greek homeland.
Sorrow that had been dulled by the passing of time traversed the years and
settled in his gut.

This time when he reached out, he didn’t pull back.

He traced the impudent slope of her nose, the lush curves of
her mouth and, finally, the shallow indent in her chin. His touch lingered
there even as he stared at her closed eyes.Would they be the same hue
of precious amber?

Her lashes fluttered…then lifted. And he had his answer.

Tawny eyes clouded with drugs and pain stared up at him.

“Nico,” she murmured.

His hand dropped away and he reeled back, the low whisper of
his name—the name only those closest to him used—was an electric bolt that
crackled and spit over his skin.

“This way, detectives. She’s in trauma one,” a firm,
feminine voice echoed from the other side of the drawn privacy curtain. “But I
have to warn you. The patient has suffered a head injury. She may not be
responsive at this time.”

“Will she be okay?” a solemn voice rumbled.

“She should be,” the woman Nicolai assumed was a doctor
assured the detective. “We’ve run a few tests. CT and x-rays are negative so
far, but we’re holding her overnight for observation due to lack of
consciousness when they brought her in.”

Nicolai moved back from the gurney, his feet soundless over
the waxed floor of the small bay. His gaze remained pinned to the bed and the
female whose lashes had lowered once more. As the curtain swung to one side,
revealing a plump dark-skinned physician in light-blue scrubs flanked by two
men in dark suits, Nicolai cast his invisibility net.

The doctor tugged the heavy material back in place, strode
to the head of the bed and checked the confusing machines that blinked and
beeped. The taller of the men stood next to her and the other stationed himself
across from his partner. An almost inaudible moan sounded from Tamar and
Nicolai stiffened. He gritted his teeth and clenched his fists, his body
vibrating with the force it required not to bolt across the floor and place
himself between her and the men.

The beast inside him roared in outrage, demanded he cover
and protect. The primal urge to rip the detectives away from her churned and
whipped like the destructive tail of a tornado. The stinging pain in his palms
jerked his attention down to his hands. Or claws. The tips of his fingers had
elongated and curved into black-tipped talons that had punctured his skin.
Blood seeped from the deep pricks.

He hadn’t experienced fear in a long, long time—not since
he’d lost Pria. But he recognized the dark emotion immediately as it twisted
and coiled inside his heart and the pounding organ pumped it into his blood
stream.

“Ma’am,” the shorter, older detective said softly.

The woman who wore his dead bondmate’s face and drew such an
overwhelming visceral reaction from his soul emitted another moan of pain.
After a moment, she opened her eyes, blinked and regarded the people around her
bed with a confused frown.

Nicolai backed farther into the corner, away from the gripping
need to go to her. He didn’t understand this…this intuitive, fierce compulsion
to defend. He was the Dimios—it was his job to protect his people, their
laws, the secrecy of their existence. Yet that didn’t explain this longing to
be by her side, to be a shield between her and the world.

“Ms. Ridgeway,” the physician said, her voice a soothing
cadence, “my name is Dr. Brenda Conway. You’re at Grace Crossings Memorial.”

“Nico,” she whispered, turning her head to the side as if
searching for him behind the detective. Her frown transformed into a wince at
the movement and his beast snapped and snarled at the leash Nicolai had used to
tether it. Panic flickered across her wan features before she returned her
attention to the nurse and cops standing over her bed.

“Nico?” the same detective asked, tone sharp. “Ms. Ridgeway,
was someone here?”

“I must’ve been dreaming.” She closed her eyes. “I’m sorry.”
The hitch in her throat tugged on his heart as if an unseen chord connected
them.

Then her words slammed into him with the force of a
sledgehammer.

Dreaming?

Impossible…she couldn’t mean… He sucked in a breath. The
last few months—the hot dreams—dreams that had made him eager to fall asleep at
night. Eager to be in the arms of the woman who offered her body up to him with
total selflessness. Allowing him to be rough and dirty when the hunger rode him
hard, or tender and gentle when he just needed to touch and be touched.

Memories of the evening before swamped him.

She’d comforted him, kissing the wound he’d received,
murmuring soft words of concern. Need had driven him and Nicolai had dragged
her close, lifted her over his thighs and impaled her sweet,
tight-as-a-wet-glove pussy with his cock. He didn’t fear hurting her with his
passion. Never had she shied away from the fierce eroticism of his nature. So
he’d fucked her hard, riding out his frustration and anger at his failure to
capture Evander and exact revenge. Pounding away the grief that seemed a
permanent lodestone in his chest for Bastien. And she’d accepted it all, her
slender arms circling his shoulders and holding on. Holding him.

Until this moment he’d assumed those fantasies had been his
alone, yet this woman’s words implied differently. How had she known his name?
Was she his mystery dream woman? Nicolai shook his head, his brain rejecting
the thought. The idea he could have been dream-sharing with this woman defied
every law that had been passed down from millennium to millennium.

Each hippogryph, along with its innate magic and power, was
born with certain gifts. Lukas could conjure shields like the one he’d
materialized the night before to save Nicolai’s life. Evander had been born
with the power of telekinesis—the ability to move objects with his thoughts.
Bastien had been a master healer.

Along with the strength that came with the position of Dimios—supernatural
even for a hippogryph—Nicolai was a dream-walker. He possessed the ability to
cross from this world to the realm of sleep and enter another’s dreams, visions
and fantasies.

Bondmates shared gifts. Every hippogryph had a fated mate—at
inception the Fates parted them and only a rare and blessed few reunited with
their predestined half. Bonded pairs represented a unit, equal in might, magic
and spirit. A human could not match a hippogryph in might—their bodies were
much more fragile and weak—and up until ten seconds ago, Nicolai believed they
didn’t wield magic.

His head swam with the questions that mobbed his mind.

“It’s okay.” Dr. Conway’s gentle assurance penetrated the
whirlwind in his brain, one that made a tsunami look like a mild spring rain.
“These detectives just want to speak with you about tonight if you’re up to
it.” The grim frown she aimed at the two men belied the calming tone she used
on her patient. “Only if you’re up to it.”

Taking his cue from the doctor, the taller of the two cops
softened his voice. “Ms. Ridgeway, I’m Detective Scott and this is my partner,
Detective Roland.” He indicated the shorter, older man across from him with a
dip of his chin. “May we call you Tamar?”

“Tamar.” She corrected the pronunciation as if she did it
often. Tuh-mar. Nicolai shaped the name on a soundless whisper. Sexy.
Strong. Like her. “And yes, please do.” Her gaze shifted back and forth between
the men. “Resa? Is she…” Tears thickened the question, dampened her eyes.

A hesitation, then Detective Roland stretched forward and
patted her shoulder. “I’m sorry, Tamar,” he said, regret heavy in the words.
“She…didn’t make it.”

Fury blazed inside Nicolai, flaring from a seething ember to
a consuming flame. After the damage Evander had inflicted on Tamar’s friend,
“didn’t make it” was a vast understatement.

Tamar choked out a sob, tears falling silently down her
face. “I knew that. I guess I hoped I’d imagined—” Another racking sob tore
from her and Nicolai turned and braced his palms flat on the wall. His head
hung low as he fought not to reveal his presence and go to her. Her sorrow and
pain called out to him, clawed at his already shredded control.

“Did you see the person who murdered Ms. Hanson?” Detective
Scott questioned, slipping a small spiral pad and pen from his breast pocket.
He flipped to a page, his blue gaze settling on her tear-stained face, and
awaited her answer.

So did Nicolai. With bated breath.

“Yes,” she replied and the tension in the small cordoned-off
area ratcheted up several decimals. “He was tall, maybe six-four or six-five.
Dark hair and eyes. Handsome. He wore a black shirt and pants.”

“Any distinguishing marks? Scar? Tattoo?” Roland pressed,
though still gently under Dr. Conway’s watchful eye.

Tamar started to shake her head, but grimaced and obviously
reconsidered the action. “Not that I could see.”

“If you didn’t recognize him, do you know of anyone who
would want to hurt you?” the same detective asked.

She parted her lips, shut them. Then finally said, “No, I
can’t think of anyone.”

Nicolai smelled the lie from across the room.

“Can you tell us what happened?” Scott urged, scribbling in
his pad.

Again a pause, and then in a halting voice the story of the
confrontation with Evander spilled out of her. Nicolai listened, as rapt and
entranced by the narration as the police and doctor.

“He stared at me like he knew me. Said my likeness was
uncanny, that he gave him a chance. I’m not sure what he meant by that. He
added he would save me for last. Then…” She faltered, her lashes lowering
before lifting, dread and horror darkening the amber so her eyes almost
appeared black. “Then he changed.” She swallowed hard and Nicolai’s breath
froze in his lungs. Fear of her next words seized him, shook him like a rag
doll in its unrelenting grasp. “He changed into this…this thing.”

Both detectives frowned, shared a confused glance over her
bed, then arrowed their attention back to her. “A thing?” Scott asked.

“Yes,” Tamar said, her murmur so low the two men leaned
forward to catch her next words. “A monster,” she rasped. “A horrible monster
with an eagle’s head, wings and a horse’s back and legs. He leaped on Resa,
tore her apart. I couldn’t see it, but the sound…” She gagged and the doctor
rushed to scoot a small pink pan underneath her chin. After a moment, Tamar
recovered and weakly pushed it away. “Then it turned to me, but another one
crashed into it and I guess I fell, hit my head. That’s all I remember.”

A heavy shocked silence descended in the small cubicle.
Nicolai scrutinized the police detectives’ bewildered expressions, noted the
moment their surprise changed to tired resignation. Scott flipped his notebook
closed.

Tamar sighed. “I realize how it must sound—”

“Don’t worry,” Brenda said briskly. She flicked a glance at
the two men. “It must be the pain medication she’s been given. I warned you she
may not be coherent.”

Roland acknowledged the admonishment with a nod though
disappointment creased his brow, turned down the thin line of his mouth. ”Tamar,
is it okay if we come by your home tomorrow after you’ve been released?” He
paused as if searching for a phrase that wouldn’t offend her…or accuse her of
being crazier than a shithouse rat. “We’d like to go over your statement again
just to clarify a few points.”

Tamar seemed as resigned as the two detectives. “Yes,” she
murmured and closed her eyes.

The men, followed by the physician, exited the bay. Once
their hushed voices faded, she raised her lashes and turned her head in his
direction.

Nicolai dropped his arms and pivoted to the bed. For an
instant that stretched like an eon, he imagined her amber stare pierced his
magic and she spied him standing across the floor. But then Dr. Conway barged
back in and Nicolai exhaled a harsh breath he hadn’t realized he’d been
holding.

The implications of what Tamar had witnessed left him
reeling.

His race’s existence depended on their ability to remain
invisible to the human world. It was Nicolai’s purpose, his mission to defend
that mantle of secrecy.

Not only did he have to hunt the rogue who threatened it,
but now he had to protect his people from a human female who’d seen too much.





Chapter Three



Tamar closed the front door behind Detectives Scott and
Roland with a weary sigh. True to their word, they’d called on her a couple of
hours after she’d been released from the hospital. She’d recounted her
statement of the attack the previous evening, prudently omitting the part about
her and Resa’s assailant shifting to a horrifying monster. Even jacked up on pain
killers last night, she’d noticed their disbelief. She’d been granted a pass
because of her ordeal but damn, if Tamar had been the cop listening to an
accounting of a vicious eagle-horse beast, she’d have outfitted the person for
a new white jacket and the eighth floor of Grace Crossings Memorial would have
had a new resident…after administering a test for hallucinogens. Maybe she’d
cracked her head on the sidewalk before the attack…

Another reason why she hadn’t mentioned the troubling
sensation of being followed these past weeks. She could imagine how that
conversation would have gone.

Ms. Ridgeway, did you see anybody?

No, sir. I just had this feeling.

Has anything happened to make you believe you were being
followed?

Um, no. Like I said, I just had this feeling.

Well, Ms. Ridgeway, maybe it was the Easter Bunny as well
as that half-eagle, half-horse monster you told us about. Get a bag of fairy
dust and you’ll be okay.

Tamar snorted. In the hospital when they’d asked her about
anyone who would want to hurt her, she hadn’t confessed to her suspicions
regarding being watched or how the identity of the maybe-stalker could be Kyle.
Her wariness sounded a bit outlandish without proof. As for the other reason
she remained silent… If Tamar named Kyle as the person who might possibly be
following her, then she’d have to admit why. She’d harbored her shameful
and embarrassing secret of abuse for years and she wasn’t about to reveal it.
Especially since she doubted the attack had anything to do with her ex.

Rubbing a hand across her forehead, she headed back into the
living room and eased onto the couch, afraid to make any sudden movements.
Gingerly, she touched the wound at the back of her head. The doctor had assured
her that though she had suffered a concussion, her skull was intact and in a
few days she would be fine, even free of headaches. In other words, the claim
her mother had thrown at Tamar since childhood was true—she had a hard-ass
head.

Melancholy swooped in like a scavenger just waiting for the
opportunity to feast on the carrion of her self-pity. God, what she wouldn’t
give to have her mother here with her. Ever since her father had abandoned them
when Tamar was a toddler, it had been her and Jessie Ridgeway. Then her mother
had died from a fast and aggressive bout of pneumonia. Within a week, Tamar had
been alone and scared at twenty years old. At twenty-four she’d been
vulnerable, easy pickins for Kyle.

She closed her eyes and in cautious increments hoisted her
feet to the couch cushions and reclined against the soft pile of pillows
propped behind her. Okay, so this spell of depression could—for the most
part—be attributed to the drugs. They lowered the solid walls of optimistic
determination she’d erected out of necessity through the years. But damn it,
she’d just witnessed her friend get torn to pieces by a monster she’d probably
fabricated from too many viewings of Harry Potter. She had been attacked
and suffered a hard knock on the head.

If anyone deserved to indulge in an interlude of
why-the-fuck-does-Fate-hate-me, it was her.

With a sigh she drifted on a nice, hazy medicinal wave and
wondered if she would dream of Nicolai as she’d done in the hospital. The
vision had seemed so real. She snuggled deeper into the soft cushions and let
the dark undertow of sleep seduce her…

He’d seemed so real.

When she opened her eyes, dusk had overtaken the day and
shadows stretched across her living room floor and walls. A shiver coursed
through her and, in turn, set off a clamor of aches demanding to be addressed.
Little men with chisels who whistled while they worked drilled the inside of
her skull. Her hip and leg complained just a little less vocally at her lying
in one position for so many hours.

First meds. Then shower. And finally, bed. The five-hour
nap—give or take an hour—had only succeeded in making her more drained.

Forty-five minutes later, she emerged from the steamy
bathroom into her bedroom, a towel wrapped around her, the ends tucked between
her breasts. Too exhausted to tangle with the rat’s nest on top of her head,
she’d pinned the heavy mass up for her shower. Even that slight tug on her
scalp had caused her to flinch in pain. As she released the clip and her curls
tumbled to her shoulders, she heaved a breath of relief.

Tamar crossed the room toward her dresser. She pulled the
top drawer open and removed her favorite pair of cotton sleeping pants dotted
with martini glasses and a black tank top. Within seconds she had dropped the
towel and donned the pajamas, but as she retraced her steps over the hardwood
floor and caught her reflection in the large vanity mirror, reality slammed
into her.

Resa. Image after image of her friend flashed through her
mind. Resa smiling, bouncing around in her perpetual perky manner. Resa
laughing, grin wide and open. Resa belting out a Broadway tune. Resa…dead,
gone, a victim of a madman. Or beast.

“Jesus,” Tamar whispered and the tears besieged her, a flood
shattering the dam that had held back her grief and horror. Resa shouldn’t have
died like that—she hadn’t deserved the viciousness and terror of her death.

Once the sobs welled and flowed, Tamar couldn’t stop them.
How long she stood there, submerged in tears, she didn’t know. It could have
been ten minutes or ten hours. When her sobs eventually abated, leaving a gaping,
empty hole in her chest, exhaustion pilfered every last reserve of strength she
had left.

Thankfully her body took pity on her emotional state and
shut up. Her tread was smooth as she headed toward the bed. Passing the window,
she cast a cursory glance out toward her backyard.

And froze.

God. No.

She was trapped in a nightmare, transported back to that
deadly night on the street with a monster wrapped in a man’s skin. Only the
monster now prowled her backyard.

Its massive bulk, as wide as a minivan, crouched on her
grass. Wings that had easily spanned twelve feet folded alongside its body, the
hind hooves stamping out an impatient rhythm before stilling. Its rounded
eagle’s head cocked to the side as if it listened for the slightest movement
that would betray the location of its prey.

Tamar was that prey.

She knew it. Somehow he—it—had found her, tracked her to her
home and intended to finish the kill that had eluded it the night before. Her
heart slammed against her chest like a rabbit sighted by a great raptor. Yet
unlike that bunny which scampered for its life, she remained rooted in front of
the window, petrified with fear. If the eagle-horse-hybrid mutant happened to
tilt its head in the opposite direction, it would spot her. And attack.

That mobilized her into action.

She didn’t want to die.

Not like Resa.

Tamar whirled on her heel and ducked out of the line of
sight. She crab-crawled to the bedside lamp and tugged on the chain, plunging
the room into darkness except for the shaft of moonlight that beamed through
the window like a lighthouse beacon.

The soundtrack of Resa’s death played in her head. Looping
over and over. The horrible cracking and crunching of bone. The awful wet
smacks she refused to analyze and identify. She straightened, scanning the room
for anything she could wield as a weapon. Her quick inspection skipped over the
fireplace then careened back to the iron poker. She raced over to the utensil,
snatched it from the set. Its weight was a comfort in her grip.

Her breath thundered in her ears as she crept back to the
window. With her spine pressed to the adjacent wall, she peered around the
sash. Shit. Empty. Her backyard was empty. Where the hell had it gone?

The poker hung from her hand as she contemplated her next
move. The eternal optimist in her wanted to believe the beast had left. But
then a picture of the evil delight in his stygian gaze as he promised to take
his time with her filtered across her mind’s eye. No. If the monster had found
her, he wouldn’t just leave. Not with her trapped…nowhere to go…and no one to
interrupt him this time.

A noise, so soft she almost believed her fear conjured it,
whispered through the utter stillness. Tamar sucked in a deep gust of air, held
it and strained to pick up the sound once more. Silence met her ears. And more
silence.

Maybe…there.

Like a footfall on carpet.

Or a brush of cloth against a wall.

Outside her bedroom.

Panic drove her to the corner nearest her bed. She wedged
herself between the headboard and wall, brandishing the makeshift iron weapon
in front of her like a club. The moon’s pearlescent light didn’t reach the
corner where she hid and the darkness pressed down on her, an oppressive
weight. Her breath echoed in her head like a shrill wind through a cavern.

Memories of another time when total blackness had borne down
on her threatened to drag her under the looming tide of terror. A time when the
yawning void of light had been as petrifying and painful as the twisted metal
that pinned the left side of her body to the seat of a crashed airplane.

Tamar fought not to give in to the dread that poked at the
periphery of her subconscious. Sweat dotted her forehead and a bead rolled
lazily down her temple. It coated the skin between her breasts and made a
mockery of the deodorant she’d applied after her shower. Her fingers tightened
around the poker, her damp palms slick against the heavy metal.

The bedroom door opened as slowly as a swinging pendulum.
She almost expected gnarled, clawed fingers to curl around the edge like the
imagined goblin that’d lurked inside her closet when she was ten. From her
hiding place, she couldn’t see who entered the room and her nerves stretched to
the snapping point as she waited.

A shadow separated from the void that surrounded it and slid
over the floor toward her bed. Toward her. Her heart slammed against her chest,
a wild animal frantic to escape its cage. Every survival instinct screamed run,
get out! But it was too late—had been since she’d spied the beast
outside her window.

Now all she could hope for was a quick death…and maybe to
make the intruder hurt a little, she vowed, lifting the weapon higher.

The figure moved closer. Tamar tensed, ready to streak out
of the corner like a bat out of hell. It shifted direction, nearing the window.
Moonlight glanced off it, revealing the faint outline of a large man. The
shades of black lightened to gray, bringing its shoulder, neck and face into
focus.

Shit.

The poker lowered, her arms going limp with shock. Her lips
parted and a soft gasp escaped her throat. It couldn’t be…

“Nico?”

The man who had haunted her dreams and saved her sanity for
the last three years stepped fully into the shaft of light. His thick blond
waves appeared silver in the moon’s beam, but the strong carved-from-granite
jaw was the same. As were the slashing arch of his brows, the arrogant,
aquiline blade of his nose and the full erotic curves of his mouth.

She knew his face well—had traced its beautiful features
with her eyes, fingers and lips many times.

But always in her fantasies. Never in real life, in the
flesh.

Joy hurtled through her, lit her up on the inside like a
Fourth of July firecracker. Her lips tilted upward, her smile widening, and the
warm glow of delight spread as if she’d downed a shot of whiskey. The tip of
the iron poker hit the floor as her arm dropped to her side.

For years she’d anticipated each night when would she escape
to the place where she could see Nicolai, be with him, make love to him. And
for years she’d dreaded the morning when she’d awaken to an empty bed, alone and
lonely.

But Nicolai was here. In her bedroom.

In…her…bedroom.

Suspicion wormed its way past elation. Her smile faded as
the stain of doubt expanded like an ink blot across paper. How was it possible
he’d strode straight out of her dreams? And why now? Her gaze shifted to the
window. Her thoughts strayed to the backyard and what she’d seen crouched on
the grass.

No. That’s crazy.

But the last two days had been the epitome of bizarre. A man
had changed into a monster before her eyes. Her friend had been ripped to
shreds by the same man-beast. And now the winged warrior who had existed only
in her imagination stood in front of her.

Her breath snagged in her throat. Images from her dreams of
magnificent wings extended high and wide flashed in her head. She swore she
could feel their feathered gentleness as they closed around her, sheltering her
as securely as his muscled arms.

“Who are you?” she whispered.

Nicolai didn’t say anything, his expression closed, as
inscrutable as the unblinking stare studying her. Her unease ratcheted up a
notch and her grip tightened on the poker once more.

A corner of his mouth twitched as if he’d noticed her
defensive action.

“You know who I am,” he said and she shivered under the
sensual power of that low midnight rumble. The seductive drawl too was the
same. “I think your question is what am I?”

Yes, that question had taunted her. Yet even as she’d
thought it, the answer had risen to her mind, swift and certain.

“Hippogryph,” she blurted.

Surprise flared in his eyes—eyes she knew were the exact hue
of the most perfect violet—before his lashes lowered, his inspection of her
becoming hooded, appraising. Blood heated, coursed through her veins,
transporting desire along the vascular highways until it pooled in her sex,
pounded in her clit. Between her thighs, her folds swelled, moistened. He
stepped closer and the moonlight caressed him like a doting lover, illuminating
the striking planes of his face, emphasizing the wide shoulders.

She shook her head, dumbfounded. She should have been
frightened by his calculated scrutiny, not turned on.

“And how did you come by this knowledge?” he asked, the tone
soft but containing a hint of danger that warned her to tread carefully.

Common sense returned and fear crept up and overtook lust.

“Harry Potter,” she replied, breathless. Her feet took over
and shuffled backward, placing more space between them even as she babbled, “The
Prisoner of Azkaban. Buckbeak.”

Confusion, then what appeared to be chagrin, crossed his
features. His lips twisted into a humorless smile that bordered on a grimace.
“Of course.” He paused. “Buckbeak.”

Again, her gaze darted to the window. “That was you
outside?” Tamar hesitated and for a second her throat closed around the
question. She was almost afraid of the answer. When he maintained his silence,
she continued in the same halting voice. “You’re like the man from last night.”

His face underwent a transformation from wry annoyance to
grave sobriety. He nodded tersely. “But not the one who killed your friend.”

Terror swept through her, its power weakening her knees. Her
shoulder smacked the wall and pain radiated from the socket down her arm. The
poker fell from her hand and dropped to the floor with a solid thump. Nicolai
shifted forward and she uttered a small cry, scooting along the wall until she
trembled in the corner again. She held up a hand, palm out.

“Tamar,” he said, ignoring her warning, and eliminated more
of the distance between them.

“No,” she rasped.

She didn’t want to be afraid of him, didn’t want to believe
the man who’d caressed and kissed her with such passion was capable of the
carnage she’d witnessed last night. But in the last twenty-four hours her life
had gone from blessed normality to an episode of Supernatural. Her
initial delight and shock in coming face-to-face with Nicolai may have held off
the fear, but now it overwhelmed her, threatened to drag her under its cold
obsidian undertow. “Please, can you turn the lamp on?”

Nicolai halted, his chest mere inches from her palm. The
heat of his body called out to her like a siren’s wail and she dropped her arm.
She pressed her hand to her thigh and rubbed as if she could erase the tingle
from the almost-touch. Nothing could get rid of her fierce yearning to stroke
the hard wall of muscle though.

His eyes narrowed at her request, but after a long moment he
complied. He leaned to the side and snagged the chain that looked ridiculously
delicate in his big hand. A sharp tug and a circle of soft light filled the
room. Tamar exhaled, the claustrophobic suffocation easing from her chest and
loosening its grip on her throat.

Nicolai should have appeared less threatening in the light.

Not.

The muted glow emphasized his large frame that had been
partly hidden in shadow. Wide shoulders, enormous chest, slim hips and long
legs with thighs that could have no doubt cracked walnuts. A warrior’s body. He
wouldn’t have been out of place in ancient Sparta, bearing armor, a spear and
shield. Yet the black t-shirt and pants he wore were just as intimidating as
any soldier’s regalia.

His gaze settled back on her and, for the first time since
he’d entered the room, she could clearly see the color. Lavender, just as she’d
remembered. Except in her dreams, his eyes had burned with desire.

Now as he studied her with all the warmth of a bug under a
microscope, they were twin chips of violet ice.

“H-how?” She crossed her arms and gripped her elbows. A
chill skated over her body and she tightened her embrace. “How is this—”

“Possible?” He mimicked her pose, except with his thick legs
spread shoulder-width apart his posture exuded confidence and strength while
hers reeked of fear. “I can answer part of it. The other,” he lifted one
shoulder in a half-shrug, “I honestly don’t know.”

That reply did little to comfort her.

“Come here,” he commanded. And when he extended his arm,
palm up, she almost slid her hand into his. Almost. It seemed natural to unfold
her arms and reach for him, but reason intruded, ruled. At the last second, she
tensed, jerked back and edged past him, ignoring the hand that had brought her
such immense pleasure she’d writhed and erupted under it.

Avoiding his stare, she perched on the mattress and waited.
Slowly, his arm lowered and Nicolai turned toward her, his expression as
unreadable as the Sphinx. He slid his hands in the front pockets of his pants.

“We don’t have a lot of time, Tamar,” he began. “You are
right. We—my people—are called the hippogryph. We’ve lived beside humans as
long as they have existed, but sometimes, like last night, the secrecy of our
world is threatened.”

“Last night. The other monst—uh…hippogryph,” she said with a
blush. God, for some reason calling him a “monster” felt like a racist slur.
“That was you?”

He nodded, overlooking her blunder. “I tracked Evander to
your town and found him before he could attack you.” A moment of silence passed
between them. “I’m sorry about your friend.”

Resa flashed across her mind. Tamar shook her head as if she
could knock the painful image loose. “Evander?”

“The one who came after you,” he explained and for the first
time a hint of emotion entered his voice. Anger. “He’s what my people call a
rogue, a traitor. I’ve been on his trail four months now. Though I’ve caught up
with him a few times, he’s managed to elude me. Like last night.” From the grim
set of his mouth, Tamar assumed his failure to capture this Evander rankled.
She imagined to a man like Nicolai, defeat didn’t sit well.

Whoa, wait. Caught up with him…

She sucked in a deep breath. Flicked her gaze up toward him.
Examined the harsh planes of his beautiful face before skimming down his chin
and neck to his shoulder. The shoulder that, in her dreams, had carried a scar.

Time slowed to the pace of a snail on Ambien.

As if from a distance, she watched herself stand and
approach him. She stopped in front of him and neither of them moved. That broad
chest rose and fell and she fought the temptation to lay her head on it. Or
lift his shirt, place her lips on the golden flesh, open her mouth and taste
him. God, just to nibble on that intoxicating blend of honey, cinnamon and
skin.

