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      There were many things in life Maia knew she’d never do. It simply wasn’t in her nature.

      Except, as of today, she had already done several of those things.

      Kill.

      Check.

      Abandon someone she loved.

      Check.

      Take her clothes off for money.

      Maia’s stomach soured with the thought.

      Check.

      And she was still engaging in the final thing on her list.

      Bile rose to her throat, bitter. As bitter as the sensation she had every time she performed her act. She glanced in the mirror, her gold bra and matching thong shimmering. The body glitter glistened. It was carefully sprinkled over the makeup she’d applied on the multitude of scars covering her body—remnants of her days in the underground fighting ring, fighting other shifters while in her leopard form. It was kill or be killed.

      Do what you gotta do to survive, right?

      Right?

      Unless you’re a Tiero and born with a silver spoon in your mouth.

      Hatred joined the bitterness, maybe even masked it.

      It’s one thing to know who your father is, it’s another to know he would reject you for all that you are, and that which you aren’t.

      Except he didn’t know he was her father. And the few times when they might have run into each other at After Dark—the club she worked at after the underground fighting ring ordeal was over—she’d stayed out of sight.

      But when she saw Manuel’s men at After Dark, she’d asked Vax, the owner, if there was a position in Rome for her, and she’d left on the first available flight.

      Maia was a leopard shifter. She couldn’t help what she was. She was not a white tiger shifter. Just because her father was a white tiger shifter didn’t mean she’d be one. She took after her mother.

      Old-school shifter code, which the Tieros—at least the old-school Tieros—abided by, stated that shifters shall only bond with their own kind.

      Sure, they can fuck whatever swung their hips or moved their tails out of the way, but heaven forbid the Tiero should create any offspring that weren’t white tigers. The hypocrisy of their lives made her hate the Tieros, and, at the same time, she cringed deep inside because she’d never be one of them. She’d never be accepted.

      No matter how much she wanted to be her father’s daughter, she’d never attain that status.

      Not really.

      Yet here she was, deep in the tigers’ den, so to speak; deep in Rome, which was Tiero territory.

      What was I thinking?

      Coming to Rome, where the man who sired her might possibly see her? The place where she might run into him and he could possibly recognize the resemblance to her mother?

      Fool. Fool.

      She stared at the stranger in the mirror as she swiped a crimson shade across her lips. Against her ivory skin and ebony hair, the slash of red was foreign and stark. Also foreign was the scar traversing her cheek, bisecting it with a glaring, jagged white line that she’d, for the most part, hidden with concealer.

      She lined her eyes in gold and brushed a shimmer across her lids and beneath her brows. Her face was more than just the face of a stranger. It was an expressionless mask that gave nothing away—no joy, no sadness, no fear.

      The perfect mask.

      It didn’t matter anyway. Who would be watching her face?

      She shook the diaphanous cape, twirled to let it settle around her. That and her thong were the only things that would be left after her bra departed her body.

      “You look great,” Brandy said.

      Brandy, an old hand at this, had taken one glance at Maia her first day at the seedy strip club, a few weeks ago, and told her she needed to go back to whatever country club she’d come from. It had been a rocky start, but now they got along, more or less.

      Maia adjusted the thong, making sure the parts needing to be strategically covered were. Carmen’s song was dying down, and Maia had to be ready to go when her song started.

      She opened the dressing room door, stepped out, turned the corner, and—

      “Oomph!”

      She ran into six feet seven inches of muscle and attitude.

      Scapelli.

      Bouncer. Though he liked to call himself assistant manager.

      He steadied her with one ham-like hand while looking around her and yelling, “Brandy. You’re up next. Let’s go.”

      “I’m up next,” Maia countered, not that she was anxious to get naked on a stage in front of a bunch of pervs.

      “You have a special engagement.” A smirk made creases in his fugly face. He reached a thick finger out, tracing the hem of her bra, then crossed the boundary of the fabric and flicked her nipple.

      Maia flinched before she could stop herself. She studied his vulture-esque features. A long nose that would double as a scavenger’s beak. Dead eyes, and skin that resembled plucked bird flesh.

      “What special engagement?” she asked, cringing away from his touch.

      It was normal after their performances for the girls to have occasional calls to perform private dances.

      Which Maia did.

      And sometimes more than dances.

      Which Maia did not do.

      But a private dance before the act? That was unheard of because most of the patrons were first-timers, foreigners, mainly, often American.

      “Who is it?”

      “As if I know every horny dick that comes in the place?”

      He grabbed his crotch for emphasis, wrapping fingers around the hardness, making sure she noticed. His thick Italian accent made the word “dick” sound like “deek.”

      He scoffed. “You were requested. You will…” He glanced up and to the right, as if scouring for the right word. “You will comply.”

      “I don’t do private dances.”

      Untrue.

      She did do private dances, but she said that every time because she didn’t want to do the private dances. At least, her private dances didn’t end up with Maia on her knees with a cock in her mouth, or on all fours while splayed wide, with some asshole drilling her. However, her dances did end up in one of the same little rooms as the others. Ones that have curtains separating them from the others—without even the dignity of a door or walls.

      His smile was predatory. “Room four.”

      She sneered at the word “room” but bit her tongue this time. Usually, her filter was off and she would scoff at him for calling the curtained space of real estate a room.

      She turned to go, jumping forward and lurching when his thick hand smacked her ass. Maia made haste toward room four, not because she was anxious to go in, but because she wanted to be away from Scapelli.

      Who the hell could it be? Her mind traveled over the ones she’d gone into the private rooms with, but they were a blur. She didn’t remember their faces, and she sure as hell didn’t know their names.

      She opened the curtain, a phony but toothy smile plastered on her face, and stepped into the room, then slid the dingy thick fabric back into place, sealing off the room from prying eyes.

      His back was to her. The pole and miniature stage was in front of him. Short dark hair, and, even from behind, it was clear this man—dressed in all black—was pure muscle. All muscle and power.

      She inhaled a long, deep breath, allowing it to sit in her senses.

      In spite of the smoke and sweat and sex smells in LaDonna’s, she picked up his scent—forest and musk mixed with man.

      And one more thing.

      Shifter.

      Shifter!

      No one here knew she was a shifter. And though she used hunter’s block regularly and couldn’t be detected by scent, she had a sneaky suspicion he knew she was one of his kind.

      She stepped back because the only reason a shifter would be here was to take her home.

      Home. She bit back the self-deprecating laughter rampaging in my mind at the thought Manuel’s mansion could be called home.

      Maia would slip out. She would leave, escape this shifter. She slowly turned around on filthy, tiled floors that had not seen a mop since the building had become LaDonna’s.

      Snap.

      Fingers wrapped around her wrist with the sureness of an iron band.

      She gasped and jerked on her hand. “Let me go,” she hissed.

      “Easy.” His voice was low.

      Her eyes didn’t need any time to adjust to the dimness of the room. One of the perks of being a shifter—seeing damned well in poor lighting.

      He wore a black shirt, buttoned up, formal, but no business suit for him. She couldn’t imagine him in
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