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      Can he win her heart in time to save her life…?

      

      When adrenaline junkie and adventurer Rose Callaghan meets the man of her dreams and learns she’s carrying his child, she assumes she’ll be living her happily-ever-after. Until he accuses her of cheating on him and leaves. Four years later, she’s managing as a single parent, but her daughter is experiencing episodes of extreme pain and no one can tell her why or how to stop them. Rose swears she’ll do anything to help her daughter. She just doesn’t expect that “anything” to include facing her ex again. When he shows up out of nowhere offering answers, she takes him in. But his answers are the stuff of myth and make Rose start to doubt everything she’s ever known.

      

      The first born son of a fanatical tiger shifter, Vlad Dubrovsky is prepared to abandon his family and his people to be with the human woman he loves. But when he finds out Rose is pregnant—something that’s impossible between a human and a tiger shifter—he returns to the tiger community heartbroken, convinced she’s betrayed him. Four years later, Vlad still wants Rose, and learning it is possible for them to have had a child together forces him to rethink everything he’s ever believed. But the only way to ensure Rose and her daughter are safe is to bring them into the tiger shifters’ world. A world full of powerful, deadly enemies who are just as fanatical as Vlad’s family, and just as intent on killing tiger-human hybrids. To protect the two people he loves most in the world, Vlad must convince Rose to trust him again…knowing his most difficult fight might just be for her heart.
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      Rose Callaghan hugged her daughter, rocking her as another wave of pain wracked her little body. Panic and torment twisted in her gut, emotions she’d almost gotten used to over the last year. “I’m here, baby. It’ll be okay.”

      “Hurts, Mommy.”

      “I know, I know. We’ll fix it. We’ll find a way.”

      The doorbell rang. Rose ignored it. Whoever it was could come back later. She rubbed the sweat-soaked hair from her daughter’s brow, wondering if she should take her to the emergency room again. It never helped. Nothing helped. The doctors never uncovered the problem. No test had produced an explanation. No specialist had found an answer. No one knew why her daughter went through these episodes of extreme pain.

      All her prayers to God, Mary, and all the saints she could remember from mass didn’t seem to be working either. But she had to do something.

      Rose was desperate—she just didn’t know where else to turn.

      The doorbell rang again, followed by insistent knocking.

      She growled then said, “Baby, I need to go get that. I’ll be right back.”

      Zoe nodded, but as soon as Rose released her, she curled up into a ball on her bed, rocking as another wave of pain visibly shivered over her skin.

      Rose ran to the front door, grumbling kid-safe curses, ready to take the hide off whoever was there. Why couldn’t they take the hint and just go away?

      The doorbell rang again, and Rose hissed a not-kid-friendly curse. She threw open the door, her mouth open to yell at whoever it was—until she saw the man on her front step. She froze, her brain momentarily too stunned to work.

      Vladimir Dubrovsky. The love of her life. The man she’d planned to marry.

      The man who’d accused her of cheating on him and left her when he found out she was pregnant.

      Rose blinked as the reality of Vlad being on her doorstep sank in. He looked the same—dark hair, dark eyes, sharp, sexy features, the perfect mouth, and a body designed to make a woman’s mouth water.

      “Hello, Rose,” he said. “I realize this is a little…unexpected.”

      His voice was still that deep rich octave that had always made her shiver. She released a loud huff.

      “Unexpected?” She wanted to laugh. She grabbed his arm and jerked him inside. “Thank God. Get in here.”

      His wide-eyed shock might have given her some satisfaction, if she wasn’t so worried.

      “Your daughter is sick,” she said, dragging him into her living room. “The doctors can’t tell me what’s wrong. She’s in pain right now. What did you pass on to her? This isn’t anything from my side—we’ve run tests and done the research. You need to tell me everything about your family medical history.”

      Vlad stood in her living room staring at her, his head angled down slightly, his brow furrowed. He looked at her like she was speaking a foreign language.

      Her patience didn’t stretch that far. “Damn it, Vlad, snap out of it. I need your help. What the hell is wrong with our daughter? While we’re standing here wasting time, she’s hurting, and I have to stop it. If you have any information that will help, you need to tell me. Now.”

      “This isn’t the reception I was expecting.”

      “I don’t have time for that right now. Can you help or not? If not, get out.”

      He shook his head like a dog shaking off water and straightened. “May I see her?”

      She hesitated. This man had abandoned them. She hadn’t seen or heard from him in four years. She wasn’t sure she wanted him around her daughter—even if he was Zoe’s father.