With trembling fingers, she pinched the hem of his short
sleeve and lifted until the black material cleared the slope of his shoulder.

A couple of nights ago, the scar had appeared several weeks
old. Tonight it seemed even older, having a shiny, flattened look that would be
smooth to the touch. She traced the curved mark with a fingertip.

“I dreamed of you,” she murmured, remembering how she’d
kissed the wound. How she’d climbed on top of his lap, been penetrated and
impaled by his beautiful cock as he’d taken her mouth in a kiss that had left
her empty and filled at the same time. “And you’d received this in battle.”

Her lashes lifted and she met his unblinking stare. The ice
had melted and eyes of molten violet bore down into hers. As if he too recalled
the fierce and fast fucking.

“We dreamed,” he corrected gently. “I shared that
vision, sweetheart.”

Sweetheart… She inhaled sharply and her eyes widened.
“Oh. Shit.”

He arched an eyebrow even as a hard, slightly cruel smile
tipped the corners of his mouth. “Oh shit is right,” he agreed. “Although deep
shit is more accurate. Because that’s what we’re in.”

Nicolai raised a hand and the fist unclenched, fingers
stretching one by one. She stared at it, mesmerized. The size of his hand from
fingertip to the base of his palm would easily span the side of her face. It
hovered over her cheek, hesitant or resistant, before spearing through her
hair, clutching the tangled strands but careful not to tug on her scalp.

“You’re in danger,” he said and, with his other hand, cupped
the back of her neck. “I followed Evander here, Tamar. He’s after you and he
won’t stop until he kills you.”

“Why?” she asked.

Jesus, why was this happening to her?

She’d survived a plane crash only to face something so much
more terrifying. Unable to not touch him any longer, she placed her palms on
his slim hips, her fingers pressing into the unyielding skin of his back. The
simple contact helped center her and keep her grounded in the middle of the
storm that had landed in her life, wreaking havoc.

But it didn’t prevent fear from cramping her stomach or
seizing her heart.

“Why me? I don’t know him, had never seen him before. I
didn’t even know about hippogryphs or rogues or any of this before last night.
Why…” She leaned forward, rested her forehead against the hard curve of his
shoulder, giving in to the urge to lean on someone else’s strength if even for
a quick moment. “All I wanted was a normal life. To teach. To have a husband,
kids, a healthy 401K and retirement plan. Maybe finally learn how to tend those
damn rose bushes.” The cantankerous flowers had been her mother’s pride and
joy. Before the accident, she’d paid a gardener to care for the stubborn
plants, but now she wanted to take over, to share that last connection to the
one person who’d loved her unconditionally and had never let her down.

Nicolai’s grip on her neck tightened. “He won’t get to you,
I promise. But you’re not safe here, Tamar. He knows where you live and nothing
will deter him from coming after you again. You have to leave. I’ll take you to
a safe place away from here where he can’t find you.”

Her head snapped up.

“What?” she asked, even though she’d heard every word he’d
said. Every word. “What do you mean leave? For how long?”

His hands fell away from her nape and hair. He shifted back
and his eyes were once again cold, harsh. Pitiless.

“For however long it takes. I won’t risk your safety.”

Tamar blinked up at him. The reality of her situation was
rapidly sinking its bitter hooks into her mind and the harsh truth inspired a
different—and just as strong—panic to scramble through her.

“You said you’ve hunted him for the last four months.” She
swallowed, wetting her suddenly parched throat. She slid the tip of her tongue
across her dry lips and still her voice croaked like a frog. “I’m supposed to
drop everything, give up my life while you chase him? What if it takes you that
long to catch him again? I have school. My life.”

Nicolai’s mouth lost its sensual curve as it firmed into a
straight, grim line. She got the feeling he didn’t like being reminded of his
failure to capture the rogue. But damn it! He asked—no, demanded—her to
sacrifice the existence she’d suffered and fought for.

“I need to go to the bathroom,” she announced, pushing past
him, the panic clawing its way up her stomach and chest to squeeze her throat.
The abrupt turn on her heel sent a shard of pain lancing through her hip and
screaming down her thigh. “Shit,” she muttered as she stumbled, braced herself
with a hand pressed to the wall and limped across the bedroom.

“Wait,” he called behind her.

“Just give me a minute, Buckbeak,” she yelled over her
shoulder. “You break into my house to tell me I’m on the hit list of a deranged
lunatic-slash-mythical creature and I have to abandon the life I’ve worked so
hard to get back. Just give me one damn minute.”

She didn’t wait for his response or grant him an opportunity
to stop her.

Not that a slammed and locked bathroom door would keep him
out if he did decide to come after her.

But logic didn’t factor into her thinking at the moment. She
flipped the lid of the toilet seat down and slowly lowered to perch on top. Her
thoughts churned as she gripped her thigh and methodically dug her fingers into
the throbbing, tight muscles.

I can’t do this again.

A wail pressed against the walls of her mind, a wild cry she
couldn’t—refused to—loose. The last time she’d cried had been after Kyle had
left a year and a half ago. She’d vowed never to be a helpless victim again.

Yet here she was, once more at the mercy of another.

Nicolai wanted to protect her from this Evander—she got
that. But he also demanded she blindly place her trust in him, uproot herself
and allow him to carry her off to an unknown place. In her fantasies where he
was her winged warrior, maybe she would have said, “Sure thing, let’s go.” But
this was real life.

And in real life, even people considered trustworthy and
loyal were capable of betrayal.

Tamar had dated Kyle for a year, had intended to spend the
rest of her life with him, and he’d abused her when she’d been at her weakest,
unable to defend herself from the physical and emotional slaps.

Now she was expected to pack her bags, leave the security of
her home and become completely dependent on another man—a man who shifted into
a mythological creature capable of tearing a human limb from limb.

One of the same mythological creatures who wanted her dead.





Chapter Four



Well, that had gone well.

Nicolai thrust his fingers through his hair and fisted the
strands at the back of his head. He glared at the door, frustrated.

He’d fucked up. Royally.

Because his role as Dimios required that he hunt,
judge and execute his own people, he chose not to live with them, realizing one
day he may be called to track and kill them. Case in point—Gregor. So aside from
Bastien, his closest friends were the three males he led, limiting his communal
circle to three men as taciturn and antisocial as he.

Still, this didn’t excuse the tactless way he’d delivered
the news that Tamar was in danger. If he could, he’d reach back and kick his
own ass.

Damn. He grunted, threw one last frown at the closed
bathroom door and paced across the room. Yes, his communication skills were
rusty as hell, but he couldn’t blame his blunder on them.

Well, not entirely.

He placed the fault squarely on his dick.

As soon as he’d entered the moonlit room, her scent had
beckoned him. The sweet citrus perfume of hyacinth emanated from her skin. It
had been the same in his—their—dreams, the hospital and even stronger in
her bedroom where she slept. His gaze had lingered on the turned-down sheets
and the beast in him had yearned to roll around on that wide bed, to loll in
the covers until their scents tangled, mated.

His cock had hardened, throbbed behind the zipper of his
pants. Hell, he wouldn’t be surprised if the metal had been imprinted on his
flesh like a damn tattoo. But if smelling her had sent his hippogryph into high
alert, seeing her had it snapping and clawing to be set free. To cover, fuck
and protect.

All really bad signs.

The dark could not hide her from him—his eagle’s sight noted
every detail about her face and body as if daylight had streamed through the
window instead of the moon’s milky-white glow. Though her caramel skin had
retained its hospital pallor and fear had lurked in her amber eyes, she’d been
vibrant, alive. And so fucking hot, man and beast had fought not to take her
down to the floor, tear the clothes from her curvy little body and pound into
what he knew was a tight, sweet pussy that would melt like lava around his
cock.

Lying in the hospital bed, still and fragile, she’d tugged
at his heart and stirred the need to shield her from any further threat. But
tonight she’d huddled in the corner of the bedroom—so afraid he could smell
fear pouring from her skin—wielding an iron poker as if it was a Louisville
Slugger and his head was a fastball. Tamar had called to the warrior in him.
Brave in the face of her fear.

It was then, with her crouched in a battle stance, he’d
detected the minute differences between Tamar and Pria.

While they shared the same tawny eye color, the shape of
Tamar’s eyes was more slanted than his bondmate’s. Both women were petite, but
Pria’s small frame had been softer, more rounded, while Tamar’s compact curves
hinted at a woman used to hard work and play. Lean, sinewy muscle corded her
slim shoulders and arms, visible under the sleeveless top she wore. Though the
two women bore the same cleft chin, Tamar’s appeared firmer, more stubborn than
the delicate line of Pria’s.

And then there were the scars.

Puckered whirls and ridges covered her left shoulder and
arm, telling their own story of tragedy and pain. His heart had clenched at the
sight of them. His hippogryph had howled at the agony she must have suffered.

Still, those dissimilarities were skin deep.

A reluctant smile touched his lips.

Tamar had snapped at him, called him that insulting name.
Buckbeak. He snorted. He’d lived with humans for hundreds of years and knew
most of their slang and pop culture. With the phenomenal popularity of J.K.
Rowling’s series based on a young wizard, he’d caught Tamar’s reference
immediately. His wife would have never been so impudent. She’d been a shy,
demure woman, her temperament as far from this spitfire as east from west. Pria
would have trusted Nicolai to protect her from harm. She wouldn’t have fathomed
picking up a weapon to defend herself.

Maybe if she had—instead of relying on him—she might be
alive today.

Her mistake had been in placing too much faith in her mate.

His fists tightened at his sides and he jerked to a
quivering halt outside the bathroom door. Needle-like stings pricked his palms
and his back itched and tingled as his wings threatened to burst free.

Another really bad sign.

His emotions and instincts short-circuited around Tamar,
popping and sizzling like an out of control current. He’d loved Pria—she’d been
the only woman in his long existence to touch his heart—but even she hadn’t
incited this…this wild primal need to fuck. Theirs had been a gentle courting,
as tender as their mating bed.

But with Tamar, shit, both man and beast snarled and lunged
to scratch, bite, mount…take.

It didn’t make sense. None of this did. His behavior
reminded him of a mated male. And that was just impossible.

Nicolai frowned. The connection he shared with Tamar defied
every known lore and belief held by his people. Yes, some species mated with
humans. The hippogryph wasn’t one of them.

Even though mated pairs did not share gifts and the females
could not transform into their beasts like bondmates, in human form the couples
were equal in strength and power. And even if he could bypass the dream-sharing
with Tamar, one important, huge factor continued to exist—humans and
hippogryphs did not mate.

For humans were mortal and hippogryphs were…not.

His people were magical beings—stronger, more powerful,
immortal. Yes, hippogryphs could have sex with humans—it was frowned upon, but
not forbidden. Fucking was a physical act based on a primal, biological need.
It didn’t require emotion or commitment or a melding of spirits. Hell, sex didn’t
require names.

Mating was not only a sharing of bodies, but hearts. It was
the continuation of a species, the affirmation of tradition. Theoretically—and
theory was all healers had since there wasn’t a known mating between a
hippogryph and human—interbreeding with a weaker, less-gifted mortal race would
emasculate a people who prided themselves on strength and power. Whose survival
depended on the young produced from mated unions. Hybrids, or half-breeds,
would be considered deygma, abominations.

The imbalance of a human and hippogryph mating would be far
more perilous with bondmates. Though his people could take more than one mate,
they often stayed with their chosen partner for a lifetime. Yet if
something—such as death—occurred to separate the pair, finding another mate was
possible. But unlike the relationship between a mated pair, a hippogryph had
only one bondmate. The soul tie between the male and female went so deep if one
of the pair died the other normally decided to follow his or her mate into
death or opted to enter nepenthe, a coma-like sleep that could last for
centuries—or eternity.

Grief and fury had engulfed Nicolai after Pria’s death. Yet
instead of selecting Eirene or eternal rest, he’d chosen to channel his rage
and sorrow into hunting rogues like the one who’d murdered his bondmate.

Still, no matter how short the time Nicolai and Pria had
together, she’d been the fated other half of his soul. The female whom the
Fates had destined for him.

So this…this attraction to Tamar had to be something
else—something with a reasonable explanation.

Like he needed to get laid.

Inhaling a deep, steadying breath, he willed back the
partial change. At the same time her hyacinth aroma filled his nostrils, lined
his throat and seemed to attach onto every hair follicle on his body.

It was delicious, intoxicating…and wrong.

All creatures possessed a scent particular to their race—as
if their DNA contained a specific code labeled smell. Nicolai recognized
other hippogryphs by the traces of wild heather and wind that clung to them.
The loup-garou carried the untamed fragrance of ancient
dark-moss-covered forests, while the grimm reeked of freshly turned
earth and desolation.

Humans also bore an identifying genetic scent.

Fragrant sun-baked clay—hot, earthy, fresh. Mortal. Along
with her individual perfume, Tamar bore the smell of sun and brick in her skin.
Yet underneath that lingered something else. Something old, primitive…erotic.
He couldn’t put his finger on it, but one thing for sure. It wasn’t human. It was…other.

Hell. He pinched the bridge of his nose, hard.
Nothing about Tamar was simple. From the dreams to Evander’s attack to her damn
fragrance. Maybe her name translated into “fucking complicated”.

Again he tunneled his fingers through his hair. At this rate
he wouldn’t be surprised if permanent furrows dented his scalp. Turning his ear
to the bathroom door, he listened for several long moments. No sound came from
the other side.

Taking advantage of the lull before the inevitable storm,
Nicolai summoned his second-in-command along their link. “Luke.”

“Yes?” The reply came immediately.

“Meet me at…” Nicolai supplied Tamar’s address. “The
backyard.”

“On my way. I should be there in five.”

Nicolai threw one last glance at the closed door then strode
from the room. Moments later he emerged from the house, moving onto Tamar’s
back porch. By the time he jogged down the steps and halted in the middle of
the yard, Lukas’ large shadow appeared above him. The hippogryph landed on the
lawn as silent as the night surrounding him. The instant its talons and hooves
touched ground, the beast shifted, assuming the form of a tall, powerfully
built man clothed in unrelieved black. Midnight hair framed his swarthy, sharp
features.

Hippogryph and man shared the same piercing arctic gaze, and
the three white stripes that crossed the beast’s back marred the man’s skin
from shoulder to waist. Whether in human or hippogryph form, Lukas was
intimidating as hell.

“We have a situation,” Nicolai said in lieu of a formal
greeting. Quickly, he summed up what had occurred with Tamar, beginning with
her witnessing Evander’s transformation and the attack on her friend, to the
evening’s confrontation. He omitted his insane hunger for the woman and the
dream-sharing, not yet ready to cop to what those not-so-small details might
imply.

“What a clusterfuck,” Lukas growled. “Fucking Evander.” His
blue eyes flared with the promise of agonizing retribution when the krinos
finally caught up with the rogue and their former friend. “What now? She’s as
much a danger to us as Evander. But we can’t just leave her either. If what you
say about her is true, he won’t let her go.”

Nicolai nodded. “I know. I’m moving her to a safe house
until we catch the son of a bitch. Hopefully if we get her out of here fast
enough, Evander won’t realize she’s gone and we can set a trap for him.”

“And then what?” Lukas asked, tone grim. “She knows about
us, Nico. How do you intend to handle that? By law, her knowledge threatens us
and falls under your jurisdiction. What are you going to do?”

Nicolai gritted his teeth hard until an ache mushroomed
along his jaw. Everything Lukas had pointed out was right. Nicolai and his krinos
handled all dangers to their people—rogue or human.

Yet killing Tamar after protecting her…

The Dimios saw the cold logic behind the decision.
But man and hippogryph rebelled at the thought of such an abomination as her
death. It was deygma to him.

“I’ll deal with that when the time comes,” he said and
couldn’t keep the deep, aggressive rumble from his voice. “Where’re Adon and
Dorian?”

Lukas snorted. “Probably face deep in pussy by now.”

“Well go dig ’em out,” Nicolai ordered. “We’re going to have
to take shifts guarding Tamar and hunting Evander.”

“And the woman? Tamar?” Nicolai’s second crossed his arms,
the dark slash of his brows lowered over his ice-blue gaze. “Will you be okay
dealing with her considering the resemblance to Pria?”

“I’ll. Deal. With. It,” Nicolai bit out.

“Really,” Lukas drawled and cocked an eyebrow. He tilted his
head to the side and studied Nicolai. “Okay, I’ll butt out. But a word of
advice? You might want to start dealing with the woman now.” His lips
twisted in a sardonic facsimile of a smile. “Especially since she just took off
in a car.”

As soon as Lukas uttered the words, the muffled cough of a
car engine reached Nicolai’s ears…and grew fainter as the seconds passed.

“Shit.”

The last image he saw before shifting and rocketing into the
sky was the grin splitting his second-in-command’s face.

* * * * *

Tamar clutched the doorknob, her ear plastered to the door.

The frantic pace of her heart tripled as Nicolai’s heavy
footsteps neared the bathroom and paused. She shut her eyes, pressed harder. If
her ear came away painted a coat of powder-blue, she wouldn’t be surprised.

After several long seconds, the resonant tread moved again
and, an instant later, her bedroom door opened and closed.

She expelled her pent-up breath, the whistle like the leak
of a balloon.

Now to get the hell out of here.

Tamar wasted no time unscrewing the lock before twisting the
knob and jerking the bathroom door open. Like a windup toy on speed, she darted
around the room, yanking drawers free and snatching up clothes with no regard
to whether they matched or not. Tank top, jeans and flip-flops. She tugged them
on in record time, grabbed her keys off the dresser and crossed the bedroom.
Cracking open the door, she listened then cautiously peeked around the door
jamb.

No Nicolai.

Before she changed her mind, she charged down the staircase,
again pausing when she reached the bottom. Her fingers curled around the
railing as she crouched down on the last step and sucked in a breath, trying to
hear over her pounding pulse.

Voices. Plural.

She couldn’t detect the words, but the deep timbre of male
voices came from the direction of the back porch.

Now was her chance.

She didn’t think, didn’t slow down to give herself time to
be afraid of Nicolai catching her. Wrenching open the front door, she flew over
the threshold and scurried across the porch and down the stairs.

In seconds that felt like years, she was in the car turning
the ignition. She cringed as the engine roared to life, but the grinding noise
didn’t stop her from pulling the gear into drive and smashing her foot on the
gas pedal.

The car bucked then shot out of the driveway.

Barely easing her foot off the accelerator, she jerked the
steering wheel to the right and the vehicle veered onto the quiet deserted
street. The houses went by in a blur and once she passed out of her
neighborhood relief edged in, nudging out the panic.

The speedometer didn’t dip under sixty, but she sighed and
released her death grip on the steering wheel.

“Shit!”

She slammed the brakes and yanked the wheel so hard a twinge
spasmed across her shoulder blades. Tires screeched and the noxious odor of
burning rubber penetrated the rolled up windows as the car skidded into a wide
arc, her front tires coming to a jarring rest against the curb.

The hippogryph in the middle of the street glared at her
through Nicolai’s purple eyes.

Its heavy brown-and-white body quivered and its large brown
wings flared wide, the white tips easily reaching either side of the road.

Tamar stared at the beast outside the driver’s-side window,
frozen.

“Wow,” she breathed. He was…wow.

A shimmer rippled the air like a massive heat wave that rose
from the ground and covered the hippogryph in its power. In the next moment
Nicolai strode toward her, long legs eating up the distance in seconds. She
received a brief glimpse of a stunning naked man before blue denim encased his
lower body, though that amazing chest with its primitive scroll of artwork
remained bare.

The grim set of his mouth, the narrowed slits of his eyes,
the fists balled at the sides of his tree trunk-sized thighs—those tell-tale
signs of fury snapped her out of the awe-induced stupor and got her ass moving.

As she fumbled with the gear shift, a tiny voice of reason
whispered, The man can freakin’ fly. Why do you think you can outrun him
when the first time went so well?

But logic had escaped on the same boat as common sense.

Finally, her trembling ceased long enough for her to grip
the shaft. But before she could put the car in gear, her door flew open and
Nicolai destroyed any hope or thought of fleeing the scene.

“Move over,” he said.

Beneath the soft, carefully enunciated words simmered an
anger that lashed out at her, its heat licking her exposed skin.

He didn’t wait for her to obey his command. Nicolai lowered
his bulk into the Honda compact, shrinking the interior to a fraction of its
original space. With a flick of his wrist, he released the lever and the seat
jacked back several inches, granting him a little more space to fit his legs
beneath the dashboard.

He looked like a clown stuffed into a circus car. All he
needed was about eight more of his buddies to pile in with them.

Pressed against the passenger side door, Tamar clapped a
palm over her mouth, stifling the hysterical giggle that bubbled up her throat.

Nicolai shot her a black look which she responded to with a
helpless shrug. With another fierce scowl, he shifted the car into reverse and
drove them back to her house.

After five tense minutes, they pulled up in her driveway.
She didn’t wait for Nicolai to turn the engine off before she jumped out of the
car and hurried across her lawn to the house. Not that her mad dash mattered.
He was hot on her heels, his breath heavy on her neck.

A shiver danced down her spine.

And not from fear. Stupid girl. Stupid, stupid girl. The man
had just hawked her down, transformed from a beast to a man in front of her
eyes and did she tremble with well-earned horror? Nope. That tingly curl
tightening the small of her back was lust. Unbridled
oh-look-at-all-those-muscles lust.

She twisted the doorknob and the front door swung open as
she’d neglected to lock the house during her escape attempt. A dark, ominous
growl caused goose bumps to prickle her skin.

Oh God. That couldn’t be good.

“I took you for an intelligent woman,” he said as soon as
they entered the living room. She wheeled around at the quiet thunder in his voice,
unwilling to have this powerful creature at her back. She shuffled backward. He
stalked forward.

They swapped step for step in a ludicrous tango until her
calves hit the edge of the couch. Leaving her with no place to go.

Her heart plummeted toward her stomach before it rocketed
back up in her throat. It lodged there, cutting off her air. Blood pounded in
her eardrums and perspiration prickled her skin.

Don’t black out. Don’t you dare black out and leave
yourself wide-open and undefended.

“Obviously I was wrong,” he continued, oblivious to the
anxiety attack that dragged at her consciousness. Nicolai closed in on her, his
chest almost bumping hers. Down at his sides, his large fists flexed as if he
were restraining himself from snatching her up and shaking the living daylights
out of her. Black and gold dots danced at the edges of her vision. “What the
fuck were you thinking? Do you have any fucking idea what could have happened
to you?” he roared.

She recoiled from the blast, one arm rising to cover her
face and the other over her chest. As she fell back on the couch, her knee came
up, history teaching her to block any possible blows to her kidneys and
stomach.

Whenever Kyle had become this enraged, violence followed.

He’d started with the belittling—she was worthless, a
burden, a cripple. Then it was the isolation. Outside of her doctors and
therapist, he wouldn’t allow any of her friends into the house to visit,
claiming Tamar wasn’t in her right mind after the crash. Next he confiscated
her checkbook and her accounts, making her totally dependent on him for every
bite of food, every purchase of medication. And finally, the physical abuse.

First it was a shove off her walker. And when she tumbled to
the floor, Kyle had refused to help her up, leaving her there, helpless and
humiliated for hours. He graduated to pinches on her thighs or slaps across her
back or chest when she asked for assistance with cooking or cleaning the house.
Then he escalated to raining blows, beating the shit out of her for no reason
at all.

Once she woke to a fist to the back of her head followed by
a punch to her injured shoulder. She’d rolled over and had ended up on the
floor, her left leg crumpled beneath her. While she’d slept, Kyle had moved her
cane from beside the bed where she’d left it the night before. So Tamar had
lain there, defenseless and vulnerable. And Kyle had continued the attack while
she held up her good arm in the only semblance of protection she could manage.

That had been the last time he’d touched her.

Afterward, when she’d crawled over the bedroom floor,
dragging her injured arm and leg, and hefted her body into a chair, she’d vowed
it would never happen again.

Maybe Kyle had taken a look at her battered and scratched
body or her swollen and bloody face and realized he’d lost it, had crossed a
line. Or maybe he’d realized unlike the previous assaults, these bruises
couldn’t be hidden. Nevertheless, when she’d threatened to call the police and
have him arrested for domestic violence, he’d agreed to leave and never return.
He’d kept his promise.

Kyle hadn’t come back and she had sworn her sentence as a
punching bag for that bitter, resentful and angry piece-of-shit had ended. She
would never be a victim again. Ever.

And yet here she sat, cowering on the couch, praying Nicolai
would back off, that he wouldn’t hurt her. The rational part of her mind noted
the shock then appall that slackened his features. Underneath his anger, she
detected concern. Concern for her safety, concern for her.

But old habits died hard. The instinctive need to protect
herself from harm overrode logic.

Nicolai shifted a step away from her, granting Tamar more
room and space. “Who hurt you?” he asked, the whisper soft, deadly.

She shook her head, but abruptly cut off the gesture when
Nicolai closed his eyes and uttered a blistering curse under his breath. When
he lifted his lashes again, purple fire lit his gaze.

“Don’t tell me no one,” he snapped. “Who was it? The person
you lied to the police about?”

Tamar couldn’t hold back her soft gasp. How had he known
about that? Nicolai hadn’t been at the hospital…had he?

“Shit.” He stalked away from her, disappeared out of the
room. The front door banged open and she knew he’d left the house. Several
minutes passed. Tamar uncurled her body, lowering her arms and leg, although
she didn’t move from the couch.

Bit by bit, the fear and terror edged away and reason moved
in.

As huge and intimidating—and supernatural—as Nicolai was, he
hadn’t hurt her. If that had been his intention, tonight had presented him
several opportunities. Yet he’d taken advantage of none of them. The cool logic
helped beat back the fight-or-flight adrenaline that slowly ebbed from her
blood stream.

A voice from deep within murmured she could trust him. But
experience and memories warned her that when it came to people—men
especially—in the past her radar had been terribly off. She couldn’t afford to
blindly place her belief in someone just because he had gifted her with
multiple orgasms in her dreams.

Heavy footsteps echoed in the hall seconds before Nicolai
reentered the living room. He halted several feet from the couch as if granting
her breathing room. Somewhere between her heart and stomach, a tiny flicker of
warmth flared to life at his consideration. Even the fierce scowl darkening his
face didn’t detract from the butterfly wings tickling her stomach.

“I’m sorry for taking my anger out on you. I shouldn’t have.
When you left, it scared the shit out of me. I followed Evander here,” he said
from between gritted teeth. “Remember I told you that earlier? What if he had
been waiting to take you as soon as you stepped out of your house? I wouldn’t
have arrived in time to save you. You would be dead by now, Tamar,” he said.
“Dead.”

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. The full weight of her rash
decision crashed into her. Panic had propelled her down the stairs and out of
the house. She’d been so worried about becoming the prisoner of another man,
she hadn’t considered the consequences of her actions. Potentially deadly
consequences. “You’re right. I wasn’t thinking.”

Nicolai stared down at her, but she squared her shoulders
and met his censure without flinching. After a tense high-noon showdown, he
shoved his fingers through his hair, tugging on the thick waves.

Ouch. Tamar did wince now. It was a wonder he didn’t
come away with a fistful of the golden strands.

“Listen,” he said. Then paused. He lifted his hands, palms
up, and glanced down at them as if they contained the rest of his sentence. His
frustration was palpable and Tamar got the impression he didn’t explain himself
often. “I understand this is a shock to you.” Understatement. “And I
know what I’m asking of you.”

Did he?

Someone as strong and powerful as he couldn’t possibly
comprehend the powerlessness of being totally dependent on another person…at
their mercy. He could transform into a gigantic half-eagle, half-horse mythical
beast capable of ripping a man from nape to nuts with one swipe of his talons.

Yeah, she doubted he fully grasped what he was asking of
her.

“If there was another way to keep you out of harm’s way, I
would try it.” He lowered to the chair adjacent the couch. “Evander isn’t going
to stop. He loves the hunt and won’t quit until he runs his prey to ground. And
I don’t have to tell you he’s a sadistic bastard.”

“No,” Tamar rasped. “You don’t.”

“Tamar.” He reached a hand toward her but drew back at the
last second. The grave expression had returned and his sensual features could
have been hewn from stone. “This is my fault. You’re in his sights because of
me.”

Slowly, she straightened. His fault? She
tilted her head to the side and considered him from under her lowered lashes.
“I don’t get it. Your fault, how?”

Nicolai sighed, glanced away before his lavender eyes
settled on her once more. “He blames me for his brother’s death and is taking
out those I care about to punish me.”

Confusion swirled in her chest along with a surge of
pleasure. Those I care about… She shoved both away and concentrated on
the implication behind his words. “That doesn’t make sense.” She frowned. “I
barely know you. And he couldn’t have found out about the—” She cleared her
throat. “About the…uh…dreams.”

Nicolai stared at her, his intense scrutiny unsettling.

“You are the image of my wife.”

Wife.

Oh God.

The word reverberated in her head, growing louder with each
bounce against the walls of her mind. Her stomach plummeted toward her feet
while bile soared for her throat. A wife… She hadn’t once considered the
possibility he was a husband. God, for some inexplicable reason the idea broke
her heart. Thinking of him touching this faceless, nameless woman, making her
explode with pleasure as he’d done with Tamar in their dreams, grieved her.

“Pria died. She was killed.”

The relief would have brought her to her knees if she’d been
standing. But shame immediately bombarded her. His wife had died—her relief was
callous in the face of that tragedy.

“I’m sorry,” she said and meant it. Her mother’s death had
nearly sent Tamar into the grave with her. She could only imagine the agony
Nicolai suffered having to bury his wife. It must have been unbearable.

“It’s been a while. Nearly five hundred years ago.”

“Still it must—” She gasped and her spine hit the back of
the couch. “Five hundred years?” she repeated and gaped at him. “Just how the
hell old are you?”

He scowled and Tamar shrugged, too stunned to be polite.

“Nine hundred years old,” he supplied stiffly.

“Damn,” she whispered, awed. Her gaze touched on the broad
unlined forehead, the blade-like cheekbones and wide, sensual mouth. No
wrinkles—not even a laugh line. He appeared to be in his late-twenties or
early-thirties, not old enough to have witnessed the events she taught her
students. “How is that even possible?”

His bark of laughter echoed in the room. “You can ask me
that after everything you’ve seen?”

“I know, I know,” she murmured. “But up until twenty-four
hours ago I believed hippogryphs were relegated to Greek mythology and Harry
Potter, and humans were the only inhabitants of earth except for the occasional
UFO.” She shook her head. “Excuse me if some of this continues to bowl me
over.”

He dipped his head, acknowledging her point even as his lips
twisted into a wry smile. “I’ll give you that. Especially since I’ve had nine
hundred years to become accustomed to the idea.”

“Will you tell me what I’m dealing with?”

The hesitation was small but there. She cocked her head to
the side and studied him. “Let me guess,” she drawled. “If you tell me, you’ll
have to kill me.”

Nicolai threw her a sharp glance, eyes narrowed to lavender
slits. “Don’t joke about that.”

She snorted. “Oh please—” Once more she drew up short as an
ugly, incredible thought entered her head. “You wouldn’t really have to kill
me.” She swallowed. “Would you?”

Muttering something that sounded suspiciously like
“clusterfuck”, Nicolai surged to his feet. Tension vibrated from him, agitation
in every stride of his long-legged pace.

“Let’s get this out of the way,” he growled. “I’m not going
to hurt you. And I won’t allow anyone else to touch you.” His head whipped
around and he pinned her to the couch with a hard stare. “Understand?”

Tamar nodded, choosing not to utter a word. Silence was
probably prudent at this moment.

“My people have existed since the beginning of time. We’re
one of the oldest races—”

“One of?”

After the blast of another glare, she held up her hands in
the ancient—he would know better than her exactly how ancient—sign of
submission. “Sorry. I’m listening.”

“Yes,” he said. “We are one of many races that live in
secrecy. As the world grew more populated and smaller, we had to learn to adapt
or become extinct. Our existence depends on our ability to remain hidden to
humans and appear as one of you.”

“So my neighbor could be a what? Werewolf?” she blurted,
again violating her resolution to remain quiet. But damn, this was just too
much to take in!

Nicolai halted mid-pace and crossed his arms. Not a trace of
humor softened his features “A loup-garou, not werewolf. Werewolves are
fictional, but the loup-garou is very real. And yes, theoretically your
neighbor could be one.” He arched an eyebrow. “But don’t worry. I checked him
out and he’s as human as you are.”

“That’s a relief,” she whispered, reeling from the knowledge
that she could rub shoulders with mythical creatures every day and not know it.
Although…that could explain Mrs. Reynolds, the middle school secretary. The
woman was such a bitch. Maybe she was some kind of joy eater or a fun-snatching
medusa…

“Each race has their own set of laws governing their
society, but the hippogryph maintains order by the Dimios.” His jaw
firmed and Tamar braced herself for the impact of what was coming. “The Dimios
is similar to your police force, jury and prison system all rolled into
one. His responsibility is to investigate, hunt and execute those who threaten
our safety or betray our people.”

“Rogues,” she said, her voice barely a rasp of sound. “Like
Evander.”

Nicolai gave an abrupt nod.

“So,” Tamar cleared her throat and knit her fingers
together, “that would make you the Dimios.”

Again, he lowered his head, this time slower. His lilac eyes,
so startling in his hard face, captured hers and silence permeated the room. In
her mind, she rewound and viewed the battle scenes she’d seen him engaged in
over three years of dreams. Always bare-chested with huge wings of the deepest
chocolate and richest cream. He fought with a stunning ferocity that stole her
breath, his skill and power awesome to behold.

In those nights, he’d become Tamar’s champion, savior…her
escape. The dreams had started the first night after she’d awakened in the
hospital after the crash and had saved her sanity. How ironic that a figment of
her imagination had kept her sane. Nevertheless, when she couldn’t move,
imprisoned within a broken body, and then later tortured by Kyle, Nicolai had
been the one thing to help her hold on.

Not only had he been the protector of his people, he’d been
hers as well.

Nicolai returned to the chair he’d vacated and reached for
her again. His hand covered her knee and the heavy weight was…comforting. He
pinned her with a penetrating stare, intensifying their connection.

“Tamar,” he said, voice solemn, earnest. “Please let me
protect you. Through no fault of your own you’ve become the target of a killer,
but we can’t change that. I’ve already lost a friend—”

“You didn’t mention that.” Sympathy flooded her. First his
wife, then his friend. Damn. “Evander?”

“Yes,” he said gruffly. “Like you, Bastien had no place in
this battle. Evander targeted him to hurt me.” His voice deepened, roughened.
“I’m asking you to place your trust in me. I know that’s difficult,” he
stressed and squeezed her knee, “but I promise once Evander is caught, I will
return you here, safe. And you’ll never hear from me or be bothered by our
world again. You can go back to your life without any interference from us.”

He shifted his hands and gripped hers within his. The warmth
from his strong palms seeped through her, transmitting a tingle that reminded
her of the pleasure those big, knowledgeable fingers could bring. A part of her
protested against the idea of never seeing him again. Not when he’d been such
an important factor in her life for the past three years. Falling asleep and
not seeing him, not touching him or being held and filled by him…inconceivable.

Yet those were dreams—albeit very vivid, sexy, hungry,
soul-snatching, orgasm-rich dreams. She had a life that included her home, her
job and the kids she taught. While that might not sound like Thrillsville to
other people, it was everything to her. Everything. She’d rebuilt a
world free of abuse, terror and insecurity—a world where she could walk out her
door every morning to a job she loved, then return each night to a home free of
violence.

Yet if she didn’t agree to Nicolai’s request, she risked
losing it all anyway. And her life right along with it.

“For how long?” she asked, searching his face.

His expression hardened but the amethyst gaze never wavered.
“I don’t know.”

She grimaced, closed her eyes. At least he’d been honest.

“Let me protect you,” he repeated.

Beneath the urgency in his tone lay something else. A plea
she wouldn’t have expected from this warrior. The supplication undermined any
objection she could’ve voiced. Nicolai, whether because of his role as the
guardian of his race or a misplaced responsibility to his wife, wanted to
defend her.

Damn.

“Okay,” she said. “I’ll go.”





Chapter Five



The Massachusetts Berkshires spread out before Nicolai in a
majestic panorama of rock, forests and sky. Hidden in the wilderness near the
Bash Bish Falls, the safe house was isolated, surrounded by a copse of thick
trees, a sheer rock wall and a hundred-foot gorge.

It was beautiful.

It was secure.

It was hell.

The last two days had been his personal version of Tartarus.
In that deep pit, Tantalus had water he could never drink and fruit he could
never eat as his eternal punishment.

Nicolai had Tamar.

Secreting her away for safety had sounded like a great
idea—in theory. Getting her away from Evander had consumed him, so he hadn’t
taken into account the effect of being in close proximity to her all day and
night would have on his mind and body. Body, hell. His dick.

He wanted. No, that word was too anemic to describe
the ceaseless hunger that clawed and bit at him with dagger-sharp talons. His
beast snarled constantly, demanding Nicolai take what he allowed himself only
in dreams.

The dreams.

Damn. He blew out a hard gust of breath. His balls
drew up tight under an erection that hadn’t gone down in forty-eight hours. The
dreams had continued in spite of their seclusion. One would think the Fates
would give them a break considering he and Tamar were in one another’s back
pockets, but nope. Apparently the three goddesses had a warped sense of humor.
Bitches.

On a low growl, Nicolai pushed away from the front porch
railing and strode through the empty house toward the backyard. He could sense
Adon’s presence on the perimeter, keeping watch. Lukas and Dorian were out
hunting Evander and would return shortly to switch shifts.

For months now, Nicolai’s main goal had been to run Evander
to ground and kill the sick son of a bitch. Yet since the night of Tamar’s
attack, his priorities had altered. BT—better known as Before Tamar—nothing
could have kept him from searching for the traitor hours on end. Now he
resented every second spent away from the mysterious woman who hissed at him
like an asp, challenged his patience like the toughest crossword puzzle and
made love like the most talented hetaera.

Lust clenched his gut and twisted viciously. Just last night
he’d fantasized of her kneeling between his spread thighs and lowering her
mouth over his rigid cock. The thick width had stretched her lips wide and the
groan she’d emitted had vibrated down his flesh and hummed in his balls. Shit.
He swallowed hard and his fingers fisted as the memory played across the screen
of his mind like a porno. The soft glide of her tongue under his cock head and
the tight suck of her mouth had his hips surging from the mattress, his dick
trying to breach her throat.

Nicolai placed his palm against the storm door that led to
the back porch. Instead of pushing it open, he paused, bent his head and
inhaled. Closing his eyes, he could almost feel the instinctive contraction of
her gag reflex against his dick before her throat relaxed and he’d slid a
couple of precious inches into that smooth tunnel.

He exhaled, lifted his lashes. Arousal that danced on the
fine edge of pain throbbed in his cock. It would take one stroke to find
release. Just one. The sensory image was that powerful.

But he kept his hands to himself—or not to himself.

Hell, if a person could die from blue balls, he might need
to get his affairs in order.

It worried him, the consuming need, the voracious hunger
that refused to stay in the realm of sleep. Control was imperative. It meant
the difference between success and failure, life and death. Nothing had jeopardized
that tight rein. Even when Pria had died, he’d channeled his anger, grief and
guilt into the hunt, into taking down those who endangered his people.

Discipline hadn’t been an issue…until Tamar. Until she’d
crouched in that corner brandishing an iron poker, prepared to fight like the
fiercest cruxim. It was her Amazon spirit that endangered his control.
It was endearing, sexy…valiant.

His main concern should be protecting her from Evander.
Instead he wondered if someone should protect him from her. Her
courage, beauty of heart and spirit haunted a part of his soul that would make
it impossible to walk away from her at the end of this.

Willing his flesh to behave, he shoved the door open and
stepped out on the back porch. The covered deck extended the length of the
cabin and was surrounded by a wooden railing and several posts. He notched a
shoulder against the nearest post and studied the woman exercising in the large
expanse of yard.

Except for those startling moments on the sidewalk and then
in the hospital, Nicolai didn’t see Pria when he gazed at Tamar. Of course it
was impossible not to notice the resemblance, but the two women were so
different.

Where Pria had been a sweet kitten, Tamar was a fierce
lioness.

Since their arrival, Tamar had spent at least two hours in
the morning and two in the afternoon back here, putting her body through a
cardio and strength-training regimen. With a determined expression on her face
and buds plugged in her ears, she worked her body without mercy.

The first day she’d worn a long-sleeved shirt over her
sports bra. As she hit her stride and the sun rose higher in the sky, it hadn’t
been long before she’d stripped the top off. The mottled, scarred flesh on her
left arm, shoulder, torso and leg gleamed dully under the perspiration coating
her body.

In his head, Nico had caught Adon’s sharp intake of breath.

“What happened to her?” he had asked along their
telepathic link.

“Plane crash,” Nicolai responded. “Three years
ago.”

Awe and admiration coasted down their bond several seconds
before Adon’s solemn “warrior” echoed in Nicolai’s mind.

Nicolai agreed. In their society, strength and valor didn’t
always equal muscle or heroic deeds. It entailed sacrifice, courage in the face
of insurmountable odds, a toughness of spirit as well as body. Tamar embodied
all these worthy traits—prized more in a soldier than skill and power.

After discovering Tamar’s name, he’d researched her. There
had been plenty of information available. The crash made national news as well
as the extent of her injuries and the hard, painstaking recovery that had lain
ahead. Years later, she’d recuperated and salvaged the life that had almost
been taken from her. The pain she must have suffered grieved him, made him wish
he could have been there to comfort and care for her. But to Nicolai, each scar
and ridge of puckered flesh represented her tenacity and bravery.

They were beautiful and sacred.

Unfortunately, as he stared at the sexy play of tendon and
muscle across her back when she lifted her arms above her head in a stretch, he
doubted Tamar viewed them the same way.

Today, like the last two days, the motions seemed
effortless. If it wasn’t for the thin sheen of sweat that glistened on her arms
and throat and created a dark vee down the front of her top, he would have
believed the workout didn’t cost her. But a fine tremble shook her torso and
legs. How much of her exhaustion was due to the rigorous routine and what
portion could be blamed on the nighttime restlessness that kept her up until
well after midnight, pacing the lower level of the cabin?

One glance at the pallor under her golden complexion and the
slightly gray circles beneath her amber eyes answered his question.

Nicolai had observed her the past two nights, his gyges
concealing him from sight as she wore a path in the floor, stopping to massage
her legs and round her back as if attempting to ease an ache. Only the
knowledge that she would not have appreciated his interference kept him hidden,
watching. Still he refused to leave her alone—he gave her company even if she
didn’t know it.

“Did you need something, Buckbeak?”

Arousal and annoyance kicked him in the gut and he gritted
his teeth. A loud snicker echoed in his head and Nicolai assumed Adon, from his
hidden perch, had overheard the nickname Tamar insisted on assigning him.

“Well,” she asked, propping her fists on her curvy hips.
“Did you need me?”

Arousal won. His cock jerked behind the zipper of his jeans,
snarling a hell yeah in reply. His heart lurched also.

Yeah, I need you to look me in the eye, not over my
shoulder. I need you to share your thoughts and fears with me. I need you to
hunger for me like I crave you.

“No,” he said. And before he did something incredibly stupid
like utter his thoughts aloud, he turned and headed back across the porch and
inside the cabin.

Damn, he hoped he found Evander tonight. He needed a good
fight.

* * * * *

Tamar heaved a sigh of relief as Nicolai disappeared inside
the house.

With him gone, she could breathe again. She’d sensed his
presence the second he’d exited the safe house and stood on the porch, his
brooding stare a physical stroke over her skin.

It had unnerved her.

It had annoyed her.

It had set every synapse firing, transmitting desire from
cell to cell until she was one big pulsing mass of lust.

The last two days had been a lesson in restraint. She could
write a book on the topic—How to Act Like You Don’t Care When All You Want
to do is Lick Him Like a Lollipop.

As much as her nickname irritated him, it was her only
defense against the desire that was a reflex to his nearness. She rose from a
lunge and bent over at the waist, her palms resting on her knees. Nicolai had
whisked her to this cabin for safety, but right now he was the biggest threat
to her sanity. He was an addiction. A compulsion. And he had heartbreak written
all over him. Her heartbreak.

“Damn,” she muttered, staring at the lush grass. Days cooped
up in this place and she craved him with every single breath she took. She
swore his scent permeated each room in the two-level cabin. Imagined she could
sense him even when alone. Especially the past few nights when she’d been up
striving to ease the ache in her legs and back. The spasms had increased in
intensity and disturbed her already restless sleep. She tried not to dwell on
what it could mean. The possibilities terrified her.

These days she needed to prioritize her fears since there
were so many contenders. In first place was the homicidal hippogryph intent on
her death. Second on the list were the new symptoms that could or could not
mean the deterioration of her body.

If Nicolai failed to catch Evander, first place would cancel
out second, hence its slot in the hierarchy.

She would be dead.

Third place was awarded to the dreams. When Tamar finally
managed to drop off to sleep after her midnight walk-a-thons, Nicolai awaited
in her dreams—their dreams. Heat flared up her chest and throat, converging in
her face. Last night…God. This morning she’d spied the memory of their
shared fantasy in the hard, bright glitter of his eyes and the tension in his
body.

It had taken every ounce of her weathered and tattered
self-control not to leap across the room, take him down to the floor and demand
he fuck her senseless.

But she’d held back. In the darkest hours of night she
submitted to him, but that’s where the mind-blowing sex and
I-can’t-feel-my-legs orgasms ended. This fierce need had to stay in the realm
of dreams. Because if she allowed the fantasies to become reality, she wouldn’t
walk away from this with her heart intact. The moment Nicolai had pleaded with
her to let him protect her, he’d won half of that traitorous, ignorant organ.
If she surrendered the other part, she might do something stupid like beg him
not to leave her. Or to take her with him.

She would be giving up the life she’d worked so hard to
reclaim.

And wasn’t that her fear? Once more she would become
dependent on another person, subject to their decisions, whims…betrayals.

There were parts of her Tamar despaired she would never
retrieve—her outgoing daredevil spirit, her open willingness to trust people.
The Tamar of three years ago would have jumped at the opportunity to soar on a
mythical creature’s back. But the Tamar who was terrified of flying, the dark
and her shadow, had refused, opting to take the long trip to the mountains and
safe house in a cramped car.

The crash had stolen so much from her, she couldn’t give up
more—there wouldn’t be any of her left.

That she couldn’t—wouldn’t—do.

Straightening, she tilted her head back on her shoulders and
the sun warmed her face. With the fresh, sweet air and the cool breeze tickling
her skin, she could almost forget she was on a maniac’s short To Do list. But
only for a second.

Tipping her head forward, she spun on her heel and trudged
toward the cabin. Days like these she itched to bitch-slap Fate. Didn’t she
have stray dogs to kick or little old ladies to push down? Instead she insisted
on picking on the traumatized, scarred girl with a limp. Wasn’t that like
double-dipping? How fucking fair was—

“Oof!”

Tamar braced her hands against the solid wall that had
appeared in front of her. A solid wall of golden skin, sinew and bone. A tremor
of need hummed through her at the unexpected contact. Unbidden, her fingers
curled into the unyielding flesh of his chest. She bit back a groan but
couldn’t control the shudder that shook her.

This close his wind-and-wild-heather scent wrapped around
her like a lover’s embrace. The steady pounding of his pulse throbbed at the
base of his neck. Heat poured out of him as if a furnace burned beneath his
skin. She closed her eyes and for a quick, foolish moment, allowed herself to
be lost in sensation. The thud of his heart under her fingertips. The brush of
his jean-clad thighs. The thick wedge of his cock pressed to her abdomen.

“Tamar.”

The low velvet-over-gravel voice was another sensory block
added to the teetering Jenga tower of emotions threatening to topple and crash
down on top of her.

“Yes,” she whispered.

A beat of silence passed.

“You’re making this so fucking hard.”

Her head snapped up and she immediately wished she’d kept
her chin ducked, kept her attention trained on his throat. Her caution came too
late. The amethyst fire in his gaze razed to the ground every reason why she
must maintain distance between them. Nothing made sense except for the lust
that flared in his eyes like the hottest bonfire.

“I’m sorry,” she muttered, ripping her gaze away from his
and giving her head—and libido—a good, hard shake. Get it together. One plus
one equals two. E equals MC². Dick equals disaster. “What did you say?”

“I wanted to know if you were up for a walk.”

Oh damn. She hated that leap of joy in her heart. Especially
since it had nothing to do with a love of nature and everything to do with
spending more time with Nicolai.

Just say no. Keep your distance. Tell him no thank you
and walk away…

“Okay.” Damn! “Let me go change and I’ll meet you
back here in ten minutes.”

He nodded and, as she climbed the steps to the second level,
his searing stare heated her back, ass, legs. Her gut clenched.

God, she should have her head examined. Only someone a few
bricks short of a load would willingly walk into the lion’s den.

Fifteen minutes later as they strolled side by side through
the breathtaking Berkshire woods, Tamar decided yes indeed-y she was a few
bricks short of a load.

She sighed. An early afternoon walk should have been
innocent. A harmless little hi—God. The sun’s rays just gleamed
on his skin. As if the beams fought to break through the trees’ thick branches
just for the privilege of caressing him.

Shit. She kicked at a leaf in her path.

This stroll was as harmless as a round-house kick to the
gonads.

“What are you thinking about?” he asked, his arm brushing
her shoulder.

“Bricks and balls.”

Silence. “Sounds…fascinating.”

A shaft of humor pierced the black cloud hanging over her
head. “That was diplomatic.” Tipping her head back, she released another sigh.
The magnificent, towering trees, their branches heavy with vibrant green
leaves, mesmerized her.Craggy rocks in the distance touched the sky.
The brilliant canopy of color along with the hushed quiet reminded her of a
cathedral—God’s special place of worship right out here in the middle of His
creation. “I wish Mom could have seen this.”

“Could have?” Nicolai asked. “Your mother’s gone?”

“Yes.” Tamar nodded and a familiar pang of sorrow, dimmed
with time but still present, resonated in her chest. “Eight years now.” That
sounded like a long time ago, but sometimes when the house echoed with
screaming silence and loneliness, it seemed like weeks had passed instead of
years. “She loved nature. Flowers, plants, gardening. She could spend hours in
our backyard puttering around in her garden. Yeah,” she murmured, “she would’ve
loved this.”

Nicolai shifted closer and a warm, comforting palm settled
on the small of her back.

“Our people believe when our loved ones pass on they travel
to Eirene, a place of rest and peace. It’s a beautiful garden of eternal spring
where flowers bloom and fruit bends the tree branches. The river never ceases
to flow with the sweetest water and the sun shines in perpetual day.” He paused
for a long moment and Tamar wondered if he thought of his wife and whether she
dwelled in this land of beauty. “Maybe your heaven is like Eirene and your
mother is enjoying this beauty every day.”

Far above them a bird chirped and another answered its call.
A breeze rustled the leaves and Tamar imagined her mother as she’d been before
the unexpected lethal bout of pneumonia. Her tall figure bent under one of her
beloved rose bushes, brown hair pulled back into a tidy bun. A lovely smile
curved her lips even as sweat dotted her forehead. Yes, this was the image she
would carry of her mother from now on. Toiling in eternal spring gardens with
that beautiful smile—not connected to beeping machines, her caramel skin dark
against the stark white hospital sheets.

She cleared her throat. Batted away an imaginary insect and
rubbed her stinging eyes. “Are your parents still alive?” she asked,
surrendering to the desire to learn more about him.

He skimmed a light caress up her back and loosely clasped
her neck. A tingling heat set up under her skin where his palm rested. She
sucked in a breath, held it and willed her knees to remain steady.

“Yes,” he replied. “They live in Patros, our kingdom and
homeland. A good number of our people still reside there.”

“Patros,” she murmured, savoring the foreign name. “Where is
it located?”

“Greece. Where we originated.”

“You’re a bit far from home.”

“Not really.” He shrugged a shoulder, started a gentle
massage. Her teeth sank into her bottom lip, trapping a moan behind them. “I
have a home off the coast of Washington.”

“That’s, uh…” Her voice faltered under the pleasure of his
touch. “That’s still quite a distance from your family. But then I guess being
the…what did you call it?”

“Dimios.”

“Right. Being the Dimios doesn’t permit much time for
visits.” He made a non-committal grunt but her curiosity had been piqued. “How
do your parents feel about your being ‘the law’?” she asked, doing her best
imitation of Sly Stallone’s Judge Dredd.

Nicolai’s lips quirked at the corner in an almost-smile. How
’bout that? Apparently hippogryphs had Netflix.

“Since my father appointed me to the role, I’m guessing he
was fine with it.”

Surprise reverberated through her.

She gaped at him. “Your father willingly sent you after
dangerous, homicidal nutcases?”

Again he shrugged and, with the hand that wasn’t kneading
her neck, scraped the hair back from his forehead. “Being the Dimios is
an honor. There’s no greater satisfaction than knowing your purpose is to
serve.”

“Was that your goal in life? Did you always want to be
like,” she twirled her fingers in the air as if conjuring up the correct term,
“the defender of your race.”

“Each hippogryph is born with certain gifts. Even among my
people I had enormous strength and speed. When the time came to choose a new Dimios,
it seemed a fated decision I compete for the role. There was some opposition
given my rank, but I wanted it.”

“Your rank?”

“My father is the king of our people.”

Another bolt of shock struck her and Tamar skidded to a
stop. His hand fell away from her as she faced him, fists propped on her hips.

“You’re a freakin’ prince?”

He arched an eyebrow, amusement lighting his violet eyes.
“That’s what the son of a king is usually called.”

She shook her head, amazed. All she desired was safety,
stability and a whole lot of boring after the most harrowing three years of her
life. And every day he chose to fly—literally—into danger.

“Why?” she asked. “Why take this risk with your life when
you’re a prince? I don’t get it.”

He studied her with his quiet, intent gaze. “Since my
father’s the king, I should sit on my ass and do nothing? Let other people take
the risk even though I have the ability and gift? As if my life is more
important just because of my lineage?”

When she pictured him grappling with Evander, slamming into
the brick wall… Envisioned the scar on his shoulder that had once been a
vicious wound, her soul screamed yes! But if he had succumbed to that
kind of egotism, Nicolai wouldn’t be the winged warrior and lover she’d come to
know in her dreams.

Brave. Selfless. Tender. A protector.

“I think,” she said, “that even after all of this is over, I
will worry about you.” She lifted her arm, hesitated, then gave in to the need
to cup his jaw and stroke her thumb over the patch of skin beneath his full
lower lip.

His pupils contracted, enlarged until the iris disappeared,
swallowed by the wide dark-purple center. Gazing into the unblinking stare,
Tamar no longer peered into the eyes of the man, but the hippogryph.

A new, scary desire pounded in her chest. One she refused to
back down from.

Her heart took up a rapid air-stealing tattoo as she shifted
away several steps. Her arm dropped to her side but their eyes remained
connected—woman to beast. This was the other side of him. The animal that
terrified and fascinated her. But both were Nicolai. And in her heart, she knew
neither would harm a hated curl on her head.

Inhaling, she gathered her courage in her trembling fingers
and poked her hand in the proverbial lion’s cage.

“Show me,” she whispered. “Change for me.”

His head cocked to the side and there was nothing human in
the sharp gesture. “Are you sure?” he murmured.

Excitement raced through her veins, pounded in her blood.
“Yes.”

He continued to scrutinize her. Then, as if something he saw
convinced him of her certainty, he nodded and moved back, increasing the space
between them.

The change occurred in a second—but that second lasted an
eon.

It was straight out of a horror movie…and a fairy tale.

Bone popped, jutting and bulging under his skin before
caving in on itself to stretch and contort. His body bent. The strong line of
his spine lengthened, curved. His head lowered, rounded and an explosion of
brown burst behind the crown, a lion’s mane of feathers. Her breath caught in
her lungs, trapped, as her gaze traveled the creamy white that stretched over
the hippogryph’s breast and the underside of its wings. A rich chocolate-brown
covered the rest of its body—the head, neck, flight feathers. Even its equestrian
back, hind legs and tail shared the luxuriant color. The only exceptions were
its powerful bright-yellow forelegs and talons.