      But if he could help with Zoe’s pain…

      The familiar panic and desperation churned in her stomach and tightened her muscles. “Do you know what’s wrong with her?” she asked.

      “I might. Is the pain cyclical? Does it comes and go? Does she complain her muscles and bones feel like they’re stretching and aching? Has she ever said her body feels like it’s coming apart?”

      “Yes! The doctors have tried a bunch of stuff and none of it works.”

      “None of it would. May I see her?” he asked again.

      This time Rose didn’t hesitate. “Come on.”

      If he could help with Zoe’s pain, she might just be able to forgive him for breaking her heart. Maybe. She’d certainly stop wishing the torments of hell on him.

      At the entrance to Zoe’s bedroom, she spun to face him. The move brought them up close, and for an instant, her breath caught. He still smelled like the most delicious thing ever—spice and musk and male.

      She pushed the thought aside and pointed a finger at him. “Don’t scare her or hurt her. If you do anything that pisses me off, you’re out of here. I’m too scared and worried about her to put up with nonsense. Also, no cursing.” She turned and walked into her daughter’s brightly decorated white and yellow room.

      “Zoe. Someone’s here to see you.”

      “No doctors.” Zoe’s frown was set, stubbornness in every cute, chubby little line of her face. Then her body jerked and she moaned.

      Rose forgot about Vlad as she hurried to her daughter. “Baby, I’m here. I’m here. It’s going to be okay. I promise.” She pulled Zoe into her arms.

      “Mommy, it hurts.”

      “I know, baby. We’ll fix it.” Rose hated that she said this every single time and hadn’t been able to fulfill the promise. The words were like ash in her mouth.

      “Zoe.” Vlad’s tone was soothing and soft.

      Rose blinked. She’d almost forgotten him in those seconds of hearing Zoe’s pain in her voice.

      “My name is Vlad. I’m not a doctor, but I might be able to help you. Can I sit next to you?”

      She glanced up at Rose, pain pinching the skin around her beautiful dark eyes—eyes that had always reminded Rose of Vlad’s. Rose nodded her approval.

      Zoe looked at him. “You got a funny name.”

      He smiled, then very gently sat next to her on the bed. “When the pain comes, does it feel like your skin is stretching?”

      She nodded.

      “Do you…see any images in your mind when the pain hits? Does anything pop up in your imagination?”

      “Tigers.”

      He straightened and sucked in a sharp breath.

      “What?” Rose asked. “What is it? Why are tigers significant?”

      He ignored her questions and focused on Zoe. “I’m going to talk you through breathing and things to think about that should help ease the pain. Okay?”

      Rose glared. Positive thinking wasn’t going to help her baby.

      “I want you to take a long, slow breath,” Vlad coached.

      “Can’t. Hurts.”

      “I know. But this will help. I promise. One long deep breath, and imagine the way your arms feel when you feel good.”

      Zoe nodded as she tried to take a deep, stuttering breath.

      “That’s it. Good girl. Now close your eyes and concentrate on how your whole body feels when you feel good. How your two legs feel. What the shoes on your feet feel like. What it feels like to wiggle your toes against the inside of your shoes. Got it?” He looked up at Rose. “What’s her favorite toy or game? Something that involves physical sensation.”

      Rose snatched up Zoe’s special blanket and handed it to him.

      “I want you to imagine feeling your blanket against your fingers,” he continued, speaking to Zoe. “Do you remember what if feels like? Concentrate on the soft material against your skin.”

      “She sucks on the corner,” Rose added.

      Vlad nodded. “Remember what the corner feels like against your lips, on your tongue. How the blanket feels when it touches your cheek.”

      As he talked in slow, rhythmic, soothing tones, Zoe’s breathing evened out and the tight lines around her eyes and mouth eased. Her little body relaxed and her shoulders slumped.

      “Feeling better now?” Vlad asked.

      She opened her eyes and smiled. “Better. I tired.”

      “You rest, baby,” Rose said. Vlad stood and Rose tucked Zoe into her bed, making sure she had her favorite blanket in hand. “I’ll be in the living room if you need me.”

      She nodded, then looked up at Vlad, her dark eyes narrowing toward sleep. “Thanks for stopping the pain.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Rose felt tears pricking her eyes and sniffed them back. She didn’t like Zoe seeing her upset, not so soon after an episode. She motioned to Vlad, and they left Zoe to sleep.

      In the living room, Rose stood for a long moment just staring at the pale carpet and breathing deeply. She felt so drained she wanted to sleep, too. And cry. She desperately needed to cry.

      But she refused to do it in front of Vlad.