It was frightening.

Strange.

Majestic.

Beautiful.

Awed, she crossed the distance that separated them. The last
time she’d seen him in this form he’d been planted in the middle of a street,
blocking her escape. She’d been on edge and intimidated. But now…

With trembling fingers, she reached out and then halted
inches from its sleek head, hesitant to touch something so powerful. It seemed
almost…blasphemous.

The hippogryph bowed its regal head. And observed her out of
Nicolai’s intelligent eyes.

She gasped. Of course she realized man and beast were one
and the same. But to meet his beautiful eyes in the face of the eagle. It supplied
her with the courage to stroke the smooth, glossy head. To ruffle the splendid
crest. Tunnel her fingers through the thick, downy plumage of its—his—breast.

And the wings…God. She sighed. They easily spanned
the width of the path, touching the trees bordering the trail. Their beauty was
awe-inspiring and intimidating at once. A smile broke free, straight from her
heart, as she brushed the chocolate-dipped-in-cream feathers. She recognized
them instantly. They’d cradled her close, sheltered her.

“You’re so gorgeous,” she murmured and chuckled softly as he
settled back on his hind legs and seemed to preen under her compliment.

He shuffled back and the small movement caused a stream of
wind to swirl around her. Wow. She pushed her hair back from her face
with both hands. Being around him must’ve been something like standing downwind
from a helicopter’s propellers.

He kneeled and his head bent in the imitation of a bow. His
great wings spread wide on the forest floor—as huge as those of a plane.

Lavender eyes met hers and, with a slight jerk of his head,
he gestured for her to come nearer. To climb up on his lowered back.

A fierce yearning seized her. It clutched her chest, twisted
her stomach. She could see herself stepping onto his wing and hoisting onto his
back, digging her fingers into that grand mane. Excitement raced through her
blood as if even now he rose in the air, soared into the blue sky above with
her holding on, taking the ride of a lifetime. Tamar stepped forward…then
stopped. Terrifying pain-filled images bombarded her. A black rumbling sky,
horrible shaking, the wail of air and whine of failing engines. Awful stygian
darkness. Pain. Such pain.

With a small whimper, she squeezed her eyes closed as if she
could shut the flashing nightmare out of her mind. Stop!

She stumbled backward, her arm stretched in front of her,
palm up. Her heart hammered away and air whistled between her parted lips.

Velvet nudged her hand, rubbing against it.

She pried her eyes open. The hippogryph’s head stroked her
palm. When their gazes connected, he moved closer and her hand slid down his
neck. Her fingers burrowed in his thick plumage. Unable to resist the offer of
comfort, she shifted closer, rubbing her cheek over the soft white on his
chest.

“You make me wish I was different,” she whispered, a wistful
note in her voice. “Make me wish I was the woman I once was…” She sighed,
regret a gaping hole in her soul. “Why couldn’t I have met you when I was whole
and not afraid of every damn thing?”

Electricity sizzled and sparked over her and, in the next
instant, skin replaced feathers. Arms took the place of wings. A glance down
revealed he’d clothed himself in a pair of jeans, but his arms, chest and feet
remained bare.

Human or hippogryph, Nicolai was magnificent.

They didn’t speak, didn’t move.

He just held her.

And in the sun-dappled forest with magic surrounding her,
the comfort and strength in his embrace was enough.

* * * * *

Where the hell is she?

Rage sizzled over his skin along with the power that changed
him from hippogryph to human. He didn’t bother with clothes as he stalked
across the shadowed backyard and climbed up the back porch of the home that
neighbored Tamar’s.

Three nights. He snarled, jerking open the door and
entering the kitchen. He bypassed the bloodied, limp female sprawled on the
brown-and-white tile floor and paid little attention to the human male slumped
on the living room couch with his throat ripped out.

He mounted the steps, his bare feet slapping the hardwood
floor. After commandeering this house, he’d staked out Tamar’s home. And for
three nights it sat empty. With a low growl, he shoved into the bedroom that
granted an unrestricted view of the dark residence that belonged to his prey.
Leaving the light off, he propped a shoulder against the wall next to the
window and took up his nightly vigil even as he acknowledged its uselessness.

Somehow Nicolai had gotten to the woman first. And most
likely secreted her away to a safe house while he, Lukas, Adon and Dorian
continued the hunt.

His lip curled. How fucking predictable.

He should abandon this place since it was highly doubtful
Tamar would return. Yet this present location provided better lodging than the
dour motel rooms he’d been holed up in. And since the quarters were currently
available… A glint of humor lightened his foul mood. The couple had been
necessary collateral damage for the battle. He hadn’t even given their deaths
his usual detailed attention.

So what was the next step? He tapped a finger against his
bottom lip. As if in answer, a shadow passed over the roof of Tamar’s home. The
wide dark shade circled, but the figure that cast it never appeared.

It didn’t need to.

Nicolai and the krinos—they searched for him. But
Evander had been trained by the best warrior of their people. They wouldn’t
find him until he was ready.

Evander smiled. If Nicolai had hidden Tamar in one of the
safe houses, this meant he and the human female were confined in close
quarters. The prince would grow more enamored of the Pria lookalike, falling
for her. And when he lost her, it would be even more devastating. Then it would
be Nicolai’s turn for death. Which Evander intended to draw out and enjoy.

But before Nicolai took his last breath, he would know he’d
failed his people by harboring a rogue right under his nose for months without
realizing it. He’d executed the wrong brother and an innocent.

Gregor, I will have justice for you, he mouthed to
the night sky as the shadow disappeared.

An eye for an eye. A life for a life.





Chapter Six



A couple of hours later, Tamar entered the small but
well-equipped kitchen. Nicolai and Adon had already left for their evening hunt
for Evander which meant the elusive Lukas and Dorian were on babysitting duty.
She’d yet to see the men Nicolai had told her belonged to his unit. From his
description, she gathered they were the hippogryph counterpart of Special
Forces. Well, they were good at remaining out of sight—she was alone and, damn
it, lonely.

As dangerous and unwise as the yearning was, she wanted
Nicolai.

She prepared a simple dinner of baked chicken and salad. As
she’d done every night since arriving in the cabin, she made four more
plates—two for the invisible men who guarded her and two for Nicolai and Adon
when they returned from their hunt. She placed Lukas and Dorian’s dinners
outside on the porch and the remaining meals in the refrigerator.

To alleviate the heavy silence, she turned on the television
to a syndicated sitcom. The laugh track granted her the false pretense of not
being lost and isolated. A couple of quiet, uneventful hours passed. Night fell
early in the mountains and soon the yawns were cracking her jaw open at
ten-minute intervals. Deciding to turn in, she recovered the wiped-clean dinner
plates from the porch, cleaned up the kitchen and ascended the staircase for
the last time that night—maybe. Exhaustion weighed down her limbs. Hopefully
she wouldn’t be back downstairs in a couple of hours pacing the floor.

When she entered the bedroom assigned to her, the first
rumble of thunder rolled across the night sky. She hurried over to the bedside
lamp, flicked it on and couldn’t contain her sigh of relief as the soft light
beat back the darkness. The anxiety that always tagged along with the dark
eased and she slid into bed. Huddling under the covers, she closed her eyes and
willed sleep to come.

Hours—maybe minutes—later, Tamar jerked up in bed. Unsure of
what woke her, her head swiveled from side to side. The room was a black hole.
Her heart pummeled her chest, rising up and down like a seesaw. She sucked in
several deep gulps of air and her breath was a harsh roar in the silence. Her
fingers clutched the blanket, the material bunched in her grasp.

Trembling, she released her death grip on the covers and
reached toward the lamp. But a jerk on the chain brought no result. Panic stole
up her throat, crafty and with malicious joy. Suddenly she was transported back
in time, had returned to her bedroom at home, fumbling with the lamp next to
her bed, desperate to have light wash throughout the room. But no matter how
many times she flipped the switch the room remained dark. Later she discovered
Kyle had deliberately unplugged the lamp, using her fear to torment her.

A mewl like a wounded creature escaped her and the sound
horrified and humiliated her. It had been three years since the crash, damn it!
Children were afraid of the dark, not twenty-eight-year-old women.

But the scolding didn’t take away the tremors that shook her
body. Or the heart-numbing terror that had her gaze darting around the room as
if she was a cornered animal. Again she whimpered. To contain the next shameful
moan, she sank her teeth into her bottom lip, threw back the covers and swung
her legs over the edge of the mattress.

Biting her lip didn’t help. The panicked sounds were a
continuous stream from her throat as she pushed off the bed and stumbled
several feet in the direction of the bedroom door. Her knee struck a solid,
heavy object she assumed was the dresser. Tamar cried out, the pain jolting up
her leg, adding to the frantic pounding of her heart.

A deafening crash rang out in the room.

She shrank back against the wall, her arms cradling her
head.

“Tamar?”

The familiar voice tore another cry from her. Relief leaked
past the consuming grip of fear, but not enough to loosen her vocal cords so
she could call out to Nicolai. All she could manage was another mortifying
whimper.

It was enough.

One moment she huddled beside the dresser and in the next
Nicolai’s hands grasped her upper arms. He dragged her close before wheeling
around and shoving her behind him. She panted, her forehead pressed to his
warm, hard back, her fingers curled into fists against his waist.

The part of her that had survived a plane crash and abusive
ex-boyfriend ordered her to stand up straight and get herself together. She
wasn’t this weak cowering woman hiding behind Nicolai. But the primal creature
in her had taken over—the primitive part that believed in order to live she
must scramble to the cover of the strongest for protection.

“What’s wrong?” he barked. “Who’s here?”

She shook her head, opened her mouth to speak. When only a
hoarse moan emerged, she snapped her lips closed, swallowed and tried again.

“The light,” she croaked.

The tension slowly bled from his large frame.

Tamar waited. Braced herself for the exasperated sigh. The
you-got-to-be-kidding-me snarl or the don’t-be-fucking-ridiculous ridicule.
She’d heard it so often from Kyle it could have been his mantra.

But unlike her ex, if Nicolai condemned her as absurd or
silly, she would be an emotional Humpty Dumpty crushed into so many pieces she
wouldn’t be able to put them back together again.

“The power went out with the storm,” he said gently.

As if to underscore his explanation, thunder boomed outside
the window.

You know what thunder is, her mother’s voice
whispered inside her head. It’s God and the angels bowling. When there’s
lightning, God’s made a strike.

It was too much.

The phobic terror of the dark. Memories of Kyle and his
cruelty. Nicolai rushing to her rescue.

She broke.

Tears scalded her eyelids then streamed down her cheeks in
hot trails. Sobs rose up out of her soul and clawed past the blockade of pride
to pour out in harsh, racking coughs.

“Oh sweetheart.”

Strong arms clamped around her, pulled her to a wide, naked
chest. Her cheek stuck to his skin, her tears the glue that bonded them. Over
her cries she caught the soothing murmurs he crooned. A hand that could easily
frame her head smoothed down her hair and a tender kiss ghosted across her
forehead.

Tamar didn’t protest when Nicolai swept her up in his arms,
cradled her in his embrace and carried her from the room. Nor did she utter a
word when he settled her next to him on the living room floor. Weak moonlight
streamed into the room through the windows, alleviating the dense blackness of
the cabin. He retrieved the match and flint box from beside the fireplace and,
with expert hands, removed the screen, lit the logs and replaced the mesh
covering.

The orange flames crackled and leapt, hungrily eating the
wood. Heat licked the air and soon penetrated and thawed the ice that had
formed beneath her skin when she’d woken in complete darkness. She shivered and
Nicolai frowned before rising from the floor in a single breath-stealing
display of strength and agility. Her gaze followed as he glided soundlessly
across the floor to a closet. He pulled the door open and several moments later
returned to her, arms piled with blankets, sheets and pillows.

He flipped open one cover and draped it over her shoulders
like a shawl. Then he prepared a thick pallet on the floor. The firelight
played over him as he carried out the task. Except for a low-riding pair of
black cotton drawstring pants, he was left bare to her fascinated gaze. The
fire cast a reddish hue over his golden skin, emphasizing the wide breadth of
his shoulders, delineating the tight muscles of his abdomen. And when he
hunkered down to tuck the corners of the sheet beneath the covers… Oh good
God. His hard thighs bunched under the thin material of his pants…and his
ass…

She closed her eyes, shutting out the temptation his
beautiful body presented. Desire lapped at her like the flames nibbling on the
logs in the fireplace. The heat that sparked and flickered to life inside her
stomach couldn’t be attributed to any man-made fire. She trembled, opened her
eyes.

Nicolai stared at her.

Frozen, he kept his weight balanced on the balls of his feet
and his arms resting on his thighs. His lavender eyes burned, studying her as
if he was aware of the passion that wended through her veins, leaving a molten
path in its wake.

Then his nostrils flared slightly, his chest rose on an
almost imperceptible breath and Tamar’s gut coiled, perspiration broke out on
her palms.

He did know. He could smell her arousal.

Several long, silent moments stretched between them.

Common sense urged her to look away from his unblinking
contemplative gaze. But she couldn’t. Or wouldn’t.

He was the first to break the connection. With a sinuous
grace that reminded her of the beast that lurked beneath the skin of the man,
he prowled over the pallet and sank beside her. Always before he’d respected
her personal space—a deliberate gap separating them.

Tonight he didn’t allow it.

Tonight he pressed to her from thigh to hip, his arm a solid
weight against her shoulder. When she inhaled it was his scent she
breathed—sweet wind and wild heather. They’d only been this close in her dreams
but the intimacy was…natural. She didn’t feel crowded.

She was protected. Even if it was just for tonight, she
cautiously lowered her guard, allowed him in.

A peek down at the front of his pants revealed she was
wanted too. Knowing how that thick, rigid length would stretch and burn her
deep inside until she molded to fit his cock perfectly…how it would shuttle in
and out with slow, rolling thrusts of his hips…how that perfect, muscular ass
would contract and release under her palms…

She shifted, drew her legs up to her chest and held on for
dear life.

Next to her Nicolai’s breathing deepened. Once again, he was
smelling her desire for him, tasting it in the air.

By all rights, mortification should be burning her up, not
lust.

Somebody should explain that to her body. Maybe write a
letter because her creaming sex wasn’t getting the memo.

As the quiet enveloped them in its snug cocoon, Tamar could
imagine they were in a fantasy—alone, safe from danger and phobias. The weight
of his unspoken questions hung between them and, for once, she wasn’t defensive
or ashamed about admitting her weaknesses.

“I’m afraid of the dark,” she confessed into the silence. “I
know it’s silly—”

A dismissive wave of his hand cut her off. “Never apologize
for how you feel,” he said. “Can you tell me why?”

“Three years ago I was in a plane crash.”

Nicolai nodded, telling her without words he knew of the
incident that had forever altered her life.

“I was flying to California for a mini-summer vacation and
the plane encountered turbulent weather over the Sierra Nevada. It was to be a
sky-diving trip. My first.” She shook her head, smiled but wasn’t the least bit
amused. “Ironic, really, since the thought of flying now scares the shit out of
me. Anyway, the plane was small, chartered. I was the only survivor out of
fourteen people…including the pilots. When I woke up it was pitch black and my
entire left side was pinned to my seat by a sheet of steel. I thought I was in
hell. It was dark, hot and I could smell my flesh burning…” She swallowed
convulsively several times as the memory threatened to drag her under.

A warm touch on her knee anchored her to the present.

She glanced down and the sight of his long-fingered capable
hand lent her the strength to continue. Bit by bit, she lowered her legs,
crossed them. And held onto him.

“Somehow I slid from under the sheet, and learned later I
had left the entire upper dermis of my skin with it. But I got out of the
plane, climbing over the bodies of the other passengers.” A tremor quaked
through her as she recalled the horror of her fingers and feet digging into
charred and mutilated flesh as she scrambled over the corpses, sometimes using
their dead weight as purchase to escape the burning wreckage.

“I don’t remember much after that,” she whispered. “I only
knew darkness for so long—first at the crash site and then in the hospital
where they kept me in a medicated coma. Sometimes I would surface, but I still couldn’t
focus, couldn’t see anything…couldn’t move. I was trapped, a prisoner in my own
body. That’s when I started dreaming about you.”

Nicolai started next to her, surprised.

“Three years?” he asked, his voice a rough rasp. “You
dreamed about me for three years?”

She nodded. Opened her mouth then snapped it closed. You
already got one foot in. Might as well jump in deep shit with both of them.

“I would see you fighting. Sometimes you had a sword, other
times you fought with your hands and legs like some kind of martial arts. But
never as a hippogryph,” she said, shaking her head. “Always bare-chested, with
wings.”Tamar lowered her lashes as longing rose in her throat, clogged
her air passage. “As a matter of fact, I called you my winged warrior.”

“Sweetheart,” he murmured.

“You saved me,” she blurted. “You were the reason I didn’t
lose my sanity while in the hospital. I didn’t mind going into the dark because
I knew you would be there. Yes, you were a figment of my imagination, but as
foolish as it sounds, you helped me get through the worst period of my life.
Even after I started to heal enough for them to bring me out of the coma for
good and my days were filled with pain and depression, I could endure it.” She
paused and dipped her head when she made the final, soul-baring admission. “All
because I knew when I closed my eyes at night you would be there. Waiting for
me.”

“I didn’t know,” he said, lifting a hand to her face and
cupping it.

The hardened, calloused palm was a delicious abrasion over
her skin. It reminded her of the great power he wielded. She closed her eyes
and rubbed against him like a cat. She needed his touch to bare the next ugly
chapter of her story.

“Even with…” She squeezed her eyelids tighter and forced the
name past her lips. “Kyle…I didn’t break. I envied your strength, wanted your
strength. It just took me a while to believe I could have it.”

“Kyle?” he asked. Though his touch remained gentle, tension
invaded his voice. Beside her, his body stilled as if preparing to pounce on an
unseen threat. “Is he the one who hurt you?”

Tamar nodded. “He was my fiancé,” she explained. “Before the
crash he was kind, attentive, made me laugh. He worked as an investment banker
and had a great future in front of him—we had a great future. But after the
accident…”

The memories crowded in and terrible, hurtful images flashed
in front of her eyes. But then the fingers that had covered her face clasped
her hand. She opened her eyes and stared down. Nicolai laced their fingers
together in an unbreakable bond. She concentrated on the show of support and
shoved past the dark thoughts.

“After the accident, he changed. He went from the fun-loving
guy I planned on spending my life with to this…this monster. It wasn’t sudden,
but gradual. A sharp word or back-handed insult became an angry tirade or a
thrown glass. He separated me from my friends, cut me off from the world.
Eventually his behavior escalated to full-out abuse. Punches, slaps and kicks
to my upper body and lower back so he wouldn’t leave marks my physical
therapist might notice and report. He’d shove me to the floor and leave me
there for hours. Once—” The sob rose out of nowhere, a cry of humiliation,
anger and shame. But as if she’d lanced a wound, the bad blood flowed out of
her and she couldn’t hold it back any longer. “Once he knocked me down, took my
walker from the room so I couldn’t get up and left me. I-I couldn’t even make
it to the bathroom. I-I—”

Mortification choked her and Tamar ducked her head. But
Nicolai wouldn’t allow her gesture of shame. He placed a bent knuckle under her
chin and forced her head up. Amethyst fire burned in his eyes, searing her with
its intensity. “You have nothing to be ashamed of,” he growled, the words
almost unrecognizable over the loud rumble emerging from his throat and chest.
“He is the one that doesn’t have any honor. To prey on the defenseless,
especially women, makes him less than a man. And makes you a survivor. A
warrior.” He bumped her chin higher. “Wings or not.” He crushed his mouth to
hers in an abrupt, hard kiss that was over before she had time to register his
lips had been there. “Now continue.”

She stared up at him, stunned. The kiss was their first
sexual contact outside their dreams. With trembling fingers, Tamar brushed her
fingertips over her mouth, still tingling with the bruising pressure of his
lips.

Then his words penetrated her shock. A warrior? Her?
A warm glow that had nothing to do with the blazing fire kindled and spread
from her chest to each limb.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

He nodded and removed his touch from her chin.

“After Kyle found me, he berated me, calling me a filthy
invalid, worthless, stupid and pathetic. If I’d been whole, healthy, I like to
think I wouldn’t have put up with his abuse, that I would’ve been too strong to
ever accept his behavior. I tell myself that anyway. In hindsight, I wonder why
I didn’t tell my doctor or therapist. Maybe they could have helped.” The
question plagued her often. “But I was so ashamed, so humiliated and scared of
Kyle. And what if they didn’t believe me? Kyle assured me time and again no one
would. He had complete control of not just my home, my body and finances, but
my mind too.” She shook her head. “The physical abuse was bad, but the verbal
and emotional damage he inflicted… In a real sense they were tougher to suffer
because, in my mind, there was some truth in his words. I think that’s why it
took me so long to finally say no more.”

“What made you decide?”

Tamar relayed the story of how she had awakened to Kyle
beating her. Another growl rolled out of Nico and his body trembled with fury.
His rage on her behalf was another healing salve to the wounds of her past.

“The change in him was so insidious, I never saw it coming.
Was this monster there all along and I just never noticed? I don’t know, never
did figure it out, because I can honestly say there weren’t any signs that
pointed toward the terrible rage he kept bottled up inside him. Once in the
middle of a rant he told me he hadn’t signed on for marrying a cripple, that I
had ruined his life. I think he felt betrayed and trapped and blamed me.”

“Then he could have walked away,” Nicolai said, murder in
his voice. “He still would have been a dick, but not an abusive one.”

Tamar nodded. “I agree,” she said. “I’m not making excuses
for him. But when things don’t make sense it’s human nature to try to find
logic in the illogical. I guess it’s more bearable than believing I was almost
stupid enough to marry a sadistic bastard who got off on power and making other
people suffer.” She shrugged, suddenly self-conscious. “It’s why I ran from
you.” Her burst of laughter was brittle in her own ears. “Y’know, my so-called
escape attempt. My choice was taken away and I panicked. I know what it’s like
to be caged like an animal, dependent on my jailer. I want life on my terms,
not someone else’s. For two years my every movement, thought and word was
determined by someone else. And for those two years I craved my independence
and the life I’d taken for granted. After a long, hard battle, I had it back, and
then you showed up, telling me I had to chuck it all and depend on another
person again. Trust”—she held her palms up, studied them as if she could find
the elusive emotion there—“it’s…hard for me. Even knowing you want to protect
me from an untimely, painful death…it’s hard.”

Nicolai turned his head away, muttering under his breath.

“What did you say?” she asked, narrowing her eyes on his
harsh profile. When he remained silent, the reflexive tic in his jaw her only
answer, Tamar pressed, “Because it sounded like, ‘that motherfucker better hope
I don’t find him’.”

More silence.

“Nicolai?”

His head cranked back in her direction and his glare sucked
the breath from her lungs. “I said,” he gritted through clenched teeth, “that
motherfucker better hope I don’t find him because I intend to fucking gut him
like a fucking fish.”

She blinked. Stared. Blinked again.

The chuckle bubbled up and erupted before she could contain
it. Damn, she didn’t want to laugh, but it felt good. She cut a glance up at
him then tumbled to the side, laughter bursting from her in great guffaws that
had her side aching and her eyes stinging with tears.

Through her blurry gaze she noted Nicolai studying her, his
expression caught between concern and anger. That sent her into another paroxysm
of hilarity.

“I’m sorry,” she wheezed, rubbing the heels of her palms
over her eyes. Her breath hitched and she hiccupped. “I’m sorry,” she repeated.
“It’s just I wasn’t expecting that. There were a lot of ‘fuckers’ and ‘fucking’
in that sentence.” She giggled.

The anger evaporated from his face, leaving a sheepish
chagrin. And it was so endearing on his sharply hewn, patrician face, she
reached up and traced the granite line of his jaw.

“Sorry,” he said gruffly. “Most of my time is spent in the
company of Lukas, Adon and Dorian. I’m not used to watching my mouth.”

Her hilarity mellowed into a soft glow that set up base
right in her heart. “No need to apologize.” She dropped her arm and reclaimed
his hand. Whisking the pad of her thumb over his broad knuckles, she smiled.
“Thank you,” she murmured.

“For?”

“For wanting to defend me.” Her eyes met his and she didn’t
duck her head or avoid his eagle-like scrutiny. “No one has done that for me
since my mom died. It feels…nice.”

“I would protect you with my life.” Truth rang in his solemn
tone and she believed him. “You did the same for me, you know.”

Tamar arched an eyebrow. “Protected you?”

“Kept me.”

She didn’t know how to respond to the bleak statement, but
her heart wrenched for him. His austere, forbidding expression couldn’t
completely hide the sorrow that darkened his eyes.

“Tell me,” she said, leaving the invitation open and praying
he would accept.

The quiet stretched for long seconds. Nicolai stared down at
their tangled fingers before shifting his gaze to the far wall. Tamar suspected
he didn’t study the weathered wood or the gorgeous painting of an eagle in
flight. What he saw went soul deep.

“I hunt, fight and execute.” He stated the description of
his job matter of factly and without apology. “By the time I begin to track,
judgment has already been rendered. There is no discussion, no turning back. I
am death—even if it means a former friend…or family.” His voice was no longer
factual. Weariness had crept into his tone, weighed it down. “While my people
are grateful for my existence, they’re uncomfortable with my presence. They
realize as well as I do the day could arrive when I might have to judge their
loved ones, maybe even them.”

Tamar didn’t know how she’d missed it before—his loneliness.
Since Nicolai had burst into her life, he’d appeared indestructible, like a
comic book hero. That he experienced frailties such as loneliness and sorrow
made him seem vulnerable…human.

“It’s why I choose to live away from them, away from Patros.
For their peace of mind as well as my own. It’s easier if I don’t have personal
ties.”

“It hurts you,” she whispered. “Each kill hurts you.”

A brief hesitation, then a small nod. “Like a stain on my
soul. Sometimes I wonder which execution will be the one that tips the scales
and turns me into the hunted instead of the hunter.”

Fear, acrid and sharp, flooded her mouth. No.
A feral snarl leapt from the depths of her spirit. Someone as beautiful, as
pure as him should not be destroyed. His head jerked around and he stared at
her, his eyes shocked, rounded pools of purple so deep they appeared black.

“I’m sorry,” she said, embarrassed at her over-the-top
reaction. Hell, they had officially met three days ago. Still the residue of
terror and anger lingered within her chest. “You haven’t said anything that
changes my mind. It’s not fair. And for the record, your people sound
like a bunch of thankless ingrates.”

A corner of his sensual mouth quirked before flattening into
a grim line.

“Choices, Tamar,” he reminded her. “I don’t regret my
position or the weight of it. But don’t make me out to be a martyr. I made
choices and one of those has left the blackest mark on my soul.”

He disentangled his fingers from hers and returned them to
his thighs. The loss of his touch left her bereft, alone. But she didn’t try to
snatch his hand back. His frame had gone so rigid she feared one touch would
snap him in two. A muscle pulsed along the taut ridge of his jaw. Nicolai
didn’t desire her comfort.

“I killed an innocent.”

The bald statement blindsided her. He didn’t glance over to
take in her reaction, but his fingers flexed over his black pants.

“The Dimios cannot mate or have a family—it’s one of
our laws. Imagine going into war and placing your loved ones in the front line
of the cavalry to be slaughtered first. That’s what having a family would be
for us. Easy targets for the enemy. So if we find our mate, we have the choice
to abdicate. When I met Pria, that’s what I did. I didn’t regret the decision.
Not that it mattered.”

Bitterness, raw and ugly, dripped from his last sentence and
Tamar braced herself for what she might hear next.

“I should have known. I should have realized a simple title
switch wouldn’t be enough. But I was selfish and pride blinded me. No harm
would come to my family as long as I was there to protect them. Pria paid the
price for my arrogance.”

His voice took on that precise, clipped pitch again as if he
were recounting someone else’s story from a text book and not his own personal
history.

“Months after I stepped down, another rogue went on a
rampage. He cut such a bloody path through Eastern Europe my father had to
contact the crones and pay them to create a mass hallucination that spelled
people into believing a terrible plague had killed off nearly half their population.
A Dimios hadn’t been selected to replace me yet so I volunteered to help
Lukas hunt him. When Pria’s screams first reached me, I was in what is today’s
Mongolia. I abandoned the hunt and flew back to Greece, but I was too late.
Unknown to me or Lukas, the rogue had backtracked.”

Tamar didn’t need to hear any more. She knew where this was
headed.

“Nicolai—”

“He’d ripped her to pieces. Left what remained of her under
the sun in the wheat fields near our home.” Steel entered his voice. “See, the
last rogue I had executed had been his son. He’d left a message in blood—if he
couldn’t get to me, he would destroy those I loved.”

“Jesus.” His description of his wife’s death had been
factual, but Tamar’s imagination filled in the blanks. Resa and her horrifying
brutal murder at Evander’s hands flashed in her mind. If Pria’s death had been
anything similar to Resa’s… She shivered. And Nicolai had been the one to find
her? How did he bear it?

“So you went back,” she said.

“Yes. I resumed my role as Dimios.”

“Did you find the one who did it?”

The smile that curved his lips was cruel, blood-stained.
“Yes.”

That simple word summed it all up. That and the smile.

“Good.” Brutal satisfaction filled her. His wife had been
innocent, unable to fight back. Only a coward would have targeted her. “But why
do you believe her blood is on your hands?”

“I made the decision—”

“Bullshit.”

Yet again he stared at her as if she’d sprouted a second
head. Which she found ironic considering he was the one who could shift into a
half-eagle, half-horse beast. Ri-i-ight. She was the weird one.

“What did you say?” he asked, deliberately enunciating each
word.

“Bull. Shit,” she reiterated just as carefully. “Pria knew
what you were and what you did when she married you. Even though you’d
resigned, she went into the relationship with her eyes open and accepted the
risk just like you did. And neither of you are to blame for what happened.
That’s squarely on the shoulders of the spineless piece of shit that preyed on
a defenseless woman.”

A heartbeat of silence passed.

Then another.

He continued to study her. And though it unnerved her, she
refused to fidget under his unblinking inspection. Okay, so she could have
stated her opinion with more tact. Damn. She was going to have to apologize…

“You do have a way with words,” he finally drawled.
Amusement, not anger, colored his voice, softened the severe cut of his mouth.
“Now it’s my turn to thank you.”

Tamar ducked her head and scrubbed her palms over her
thighs. Shyness was not in her genetic make-up and its appearance disconcerted
the hell out of her.

“Do you think…” she blurted.

“Do I think what?” he pressed.

After a moment where she called herself everything from
needy to sappy, she forced the question out. “Do you think if I didn’t resemble
Pria there would be this attraction between us?” She winced. “What I mean… Is
your guilt the reason why you’re determined to protect me from Evander?”

His touch, featherlight and tender, brushed her jaw,
caressed the length of her throat before sweeping back up to trace her mouth.
Her lashes fluttered then closed. She melted, dissolved into a puddle of butter
right at his feet.

“Open your eyes,” he said. Though wrapped in velvet, the
order brooked no argument. When she obeyed, the fire had returned to his gaze
and stoked the flames inside her higher. “I want you to see the truth in my
eyes and never question this again.”

She nodded, her lips parted on a soft pant.

“Yes, you look like Pria.” His fingers drifted over the
cleft in her chin, lingered on the dent that had been the butt of many jokes as
a child. “But it wasn’t Pria I dreamed with these last six months. I didn’t see
your face, Tamar. All I knew was your body, as familiar to me as my own now. I
knew your arms that offered me comfort when I returned from fighting. I knew
your body that beat back the loneliness and gave me pleasure and
forgetfulness.”

He smoothed a palm over her wild curls. But the fierce,
hungry expression he wore made her feel as if her bane-of-my-existence hair
were made of the finest spun gold.

“In the past few days I’ve discovered you are brave, loyal,
resourceful.” His mouth twisted and she thought of her botched escape attempt.
“You are a warrior…beautiful and honorable. Lukas, Adon, Dorian and I…we’re
protecting you because you are worthy and we can do nothing else.”

Awe, pride and joy coalesced in her chest, gathered heat
like a swirling supernova before exploding and cascading in a shower that
rained throughout her body. Tears stung her eyes and she disobeyed Nicolai and
squeezed them shut.

Kyle hadn’t been the only abuser. She’d berated and
belittled herself. Weak, ugly, scarred—those words had been the bat she’d used
to beat her self-esteem. Kyle had screamed she would never find anyone who
would want her. And she’d agreed with him. Who could possibly want her,
a woman disfigured inside and out?

She was afraid of the dark, refused to get on a plane,
limped when tired and bore a road map of scars that covered half her body.

He’d called her beautiful with a gentleness that made her
sink her teeth into her bottom lip.

Beautiful. Brave.

A warrior.

Her. A warrior.

She lifted her lashes, met his hot gaze. In that stare she
spied the truth he’d promised. And desire. Such desire her breath snagged in
her throat.

“Nicolai,” she whispered.

“Nico,” he rasped, gripping a handful of her hair, still
careful not to tug on her healing scalp. “You always call me Nico in our
dreams. Say it for me here, now.”

“Nico,” she murmured and turned her face into the palm that
cradled her cheek. She placed a kiss there and delighted in the slight abrasion
of the roughened skin over her lips.

With a groan, he drew her head back and covered her mouth
with his.

Oh God. She shuddered. The wind-and-heather taste of
him…the sensation of his firm, wide mouth crushed to hers…they were better than
the dreams.

He didn’t coax her into opening her lips—his wasn’t a
hesitant first kiss. They’d been lovers for six months and he kissed her as a
man who knew what his woman wanted, needed. His tongue thrust forward,
capturing and claiming like the animal that lurked inside him. He swept the
interior of her mouth, tangled with her tongue, inviting her to play.

Accepting, she turned fully toward him, slid her hands up
his shoulders, skipped to his cheeks and burrowed her fingers through his
thick, golden curls. Silky and bright, they were the only soft thing about this
warrior. The strands tickled her wrists, adding another sensory experience to
the moment.

Their tongues danced, dueled, mated. Desire and its ruthless
twin, lust, flowed and surged through her blood stream. More… She
moaned, licking the roof of his mouth. I need more. I’m burning up.

A growl met her demand, the rumble pouring directly into
her. Had she voiced the words aloud?

But then his broad hands cupped her breasts through her top
and she didn’t give a damn if she’d verbalized the request or texted it.

He molded her flesh, squeezed it even as he continued to
kiss her senseless. Before she’d considered her breasts average—not too small,
but nothing to make a man fall down and worship at her feet. Yet as Nicolai
lifted his head and stared down at her chest with lust stamped on his features,
she believed herself perfect. His eyes blazed, his skin pulled taut over his
cheekbones and his sensual lips were swollen and damp. No one could fake that
hunger. He wanted her and the thought ratcheted her desire up another searing
decimal.

She arched into his touch, needing more pressure. As if he’d
read her mind again, he cupped her breasts and whisked his thumbs over the
nipples until she cried out.

“Take it off,” she said. “Please.” She didn’t have to
explain what she meant. Which was good because she didn’t have the words or the
breath. Nicolai released her, grasped the bottom of her shirt and dragged it up
her torso and over her head.

Before she had time to lower her arms, he dipped his head
and closed his lips over her nipple. Tamar cried out, fingers digging into his
scalp, back bowing to pleasure so acute it bordered on the icy edge of pain.

Not that he granted her any mercy.

His tongue lashed and stabbed at the tip before suckling so
hard and deep his cheeks hollowed. With each draw on her flesh a pulse of
moisture escaped her sex and coated her folds, her inner thighs.

She whispered incoherent things to him, pleading,
praising…maybe demanding. Pleasure had transformed her into a babbling mess.

Nicolai switched from one breast to the other, treating the
second nipple to the same attention. His tongue swirled around the tautened
peak, tugging on it, lapping like a huge feline before consuming it within the
hot cavern of his mouth.

“More?”

“Yes,” she cried out.

He deserted her breasts, lowered her to the blanket and
trailed brief open-mouthed kisses down her belly. She shivered, moaning when
his knuckles brushed over her skin as he drew her pants down her legs. It
occurred to her that his sexy whisper had come from inside her head. His voice
had stroked the walls of her mind. How had…

“No!” she screamed. And splintered.

Just one lick of his tongue and she came in a hard, brutal
crack of ecstasy.

“Fuck, that was sexy,” he snarled and curled his tongue
around her clit, sucking the pulsing nub. Shattered by that abrupt cataclysm,
Tamar wearily shoved at his head and shoulders. She needed a moment to recover.
But Nicolai circled her wrists, gently but firmly pressed them prisoner to the
floor beside her hips and nuzzled her clit. She shivered.

“Again,” he murmured. “Slower.”

She’d barely survived fast. Slow would kill her.

He chuckled, low, husky and full of erotic promise. Had she
said that aloud too? Damn, the mind-blowing orgasm must’ve loosened her lips.
With sure, swift hands he swept her pants farther down her thighs and
completely off.

The first languorous stroke let her know she was in for a
long, torturous ride. Her hips jerked as she tried to avoid the almost painful
pleasure of his caress over flesh still sensitive from orgasm. In response,
Nicolai wedged himself tighter between her thighs, his shoulders spreading her
wide so her sex was exposed, open and vulnerable to his eyes and touch.

“Easy,” he said softly and released one of her wrists to pet
her sex, to soothe her. Her heart contracted then melted even as her body
raged. She appreciated the sentiment but nothing could calm the fire consuming
her from the inside out.

“So beautiful,” he murmured and dipped his head. His fingers
returned to her arm as the flat of his tongue separated her nether lips,
tasting the liquid heat that flowed out of her—damn it—pussy. He groaned, the
hum another luxurious sensation on top of many others. Her stomach clenched,
went concave as he returned for a second pass. “Such sweet cream.”

One second he was lazy, unhurried, as if he had nowhere to
go, no orgasm to give. But in the next, he devoured her. Palming her ass,
Nicolai hauled her hips in the air, bent to her pussy and ate her like a
starving man at a $1.99 all-you-can-eat buffet.

Lips, tongue, teeth—all came into play as he sucked her
clit, licked her swollen lips and fucked her, thrusting deep with his tongue
and fingers.

Hands freed from his grasp, she gripped his hair, clutching
him to her in case he had any bright ideas about leaving. Not that he seemed
discontent between her thighs, driving her toward a release that would make the
previous one feel like a ripple on the surface of a summer pond.

Or a firecracker in the face of an atom bomb.

On a snarl that would later shock and embarrass the hell out
of her, she undulated her hips, circling and grinding, riding his mouth as she
chased the orgasm that crackled just out of reach.

Two long fingers plunged in and out of her quivering pussy
while his oh-so-bad tongue stabbed and flicked her clit.

“Nico,” she gasped. Shuddered. Cried out. Her back tightened
and lightening sizzled up her spine, raced back down and imploded.

When she returned to earth moments—eons—later, it amazed her
she remained in one piece. She stared up at him, too dazed to move or speak.
Pleasure buzzed through her, a hive of drunken bees.

Quickly he leaned back, shoved the black pants down his hips
and thighs. Rising to the balls of his feet, he pushed the soft material
farther down and kicked it away, his usually sinuous, graceful movements jerky
and hurried. He crawled over her on his hands and knees. The flames from the
fireplace leapt in his violet eyes, emphasizing the fierce snarl on his lips,
the harsh jut of his cheekbones. His body, honed by hundreds of years of
battle, strained above her and the perfect marble-like column of his cock
jutted out from between his rock-hard thighs.

Both her mouth and sex watered at his gorgeous nakedness.

The dreams had been real to her, but being here with him in
real life…it was like comparing black-and-white to hi-definition. One was great
until you discovered and experienced the other. Then there was no going back.

“Damn!” Nicolai froze, a scowl darkening his face. Without
warning he jackknifed to his feet, barked, “Don’t you dare move,” and stalked
naked from the living room.

She obeyed. Not out of fear—her limbs were still Jell-O
after her last orgasm.

Short moments later, he returned. Dropping to his knees
between her legs, he lifted a silver square to his mouth, gripped it between
his white teeth and ripped a strip from the top. Damn. It had completely
slipped her mind to request protection. She’d never been that forgetful. Not
even with—her mind slammed down before it could complete the sentence. Bringing
him into the room seemed blasphemous.

Nicolai sheathed his cock and in a blur of movement fell
over her in an animalistic crouch, resembling a great lion more than the
eagle-stallion combination of his true form. His head lowered and he captured
her mouth in a hot kiss that left her panting. Hunger flared in her belly,
clenched her sex as if the powerful orgasm had been hours ago instead of
minutes.

“Put your legs and arms around me,” he said against her
lips, voice guttural, harsh. “Hold onto me. And don’t let go.”

God, that was her fear. When the time came, she feared she
wouldn’t be able to let go. A tremble unconnected to desire skittered through
her as she complied with his demand.

His cock pushed into her and simultaneously chased the
frightening thought from her mind.

She gasped. Now this remained the same. The burning and
stretching of her pussy as the head probed then penetrated her body, followed
by the first couple of inches of wide, thick cock. She hissed in pain-laced
pleasure as her muscles flexed around his rigid flesh, attempting to relax and
adjust.

“Hmmm,” he hummed, one hand palming the back of her neck and
the other cupping the curve of her ass, holding her off the floor and pressed
to his body. His strength awed her, made her feel delicate and safe. “Do that
again.”

Do what again? He’s the one doing all the work.

Another low chuckle. “Squeeze me with your pussy again,” he
clarified. A groan, long and sensual, rolled from his chest as she clenched her
walls around the length of him embedded inside her. “Yes,” he said, tilting her
head back and burying his face in her throat. “Like that.”

His hips withdrew, dragging his cock out those few precious
increments, then began a steady rhythm of advance and retreat on her pussy. She
shuddered in his hold as he continued his sensual campaign, rocking back and
forth, murmuring calming, encouraging words against her skin until he was fully
buried inside her spasming sex.

Only then did he pause and allow her to become accustomed to
his width and length. The dreams didn’t compare to reality. His muscled arms
clutched her tight while his erection throbbed in her pussy. Every pulse, every
jerk resonated deep inside her. She shook in his arms, overwhelmed and
overtaken. His body covered and filled her. Her flesh was forever tattooed by
his scent, his lips, his cock.

“Shhh…” He eased her like one would a fractious filly. His
palm massaged her nape while the other stroked her spine before cupping her ass
again. His lips slid up her neck, sipped at her jaw and finally took her lips
in a kiss that stirred and soothed.

“Ready?” he asked. She nodded, her breath a caged prisoner.
“Good,” he murmured, then set about fucking her.

Deep, hard plunges into her pussy. Slow, erotic grinds of
his hips. Short, shallow jabs of his cock. He gave them all to her, assuaging
and stoking the conflagration building inside her sex. She twisted in his
embrace, her cries becoming hoarse mewls as his thrusts alternated, driving her
toward orgasm but not letting her go over the edge.

“Nico,” she rasped, her arms clinging vines around his
shoulders. “Please.” She shuddered as his pelvic bone stroked her clit. “Please
let me go.”

Not release her. God, she never wanted him to release her.
Just give her release.

With a moan, he crushed his mouth to hers and as if the
leash on his control snapped, he rode her hell-bent-for-leather.

And flung her into orgasm.

It crashed into her, over her, inside her.

The previous two, as cataclysmic as they’d been, couldn’t
compare to this devastating soul-shaping event. It changed her. She became a
part of the stars and sky she soared to meet.

And as she plummeted back to earth, wings of the richest
chocolate-dipped-in-cream soared above her, filling her vision. She gasped,
releasing Nicolai to reach for them. As in her dreams, their beauty never
failed to amaze her.

Tamar closed her eyes, tipped her head back and spread her
arms wide.

She didn’t fear free-falling.

Not when golden-tipped wings cradled her close to cushion
her fall.





Chapter Seven



Agony. Fire. Eating her alive…

Tamar jolted awake and surged upward from the floor.

Her breath sawed in and out of lips still parted on a
soundless scream. Her chest rose and fell on the silent bellows.

The crash. She’d dreamed of the crash. Of burning flesh.

The terror of absolute blackness…nothingness except for
pain…

“Tamar?”

Her head snapped to the side. Nicolai sat beside her, his
violet eyes alert, his dark brown brows drawn into a deep vee. He stroked her
curls back from her face, brushed the backs of his fingers over her cheek then
smoothed her hair over her shoulder.

The simple, loving caresses settled her as no words could.

Her rapid heartbeat slowed as did her erratic breathing.

“You okay?” he asked, rubbing a wide circle on her back. His
concern warmed her and she sighed. Pinching the bridge of her nose, she shook
her head. As the fear receded, embarrassment crept in.

“A dream. About the crash. I—”

Searing pain blasted up her legs, her stomach, rounded to
her back. She gasped at the torture and bent over at the waist. Her hands shot
to her thighs. Both spasmed, darts of agony shooting from the soles of her
feet, up her calves and splintering in her thighs.

“Tamar.” Nicolai’s voice penetrated the veil of red mist
that danced before her eyes. Though his tone remained calm, unflappable, he
sprang to his feet in a blur of movement, hunkering down beside her. “What is
it?”

“My legs,” she panted, fingers digging into the seizing
muscles. “Back.”

Taking charge, Nicolai removed her hands before laying her
amid the tangled covers and sheet. He gripped her left, scarred leg and
massaged the limb. His firm kneading traveled beyond the damaged tissue to the
muscle, tendons and ligaments beneath. She groaned and arched into his
unyielding touch.

Relief followed. Initially, it trickled in, like the first
tentative drops of water from a well’s spout. But as Nicolai kept up his
ministrations, it flowed steady and, God, so welcome. She groaned,
shifted and groaned again. It was wonderful.

He worked the entire length of her leg then switched to the
other.

“Roll over,” he said and she obeyed willingly.

Her back, from the nape to the top of her bottom, received
the same treatment. By the time the convulsions quieted to negligible twinges,
her body ached as if she’d just run a twenty-six-mile marathon…and had conked
out at mile five.

Despair swelled inside her, a huge squall of grief,
frustration and dread. This episode had been the worse yet. Not even the last
two nights where she’d had to walk the spasms off had been this bad.

She squeezed her eyes closed, refusing to wail like a baby
and give in to the anguish threatening to swallow her whole.

Would this be her life? Constant pain with someone always
tending her like an invalid? She’d fought so damn hard. When the doctors told
her she probably wouldn’t have the use of her arm or leg again, she’d proved
them wrong. And when they amended their opinion to you will walk with a cane
for the rest of your life, she’d pushed herself until she could stand on her
own with no assistance.

Yes, when she over-exerted herself she limped, but she had
overcome. Gained her independence. Didn’t have to depend on anyone for the
mundane things like going to the bathroom, fetching a glass of water or getting
out of the bed.

And now this.

The cramps her doctor and physical therapist had warned her
about didn’t describe this debilitating pain.

“How long has this been going on?” Nicolai murmured from
above her, his manipulation of her muscles never faltering. It had been a while
since the fit had started and yet he worked tirelessly, as if it had been five
minutes rather than forty-five.

“A few months,” she replied and wanted to cringe at the
forlorn note in her voice. “My doctor and therapist told me I would experience
occasional spasms for the rest of my life, but I assumed they referred to my
left side. But these…” she scrambled for the correct word to describe the
convulsive attack that had just occurred, “seizures take over my right leg,
too, as well as my back. They didn’t mention that. And it scares me. It scares
the hell out of me,” she confessed softly.

“You haven’t told them about it?”

She shook her head, her cheek brushing the pillow. “This has
been the worst episode by far. In the beginning they were twinges, like small
cramps. But tonight…” She swallowed hard. “I believed all this was behind me,
that I was over the hump. I’d made peace with having some physical limitations
like my limp when I push myself too hard. But I can’t accept this, Nico,” she
whispered. “I can’t.”

“You can and you will.”

The sharp retort stunned her. So much she flipped over and
gaped at him. “Excuse me?”

“You are a fighter,” he stated flatly, sitting back on his
heels and crossing his arms. “Just because this is a hurdle you didn’t expect
doesn’t mean you lay down and die. You fight to recover just like you did after
the crash.” He slowly rose, and then lowered over her in a crouch, shoved his
face into hers. “Do you know one of the rules of war?” he asked, his nose bumping
hers.

“Don’t get dead.”

Amusement flared in his eyes at her biting sarcasm, but he
didn’t crack a smile.

“True,” he said. “But not the one I was thinking of. You
cannot defeat an unknown enemy.” His tone hardened, eyes narrowed, sharpened.
“Fact-finding. Information gathering. It’s why we scout ahead and infiltrate
our enemies’ camps. Dig deep into the methods, lives and psyches of our
adversaries. Then we know when, where and how to strike. And when we do, it’s
effective and devastating.”

“Leonidas had nothing on you,” she murmured.

This time he did smile and its light was a beacon to her
battered spirit.

“You want in on a little secret?” He waited until she nodded
before bending his head, nuzzling her ear and whispering, “I taught Leonidas
everything he knew.”

She snickered and slapped his shoulder—the same one that had
sported a battle scar days earlier. “Now you’re just bragging, Buckbeak.”

He laughed and planted a kiss on her cheek. “Go to the
doctor, Tamar, and find out what’s the cause of these episodes. Then beat it.”

“Okay,” she whispered. “I’ll go.”

“Good,” he said before covering her mouth with his. Heat
flared to instant life in her chest, her gut, her pussy. She slid her palms up
the golden, taut skin of his arms, over the bold tribal tattoo and the tight
muscles that stood out in stark relief as he balanced most of his weight on his
hands. She didn’t stop until his thick curls were tangled in her fingers. With
a hum of pleasure, she gripped his head tight, pulling him closer until their lips
and tongues meshed in an erotic battle that had no loser.

Nicolai drew back. “Are you okay?” he asked, his ragged
breath hot blasts of air on her lips. His gaze bored into hers, demanding the
truth.

“Yes,” she assured him, punctuating the answer with a hard
kiss. “Don’t stop.”

“Never.” His vow, serious and fervent, touched her in a
place she’d considered dead after Kyle’s betrayal. The place that wanted to
believe in the goodness of people. The place that yearned to be innocent and
trusting again.

She stared into his lilac eyes and was reminded of the lily.
Life, healing and death. Like the flower, Nicolai comprised all of those
elements. He brought death to some so his people could live. And healing…well,
he’d been healing her since she’d first dreamed of him three years ago.

“You are the most beautiful creature I have ever
encountered,” she said, the confession hoarse with the awed longing that
clogged her throat, stung her eyes. He was turning her into such a water-head!
She’d cried more in the last few days than she had in a year.

His head snapped back as if she’d clipped him on the chin.
Surprise parted his lips, slackened his face. In that instant, she guessed no
one had ever called him beautiful before. Well shame on them. Someone as
devoted, faithful and selfless as him should hear it every day.

When she thought about how that person should be her, she
quickly shoved the idea out and locked the door behind it. This wasn’t forever,
but here and now, for however long she remained under his protection. To
imagine it could be more…that line of thinking would only lead to heartache.

So she would make sure to tell him now…while she had him.

Placing both palms on his chest, she pushed. Complying with
her unspoken request, Nicolai straightened. She scooted out from under him and
rose, facing him. But she wasn’t satisfied until they’d reversed positions and
he had reclined on the pallet and she hovered over him on her hands and knees.

Lowering her torso, she swept her lips over his, back and
forth, back and forth. Impatient, Nicolai grasped her nape and hauled her down
for a hot, wet kiss. She surrendered to it, her tongue plunging between his
lips to tangle and twist with his. He growled into her mouth, angled his head
to the side and dove deeper. Planting her hands on either side of his head, she
pressed down and gave as good as she got.

She nipped his full bottom lip then slicked her tongue over
the small wound. He traced the line of her spine and she arched into the slow,
sensuous stroke. When he cupped her ass, she purred.

“No fair,” she grumbled. “This is for you.” His long fingers
flexed against her ass cheeks and she wiggled into the caress.

“Oh, I agree,” he said, hunger bright in his eyes, imprinted
on his face. “And I can’t wait to have it.”

Appalled shock mixed with arousal. He couldn’t possibly
mean… His fingertips traced the crease that bisected her bottom. Oh yeah.
She groaned, dismayed at the streak of pleasure that coiled in her gut at the
taboo touch. He definitely meantthat.

Shaken by her decided lack of horror and abhorrence to the
idea of Nicolai kneeling behind her, filling her in a place only her
gynecologist had breached, Tamar closed her eyes and shivered before continuing
on her journey.

She skimmed her lips over his chin, down the strong column
of his throat to the wide expanse of his chest. Her tongue traced every whorl
and line of his tattoo, worshipped every bit of honey-and-butter skin that
covered his massive upper body. Even his fingers received attention—she sucked
each digit between her pursed lips, flicking the blunt tips. He grunted and his
hips jerked.

Hmmm… She smiled against his ridged abdomen. She’d
discovered a new erogenous zone to be lingered over later. She swirled her
tongue in the shallow bowl of his navel then roamed lower to the concave cradle
of his pelvic bone. Beneath her, Nicolai stiffened, apparently surmising her
eventual destination. His chest rose and fell and his hips rolled restlessly.
The turgid length of his cock grazed her cheek as she knelt between his spread
legs and his musky scent of heather and sex enveloped her.

Her mouth watered for a taste of him. Anticipation, hot and
urgent, pulsed in her veins. Her pussy clenched and cream spilled from between
her lips. She remembered his silken column on her tongue in their dreams. Damn,
she wanted it. Needed it.

Settling on her heels, Tamar fisted his cock. A long,
tortured moan rolled from above her head as he bowed into her hand and gripped
the blankets beneath him. Even in the middle of passion he considered her,
avoided causing her pain by not tugging on her hair and irritating the cut on
her scalp.

Wow. She blinked. He must be the only man on the
planet to be altruistic while receiving head.

She swiped the flat of her tongue over the swollen tip of
his cock that reminded her of a ripe peach. On a moan of pure delight, she
sucked him deep. Her lips stretched wide around the stalk of flesh that was
almost as thick as his wrist. She slid his cock deep into her mouth, pumping
the broad lower half with short, tight strokes.

“Tamar,” he gritted between clenched teeth. “Suck it,
sweetheart. Suck it harder for me.”

She hollowed her cheeks, giving him the suction he desired.
The taste of him exploded in her mouth. Like a summer breeze over the
ocean—warm, good, sweet with a touch of salt. She moaned, slid her tongue along
the underside of his cock while increasing the pull of her mouth. Inching
higher on her knees, she angled her head over the throbbing column and
swallowed another inch of him. The bulbous head nudged the back of her throat
and the narrow opening tightened. Hunger and determination overrode the reflex
and like in her dreams, Tamar relaxed, breathed through her nose and allowed
the tip of his cock head to enter her throat passage.

A raw, primitive growl that was nowhere near human rumbled
from him and reverberated through the room. Something just as old awakened
inside her, lifted its head and reached out toward that sound—as if a strange
being inhabited her body and had been hibernating until the moment he’d called
it to life. Her mouth slackened for a moment and a sliver of fear pierced her
heavy haze of desire.

But as quickly as it appeared, the weird, unsettling
sensation vanished as if it had never been. She lifted her head, pressed a kiss
to the gleaming slitted tip. Her gaze traveled up the long, tense length of
Nicolai and lust slammed into her with the force of a freight train. His large
body arched like a tautly strung bow, head thrown back against the blankets.
Tendons corded his neck, bulging under his skin.

Jesus, he was amazing. A primal, magnificent beast whether
in man or hippogryph form.

Need tore through her, the sight of him as arousing as the
pulsing cock in her hand. She captured his sac in one hand and squeezed the
widest, thickest part of his shaft near the base. Another of those growls
roared in the air and her pussy responded with a flex and a spurt of cream that
coated her lips.

She recaptured him with her mouth, taking him deep and hard.
Her head bobbed over his cock, greedy, with little care for technique or skill.
She just wanted—wanted his dick in her mouth, her throat. Wanted his seed to
fill her.

“Tamar,” he said, and the voice carried more beast than man.
“Take it. Deeper. Open for me. Open.”

Pushing her breath through her nostrils, she loosened her
muscles and sucked a couple more precious inches into her throat. She forced
the air through her nose, flexed the walls of her passage around his cock.