      “Why are you here?” She kept her back to him until she was sure the tears pricking at her eyes wouldn’t fall.

      “I’m not sure how to start.”

      She finally faced him. “Let me start then…by saying thank you for helping Zoe. If you can tell me how to do that, I’d appreciate it. Then you can leave.”

      Vlad scowled. “I can’t leave you.”

      “You did before.”

      “That’s not what I meant. It’s… This is a complicated story.”

      “I’m too tired for stories, Vlad.” She crossed her arms and braced her legs to stave off the emotional exhaustion weighing on her. She wouldn’t let him see her pain, only her anger. Even if he had just helped with her daughter.

      “I was expecting a different reaction to my being here,” he said.

      “What?”

      He shrugged. “I thought you might slap me.”

      “Maybe if Zoe hadn’t been in the middle of an episode, I would have.”

      The corner of his mouth lifted, and Rose’s heart thumped hard. Damn him, how did he do that to her with just a smile? She hated him. It didn’t make sense that she could feel anything else for him, especially not this longing.

      “Don’t get cocky,” she told him. “I still might slap you if you don’t get to the point and then get out.”

      “I’ll start with an apology then,” he said.

      She snorted. “Little late for that now.”

      “It’s offered anyway.”

      “Why?”

      He paused before saying, “I have reason to believe I was mistaken when I left.”

      She gave him a deadpan stare that would have shriveled a weaker man. “Really? What led you to this epiphany?”

      “Discovering I had a half sister I didn’t know about. Seeing the state Zoe was just in confirmed my suspicions.”

      “How does you having a sister have anything to do with our past?”

      “I was telling you the truth when I said we couldn’t have kids. At least, the truth as I knew it. You and I should not have been able to conceive a child. Because of that, I was left with no alternative but to think you’d been with another man.”

      “We did have a child. I didn’t cheat on you. And if you’d truly loved me, you should have trusted me enough to believe me.”

      “I believe you now.”

      “Why now? Why were you so convinced back then that we couldn’t have kids?”

      All those years ago, he’d been very clear about the fact that they wouldn’t be able to have children naturally. He’d always seemed sad when he talked about not having kids, and she’d really wanted them, too. But he’d been clear—if she wanted them, she either needed to find someone else, or they’d have to consider alternatives like adoption. She’d been prepared to adopt. So long as she and Vlad were together, it didn’t matter how they built their family. At least not to her.

      When she’d realized she was pregnant, she’d been thrilled, thinking whatever Vlad had been told about his inability to reproduce had been a mistake. She’d expected him to be as excited as she was, and she’d even deluded herself into thinking he’d propose the moment he heard the news.

      But he hadn’t proposed.

      He fisted his hands against his thighs. “You’re not going to believe what I’m about to tell you. But for Zoe’s sake, you need to know the truth. Then we need to go somewhere safe for a few weeks.”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa. What are you talking about? Why would we need a ‘safe’ place?”

      “I’m pretty sure my brothers have figured out…about Zoe.”

      “Vlad, you are as clear as mud right now. What the hell?”

      “Okay. The truth.” He braced his feet a little farther apart and met her gaze. “I’m a tiger shapeshifter. Tigers and humans aren’t supposed to be able to have children. That’s why I thought you’d cheated on me. Then I learned about my sister. Her father is human, but her mother—my mother—was a tiger. Turns out it is possible for me to have children with a human woman. And if my brothers learn Zoe is my child, they will try to kill her.”

      Rose pointed to the door. “Out. Now. I won’t have a crazy man around my daughter. Out!”

      “Rose…”

      “No.” She flexed her hands, making fists and releasing them in an attempt to keep her anger in check, but her entire body was stiff and ready for a fight. “No. This is nonsense. I can’t believe I even let you in my home.”

      “I know this is scary and hard to understand.”

      “Not hard. You’re insane. Have you always been insane? Is that what’s wrong with Zoe?”

      He held his hands at his sides, loose and open. “Rose, I’m pretty sure Zoe can shape shift, too. No, not pretty sure. I’m certain. That’s what’s causing her pain. Her body is trying to do something…well, something that’s natural for my kind.”

      “That’s even more ridiculous. Vlad, get out of my home now or I’m calling the cops. No, first I’m going to kick your ass. Then I’ll call the cops.”

      “And then what? How will you help our daughter? How will you keep her alive if my brothers come after her? They’ll kill you too, Rose. I can’t let that happen.”

      “Why the hell would they want to kill us? No, this makes no logical sense.”

      But a small, ever-worried part of her thought, what if some of this was true? What if his brothers were insane, too, and they came after Zoe? Could she protect her daughter against a bunch of crazy people?

      Her mind raced. Her dad had several guns he could loan her. She’d get those from him. Then she could get a security system installed. She wasn’t sure where she’d get the money for that—taking care of Zoe, even with the excellent medical insurance she had through work, was expensive. But she’d figure it out. Her parents would help. Then she’d have to talk to the police and see if they could do something for her…

      She was deep in thought, considering her options, when Vlad snapped his fingers in her face. He was standing in front of her, so suddenly she hadn’t even realized he’d moved. She gasped and stepped back, but he grabbed her arms.

      Panic pumped into her blood, and she moved on instincts that far outpaced her conscious thought. She grabbed his elbows, folded backward, and using her feet for extra leverage, flipped Vlad over her head, sending him careening into the opposite wall.

      She rolled to her feet and spun to face him, taking a defensive stance, prepared to beat the ever-loving crap out of him if he came at her again. In fact, she almost hoped he did because kicking his ass would feel very, very good.

      To her utter shock, he laughed. Laid out flat on his back, staring up at the ceiling, he laughed so hard tears leaked from the corners of his eyes.

      She frowned and relaxed her stance—a little. He really was crazy. She had to get him out of her house.

      He angled his head back to look at her. “I forgot about your black belts. That’ll teach me.”

      She’d been training in aikido and jujitsu since she was Zoe’s age. Before starting college, she’d spent a year in Japan studying under a top aikido sensei. All her training and practice meant a lot of her reactions were so instinctive she didn’t have to think about them. She just flowed into motion with a speed that surprised most people who didn’t know her well.

      Her martial arts experience had been one of the things Vlad had said he loved about her.

      That memory hurt more than it should, so she pushed it aside.

      “Don’t grab me again,” she said, her voice raspy with emotion.

      “I didn’t mean to startle you. But you weren’t listening to me—as usual—and I was just trying to get your attention.”

      “Figure out a better way of doing that next time. I take that back. There won’t be a next time. You need to leave.”

      He rolled to his feet with a grace that made her scowl. No man should move that easily after being thrown on his ass. He seemed to have learned his lesson, though, because he kept his distance.

      “Rose, I can’t abandon you. Not again. Not when I know you’re in danger.”

      “I’ll take care of it. I’ve been taking care of things all on my own for years.”

      “Really?” He nodded to the bedroom. “That was ‘taking care of things?’”

      She crossed to him and slapped him hard enough to sting her hand. “Out. Now.” The slap had felt too good. If he didn’t leave now, she was afraid she might just hit him again.

      He set fingers to his cheek and gave her a rueful half smile. “I deserved that. I’m sorry.”

      “You deserve worse.”

      “Yes. I do.”

      She crossed her arms to keep from pummeling him, and to hide the way her hands were shaking. Having him here, reminding her she was failing to help Zoe, when he was the one who'd left, it was all too much.

      But worse was her physical reaction to him. Standing this close, staring into his dark eyes, her pulse pumped and her breath came in deep, sharp pants. Lust and need tightened low in her stomach. She wanted to lean into him, follow up that slap with a kiss that would scorch them both. Her fingers itched to take his face in her hands, to hold him in place while she kissed him until the desire she hadn’t felt since he left was satisfied.

      It was a terrible, embarrassing, stupid reaction. And it made her even angrier.

      She dropped her chin and stared at him. If looks could kill, Vlad would be the one writhing in pain now.

      “Okay, none of this is fair,” he said. “I am truly sorry. And I’m here to help. You don’t have to do this alone anymore.”

      She sighed, feeling so overwhelmingly tired she just wanted him gone. “Go away, Vlad.”

      “No.”

      “Damn it—”

      “I am not leaving you to face my brothers alone. And I’m not leaving Zoe to the pain she’s going through when it’s not necessary.”

      That arrow hit home. She paused. Zoe’s pain wasn’t necessary? He knew how she could stop her daughter’s agony? “What do I need to do for her?”

      “You need to allow me to teach her how to shift so she can let her tiger out when it needs to get out.”

      She drove her fingers through her hair and pulled at the strands to ease some of the pressure on her skull. “There are no such things as shapeshifters.”

      Vlad’s expression turned thoughtful. “My sister…she was pretty terrified when she saw me shift, but… Rose, I don’t want to scare you, but I need you to believe me. For our daughter’s sake. If you’ll allow me, I’ll shift for you so you can see I’m telling the truth.”
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      Vlad held his breath as he waited for her answer. This was a harsh way to introduce her to the tiger shifter world. If he had more time, he’d go slowly, ease her into the reality she had to face. Unfortunately, now that his brothers were on Rose’s trail, he didn’t have that kind of time.