Material ripped. She lifted her lashes to razor-sharp talons
that had replaced his fingers, as well as ragged tears in the blankets,
exposing the hardwood floor beneath.

Slowly she slid up, up, up his cock until only the head
remained in her mouth. Then just as deliberate, she returned down, down, down,
swallowing more of him than before. Her eyes stung, her throat convulsed around
the invading length but she took him, fucked him.

A thunderous roar erupted from him—her only warning before
the hot blast of his seed struck the back of her throat. Instinctively she
jerked back but swiftly recovered and consumed everything he offered her. His
essence, his strength, his vulnerability.

A shudder racked his body. She finally released him and
power eddied inside her, a whirlpool of desire, lust and triumph. No matter
what happened, where they went after this time ended, she would have this
moment. She’d pleasured this beautiful creature, taken him and believed he
would never forget.

As she wouldn’t.

“Not enough,” he rumbled and before she could digest his
meaning, Nicolai had her on her hands and knees, open, bared and at his mercy.
Mercy she doubted he possessed.

Thank God.

Behind her, his thighs pressed to hers, spreading them wider
until her legs bracketed his. He placed his palm at the small of her back and
stroked upward to the nape of her neck, sweeping over her shoulder to cup her
chin. He paused. Braced his thumb and middle finger on either side of her jaw.
The other hand clasped her hip, urging her up to lean against his chest,
telling her without words to trust him, rely on his strength. The tiny muscles
of her pussy spasmed and the fire-warmed air caressed her exposed flesh even as
her heart fluttered in her chest. She fisted her fingers on her thighs and held
her breath.

His cock tapped her inner thigh, as hard and insistent as
before, proving he was no ordinary male. No average man could have recovered in
the matter of seconds he had after such an explosive orgasm.

Shit. Tamar moaned as Nicolai tipped her head back, placed a
tender kiss on the underside of her jaw and slid his cock through the slit of
her pussy. He was going to ruin her. Who the hell could measure up after this?

No one. Just the fleeting thought of a man other than
Nicolai touching her in this way repulsed her. Cracked her heart into jagged
pieces.

“No one,” he said, mirroring the words in her head. “No one
but me, Tamar. You got that?”

The soft question clenched her heart and sex. If only…
And she was thankful for the tumble of curls that hid her face from his view.

His hand dipped between her thighs and he pressed two broad
fingers into her pussy, shoving away everything except for his touch.

“I want you,” he murmured. “All of you. Nothing separating
us. Like in our dreams.”

Tamar closed her eyes at the sweet seduction of his
whispered plea. God, she wanted the closeness he requested. She craved it.
Memories of his bare, hard cock pushing into her, the hot blast of his seed
high in her pussy extending and intensifying her orgasm… Hell yes, she desired
the dream to be reality.

Still she hesitated. She’d never had unprotected sex—not
even with Kyle and they’d planned to marry. Her concerns boiled down to trust.
Did she trust Nicolai with her body, her protection? Her future?

Yes. God, yes. At some point, Tamar had made
the unconscious decision to trust him. Maybe when she agreed to place her
safety in his hands and allow him to bring her here to the mountains. Maybe in
the glen when she touched his hippogryph and the power that emanated from
him—power he’d never used against her but always in her defense.

Or maybe when he’d burst into the dark of her bedroom, ready
to fight any enemy, and ended up cradling her in his arms and calling her a
warrior.

Maybe all three.

The truth was she believed he wouldn’t harm her. Her best
interest was foremost in his priorities. And whether those priorities were
protecting her from Evander or from disease or pregnancy, she trusted him.

“Will you, Tamar?” he asked and followed the curve of her
ear with his lips, traced the slit of her pussy with his fingers before
circling her clit. She shivered in his arms. “I want your heat surrounding me,
your sweet cream flooding over me.” His big body shuddered. “You’re human,” he
rasped. “I can’t impregnate you and I’m not affected by human diseases or
ailments. Let me have all of you.”

Jesus, how could she say no? She didn’t want to say
no.

“Yes.” She reached behind her, curled her fingers into his
hard thighs. “Yes.”

He kissed her just below the ear, brushed a caress over her
cheek and, tilting her head toward him, took her mouth. His arm wrapped around
her abdomen, holding her close as his cock nudged her entrance and pressed
forward until only his cock head rested inside her. He paused and his harsh,
rapid breath bathed her lips. Tamar moaned, squeezing her muscles around him,
encouraging him to move. To give her more of him.

Their mingled pants and jagged breaths resounded, seeming
ten times louder in the silence that surrounded them.

“Nico,” she pleaded, her nails biting into his unyielding
flesh.

Slowly he pushed inside her, filling her. Nicolai released her
chin, slid a hand beneath her thigh and lifted it, spreading her wider as he
shifted her hips higher on his lap. The position and angle of penetration made
him seem larger, wider…more. He didn’t pause in his tender but firm
taking of her and every ridge rubbed over the walls of her pussy, dragging
shudder after shudder from her.

It’s so good. She gasped, raising her arms to
circle his neck and hold on. His silken hair tickled her cheek and neck as he
grazed a kiss over her shoulder.

His hands gripped her hips, gently lifted her halfway up his
cock. Then slid her back down. A gust of air tore out of her chest at the
erotic caress of her pussy. It massaged every inch of her sex, from the
swollen, parted lips that pressed to his groin on the down stroke to the walls
and muscles that quivered around him. He repeated the slow thrust and she cried
out.

“Do you know what fucking you is like? What being in this
hot, tight pussy is like?” he asked in a honeyed timbre. Another unhurried
lifting and lowering. She groaned. “Nothing. I don’t have anything to compare
it to. It’s pain, pleasure, heaven and hell. It’s like jumping into a warm,
sweet lake and never wanting to come up for air. I love being inside you,
Tamar,” he whispered.

A sob welled in her chest at the carnal yet tender words. No
fair. He used emotional warfare as well as a devastating, sensual assault.

“Your pussy makes a man welcome death,” he whispered.
“Because only heaven could be sweeter than coming inside you. But me,” his
voice thickened and the slow thrusts shortened, quickened, “even knowing how
stained my soul is, knowing hell awaits me, I would willingly greet the grave
if it meant another moment in your arms, in your body.”

Nicolai fell forward, his arm around her waist, keeping her
from slamming onto the floor. With tender yet hurried hands, he positioned her
beneath him, bringing Tamar to her hands and knees. He planted a palm next to
hers, the other clasping her waist. His broad chest blanketed her back, his
thighs bracketing hers. He covered her, reminding Tamar of the animal that
comprised half his genetics. He rode her, plunging deep, hips rolling against
her ass as each thrust buried him inside her pussy.

The smack of thighs hitting thighs, the suction of his cock
fucking her wet sex filled the room. The orgasm swelled, looming closer and
closer. The thick head of his cock bumped against a place behind her clit, high
in her sex, shoving her toward oblivion.

Nicolai growled and the vibration hummed against her back,
echoed in her ears. Abandoning her waist, he plunged his hand between her
thighs and rolled her clit between his finger and thumb. Ecstasy burst over
her, an implosion that rocked from the depths of her soul and outward until it
rolled out of her on a long, breathless scream. Her pussy clamped down on his
driving cock and she convulsed. Above her, Nicolai gave a hoarse roar, his body
tensed and bucked. Hard, powerful detonations of his seed seared her pussy,
bathed her and triggered another wave of release. It crashed over her in a long,
seemingly endless flood of pleasure.

As he murmured her name in her ear and the downy, heavy
weight of his wings enfolded them, Tamar leapt into the black welcoming arms of
release.





Chapter Eight



The sky, heavy with gray-and-navy-blue clouds, looked like
God had sucker punched it.

Its angry, bruised appearance fit Nicolai’s mood perfectly.

Though he scanned the air and ground below, his thoughts
were as chaotic as the storm that brewed and rumbled in the distance.

This had to end—Evander had to come to an end. Tonight.

Urgency rode him hard, made him fly faster, soar higher.
Demanded he fight fiercer.

Protect Tamar. At all costs, she must be protected.

Making love to Tamar the night before had altered the
timeline of the chase. After holding her as she confessed her fear of the dark,
and then receiving the gift of her body and trust, his sole concern was
shielding her from any future harm or pain. A woman as brave and fierce as
Tamar shouldn’t live in fear.

No more relays where he passed the baton of the hunt to
Lukas, Adon or Dorian. This had become a hundred-yard dash and Nicolai was
racing for the finish line, dragging Evander’s corrupt, crazy ass behind him.

The longer Evander remained free, the deadlier he became…and
the more dangerous he was to Tamar.

This hunt had ceased being about Nicolai’s people and the
safety of their existence days ago. If he were honest, it had changed the
moment he’d stared down into Tamar’s unconscious face on that dark street. But
it had been cemented the moment she’d swallowed her fear and asked him to
change into his hippogryph. Then she’d caressed him. Accepted both sides of
him. Whispered her heart’s desire against his chest.

She was a woman of worth and beauty. A woman who had been
betrayed in the cruelest of ways and yet had the courage to surrender herself
into his keeping.

Tamar had trusted Nicolai not to hurt her when she was at
her most vulnerable. Making love to her had rocked him to the core. His soul
had once been battered but intact. But after burying his cock inside her, after
sleeping with his head against her breast and her arms holding him close, a
jagged fissure had cracked his heart wide open.

And she’d reached inside and captured the pieces with her
small hands. His soul, spirit and heart belonged to her. Forever.

Even with Pria—whom Nicolai had loved before meeting
her—there hadn’t been this…fuck, how did he describe it?

For once after all these centuries, he understood how a
hippogryph could go rogue. If any harm came to Tamar, nothing would keep him
from hunting and destroying. No law. No tradition. Not his people.

When Pria died, he hadn’t opted to follow her into Eirene or
go into nepenthe. Instead he’d channeled his rage and grief into hunting
and exacting justice.

But with Tamar…

He wouldn’t choose sleep or the diversion of work.

He would choose to die with her.

So she had to survive.

And when this was over—when he didn’t have a choice but to
walk away from her—it would mean another kind of death. One of his soul. But he
refused to put a bull’s eye on her back. As he’d learned in the most brutal
way, abdicating as Dimios wouldn’t keep her safe. As Tamar had so
eloquently put it, he knew the risks.

Yet even if he was willing to take the risk—if Tamar was
willing—there remained the biggest elephant-in-the-room hurdle of them all.

She was human.

Though he didn’t give a damn about the law when it came to
her, taking Tamar as a mate condemned her to certain death not only from
enemies but from his own people. The hippogryph that succeeded him would be honor-bound
to take her out.

Then Nicolai would be forced to kill a friend.

Lukas’ words came back to haunt him.

What a clusterfuck.

“Lukas?” he called out.

“Yes.” The response was immediate but clipped with
irritation. Apparently, the male was still angry with him for insisting Adon
remain with Lukas and Dorian at the cabin. His second-in-command most likely
figured Nicolai wanted to take Evander down himself, without interference.
True, revenge for Bastien continued to burn in his chest, but another concern
overrode that desire. Tamar’s safety. And if Nicolai had to wing it by himself
to provide her with the best security possible, then that was his decision.

The three men who served under him were the best warriors of
their people and would guard her with their lives.

“Is it all good there?” Nicolai asked even as a
faintly darker mass slid among the column of clouds that rolled across the sky.

“Yes.” A pause. “Any sign of him?”

“Not yet,” he sent, but his eyes zeroed in on the
fast-moving billow. Shifting his body with the current, he followed the shadow.
“Gotta go. I might be on to something. Luke?”

“Yes.”

His heart dipped as he sped up. “I’m entrusting her into
your care. Ensure her safety. Please.”

A long beat of silence passed before his second’s deep, solemn
oath rang in his head. “I swear it. On my life.”

“Thank you, my friend.” Without waiting for a reply,
Nico cut off the line of communication and arrowed in on his prey. It was
Evander, he was certain of it.

He switched directions, climbed higher to come over the
cloud. Blood pumped in his veins, conveying fury throughout his body like a
parasitic toxin. He blocked everything but Evander from his mind. Evander and
his imminent death.

A crimson mist shimmered at the edges of his eyesight.
Nicolai sucked in several deep breaths, shoved the fury down and forced a calm
to settle the rage-fueled beat of his heart.

He couldn’t afford to lose control.

Tamar’s life depended on it.

“You are so predictable, Nico. It makes this moment
almost anticlimactic. Almost.” The smooth, aristocratic voice emerged from
the stormy mass seconds before Evander did. The hippogryph hovered like a
specter of death waiting to feast on the carrion of whatever poor soul he
chose. “I knew it would come down to the two of us.”

“Then you should have stayed hidden like the rat you
are.”

“But I waited for you, Nico.” Evander’s silky timbre
oozed like an oil stain across Nico’s mind. He wanted to cringe from the filthy
residue he couldn’t scrub from his brain.

The rogue used Nicolai’s nickname like a weapon. Each time
he uttered the reminder of their former bond, the word poured acid on the open
wound of Bastien’s death.

“I’m glad you did,” Nicolai growled. “I wanted to
kill you myself, you piece of shit.”

“Oh, I’m hurt,” Evander goaded, his black head
bowing. But his onyx eyes glinted with pure evil delight. “Even after I left
you such a precious gift, you still wound me. Tell me, Nico,” he crooned. “How
is our little Tamar doing?”

Fury and fear blasted through Nico, temporarily deafened and
blinded him. The section of his brain that clung to logic recognized the tactic
Evander employed. Hell, he’d taught it to him—an opponent consumed with emotion
made stupid mistakes. Yet the part of him that envisioned Tamar’s broken,
ripped body after Evander would administer his tender mercies blew away logic.
Fuck logic.

Nicolai wanted the bastard’s blood.

“You’ll never get near her,” he promised.

“Always so cocky, so sure of yourself,” Evander
drawled before fury sizzled down their link. “Yet you didn’t know you had a
rogue operating right under your nose, in your command. The great Dimios played
by one of his own krinos.” He laughed, the chuckle wicked, taunting.
“You killed the wrong brother, Nico,” he whispered.

Disbelief and a growing rage swelled inside Nicolai like a
malignant cancer. “You lie.”

Evander cocked his head to the side, his wings flapping back
and forth in a lazy rhythm as if they were old friends meeting up by chance
instead of enemies intent on each other’s destruction.

“I begged you not to kill him,” Evander snarled. “But
you wouldn’t listen. You’re so arrogant you couldn’t conceive you might be
wrong in your conclusion of Gregor’s guilt.”

“I didn’t kill him, you sick fuck,” Nicolai rasped. “You
did. You let your own twin die in your place because you were too much of a
coward to accept punishment for your crimes. You’re the murderer, not me.”

But it hurt. Damn, did it hurt. He’d executed an innocent.

It scored a hole in his heart, one that would never heal.

“You’ll die for that, Nico,” Evander hissed, venom
snaking down the line of their connection. The rogue pulled back, his wings
almost stationary as his heavy body floated in midair. “You know,” he
said, his tone conversational, but his malice buzzed against Nicolai’s skull
like a swarm of bees. “Until I saw Tamar, I’d forgotten how beautiful your
Pria was. Ummm…” The lascivious hum vibrated in Nicolai’s head and reached
to the depths of his soul. “With the others I enjoyed the kill. But Tamar,”
he chuckled, “I’m going to fuck her, Nico. Fuck her until she bleeds. And
then I will tear her apart slowly, eat her entrails while she still breathes. I
hope it’s your name she cries out. It’ll be sweeter knowing you can do nothing
while I take her pussy and her life.”

Nicolai loosed a piercing, shrill cry that split the air and
shattered the tenuous leash on his control. It popped with an audible snap that
resounded in his mind and Nicolai shot forward.

The wind cut a path around him as if getting out of his way
as he dove for Evander, his talons extended and aimed at the rogue’s chest.

At the last moment, Evander wheeled to the side and launched
into the night, a maneuver a less-skilled hippogryph couldn’t have managed. But
Nicolai had trained him.

With grim determination, he slammed to a stop as if a wall
had formed and followed the rogue above the clouds. Cold mist clung to his
feathers then evaporated as they soared higher.

For a moment, Evander disappeared from Nicolai’s sight, the
black sky enveloping the hippogryph like a lover’s embrace. Nicolai searched
the clouds, his eyes darting beside and below him. Just as he glanced up,
Evander’s massive bulk plunged toward him, claws spread wide. The razor tips
scraped Nico’s breast before instinct kicked in.

Pain burned as Nicolai’s legs jerked upward, blocking the
death blow that would have eviscerated him. Talon to talon, chest to chest,
they clashed and tumbled beak over tail, plummeting toward the ground.

Air whistled in his ears, dragged at the wings he’d folded
against his sides. Light from the lighthouse perched on the small town’s
shoreline flashed over their straining bodies. They would crash into the hard,
unforgiving earth and Evander’s vile face would be the last thing Nicolai saw.

So. Fucking. Be it.

They broke through the cloud line and Evander wrenched free,
leaving chunks of skin and muscle in Nicolai’s grip.

Satisfaction hurtled through him at the rogue’s furious
anguished caw. But his contentment was short-lived. Before Nico had time to
wheel out of the plunge, Evander rushed down, a black bullet cutting through
the shrieking wind.

Fire erupted across Nicolai’s throat.

He coughed, lifted his talons. Fluid flooded his lungs,
choked him.

Copper filled his beak, coated his tongue as the obsidian
cloak of death encroached on his vision, his brain.

The strength bled out of his limbs, wings and body along
with his life’s blood.

A loud, harsh cry reached his ears as he plunged toward the
jagged rocks and unyielding land below.

His last thought was of Tamar. Her beautiful face as she
touched him in the forest.

Once again, he’d failed to protect her.

The black arms of death and grief enshrouded him, claiming
him in their bitter embrace.

* * * * *

He stared into the face of a dead man.

Sorrow welled inside him like a bubbling geyser.

The irony wasn’t lost on him. In order to see his best
friend again he had to lose the woman he’d fallen in love with.

Rage and grief battled in his chest, surged in his throat,
racing to find out which would release its howl first.

Grief won.

“You keep that up and security is going to stick a nose in
our asses,” a familiar voice drawled. “And when they knock on the door, I’m
going to let you explain why your neck’s been filleted.”

Security?

Nico grabbed for his neck and simultaneously broke off the
cry of pain.

His fingers encountered a ridge of flesh about an inch
thick.

Where his neck had been sliced open.

“How?” he croaked and winced at the slight soreness.

The ghost of his best friend Bastien Sarris smiled down at
him. He seemed so…corporeal. His green eyes were as bright as Nicolai
remembered, his tall, rangy length as solid. Even the white-blond hair
fluttered on a ripple of air.

Everything was the same—except for the wide puckered scar
that bisected the right side of his face from hairline to jaw.

“Bastien?” Nico rasped, his hope so raw and tender fear
gripped his voice and squeezed. He nearly choked on the word. Desperate fear
stabbed his heart. Terrified if he spoke his best friend’s name aloud, if he
dared reach out to touch him, Bastien would disappear like smoke through
Nicolai’s fingers.

The ghost grinned, his white teeth flashing in his
olive-skinned face.

“In the flesh.” He shrugged. “More or less.”

“But…” Nicolai pushed to sitting, his gaze riveted on the
man he’d mourned for three months. With a swift glance around the room, he took
in the standard hotel-issue brown dresser, round card table and two
straight-backed chairs. But nothing captured his attention more than the man
he’d believed eternally lost to him. “You’re dead. I saw your blood. You’re…”
His voice failed him as a mixture of disbelief and fearful joy churned within
him.

Bastien’s mouth twisted into a wry smile. “Rumors of my
death are greatly exaggerated. I’m very much alive. Although,” he tapped the
wound, “not as pretty as I used to be.”

“You weren’t all that pretty to begin with.” Nicolai
chuckled, breathless, before lunging off the bed and crushing Bastien to his
chest. He wrapped his arms around a man who had come back from the dead and
held tight.

His best friend. Alive.

Bastien laughed, the sound husky and soggy. Nicolai finally
released him but only the distance of an arm’s length. As long as he held on to
a part of him, Bastien couldn’t disappear again.

“I can’t believe this.” Nicolai shook his head and again
felt the twinge of newly healed flesh at his neck. He grazed his fingertips
over the reminder of just how close he’d danced with death. “How?”

Bastien arched a blond brow, held up his hands and wiggled
his fingers. “Magic.”

Nicolai snorted. “Magic my ass.”

Bastien grinned. “Still the difficult and ungrateful
patient, I see.”

Nicolai reluctantly dropped his arm and lowered to the bed.
But not before flipping off his friend. His recovery from what should have been
a mortal injury didn’t surprise him. Not when Bastien was a master healer. Only
he could have brought Nicolai back from the brink of death. When they’d
believed Bastien had fallen, Nicolai hadn’t just lost a friend, the race had
lost the most gifted healer in their long history.

“How are you here?” Nicolai asked. “What happened? Where
have you been?”

His friend sank into the garishly patterned hotel chair next
to the bed with a sigh. With his long jean-clad legs sprawled in front of him
and fingers linked over his abdomen, he seemed to settle in for a helluva
story.

“When Evander ambushed me, I was on my way to find you.”

Nicolai frowned. “I wondered why you were so far from home,
but nobody seemed to know.” Bastien lived in Greece where most of their people
still resided. But when Nicolai, Lukas, Adon and Dorian discovered the place
they’d believed Evander had murdered him, they’d been off the western coast of
Ireland.

“I needed a…” Bastien hesitated, “a break. I thought I’d
crash at your place for a while. Get my head together along with some rest.”

“What happened?” Nicolai demanded. Fear sharpened his tone,
made the words clipped. Bastien was the most dedicated, tireless male he knew.
Even when his warriors had gone limp with exhaustion, he’d witnessed the healer
continue on without lagging. For him to “need a break”, something must’ve been
terribly wrong.

But Bastien shook his head and waved off the question with a
dismissive flick of his wrist. “Not important.” When Nicolai growled, the other
man pointed a back-the-fuck-off scowl at him. “Like I was saying, Evander took
me down with humiliating ease.” His mouth twisted in a self-deprecating
grimace. “Not personal, he claimed. But with my guts hanging outside my stomach
and my face ripped open, it felt damn personal to me.”

Rage tainted his friend’s voice and Nicolai arched a brow.
The healer possessed the most easygoing nature. Nicolai could count on one
hand—his hippogryph hand—the number of times he’d witnessed Bastien angered.
Nicolai studied his friend’s face. The injury must have been severe to leave
such a scar. Bastien stroked the marred skin and shifted his gaze to some
distant point across the room, but not before Nicolai caught the flash of
bitterness in his green eyes. The hard glint was there and gone so fast if
Nicolai hadn’t been paying attention, he would have missed it.

Maybe not so easygoing anymore. Remorse flickered
inside Nicolai’s chest. The wound wasn’t the only difference in his friend.
Whatever Bastien had suffered it had changed the man in some way. Only time
would tell if it were for the good or bad.

“Later I found out Evander left for me dead on an
outcropping of rocks in the Atlantic.”

“Found out?” Nicolai asked, leaning forward with a frown.
“From who?”

“The one who saved me. A cruxim.”

Well damn. Nicolai’s eyebrow jacked higher. He wondered if
it touched his hairline. “A cruxim? That far out?” The lovely, ethereal
and deadly creatures usually settled in more densely populated cities where
their enemy—the vampire—tended to inhabit. They were infamous for killing not
healing.

Bastien nodded, his fingers drumming a soundless rhythm on
his stomach. His lashes lowered, hiding his thoughts from Nicolai. “Yes. She
cared for me the three months required for my injuries to heal.”

“Damn,” Nicolai whispered. “Three months.” For a hippogryph
that was almost unheard of. If the mark on his friend’s face was anything to go
by, Nicolai couldn’t imagine what scars mapped Bastien’s chest and abdomen.

“Yeah, they were bad. For a while there I didn’t think I
would make it.” Bastien inhaled and straightened in his chair. His shoulder
lifted in a shrug. “And since I couldn’t treat myself…”

Healers could mend others, but due some weird, fucked-up
quirk of the Fates, they couldn’t do the same for themselves. Their bodies
followed the same healing pattern as any hippogryph—fast but without the
miraculous recovery a healer’s own hand would have brought.

“Where is she? The cruxim that took care of you?”

A silence heavy with pain and more of that fury filled the
room like a blast of arctic air. That same ice froze Bastien’s features into a
hard, unreadable mask—except for his emerald eyes that blazed with such rage
Nicolai fought not to recoil from it. He was familiar with that kind of pain
and anger. Had bunked down with it the last few months.

“I don’t know.” Bastien’s cold reply didn’t invite any
further questions and Nicolai didn’t offer any.

Rising to his feet, he thrust a hand through his hair and
turned to survey the hotel room. The décor was the usual eye-wincing blend of
flowers and plaids. Nothing about it pointed to their location.

“Where are we?”

“A hotel outside a town called Grace Crossings.” Bastien
paused. “Do I want to know why Evander is in this dot in the middle of
nowhere?”

Nicolai glanced down at his friend. “You wouldn’t believe me
if I told you.”

The old Bastien reappeared as he smiled and rubbed his palms
together in mock glee. “Ooh. Do tell.”

Shaking his head, Nicolai searched the room for the
requisite digital clock. One a.m. “It’s that late,” he murmured. “I’ve been out
for three hours.”

“Three?” Bastien snorted. “More like twenty three.”

His head snapped around and Nicolai gaped at Bastien. “An
entire day has passed?”

“Yes.” His friend nodded. “It was a freakin’ mortal wound. I
did my part in a matter of hours, but your body still needed time to recover
and gather strength.”

“Fuck,” he rasped. “Tamar.”

He rushed toward the hotel door, crossing the small room in
several long strides.

“Tamar?” Bastien repeated, right behind Nicolai as he jerked
the door open and strode out into the hall. “Who’s Tamar?”

“I’ll tell you on the way.”

Several short moments later, they exited the hotel lobby,
cast a gyges and launched into the early morning sky.

* * * * *

Evander stared up at the two hippogryphs winging across the
black, clear night from his hiding place next to the hotel.

The fury at Bastien’s resurrection from the dead and his
interference in the battle had ebbed to be replaced by grim satisfaction.

Bastien wasn’t a soldier—hadn’t concealed his and Nicolai’s
location with the skill of a warrior. The pair had been almost laughably easy
to find. And now they would lead him to Tamar. Usher him right to the doorstep
of victory.

He waited until Nicolai and Bastien had become small fading
dots before he shifted and shot into the air after them.

* * * * *

Where the hell is he?

Tamar paced the cabin living room, peeked outside for what
seemed like the thousandth time, observed the empty front yard and woods for
the thousandth time and marched back across the room to start the fruitless
process over again.

Worry did a nauseating pirouette in her stomach. Dread
played an endless loop in her head of all the horrible things that could have
happened.

Crossing her arms, she choked back a sob.

Nicolai had to be safe. He had to be.

She would know if he was… No! Her brain locked down
on that word, refusing to even think it.

“He’s okay. He’s okay,” she whispered, chafing her arms not
so much to gain warmth as to calm the…disturbance inside her.

She’d felt this way once before. Like something else
inhabited her skin with her. Something ancient, wild. It refused to settle
down. Its movements were as agitated as Tamar, as if it prowled the landscape
of her soul, searching, waiting for…what? Nicolai’s return?

The eerie restlessness had started when morning returned and
Nicolai hadn’t. Unlike the first time she’d experienced this sensation, she
wasn’t afraid.

She was too worried to be afraid.

And if she rode this crazy train even farther out on its
track, she had to admit the…feeling…gave her an odd sense of comfort. As
if she wasn’t alone in her vigil.

Another trip to the window. Another stomach-plummeting
letdown.

Another trek across the room.

She loved him.

God, did she love him.

For three years she’d dreamed about him, been fascinated
with him. But those fantasies couldn’t compare to the reality of him. She
inhaled a shaky breath. His kindness, patience, tenderness—he was out of some
fairy tale. And just when she’d given up on those fantastic tales, he’d
strode—or flown—into her life and made her believe in the goodness of people
again.