      He really, really hoped if she said yes, the shift didn’t send her into hysterics. Rose had never been the hysterical type. She was an adrenaline junkie and usually thrilled at the strange and exciting. But this… This kind of thing could bring the most stable human to the brink of a breakdown.

      He’d admired his half sister Nila’s ability to stay standing after she’d seen him shift. Rose was going to need that kind of fortitude. The woman he loved, the woman he’d been in love with for years, was strong enough. But he hadn’t seen Rose in so long, he wasn’t sure he even knew her anymore.

      The fact that she’d tossed him on his ass and then slapped him when he’d been a bastard assured him she was at least a little like the Rose he’d known.

      She stared at him, and he held her gaze. A safer place to look than any other part of her. And even that wasn’t exactly safe. But every time he let his gaze move lower than her face, he got distracted. He was here to protect her and Zoe, but he’d wanted Rose from the first moment they’d met and that desire hadn’t gone away—not even when he’d thought she’d cheated on him.

      Watching her, taking in her delicious scent—a mix of lavender and cardamom and her basic essence—left him a little breathless and a lot needy. His body buzzed with the desire to tug her close and feel every sexy inch of her pressed up against him, to taste her and savor the rasp of her tongue against his as he kissed her deeply enough to make them both forget the past. Just looking into her eyes sent his heartbeat racing. He wanted things he wasn’t going to get right then. Maybe not ever if she couldn’t forgive him. But that didn’t seem to stop the wanting, or the rush of lusty fantasies dancing through his mind.

      He reined in his wayward imagination. If he focused on her beautiful face and extremely angry expression, he could keep his mind—mostly—on the subject at hand.

      Mostly.

      Her eyes narrowed, and for a brief moment, he wondered if she realized what he was thinking. Could she tell he was having trouble keeping his hands to himself? Then she shook her head, and he realized she wasn’t going to allow him to shift. His heart sank. If she wouldn’t face his tiger, he wasn’t sure how he’d convince her of his story.

      “I can’t believe I’m going to agree to this,” she said.

      He blinked, not sure he’d heard her right.

      “But when you attempt this ‘shift’ and fail, you will get out of my house and never return. Do you understand me? I will not have this crap around my daughter.” She raised a hand when he opened his mouth. “I will make sure your equally crazy brothers get nowhere near us. Thanks for the warning.”

      “Rose—”

      “Get on with it. And don’t wake up Zoe.” She waved her hand in an impatient gesture before crossing her arms again.

      He had to force down a smile. So much fire. He’d always loved that about her. His heart thumped harder as memories of her bringing that passion and fire to their bed pushed to the front of his mind. “I’ll have to take my clothes off first,” he warned.

      He watched something move through her beautiful blue eyes, and again he was tortured by images of having her under him, being inside her, swallowing her moans as he fucked her. Her scent was intoxicating. The flavors went right to his head, leaving him a lot warmer than the mild Arizona winter day warranted. Mixed with that scent was all her anger, but it wasn’t nearly the distraction it should have been. He’d expected her anger. He hadn’t expected to have so much trouble keeping his lust in check.

      “I need to make sure Zoe is asleep,” she said and hurried away.

      But not before he caught the faintest hint of desire in her scent—a whisper of it, but it was there. Hope he hadn’t dared feel before roared to life. He tamped it down with ruthless will. He couldn’t afford those feelings or that hope now. First, he had to keep Rose and Zoe away from his brothers. He had to help Zoe. And he had to figure out how to keep them both safe.

      Eventually, he’d have to bring them fully into his world. He wouldn’t be able to hide Zoe from his people, not now that his brothers were sniffing around.

      The implications… His gut hurt when he considered introducing that beautiful, vulnerable little girl to the tiger community. Maybe if she’d been a boy, things would be easier. A little. Because she was a girl and able to shift, she would be wrapped up in the same sort of trouble his sister had faced. But Nila was a grown woman. Zoe…

      His first view of his daughter had broken something open in him. She was the most beautiful, perfect child he’d ever seen. Her dark eyes reminded him of his own mother. But her fiery red hair was all Rose. He smiled, remembering how he’d teased Rose about her name fitting her hair color. He’d gotten a not-too-gentle punch in the arm every time.

      She walked back into the living room in that moment and caught him smiling.

      “What?” she asked, though quietly.

      “She’s asleep?” He could hear Zoe’s even breathing, the soft quiet snores, but he needed to change the subject. Rose didn’t need to know what he’d been reminiscing about.

      “She was exhausted. The episodes always wear her out.”

      He took in the creases along Rose’s brow and the little lines at the corners of her eyes and mouth, the deep circles under her eyes. “She’s not the only one exhausted,” he commented. “I wish I could let you rest before we do this. But it’s important you believe me. Quickly.”

      She waved a hand in a vague circle. “It’s better to get this nonsense over with while she’s asleep. If you’re gone before she wakes up, I’ll have less explaining to do.”

      He narrowed his eyes, but decided they could argue about him leaving after she faced his tiger. “You understand what you’re agreeing to?”

      “Yes. I’m agreeing to let you strip and pretend you can turn into a tiger. When you can’t, you will take your clothes and leave. If you refuse, I’ll call the cops. Or worse, my parents.”

      He actually paused at that. Her parents were…well, they rivaled tiger parents in their fierce protectiveness of their only child. And they were both hunters. With a lot of guns. “After I shift, don’t shoot me, okay? Give me a chance to get back to human and then we’ll talk. And don’t scream if you can help it. You’ll wake Zoe.”

      Rose looked at him with her brows raised, her mouth a flat, disbelieving line. She showed no sign of fear or unease, just impatience to see him gone. He couldn’t blame her for that, but this was too important.

      He dropped the light jacket he wore, mostly for show, across the back of a chair. Then pulled his long-sleeved t-shirt over his head. He heard her very faint inhale and his blood pumped faster. He met her gaze. Her expression hadn’t changed, but her scent had. That hint of desire was stronger now, a delicious curl of spice he could actually taste. He smiled.

      “I need you to watch me shift so you don’t think I’ve pulled a trick. But if you’d be more comfortable, you can turn around while I’m undressing.”

      “Nothing I haven’t seen before,” she muttered. “Get on with it.”

      He nodded, trying not to let her stare affect him. He had to concentrate so he could shift as quickly as possible. He could change to his tiger form relatively fast for his kind, but it wasn’t an instantaneous process. It took a few minutes. And he’d go a lot slower if he was distracted by lusty thoughts of the woman watching him. As it was, it was taking an act of will to keep from getting hard.

      He toed off his boots as he unbuttoned his jeans, still too aware of her gaze on him. He wasn’t shy or even remotely modest. Most tigers weren’t. They spent a lot of time naked. But Rose wasn’t just anyone. She was the woman who, four years ago, he’d been prepared to abandon his own kind for, the human woman he was so desperately in love with he’d been willing to face his father’s fanatical anger and prejudice to stay with her.

      Being naked with Rose was not the same as being naked with anyone else.

      He slid his jeans and underwear off and draped them over the chair with his coat and shirt. When he faced Rose, she was making an effort to keep her gaze…up. That made him smile. She snarled.

      He shook off his need to tease her and pulled his attention to the shift. After she witnessed that, there was the very real possibility it would kill any desire she still felt for him. He’d hate that, but the sacrifice would be worth it for Rose and Zoe’s safety.

      “This will take a few minutes,” he explained. “I won’t hurt you as the tiger. I’ll still be myself. Just in a different body. Okay?”

      She snorted her disbelief. “Get this over with, Vlad. I want you out of my house.”

      “Fine.” He gave up trying to soften the blow and let his tiger out.

      
      Rose’s brain took almost thirty seconds to catch up to what she was seeing. For what felt like a long time, she simply couldn’t compute the information her senses were sending to her. That delay probably saved her sanity.

      By the time her brain caught up, Vlad’s body had contorted into a form no human body could take on. His legs shortened and changed shape. His arms seemed to reposition and thicken. His hands widened and his fingers retracted, replaced by claws that came sprouting out from human skin now rippling with waves of russet, black and white fur.

      The thing that had been Vlad folded forward, standing on all fours as his head and face contorted, moved and changed. Horror kept her still and mute. She couldn’t have screamed if she’d wanted to. The part of her mind not curling into a ball of terror took note of her physical reaction to the shock—the sweat covering her even as she shivered with cold, the fine trembling in her muscles, the way she felt like she was floating and yet couldn’t remember how to move her heavy limbs.

      So this was what a mental breakdown felt like. She’d always wondered.

      When the thing before her finally stopped contorting and shook out its fur, a massive Bengal tiger stood in the middle of her living room staring at her.

      With Vlad’s beautiful brown eyes.