Okay, so she realized and accepted he would leave her when
this ended. Sort of. Pretty much. Hell. She thrust her fingers through her
hair, fisted the curls. If she were brutally
rip-her-fingernails-off-with-pliers honest, she’d admit even when Nicolai first
mentioned returning her home and walking away for good once he handled Evander,
her heart had wrenched in protest.

Even then her soul had recognized what her rational,
stubborn mind had not been willing to accept. When Nicolai disappeared out of
her life, she wouldn’t be whole any more. His absence would leave a gaping
chasm no one—no friend, no lover—would ever be able to fill. Would she still
have the dreams? Would she even want to have them?

God, which was worse? Cutting off all contact and learning
to get on with her existence like an emotional amputee? Or having that small
bit of him in her fantasies, waking up longing for him every morning, empty,
knowing she could never touch him again?

Yes, she understood the whys and becauses that prevented
their being together. He was a mythological beast. She was human. He was the
judge, jury and executioner of terrifying creatures. She was a sixth-grade
social studies teacher. He lived with danger and violence. She wanted bake
sales and TMZ TV.

Two different worlds that had no hope of meshing.

And yet…

She rubbed the heels of her palms into her eyes until gold
stars burst across the backs of her eyelids. It can’t end like this. Not
like this.

She’d imagined a mutual parting where he was whole…living.
Where he hugged and kissed her before soaring into the sky. Not where he left
her one night never to return again. She couldn’t lose him to death. Watching
him leave her would cause enough pain, but not having him in the world at all?

The sob escaped before she could bite it back.

A shout went up outside the cabin.

Her arms dropped and she stared at the closed front door,
frozen.

When another yell echoed through the walls, she raced across
the room and snatched the door open. Blindly, she rushed over the porch and
down the steps, coming to an abrupt halt at the bottom of the stairs.

A group of men formed a semi-circle on the lawn. Damn big
men. They laughed and grinned, slapping one another on their wide backs and
shoulders.

Her gaze scanned them, their faces unfamiliar. Her heart
plunged toward her feet, the adrenaline that had carried her from the cabin
fading.

Why were they so happy? Where was…

Oh Jesus.

With a shriek, she flew across the yard, her bare feet
barely skimming the grass as she threw herself into arms that were already
outstretched and ready to receive her.

Nicolai snatched her up, crushed her to him. His strength
embraced her, his scent enveloped her. And deep inside, the restlessness
disappeared, satisfied he had returned to her.

Tamar clutched him close, her arms like manacles around his
neck. Relief and joy poured through her in a flood that refused to be
contained. Burying her face in his neck, she kissed the strong column, tasting
his skin. A tremor shook her. God, how she’d feared she would never taste or
touch him again.

“You’d better have a damn good excuse,” she whispered.

His chuckle vibrated over and through her. To hell with
the excuse. Just as long as he was here. Now.

“I think mine will do,” he murmured before brushing her ear
with his lips and slowly easing out of her death grip. “I want to introduce you
to someone.”

Reluctantly, Tamar released him but remained glued to his
side. She’d have to let him go one day soon, but not tonight.

“You know of these three, but you haven’t met them yet.” He
waved toward the small group on his left. “Lukas, Adon and Dorian.” Lukas, the
dark-haired olive-skinned one, winked at her. “And this,” he cupped the
shoulder of a tall, very blond man with a vicious scar running down the side of
his face, “is Bastien.”

Tamar jerked her gaze up to Nicolai. The surprise winging
its way through her chest echoed in her voice. “The Bastien?”

“I like the sound of that,” the blond drawled. “Take note,
boys. The Bastien.” He stepped forward, ignoring his friends’ snickers.
Taking her hand in his, he bowed low, the move as smooth as any medieval
nobleman and at complete odds with his modern speech and dialect. “You must be
Tamar.” He straightened, a faint twist to his mouth. His green eyes narrowed
and slid to Nicolai. “And you’re human.”





Chapter Nine



The low-burning flames in the fireplace of Nicolai’s bedroom
flickered over Tamar’s sleeping face and body. Though the calendar read June,
the nights were much cooler in the high altitude of the mountains. While he
didn’t need the heat the fire provided, Tamar did, her human system not able to
regulate its temperature like he could.

Nicolai stroked a bent knuckle down her cheek, her skin as
butter soft as it appeared. The fire lent her dark-wheat curls a reddish tint
as if the fiery spirit that danced inside her had made its way outside to rest
on her lovely spirals.

He lifted a thick coil and entwined it around his finger.
His hippogryph sighed deep within him, sated, pleased to be next to the woman
both man and beast loved. When she’d dashed across the yard earlier and thrown
herself against him, both sides of him had growled one word. Home.

It didn’t make sense and yet while he’d hurried back to her,
Bastien at his side, Nicolai had decided to stop trying to find reason in
something that defied logic. He’d fallen in love with a human. He’d connected
with her on a level that transcended sex, tradition and intellect.

He’d bonded with her in a way that exceeded the love he’d
had with Pria.

It saddened him to admit that—it seemed to trivialize what
he and his wife had shared when nothing could be further from the truth. He’d
loved his wife, adored her. But the consuming, primal cleaving that defined his
link with Tamar was different from that love—and stronger. It was…necessary.

He’d dreamed of Pria.

But Tamar was his dream. His everything.

Beside him she shifted, the movement agitated, twitchy.

He frowned, allowed her hair to slide from his grip and
studied her squirming figure. She whimpered, flipped from her side to her
stomach and curled her arms under her chest. The scent—the human and other
scent that had confused him since meeting her—shimmered from her skin like heat
waves from a sidewalk in the middle of summer. Alarm flared in his chest and he
reached out to wake her.

He halted, his hand in midair.

Her skin rippled.

As he stared in rapt fascination, the muscles along her back
flexed, contracted and fucking rippled. As if a living being writhed
beneath her flesh, struggling to break past the barrier of her skin.

Shocked and horrified, Nicolai threw back the light blanket
he’d pulled over her earlier. He leaned closer until his nose almost brushed
her spine. Tamar moaned, shuddered, but didn’t awaken. Crooning softly to her
even though he doubted she could hear him, Nicolai examined the smooth expanse
of her back.

Holy shit.

Trembling, he prodded a hard ridge that protruded next to
her spine. It swelled and thickened under his fingertip then contracted,
disappearing beneath her flesh.

A wing blade.

The thin, bony row was identical to the line of muscle and
tendon where Nicolai’s wings emerged when in human form.

His heart set up a thunderous beat, like the pounding of the
surf against rocks, drowning out everything but the terror that crawled through
him. Sliding lower, he inspected the backs of her thighs and calves. Tamar was
a fit woman. Her daily exercise regimen kept her body toned and defined.

But no amount of training could produce the elbow-like joint
that jutted out of her calf.

A mare’s hock.

He stiffened, a sickening realization dawning on him even as
he fought the truth that couldn’t be denied but was too impossible to accept.

Nicolai stumbled from the bed and dragged on the jeans he’d
dropped on the floor. With jerky, uncoordinated hands, he drew the cover back
up around her shoulders and carefully tucked it around her sleeping form.

The implications of what he’d witnessed drove him from the
room and down the stairs. Horror ripped through him like a devastating storm,
leaving nothing untouched. Not his thoughts, his emotions or his heart.

Snapshots of her contorting body flashed on the screen of
his mind. What did it mean? It just isn’t fucking possible. It must be
something else. Something that made sense because the road his suspicion
skipped down defied reason.

He snatched the back door open and stalked onto the porch.
Shoving his hands in the rear pockets of his jeans, he paced to the end of the
deck, head lowered.

Tamar. He ground his teeth together. What have I
done?

“Can’t sleep?”

His head snapped up and whipped toward the opposite end of
the porch.

Bastien reclined on the wooden swing, one foot propped on
the back of the seat and the other on the floor. His green eyes glittered out
of the shadows like jewels.

Damn. Nicolai scrubbed a hand down his face before kneading
his neck. He hadn’t even noticed the other male when he’d come outside.

“No,” Nicolai said, sounding weary to his own ears. He
crossed the deck and sank to the railing, his spine pressed to one of the
wooden posts. With a tired sigh, he locked his arms over his chest and stared
at Bastien’s bare foot.

“Care to share with the rest of the class?”

Nicolai lifted his head and met his friend’s gaze.

Slowly, Bastien’s leg lowered from the top of the swing and
settled on the floor next to its mate. All hints of lazy nonchalance evaporated
as he straightened from his sprawl. The indolent smile fell away and his face
hardened. His gaze sharpened and focused on Nicolai with scalpel-like
precision.

“What’s wrong?” he murmured.

The words jammed in Nicolai’s throat, a huge fist of denial.
Maybe if he didn’t voice his fears, they wouldn’t be true. Putting his
suspicions out there, having them hang in the air like a fucking Pop-Up Video
would make what he’d seen upstairs a fact.

“Nicolai,” Bastien urged softly.

“Shit,” he said, turning his head and peering sightlessly
across the dark yard and into the silent forest. Anxiety and regret coalesced
in his chest, swirling into a great ball of pressure, building and building
until it forced the confession up his throat and out of his mouth. “I think
Tamar is turning into a hippogryph.”

When silence greeted his admission, Nicolai shifted, facing
Bastien again. Instead of the condemnation or disbelief he’d expected, he
encountered a contemplative expression from the healer.

“Start from the beginning.”

The calm, clinical statement steadied him. Without
hesitation, he poured out the entire story. Beginning with the dreams he and
Tamar shared to Evander’s attack to Tamar’s troubling symptoms, and ending with
his discovery tonight.

Throughout the telling, Bastien listened without
interruption, his head bent and tilted to the side. When Nicolai finished, the
healer remained quiet and Nicolai could imagine his friend’s brain processing
and recycling the information. Again, the attentive reflection soothed him.
Bastien was a gifted healer and a friend, and Nicolai trusted him with this
problem and the life of the woman he loved.

“You’re right,” Bastien finally said, his tone matter of
fact. “She is changing.”

The discordant twang of hope dying reverberated in Nicolai’s
soul.

His arms dropped from his chest and his fingers curled
around the railing, sharp talons ripping past his fingernails to dig into the
wood. He clung to it as if his desperate grip was the only thing keeping him
weighted to the ground.

“How?” he asked, the question no more than a hoarse, pained
rasp.

“You’ve mated with Tamar. Bonded with her.”

Nicolai shook his head before Bastien had finished his
sentence. “No,” he whispered. “That’s not possible. She’s human. We can’t mate
with humans. And I had my bondmate. Pria.”

“That’s not exactly true. We don’t mate with humans.
Very different from can’t.”

“Fucking semantics, Bastien,” Nicolai growled and fought the
urge to choke the other man. Tamar’s life was on the line and Bastien squabbled
over words like they were worth thirty damn Scrabble points.

“The law against mating with humans was established to
prevent us from doing it not because we cannot. The reasons are very
valid—their mortality, fragility, inability to bear our children. But there’s
another cause. One your father wouldn’t want our people to know—and why your
Tamar would be executed if her existence were discovered.”

Nicolai’s breath snagged, faltered, and then he exhaled.

“Tell me,” he demanded, feeling as if he teetered on the
edge of a great precipice.

Bastien leaned forward, propped his elbows on his thighs and
balanced his chin on top of his clasped hands.

“About one thousand years ago when my father was still the
healer, a hippogryph bonded with a female human. Her mortal body couldn’t
accept the transformation.” Bastien paused, his unblinking gaze pinned to
Nicolai’s face. “She was ripped apart.”

“No.” Nicolai launched to his feet, fists raised as
if he could fight Bastien’s words with quick jabs and punches. Bleak despair
and helplessness pressed down on him. His beast roared inside him, clawed to be
set free and meet this enemy who threatened Tamar. But there was nothing to
battle or destroy. He, who had faced and defeated countless adversaries, was
powerless.

“There’s more, Nico,” Bastien said. “Father confided in me
though the king forbade him or the male from speaking of it. Apparently the
king believed if our people knew other species could be converted, it would be
bad politics.” His mouth twisted into a wry, humorless smile. “Father admitted
that while the male had mated with the human, she hadn’t accepted the bond. The
woman was psychic—they shared the same ability to call the storm—but he didn’t
know. By falling in love with a woman with the same gift and spilling his seed
in her, he kick-started the bonding process. But the male hid from her who—or
rather what—he was. When he realized what was happening, he finally
revealed his hippogryph form to her and she ran from him, horrified. But it was
too late…and she died.”

“But we’ve only had sex twice,” Nicolai objected,
desperately clutching at any thread of hope. “And one of those times we used
protection.”

“The dreams, Nico.” Bastien rose from the porch swing and
tucked his hands in the pockets of his pants. “From what you said she’s been
dreaming about you for three years and you’ve been together physically in them
over the last six months. If she truly is a dream-walker, the mating process
could have started then, when you became lovers in the dreams. The male and
human I told you about had been together a year before he noticed the changes.”

Bastien shrugged. “I wish I could give you more definite
answers, but there’re simply not enough precedents. My best deduction is when
you had unprotected sex in real life instead of the dreams, it accelerated the
process that had already begun. What we do know for certain cannot be refuted,
though. When a male hippogryph bonds with a human who has the same gifts, his
seed will trigger a physiological and biological change. Her beast will emerge
as if the female is of our race instead of human.”

That killed the protest on Nicolai’s lips. He could no
longer deny the truth. Their shared gift. His hippogryph’s reaction toward her.The scent she carried that was human, yet not human. The soul-deep
primitive need to protect and touch her.

Somehow, in spite of already having mated once in his life,
he’d bonded with Tamar.

“One more thing.”

Nico’s bark of laughter rang in the night, bitter and
ragged. “More?”

“It’s about Pria.” Bastien stepped forward. “I’ve been
thinking about this since seeing Tamar’s stunning resemblance to your wife.”
His emerald eyes narrowed, his unwavering regard turning speculative. “You said
you dreamed of Pria prior to meeting her.”

“Yes,” Nicolai said, nodding. “It’s how I realized she was
my mate.”

“Right,” his friend murmured. He freed a hand from his
pocket and tapped his bottom lip. Nicolai recognized the thoughtful gesture.
Bastien had retreated to the methodical, analytical section of his mind. “But
unlike with Tamar, you never mentioned whether or not you and Pria shared
dreams. It stands to reason that if Tamar dreamed of you, then Pria would have
as well. Did she?”

“Yes, of course. I—” Nicolai stopped. “She was a
dream-walker.”

“I don’t believe so.” Bastien prowled several feet away then
retraced his steps. “After Pria died and you took up the role as Dimios
again, I investigated Pria’s lineage.”

Nicolai gaped at him, stunned, but the simmer of anger
brewed in his gut. “Why?”

“Because it was unheard of for a hippogryph to lose a mate
and not chose to either die with them or go into nepenthe. You were the
first.”

“So…what?” Nicolai snapped. “I became an experiment for you?
One of your scientific trials?”

Surprise lifted Bastien’s brow. “What? No.” His face lost
the “doctor” detachment and he glared at Nico, looking offended and ready to
throw a punch. “I wanted to discover the truth for you. If there was any way to
alleviate even a portion of your suffering, I hoped to find it. And I wondered
if the answer might lie in your behavior.”

Bastien threw him another glower. “I learned Pria’s parents
were bondmates so the gift she inherited was passed down through both paternal
and maternal lines. Pria’s parents were not dream-walkers but pyrokinetic. Pria
couldn’t have been your bondmate.”

Shock, sickening and paralyzing, somersaulted in Nico’s
stomach like a gymnast on speed. He couldn’t have heard Bastien correctly over
the din roaring in his ears.

“I’m sorry,” Bastien said softly. “I wanted to tell you but
it would have caused you more pain, not comfort.”

“That’s not possible.” Damn, he sounded like a broken
record. Those three words should be branded on his forehead. “I dreamed
of her. She was…”

Nicolai allowed his mind to traveled back five hundred years
to a time he had purposefully avoided. Seeing Pria for the first time in the
open-air market. The joy that had leapt in his heart when she smiled shyly at
him. When Nicolai had told her he loved her, confessed he’d dreamed of her,
Pria had thrown her arms around him and hugged him tight.

“I’ve always dreamed of this moment,” she had whispered.

Oh shit.

“Your bondmate, Nico,” Bastien murmured. “You dreamed of
your bondmate. But not Pria.”

It took several long moments before the gravity of Bastien’s
statement sank into Nicolai’s head. Disbelief, anger, joy—the emotions rioted
through him. He was swept up in a whirlwind of confusion, and when its chaotic
winds ceased he would be forever changed.

“Tamar.” He stared at his friend, his voice as rough as the
gravel that seemed to line his esophagus. “I dreamed of Tamar.”

Bastien dipped his chin in acknowledgment. “Tamar doesn’t
look like Pria—Pria looked like Tamar, your future bondmate.”

Nicolai back-pedaled several steps and sank onto the swing
Bastien had vacated. He peered into the darkness beyond the porch, his thoughts
once more returning to the past.

Pria and her family had come from a small community in
northern Italy. Her parents had been flattered and proud when the prince of
their people had courted their daughter. He’d assumed Pria shared his gift
because he’d dreamed of her and she hadn’t disabused him of the idea. Even told
him she’d dreamed of the moment…

But what if she’d meant envisioned, not literally
dreamed? And he, in his delight at finding his mate, had misinterpreted her
words? Because he’d wanted a mate—his bondmate—so badly. He’d been tired
of being alone. Of witnessing others finding their companions. Of watching
others mate, bear young. He’d yearned for someone’s face to light up when he
came home. He’d craved the intimacy, the sharing. Longed for his other half.

And now, staring the truth in the face, he wondered if his
assumption—not to mention his status as royalty and Dimios—had made it
difficult or too intimidating for Pria to confess her deception. Of course he
would have eventually discovered her dishonesty when her hippogryph didn’t
emerge. As there wasn’t a definitive time when a female experienced the change,
maybe Pria had hoped by the time Nicolai realized she’d lied, love and
forgiveness would’ve trumped his fury.

The what-ifs were numerable and irrelevant. At this moment
he couldn’t even summon the anger or a sense of betrayal over Pria and her
family’s duplicity.

Not when his true mate—the woman he’d fantasized about for
five hundred years—lay sleeping upstairs. Awe filled him. Tamar—fierce, brave,
beautiful Tamar was his bondmate. The other half of his soul.

And her death could be days away.

Terror capsized the joy. How fucked up was it that while
he’d vowed to protect her from Evander, he was the true threat to her life?

“So we can save her,” Nicolai said, lifting his gaze to
Bastien. Desperation raked at his chest, squeezed his throat. “If Tamar accepts
me, chooses to mate with me, she’ll survive the change?”

“Theoretically, yes. But Nico…” Bastien paused, the beat of
silence heavy with concern, “mating is about full acceptance—physical,
emotional and with the soul. She may love you, is definitely attracted to you,
but is she willing to surrender her all, including her humanity, to bond with
you and your hippogryph? The body—that’s biological. But submitting her life to
yours? That’s a choice.”

Nicolai closed his eyes.

My choice was taken away and I panicked. I know what it’s
like to be caged like an animal, dependent on my jailer. I want life on my
terms, not someone else’s.

Her words came back to haunt him. Whether he’d intended to
or not, he’d snatched her choice away just as surely as Kyle had. Mating him
would be caging her, cuffing her to him for the length of their existence. To
Tamar that would be the worst betrayal. He couldn’t do that to her. Couldn’t
look down into her tawny tiger gaze to find bitterness and pain.

She’d been through hell and back. Had fought to regain the
independence, freedom and normalcy that had been denied to her for three years.
The only reason she’d agreed to Nicolai’s protection was to regain the life
that had almost been lost.

Choosing him would mean losing her life.

And walking away from him would mean losing her life.

* * * * *

Nicolai climbed the stairs, the fear that had propelled him
down the flight an hour ago now carrying the sharper metallic taste of despair.
The length of the hallway stretched out before him like the last mile of a dead
man. At the end, when he entered his bedroom, he would face the death of his
mate or the death of his heart.

The revelations of this night tumbled and twisted in his
head. Every time he tried to grab one and analyze it, it slipped out of his
grasp. The truths, the lies—they were too much for him to comprehend.

Except for one.

The human woman he loved would die in a matter of hours or
days if he didn’t convince her to give up her world and accept him and his
existence. An existence of violence, uncertainty and danger. She’d survived a
plane crash and abusive ex-boyfriend, endured years of physical therapy to
recapture a blessedly boring, normal life.

He chuckled, the low, bitter rumble echoing in the silent
hall.

Her piece-of-shit ex may have abused her, but Nicolai could
very well kill her.

Reaching the bedroom door, he clutched the knob, turned it
and entered the room. Immediately his eyes went to the figure on the bed,
huddled under the blankets. The fire had dimmed to glowing embers and he padded
across the room and crouched next to the fireplace. He grabbed the poker and kindled
the flames before adding a few more pieces of wood. After a couple of minutes,
he rose to his feet, satisfied.

He turned to the bed.

Tamar’s curls spread over the white pillow like a fantastic
pinwheel of gold, copper and brown. He couldn’t help imagining what her
hippogryph would look like. Petite with bronze wings? Would banded
sandy-and-white feathers cover her breast? He could picture her tawny eyes in a
regal, delicately rounded head.

A roar rolled in his gut, rushed up his chest, but Nicolai
trapped it in his throat.

Time was precious. Bastien didn’t know how long before her
transformation from human to hippogryph would begin. But from the increasing
frequency of Tamar’s symptoms, he believed it wouldn’t be long. Nicolai tamped
down his anger, sorrow and worry and shoved it aside. His first priority was
keeping Tamar alive.

By any means necessary.

He released the button on his jeans and lowered the zipper.
In seconds, he’d stripped the denim down his legs and slid under the covers,
gathered Tamar close. He held her within the cradle of his body, his thighs
cupping hers, his chest pressed to the slender line of her back. Her sweet
scent of hyacinth and sun-baked earth filled his nose, as much a comfort as her
soft curves. Tenderly, he placed a kiss to the wild profusion of spirals, slid
an arm under her head and tucked the other hand between her plump breasts.

What he wouldn’t give to have a thousand more nights where
he returned to her, receiving the calm and strength her presence provided. And
yet he would forsake every last one of them to have her live.

“Nico.” She stirred in his arms and the low murmur of his
name stroked over his skin.

“I’m here.” He kissed her head again, inhaling her special
perfume deep, so if the day came when he had to walk away it would be branded
in his olfactory memory.

With a husky hum, she stretched, arching her spine and
pushing her ass against his abdomen. His cock, already hungry for her again,
thickened and stretched along with her. It pounded with the blood filling it
and Nicolai couldn’t prevent the reflexive jerk of his hips.

Tamar turned and shifted closer, cushioning her breasts to
his chest and gliding her thigh over his. The heat of her open pussy called to
him—its warmth an erotic invitation he couldn’t ignore. She twined her arms
around his neck, hooked her foot behind his leg and rolled backward, bringing
him with her.

Needing no further encouragement, he came over her and moved
between her thighs. His cock nestled against her soft belly, the liquid fire of
her pussy dampening the base and his balls. A hungry growl rumbled in the back
of her throat and his heart leaped then dropped when her animalistic purr
vibrated through him. Her hips undulated beneath him and he surrendered to her
siren’s lure.

He crushed his mouth down on hers, plunging his tongue
between her lips and taking the sweetness that lay beyond. If the clash of his
lips, teeth and tongue was a bit desperate, he couldn’t help it. A tiny voice
whispered this could be the last time they were together like this—he had to
take everything she offered and hold it in his heart for the day he could no
longer stroke her cheek or sip at her mouth.

His fingers curled into the pillow on either side of her
head as he ravaged her lips. He nipped and soothed then plundered and raided.
Tamar lifted her head, meeting him stroke for stroke, giving even as she
demanded and took.

“Nico.” She tore her mouth away from his, her breathless
gasps small explosions in the quiet of the room. Her fingers tunneled through
his hair, gripped and tugged, telling him without words what she needed,
desired from him. Planting one last kiss on the corner of her mouth, he slid
lower, his teeth scraping over her chin, down her slender neck to her chest
bone. Slowly, he retraced the path he forged, licking the tiny abrasions before
returning to her beautiful breasts with their dark, pointed tips.

Propping his weight on one elbow, he cupped a mound and
whisked the pad of his thumb over the nipple. She bowed under him, a keening
cry escaping her. He repeated the caress, circling the nub before pinching it
lightly. His name exploded from between her lips.

“I love when you say my name,” he murmured then dipped his
head and took the hard tip in his mouth. Her fingers twisted and the small bite
of pain on his scalp raced from his head to his cock. He sucked harder, lashing
the nipple unmercifully with his tongue, circling then tugging on her flesh.
Whispered pleas filled his ears, desperate petitions to suck harder, give her
more. He complied, switching breasts. He raked the edge of his teeth over the
distended peak, adding a hint of pain to her pleasure.Tamar released a
needy moan and Nicolai returned it. Refusing to leave her other breast
neglected, he rolled the tip between his thumb and forefinger, mimicking the
actions of his tongue.

He abandoned the soft mounds and traveled lower still, down
her taut belly, past the shallow pool of her navel and toward the nest of tight
bronze curls. Her cream glistened on the strands, making them gleam like wet
gold. His mouth watered for a taste of that intoxicating blend of sweet juice
and musky sex.

He nuzzled her dark-pink clit. Her hips bucked and he
murmured before closing his lips over the small bundle of nerves. She cried
out, writhed. Grasping her wild hips, he pinned her down to the mattress and
laved the sensitive flesh, teasing and tasting. Groaning, he swiped his tongue
through the wet slit of her pussy, gathering more of that delicious cream.
Damn, there was nothing to compare with the taste of her. Not the most
succulent, ripest fruit or the strongest, most potent alcohol. If he could
feast on her flesh for the remainder of his existence, he would never starve,
never wish for more.

Taking a plump lip between his teeth, he scored it lightly
before sucking it between his lips. Tamar’s thighs tightened around his head
but he moved his hands from her hips to her inner thighs and pushed them wider.
He wedged his shoulders in the vee and lifted her legs over them so her heels
pressed into his back.

Her fingers fell from his head to his shoulders and dug into
his skin. With a growl of pleasure at the minute sting, he returned to her
pussy and, after one more sweep through her slit and over her swollen lips,
bent his head and thrust his tongue into her hot core.

The hard stroke seemed to shatter something in her. She
shuddered beneath him, her wails reaching the ceiling. With a muttered curse,
he adjusted his hold on her thighs, spread them even wider and dove deeper into
her grasping sex. The tiny muscles spasmed around his tongue, trying to grab at
the invader and milk it dry.

“So sweet,” he growled, lifting his head and placing a kiss
to the engorged clit that peeked from between her lips. “So fucking sweet.”

“God, Nico,” she pleaded and gasped as he circled her clit
and tapped it with his tongue. “Make me come. I need to—” She loosed a high
piercing scream as he plunged two fingers deep within her sex.

Shit, she was wild and so damn gorgeous as she raced after
her pleasure. She held nothing back, her hips rolling and bucking as he
finger-fucked her. He withdrew then thrust forward, twisting his wrist and
screwing her deep and hard.

When she came it was a wonder to watch. She threw her head
back against the pillows, her neck and spine arched so tight he almost feared
they would snap. Her pussy clamped down on his fingers like a vise and her
honey flowed over his skin, bathing him.

As the shudders that racked her body eased and her harsh
breathing slowly quieted, he reluctantly left her pussy. But not before flexing
his fingertips over the small pouch of flesh behind her clit. She moaned and
trembled.

Rising to his knees, he stared down at her, awed and
humbled. This female was his—was created and born for him.

Her mouth, swollen from his kisses, her teeth biting down
into the sensual bottom curve, lifted in a small, sated smile. Her thick, dark
lashes lowered and her hooded gaze stoked the passion and lust that still raged
in his gut and cock.

With her eyes on him, he brought his fingers to his lips and
pushed them in his mouth. He sucked her juice clean and groaned, again savoring
her taste. Desire flashed bright in her tawny eyes and his cock jerked.

Her smile widened. “Now that’s just naughty. And damn sexy.”

He chuckled, amazed he could manage it with lust strangling
both his throat and dick. Slowly he drew his fingers free and painted her
nipples with the dampness. Tamar moaned, undulated beneath his touch. She was
so responsive, so uninhibited, held nothing back from him.