      Curses she’d never allow in the same house as her daughter piled up against her tongue, but she couldn’t remember how to let those words out. In her mind, she screamed and denied, but beyond that, all she could do was stare.

      There was a tiger in her living room, and she’d just seen the man she used to love do something that only happened in movies and fiction.

      He’d said her daughter could do that. Zoe’s pain was caused by her body trying to do that.

      The thought brought her back fully into her body and gave her control of herself again.

      “Sonofabitch,” she hissed. “Vlad, you sonofabitch, why didn’t you tell me about this? What have you done to our daughter?”

      The tiger shook his huge head and sat, wrapping his long, thick tail around his legs just like a domestic cat. For some reason that struck her as odd, and in the next minute, she almost laughed that the tiger’s position was what she focused on as being odd.

      “Can you talk like that?”

      He shook his head.

      “But you understand? You can…think?”

      He nodded, holding her gaze the entire time.

      Her heart was pounding so hard she was afraid she might pass out. She could see Vlad in the big cat’s eyes. And yet, it wasn’t him. There was something both wild and contained in the depths of the tiger’s gaze. Something powerful and dangerous.

      To her utter astonishment, the danger drew her and helped tamp down some of her horror. She wasn’t amazed at being drawn to danger and thrill—she and her parents made their living organizing and leading adventure travel. She was a danger junkie. Even after having Zoe, she still couldn’t resist rock climbing or white water rafting occasionally, just enough to get her adrenaline pumping. She didn’t take the kinds of risks she used to when she was with Vlad, but motherhood hadn’t killed off her need for that rush of excitement.

      And here she was, facing the most dangerous thing she could imagine. The part of her not screaming hysterical denials was suddenly…curious. And excited.

      “Fuck me,” she muttered. Then slapped a hand over her mouth and glanced back toward Zoe’s door. The realization that she’d turned away from the dangerous predator in the room had her looking back quickly. She could swear the tiger was smirking.

      She shook her head. “You need to change back.”

      He nodded and stood, his body starting to convulse again.

      “I need a drink.” She rushed into the kitchen, stunned that she’d actually chickened out and run away. But she wasn’t ready to see the process reverse itself.

      By the time she came back out again, Vlad was not only human but sitting fully dressed on the couch. The incongruity of it made her pause and blink. Had she imagined all that?

      “You didn’t imagine it,” he said, as if reading her mind.

      She scowled and continued to the chair across from the couch. She glanced at the yellow sunflower clock on the wall over the TV. Was it still so early in the day?

      It felt like hours had passed, but he’d only just knocked on her door about forty-five minutes ago.

      She sat on the edge of the chair across from him and stared. “So…tiger shapeshifters, huh?”

      He nodded.

      “Does it…hurt to change?”

      “No. It’s like stretching. There’s a pull and tension, but not pain. This is what I’m born to do. There’s nothing odd about it to my body. After, it’s like a release of tension, and I feel really good and strong.”

      “Going human to tiger?”

      “Either way.”

      “You think Zoe’s body is trying to make her do that?”

      “I know that’s what’s happening. It’s trying to do something natural, but her little mind is getting in the way. Our young—”

      “Wait, how many of you are there?”

      “Not as many as there used to be. But that’s a much longer story.”

      Curiosity sparked but she pushed it aside so she could focus on how this affected her daughter. “Can Zoe just not do that? Can you teach her how to do for herself what you did for her in there just now? Then she doesn’t ever have to be…” She trailed off. She’d been on the verge of saying Zoe wouldn’t have to be a freak. But she realized that would insult Vlad. “I just want her to have a normal life, be a normal kid,” she finished.

      “She isn’t, and she’ll never be a normal human child, Rose. But that doesn’t mean she can’t be normal for what she is.”

      “This just can’t be real.”

      “If I’d thought this might happen, I would have…”

      When he didn’t finish, she narrowed her eyes, trying to see into his soul. “You would have what?”

      “I would have prepared you, given you the choice of whether or not you could live in my world. And if you couldn’t, I would have found a way to give you up before you got pregnant.”

      She remained silent for a long time as she worked her way through that admission.

      Vlad was the first to break the silence. “We need to find someplace for you and Zoe to stay for a bit while I draw my brothers off.”

      “I’ll take care of that. Why do you think they’ll hurt us?”

      He ran a hand through his hair and stared at the sunflower clock, his mouth flattened into a tight line. “It’s complicated without giving you a lot of tiger shifter history—which we don’t have time for now—but basically, they think any offspring from tigers and humans are…abominations that must be killed. They learned that lesson and attitude from my father.”

      “Your father?”