And still he craved more—more than she’d given anyone else.
Even more than she’d given him.

“Roll over,” he murmured. Without hesitation she complied,
rising on her hands and knees. “No.” He leaned over her, his chest grazing her
back, and clasped her wrists. Gently, he guided her until her arms were folded
in front of her, her forehead pressed to them and her shoulders lowered. The
position lifted her ass higher in the air, exposing her vulnerable, plump sex.

Shifting closer, he clutched her hip with one hand and slid
the other between her legs and her creamy, glistening slit. Tamar whimpered
then moaned long and low. His fingers circled and lightly pinched her clit
before returning to her sex. He dipped into the tight passage of her pussy,
drawing forth even more of her moisture, coating his fingers.

Heart pounding, his chest rising and falling on rapid hoarse
breaths, Nicolai released her hip and firmly gripped one rounded cheek,
spreading her ass open to expose the tiny, puckered hole hidden there. Tamar
stiffened seconds before he placed his lubricated fingers to the entrance and
traced it, caressed it.

“Nico,” she said, hesitant, uncertain. Her ass tightened,
flexed.

“Shhh…” he soothed, needing her to relax, to trust him.
Inside, his hippogryph clawed and snarled to possess, to forge this intimate
bond that would forever connect them. “Relax for me,” he urged, even as he
acclimated her to the forbidden touch by continuing to circle the securely
closed hole. “I want your ass, Tamar,” he whispered. “Give it to me,
sweetheart.”

A shudder, whether from desire or anxiety, trembled through
her, but she remained still. Love so full, so overwhelming flooded him that he
paused for a moment. The power she had over him should have scared him.
Instead, it strengthened him.

Once more he soaked his fingers in her cream before
returning to her ass. He stroked the entrance that resembled a tightly furled
rosebud once, twice, then pushed forward, watching it bloom around his finger.
The ring of muscles resisted then gave and his fingertip entered the smooth channel.

Beneath him, Tamar’s shivers increased and she cried out.

“Breathe, sweetheart,” he said, freeing his grip on her ass
to stroke a calming caress up her arching spine. “Breathe in and push out.
Yeah, that’s it,” he praised as she obeyed his instructions. “Oh fuck, yes.” He
groaned as her tight, virgin ass squeezed his finger in a clasp that threatened
to cut off his blood flow. His cock throbbed, needing that same touch.

Slowly, he worked the digit deeper into the slick passage.
As much as it killed him, he took his time, stopping and allowing her to adjust
to the unfamiliar penetration. It wasn’t long before her hips were backing into
his short, shallow thrusts. His gut clenched and a pulse of seed spurted from
his cock head as he watched Tamar fucking her ass on his finger.

“That’s it, sweetheart,” he whispered and, bending forward,
snaked his arm around her waist and circled her clit. Her scream delighted his
ears and soul more than the most perfect melody. It strummed the strings of his
heart, dragged a mating song from his spirit that belonged only to her—to them.

Pulling back, he ignored her wail of denial and, seizing his
cock, arrowed his aching flesh toward her pussy. He thrust forward, burying
himself in one stroke. She mewled beneath him and bucked wildly, filled by both
his cock and finger.

A sharp, avian screech was ripped from him. Her pussy, so
wet and hot, clutched him. Her ass, glass smooth and snug, gripped his finger.
He was consumed by Tamar even as he possessed her. Rational thought gave way to
lust and love. The animal overtook the man and his control splintered. He
couldn’t hold back the primal roar that originated in his soul and rolled out
of his throat.

Adding another finger, he pumped into her ass, stretching
and filling the channel. Her cries melded into one long wail of pleasure. His
cock plunged into her pussy, riding her with complete abandon as he lost
himself in the lust that tormented them both.

It hit with the force of a battering ram. The orgasm nailed
him, blasting from his balls, sizzling up his cock to explode in thick
heart-stopping jets of seed over and over. Her ecstatic cries reached him as
electricity licked up his spine, across his shoulder blades and burst free,
bringing his wings with it.

How long they lingered in that place of ecstasy, he didn’t
know. It seemed to last forever, but damn, not long enough. When Tamar stirred
beneath him, he wanted to reach out, grab her, tell her to wait. Tell her that
reality with its ugly truths would invade their haven soon enough.

But he couldn’t put it off. Her life was literally at stake.

He levered himself off her prone boneless body, easing his
cock out of her pussy and his fingers from her ass. She emitted a tiny whimper
but remained still. Her breathing evened, deepened.

Sucking in an audible breath, Nicolai shifted next to her,
his hip brushing her bent elbow.

“Tamar.” He brushed the tangled, glorious spirals from her
cheek and gazed at her lovely face, loose with pleasure. Damn, he hated to take
that expression and replace it with fear, anger…hate. “Tamar.”

“Hmmm…” Slowly, she lifted her lashes and looked up at him,
eyes cloudy with sated passion.

“I have something to tell you.”





Chapter Ten



Tamar stood at the bedroom window, peering into a pearly sky
dabbed with streaks of pink and orange. The sun crept over the mountains,
spilling its light over the land. This range had remained the same for eons,
unchanging, constant.

In contrast, her world had just flipped on its axis, hit
reverse and become a strange wilderness that had left her confused and scared.

Nicolai’s words flew through her mind on fast forward,
speeding by until they became a blur—mate, transformation, changing, death.

She lifted her hands to her head and gripped it as if she
could stabilize this crazy ride her life had turned into.

If what Nicolai told her was true, her life had just boiled
down to two options.

Option A. Refuse to accept this mating bond and die a
horrible, painful death.

Option B. Accept the mating and die spiritually.

Both sucked. On the surface, being torn into pieces would
seem to suck a wee bit more then turning into a supernatural beast. But one
death would be quick—albeit agonizing—while the other would be drawn out and,
in the end, just as painful.

She loved Nicolai…she couldn’t deny her feelings for him.
But she was scared. So scared it leached the warmth from her skin. Her fear
reached soul deep where the root of her worry and panic huddled in a shivering
ball.

To accept him meant losing herself—her humanity, her
independence, her home, her job. Depending on another man again for her
comfort, well-being and existence… She shuddered, rubbed her palms over her
bare arms. The idea terrified the shit out of her. Where would it leave her? What
would it leave her? Not human. Not secure.

Not Tamar.

Nicolai had called her brave, but she didn’t know if she was
that courageous.

“I know I’ve hit you with a lot and I’m sorry,” Nicolai
murmured from where he sat on the edge of the mattress. She turned and her
heart lurched. With his head lowered, his elbows perched on his thighs and his
hands hanging between his legs, dejection emanated from him. He blamed himself.
She heard it in his explanation, in the number of times he apologized for
placing her in danger.

Part of her wanted to cross the room, gather him close and
hold him. But she remained by the window, unable to force her feet to move and
alleviate the guilt he wore like an albatross around his neck.

“How long do I have?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” he said. Raising his head, he met her gaze
without flinching. The sharp angles and lines of his face were harsher, grim
and could have been carved from the mountains that surrounded them. “It could
be hours or days. Bastien thinks the change will come soon given the intensity
and frequency of your…episodes.”

She nodded, but inside she screamed like a banshee.

“Tamar, Evander admitted to me that his brother was innocent
of the crimes I killed him for,” he said. “Evander was the rogue all along, but
I mistakenly took out his twin.”

Shock rolled over her as he rose to his feet, closed the
distance between them. Damn. She stared at him, horrified on his
behalf. She wanted to reach out to him, sweep a hand over his cheek and whisper
he wasn’t to blame. She desired nothing more than to burrow against him, siphon
some of his warmth and strength even as she offered him solace in her arms. But
he maintained the couple of inches that separated them, didn’t reach out to
touch her. And she didn’t try to bridge the space either.

“That’s something I’ll have to carry as a burden on my
conscience and soul for the rest of my life. And I won’t add your freedom to
that burden. I won’t trap or imprison you in some gilded cage. But I want you
to live.” He closed his eyes and a muscle flexed along his jaw. After a long,
weighty pause, Nicolai lifted his lashes and his amethyst eyes peered into hers
again. “Accept me, Tamar. Accept me and I’ll walk away from you when it’s over.
I’ll let you go.”

God, how that sacrifice cut to the bone.

“How nice of you,” she said dully. Swallowing back the sob
of despair and outrage lodged in her throat, she crossed her arms and turned
back to the window.

Apparently there was an Option C she hadn’t considered. A
choice that sucked worse than losing her identity or her life.

Surrendering her heart and soul to a male who bound himself
to her out of responsibility, not love.

Nicolai was willing to bind himself to her for the rest of
his life—however long that might be—all out of duty and guilt. Once more she
would be an unwanted responsibility, an inconvenient liability. Kyle had turned
vicious and mean when he’d realized he was saddled with her. She knew in her
heart Nicolai would continue to protect and provide for her, and never hurt
her.

But if she was going to sacrifice everything, she wanted to be
his mate, not his chore.

She closed her eyes, sank her teeth into her bottom lip and
willed the tears not to fall as long as he remained in the room.

* * * * *

Hours later, Tamar walked the same forest she and Nicolai
had roamed a couple of days earlier. The sun had risen to its zenith and like
that magical afternoon, the golden beams infiltrated the thick canopy of leaves
and turned the woods into a quiet fairies’ glen. She shook her head, emitting a
slight snort. Up until a few days ago, she would have considered that thought
whimsical. Now she might have to search the trees for the mythical figures.

The difference a week makes.

She blew out a long, heavy sigh. When she’d left the cabin
and headed into the woods, she’d sought peace and space to reflect on the early
morning discussion between her and Nicolai.

Especially his oh-so-chivalrous offer to walk away from her.

From the start of this entire mess, she’d prepared herself
for the day Nicolai would leave her life as quickly as he’d entered it.

But that had been before their dreams had kicked off a chain
reaction of mating, bonding and irreversible transformation…before she’d become
a candidate for Professor X’s school for mutants.

Nicolai’s proposition to let her go should have comforted
her. Instead it had reached inside her and raked razor-sharp nails over a heart
that already bled.

His offer hadn’t been made out of love—it had come from a
sense of responsibility, guilt and duty.

That’s something I’ll have to carry as a burden on my
conscience and soul for the rest of my life. And I won’t add your freedom to
that burden. I won’t trap or imprison you in some gilded cage.

Just as he felt responsible for Evander’s brother’s death,
he also accepted accountability for her predicament. So much, he was willing to
step down from his role as Dimios and bind himself to her for the rest
of his existence in an act of penance. Had he even considered that? If he mated
her, he could no longer protect the people he loved.

Tamar drew to a stop, tilted her head back on her shoulders
and wrapped her arms around herself.

It wasn’t enough. Her experience with Kyle had taught her
that. Duty wasn’t enough. She wanted—needed—love.

She craved Nicolai’s love. And to quote the
immortal words of Shakespeare, therein lies the rub.

She wanted him to love her for herself. Wanted him to need
to save her because he couldn’t imagine existing without her. After everything
she’d lived through—her father’s abandonment, her mother’s decades-long torch
for a man who would never return, Kyle’s abuse and betrayal—the thought of
happily ever after and eternal fidelity should’ve made her laugh then gag in
disgust.

But she believed in fairy tales, hippogryphs, loup-garous
and…she believed in love.

Did it make her selfish to want her prince to battle the
dragon and rescue her for no other reason than love?

Yes.

Yes, it did.

Because if she denounced the mating, if she walked away from
Nicolai and chose her fantasies of love over him, her death would be another
burden for him to bear, another stain on his soul. Because she loved him with
every fiber of her being, she couldn’t consign him to that hell.

She loosened her arms and they fell to her sides. Her body
remained motionless even as she teetered on the edge of a great precipice.

On one side stretched the normal, steady, familiar life she
had known and desired for three years.

On the other yawned a wide, obsidian chasm. In its unknown
depths lay a future with Nicolai, scary, unfamiliar and uncertain.

Tamar inhaled. Closed her eyes. And stepped out into the
abyss.

A sensation like the downy touch of wings enfolded her,
keeping her afloat, keeping her safe. Nothing was guaranteed. Not tomorrow, not
the life she’d yearned for. And the bottom line came down to this—she’d rather
have a future where she woke up to Nicolai every morning, touched him, made
love to him, than the ordinary, mapped-out existence she had always envisioned
as the ideal.

Nicolai had proven over and over during the last few days
that he placed her safety and protection above all else—even his life. He cared
for her, definitely wanted her. Maybe one day, he would love her.

Damn it, she was willing to take a chance on him.

On them.

Love jimmied her heart open wide enough for hope to sneak
in. With a smile, she wheeled around and headed back in the direction of the
cabin.

Fuck Kyle. Fuck Fate. And fuck normal.

She’d convinced herself she’d fought these past three years
for a safe, average existence when she’d been fighting to hide from what life
had to offer. If she never risked trusting or loving another person, she
wouldn’t end up in another horrible relationship. Fear had become her safety
net…and her jailer.

Well damn it, she was instigating a prison break.

“This seems almost too easy. I’m a bit disappointed.”

The low melodious voice reached her seconds before she
spotted him among the trees. Tall, lean and as gorgeous as he’d been that night
outside the restaurant. And as evil.

Evander stepped from the cover of the trees, his malevolent
form a profane blot on the golden, innocent forest. She wouldn’t have been
surprised to see the grass shrivel and blacken under his feet as he moved
closer.

Her heart kicked hard against the wall of her chest, a
frantic, anxious animal that smelled evil’s foul stench and fought to escape
its presence.

“Evander,” she said, shocked and pleased her voice was
steady instead of shaking like her insides.

He tilted his dark head to the side and a smile, beautiful
and horrible, curved his sensual lips. “I see my reputation precedes me,” he
drawled, gliding another foot closer. Tamar retreated and his onyx eyes
glittered, appearing amused by her aversion. “Then again it’s not like this is
the first time we’ve met, is it, Tamar? Even though I was regrettably
sidetracked in our initial meeting. We didn’t get to spend nearly the amount of
time I looked forward to having with you.”

Anger spiked through her at his casual reference to Resa’s
murder. He had so little regard for the bright light he’d snuffed out with one
pounce of his massive body. The bastard.

“A pity I can’t say the same. Personally, I was grateful for
Nico’s timely interruption.”

His chuckle crawled over her skin like a thousand spiders.
“Nico, is it?” Another disturbing laugh. “Oh this is going to be so sweet.” He
inched closer. “Did you know he was so careless in his haste to get back to you
last night he led me right to you? Your death will destroy him.” His voice
dropped the smooth, urbane tone and in his growl she heard the creature that
lay beneath the olive skin and beautiful features. “I’m going to enjoy killing
you.”

Her nightmare played out before her in 3-D.

In the blink of an eye, the man disappeared and the
terrifying gray-and-black beast that had killed Resa and terrorized her
crouched on the leaf-strewn floor of the forest. The same cold black eyes
gleamed above his curved beak, promising all kinds of agony before her death.

Her heart leaped to her throat and lodged there. She lifted
a hand to her neck, her fingers fluttering uselessly as if she could somehow
squeeze a breath out of the blocked passage. Get away. Move. The
desperate thought penetrated her horror-induced paralysis. Her knees unlocked
and she shuffled back a step.

At the small movement, his huge wings flapped wide, spanning
the width of the path, their tips touching the trees that lined the trail.

Trapped.

Deep inside her, a curious stirring quickened. It awakened
and, as if sensing the danger, lunged and snapped. Her breath exploded from her
lungs and she locked her arms around her torso as her body bucked. Like a wild
animal, she darted her gaze back and forth, searching for a possible escape
route.

The trees. If she made it to the trees, his hippogryph
wouldn’t be able to maneuver among the dense forest. He would be forced to
change back into a man. While that most likely wouldn’t save her, it gave her a
fighting chance.

Survival instinct kicked in and she bolted for the thicket
on her left.

She’d barely run three steps before Evander materialized in
front of her, cutting off her path. The hippogryph stared down at her,
motionless, as if goading her to make another move.

She took up the dare.

Wheeling around, she darted for the opposite side, but just
as her sneakered toe hit the edge of the woods he reappeared, his bulk blocking
her escape.

Her chest rose and fell on rapid, panicked pants as she
back-pedaled several steps. Evander didn’t follow but remained still, watching
her.

Son of a bitch. He’s toying with me.

He was playing with her before he would kill her and leave
her body for Nicolai to find.

Fury. Hot. Consuming. Blinding.

It ignited in the soles of her feet, crackled up her calves,
thighs and torso until she was ablaze in its blistering heat. The fire raced
over her skin, uncontrolled, razing everything in its path, leaving her a
living ball of flames.

Agony replaced rage, punched the breath from her body. She
dropped to her hands and knees.

“Stop!” she screamed, but the word emerged from her throat
as a piercing, shrill cry that filled the woods and reached toward the sky. Her
head fell back on her shoulders and another scream ripped from her soul—a
scream that wasn’t faintly human.

Inside her head, bone snapped. Electricity sizzled and
popped under and over her skin. She shrieked at the excruciating stretching and
reshaping of muscle and tendon.

She writhed under the pain that hijacked her body, held it
hostage in a merciless vise. Screams ricocheted in her head, her cries for
Nicolai and help bouncing against the walls of her mind like an endless reel of
agony.

She exploded. Imploded.

On a swirling ball of light and heat, she died.

And was reborn.

Shuddering, Tamar rose to feet that weren’t feet.

Talons. Yellow and dagger-sharp. White, feathered legs.

Shit. She stumbled back and yelped, but a
high-pitched caw reverberated in the air. Out of the corner of her eye, she
caught the tip of a russet-and-cream-colored wing.

Her wing.

She’d done it. She’d completed the transformation.

Joy—wild and fierce—flooded her, strengthened her.

A hippogryph.

Testing her limbs, she stamped the ground with a hind leg
and the earth beneath hummed from the impact. Power. Magic. It surrounded her,
infused her. The creature that had been awakening and emerging inside her for
weeks had burst from its sleep and merged with Tamar, transforming her into a
being of intellect as well as unimaginable strength.

“No!” The enraged cry barraged her brain just as an
earsplitting screech pierced the air. Evander glared at her, his eyes black
coals of fire. His massive bulk seemed to vibrate with fury. He reared up on
his hindquarters, his hooves tapping out a macabre dance as his fully extended
wings shook and his head with its feathered crest twisted from side to side.

His rage sparked hers like a match to kindling. Her
hippogryph took charge, transmitting messages to her body, instructing it how
to move, maneuver, strike. Bowing her head, she mimicked the aggressive stance
Evander had assumed—head lowered, forelegs bunched, spine arched, wings folded.

If he’d believed she would turn tail and run, he’d picked
the wrong fucking hippogryph.

When he charged forward, she met him halfway.

His wide chest slammed into her as he tried to use his
enormous mass to crush her to the ground. Tamar stumbled but held her position.
And pushed back.

Pain hissed down her side as claws raked her but the tear of
Evander’s flesh under her own talons offset her injury.

With a violent heave, Evander shoved away from her. Blood
streamed from his shoulder, above his right wing. Satisfaction surged even as
she took stock of the deep wound that scored her breast.

She was hurt…but so was he.

* * * * *

Nicolai circled the sky, his gaze scanning the yard, the
trees and the gorge.

Where is she, damn it?

As he tightened his search to the forest that lined the
cabin, her scream rang in his head, deafening him to everything but the agony
that had infused his name. He’d been on the back porch waiting for her to
return from her walk when the initial cry had drilled into his brain. He’d
bounded off the deck, shifted midair and shot into the sky. Only minutes had
passed, but they stretched like eons. Endless eons where she could be hurt…or
worse.

Panic and fear swelled and pitched in his gut. He was crazed
with it. Not again, not again. The litany spooled in his head. He couldn’t do
this again. Couldn’t lose Tamar. He wouldn’t survive it.

Where the fuck is she?

He skimmed the dense branches, the leaves grazing his
undercarriage. She couldn’t have gotten far into the woods. Not if she followed
the same—

A flash of black among the green and gold leaves snagged his
attention.

Out of place. Didn’t belong.

Nicolai dove, heedless of the thick foliage that scratched
and nicked his body. Branches snapped under his weight as he plunged toward the
forest floor. As soon as he crashed through the tree line, he saw him.

Evander.

Facing off against a smaller gold-and-white hippogryph. Its
brown-and-cream spotted feathers flared then folded, the darker tips glancing
her gold hindquarters and white tail. The battle stance it assumed only
emphasized its delicate beauty.

Recognition rammed into him.

Tamar.

The hippogryph was Tamar, his mate. His warrior. His soul.

Fierce pride and joy exploded inside him, followed by a fury
that fisted him in its consuming need to protect and kill.

His rage, too huge to contain, burst from him in a
shattering, brutal cry.

He slammed to the ground beside Tamar. The scent of her
blood reached him and with a cursory glance he took in the crimson splattering
over her white feathers.

“You die today,” Nicolai promised Evander as dark
rage billowed through him.

“Maybe,” the rogue growled. “But not before I take
your bitch with me.”

Nicolai lunged at the same time Evander feigned to the left
and shot forward, aiming for Tamar.

“Fuck!” Nicolai shouted, throwing his body to the
side in an effort to shield her. Evander’s chuckle poured into his head as
Nicolai registered the rogue’s intention a second too late.

But Evander’s talons ripped through empty space. His
laughter became a furious howl as his prey disappeared in a blur of
gold-and-white feathers. Nicolai’s gaze shot upward.

Flying. Tamar’s heavy wings flapped against the air, holding
her body several feet above them.

Love, pride and hate replaced the blood flowing to his
muscles, the breath in his lungs, the power in his body. He plowed into
Evander’s side, the hollow snap of bone reverberating against his chest. A hot
rush of blood coated his claw. The rogue’s wrath and pain poured out of him in
a shrill scream. Evander bucked hard under Nicolai’s bulk but the Dimios
held on. The traitor wouldn’t evade him again. Today, he would come to an end.

As if sensing his death, Evander gave a desperate heave,
nearly dislodging Nicolai. But then the rogue slammed to the forest floor.
Yellow talons dug into his wing blades, a dark-brown beak struck the back of
his neck.

Tamar pinned Evander to the ground, her tawny gaze meeting
Nicolai over Evander’s head. “Together,” her voice whispered along their
link.

“Together,” he murmured and slashed his claw across
the hippogryph’s throat at the same time Tamar’s beak punctured the side of
Evander’s neck.

Evander slumped to the ground, his blood gushing out of the
wounds. The rattle of air escaping the deep gash slicing his windpipe was the
only sound in the hushed quiet that followed the battle.

His dark eyes glazed over, death claiming the last sign of
life. With a shudder, he went still. Forever.

Nicolai shifted away from him, a deep satisfaction
possessing him. It was over—it was finally over.

He glanced up at Tamar and his pleasure shot to panic as
with a flutter of her wings, she tumbled off Evander’s back.

With a cry, Nicolai shifted to human form and hurdled the
rogue’s corpse to land beside his mate. In a burst of light, she transformed,
too inexperienced to hold the hippogryph’s form in her injured state. She
curled on the grass into a fetal position, her palms pressed to her chest where
blood poured through her fingers.

Terror seized him as he bent and scooped her up in his arms.

“Hold on, sweetheart,” he begged. “Hold on for me. I can’t
lose you when I’ve just found you.”

His wings broke free from his skin and Nicolai shot into the
sky.





Chapter Eleven



Tamar swam to a warm light that hovered above the abyss of
unconsciousness. She hurled herself toward it, desperate to escape the dark.

Her lungs expanded with a hard gasp as she jerked her eyes
open. Her gaze darted about her surroundings. A wide, bare window, weak
moonlight streaming through. Walls of wooden logs. A fireplace.

Memories flooded back, washing away the initial fogginess.

The cabin. She was in the safe house.

Safe, apparently.

She shifted, groaned at the stiffness that permeated her
body. Damn, had she been beaten with a stick?

Another deluge of memories roared through her head.

The woods. Evander. Nicolai. Battle.

Transformation.

Flying.

“Oh God, was I dreaming?” she whispered, throwing back the
bedcovers and yanking her shirt up her torso. Wonder and disbelief rolled
through her. A flat, shiny scar under her breast.

“No, you weren’t dreaming,” a low, familiar and adored voice
spoke up from the corner of the bedroom.

Nicolai pushed off the wall where he’d been leaning,
watching. Pleasure suffused her. He’d been standing guard, always protecting
her. His confident, long strides carried him to the bed in seconds. She stared
up into his handsome, sensual face, unable to tear her gaze away.

God, he was beautiful. And alive. She smiled even as tears
stung her eyes. Alive. And so was she.

Tamar lunged from the mattress, heedless of the protest her
aching muscles set up. His arms snatched her out of the air, dragging her
against his chest, holding her close. His heather-and-wind scent filled her
nostrils. His breath brushed her cheek.

“Oh baby,” he murmured. “I’m so damn glad to see your eyes
open.”

His mouth crushed hers.

With a moan of desire and happiness, Tamar squeezed his neck
in her tight embrace. Her lips parted and his tongue surged forward, tangling
with hers. It was a kiss of assurance, of delight, of life. When he drew back
and peppered her face and chin with short pecks, she sighed and tilted her head
back to the tender kisses like a flower turning its petals to the healing sun.

He buried his face in her neck, his warm, rapid pants
bathing her skin.

“You chose me,” he said, the words muffled.

“Yes.” She smiled. “Yes, I did.”

“You were so gorgeous.” He lifted his head and swept a
trembling hand over her hair, pushing the strands away from her cheeks. His
palms cradled her head as he studied her, peered down into her eyes. “My little
warrior.”

Her heart melted like butter. Just melted into a golden
puddle. “Not so little, it turns out.” She grinned, thinking of her hippogryph
beast. Wow, what a damn kick in the pants. “I flew, Nico,” she said as if he
hadn’t been there. Awe swelled inside her, filling her chest. Maybe her fear of
the dark hadn’t been conquered, but she’d flown again. Instead of inside a plane
she’d soared through the sky with her own wings.

“She is as beautiful as you are in human form,” he
praised, his silken tone caressing the walls of her mind.

Her lashes lowered in pleasure, but then shot up. “So I
wasn’t going crazy,” she accused. “You can speak to me telepathically.” All
those times while they made love she’d believed she imagined his voice inside
her head. But it had been real.

“You didn’t know?” he asked, aiming for innocence but
falling far short of the mark.

“You know I didn’t know,” she said, smacking his shoulder.
Then kissed the same spot. She sobered. “For a minute there I didn’t think I’d
see you again.”

“Think how I felt finding you squaring off with Evander.” A
rumble like an impending thunderstorm vibrated against her chest. “I wanted to
drag you off and kill the bastard both at the same time.”

“But you let me stand with you,” she murmured. He’d treated
her as an equal, let her face their enemy together instead of cosseting her.

I don’t want to trap you or imprison you in some gilded
cage. But I want you to live.

His vow filtered through her mind. Nicolai would always
protect her, but he would never strangle her spirit. He wanted a warrior, a
partner…a mate.

“I’m so proud,” he said. The hoarse words stroked her skin
and she shivered under their touch. “And I love you so much. So much,” he
whispered, pressing his lips to hers, to her forehead. “I’ll let you go like I
promised. But I’m asking you to keep me.” He brushed a knuckle down her cheek,
whisked the pad of his thumb over her bottom lip. “I can’t imagine a life
without you by my side.”

Yes rushed up the back of her throat and hovered on
her tongue. But one lingering worry trapped it. She lowered her arms from his
neck and cuffed his thick wrists. “Nico, what about the Dimios? I can’t
ask you to give up—”

“You don’t have to ask me to do a damn thing,” he said.
“There will always be a Dimios, Tamar. But there will never be another
you or another lifetime to spend with you.” He cupped her head between his
palms, gave it a little shake. “I choose you and the life we can have together.
Just as you chose me.”

“Nicolai,” she breathed his name, love pressing the air from
her lungs. Using her grip on his wrists as leverage, she arched high, pressed
her mouth to his, took them in a kiss that bespoke of adoration, trust and
hope. “I love you. I have for three years. And I will forever.” She grinned
against his lips, joy overflowing a heart that was finally healed and whole.
“And with you, Buckbeak, forever is a very real thing.”
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