      “He…” He swallowed visibly, then faced her, his expression impossible to read. “He tried to kill my half sister, Nila, because of what she is. My brothers hunted her down with him and would have happily helped kill her if they’d gotten the chance. They’ll try to kill Zoe.”

      “They might try. They won’t succeed. I’ll rip them apart.” Even as she said it, she flashed back to his shift and that huge tiger facing her with Vlad’s intelligent eyes. She shook off the moment of fear and panic. Didn’t matter what she was facing. This was her daughter’s life. She’d tear apart all the demons of hell to protect Zoe.

      A slight smile broke Vlad’s expression. “You’re as fierce as any tiger mom I’ve known. I’m glad. Our daughter obviously has a wonderful mother.”

      “How can I kill a tiger shifter? Can I just shoot them?” She ignored the little thump of her heart following his compliment. She didn’t have time for it. But the fact that he thought she was a good mom pleased her a lot more than she wanted to admit. She couldn’t trust the comment, though, not after he’d as much as called her a bad mother earlier for letting her daughter remain in pain. She grabbed on to the anger that thought produced and thrust it in front of her more complicated emotions like a shield.

      “It takes some seriously heavy ammunition and more than one shot,” he said, “but yes, you can shoot a tiger shifter dead. Especially if you shoot them in the head.”

      “No special bullets needed?”

      “We’re not werewolves. But we do heal incredibly fast, so one bullet isn’t likely to work—unless it’s one of those military grade explosive things or you hit the shifter in the head in just the right spot. A broken neck, done just right, will work. But you’d have to practically rip a tiger’s head off to make sure they’re dead. It takes a lot of damage to overcome our healing speed.”

      “Can you kill another tiger? How would you do it?”

      “I’d tear them to pieces while in tiger form.”

      She shivered a little, not sure if it was from fear or a rush of excitement, and not inclined to look too closely at what either might mean. “I don’t have that option. I’ll just have to get a few big guns.” She started mentally scrolling through her father’s inventory. She’d have to swing by their house.

      On her way where?

      “Vlad, I have a job. I can’t just run off. And won’t your brothers just track me down? What’s the point? I’ll be safer here with a lot of ammunition and the help and support of my parents.”

      “You’re risking Zoe’s life staying here. You don’t know what my brothers are capable of.” He wouldn’t quite meet her gaze.

      There was something he wasn’t telling her. “Spill. What have you left out?”

      He sighed. “My brothers aren’t the only threat. They aren’t the only ones who think like my father. There are a bunch of tigers as fanatical as my dad. Not all of them were killed when he was. Not even close.”

      The news surprised her. “Your dad is dead?” She knew Vlad and his father didn’t get along—she’d learned that when she and Vlad were a couple—but losing his father had to hurt. She’d be devastated.

      “He was killed by one of the tigers who rescued Nila from him. He would have been put to death by the elders anyway. He’d killed humans, which is an automatic death sentence.”

      “Elders?”

      “Our governing body.”

      She was curious enough to ask more, but she didn’t have time for it now. She needed him gone. Then she had to decide how best to protect Zoe. If she ran, she’d have no way of knowing when it was safe to return. She’d be in unfamiliar territory. And she’d be away from her parents if she needed their help.

      “I’ll tell you all about the shifter world later,” he interrupted her thoughts, “when you and Zoe are safe.”

      “We’re safe. I just need some guns.” She went back to strategizing ways to protect Zoe. If Vlad’s brothers were like him, she was facing some serious trouble. But it would be easier to defend from home. She couldn’t tell Vlad that, though. He’d just keep coming back. She didn’t want to see him anymore, and she certainly didn’t want Zoe around him. She willfully ignored the fact that Zoe might be a shapeshifter and without Vlad her pain could continue. Rose would take care of that too…somehow.

      “Rose.” Vlad launched off the couch, circled it, and started pacing.

      Back and forth, back and forth. To her astonishment, his movements reminded her of tigers in zoos. She sat up straighter in her seat.

      “Rose, it’s more than my brothers, though they’re the reason I’m here now. Zoe needs to learn to shift. And she can’t do that in your backyard. She shouldn’t do it here, where anyone might see it. We need to keep her protected, and isolated, while she learns to control her other half.”

      He’d brought up the exact thing she was trying to pretend wasn’t an issue. She was still hoping Zoe could just learn how to stop the pain without having to do…what Vlad had done. But what if he was right and she had to do that? “What will happen if Zoe doesn’t learn to shift? What if she suppresses it? Will the pain get worse?”

      “Likely
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