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            Controversy

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Remember Vax? He made a cameo in Shifters Forever: Seduction. He’s back!

      

        

      
        Shifter Vax Tiero runs After Dark. A nightclub that doubles as a haven for shifters. Man, did he screw up, falling for the curvy graduate student Callie Rivera.

      

        

      
        That’s a no-no because of the Tiero Council Code. One of the tigresses is a furious, petulant visitor whose jealousy puts Callie in danger.

        Now Vax has two problems. Keeping Callie alive and keeping that he’s a shifter secret from her.

        Wait. Two?!?

      

        

      
        Make that three problems because his half-brother, an equally sexy, shifter named Rafe is in from Europe for a visit. And he’s got his eye on Callie. He’ll waste no time going for what he wants while Vax is taking care of After Dark.

      

        

      
        Two hot shifter males and a hot-tempered shifter female promise sparks, melee, and drama.
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      Vittorio Tiero, called Vax by his friends and family, dragged his ass in the back door of his club, After Dark. Vax was the alpha of the Tiero shifter tribe in North America. The rest of his family ran the European branch.

      He entered the back room of After Dark, taking a second to lean against the wall and rest. He inhaled the familiar scent of the place.

      Home. Finally.

      Several days ago, he’d gotten a call to prevent Kane, a bear shifter, from being killed by rovers—mercenary shifters who did dirty work. Saving Kane had solidified Vax’s alliance with the Bear Canyon Valley shifters.

      Shifters were never neutral. They were either friends, or they were enemies. And enemies rarely became friends, though some were more like frenemies. If anything, an enemy became even more of an enemy as time passed.

      The trip home from Bear Canyon Valley had been long. It had felt longer than the trip up, probably because the whole way there he had been more concerned about keeping Kane out of harm’s way.

      Vax was hella tired and hadn’t taken a second to recuperate. He’d traveled directly from Bear Canyon Valley to get back home. No stops, no food, no sleep. Practically straight through from Bear Canyon Valley, North Dakota, to Dallas, Texas.

      He was glad he’d been able to help. His alliance with the Bear Canyon Valley Clan was vital.

      Though Vax’s bleeding had stopped not long after he left Bear Canyon Valley, he had other injuries. The lacerations had sealed, leaving behind scars that became fainter with every passing hour, but the bruises and bone fractures were still painful.

      Rest. He needed a whole hell of a lot of rest. He locked the deadbolt behind him. He’d get a few hours’ sleep before the club opened for business. That would tide him over.

      “It’s about time you returned.”

      Natalya. Her tone was barely above a whisper.

      Her voice didn’t need to be any louder, not with his tiger hearing. Natalya’s ire with his absence was evident. She hadn’t showered or changed. She was in uniform, clearly the one from last night, judging from the smell his tiger senses picked up.

      Outside, the sun was well up. Evidently, she’d been obsessing about his whereabouts. Again. Her possessiveness was getting tiresome and was totally unwarranted.

      He bit back his temper and took a deep breath before responding, his blue eyes vivid icebergs of chilling emotion, his jaw clenched.

      “Why? Is there a problem? Something happen while I was gone?” For emphasis, Vax pulled out his cell, checked it, and showed it to her. “I see no texts or calls saying there’s an emergency.”

      He shoved the phone back into his pocket and left his hand in there, clenched tight in a fist. He didn’t owe her any explanations. What he did was none of her business, and she’d be better off if she realized that no matter who wanted them together, and no matter what she wanted, he wasn’t inclined to feel the same way. He had no chemistry with Natalya. Sure, she was beautiful, curvy, downright stunning. That didn’t mean he had to bed or mate her.

      Turning his back on her, he made his way down the dark hallway, his tiger vision requiring no lighting. He could hear her following closely behind. He scented her anger, though he didn’t need to scent it to know she was irritated with him. That was her usual MO. Always angry, always pouting because she wasn’t getting her way. She hadn’t changed since she was a little girl. He cursed his father for having arranged her stay. He cursed himself for agreeing to it, giving her a job at After Dark, allowing her to work alongside his sisters, if only to keep the peace between their tribes.

      “Vax. Stop.” She put her hand on his shoulder, her claws digging into his flesh.

      He didn’t wince or show he’d been hurt earlier. The first thing she’d do was tell his tribal sister tigresses he was wounded. He didn’t need the drama.

      “What?” He turned slowly to face her, shrugging her hand off his body. “I’m tired. I need to get to bed. What’s up?”

      “Don’t you think you owe me an explanation of your whereabouts? You can’t just vanish for days.” She flipped her blonde hair behind her and cocked a perfectly arched brow, her light eyes gleaming with angry fire.

      “Natalya.” Vax drew in a deep breath. “I don’t answer to anyone. I had business to take care of.” He didn’t want to hurt her feelings, but, no matter how many times he’d told her they wouldn’t be mates, she’d refused to accept it. Maybe more bluntness was called for.

      Nah, the hell with it; he was too tired to deal with any drama right now. “Tell everyone I’m back. I’ll be in my quarters until opening time tonight. Let them know I’m sleeping and I won’t be answering my phone.”

      He turned from her before she could give him an argument. After making a sharp right, he used his key for the elevator, taking it up. He leaned his forehead against the cool metal finish of the elevator, allowing the whirring sound of the machinery to calm him, to remind him he was home, that he’d be able to sleep—fully. No more of the one-eye-open while he tried to catch a few minutes’ nap like it had been on the road. Sleep on the road had been an epic adventure in failure. Here he could rest, knowing his building was as impenetrable as a fortress.

      A few moments later, with a ding and a whoosh, the elevator opened to another hallway leading to the penthouse.

      Vax and the rest of the Tiero owned the entire building, leasing out a few of the lower floors and keeping the rest for the Tiero businesses. The top floor, the forty-fourth one, held his apartment and his office.

      He locked the door to his place, something he rarely did when at home. His door was always open to the rest of the tribe.

      After stripping his clothing off, he jumped into bed, the cool sheets providing comfort, the sunlight blocked by blinds.

      His club and his territory, as well as his tribe, should have been the only things on his mind. Being the alpha of a tribe of tigers and tigresses was no small thing in a metropolis the size of Dallas. There were always shifters encroaching on his territory, trying to stake a claim, looking to pick a fight or settle a grudge.

      That should have been the only thing on his mind, but it wasn’t. A pair of brown eyes, a set of killer hips, and a curvy ass were at the forefront.

      Just as his eyes closed, his mind wandered to a dark-eyed, luscious brunette.

      Callie.
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      Calliope—Callie—Rivera clocked in at After Dark then went to the employee dressing room to check her appearance in the mirror. Yup, she looked as flustered and harangued as she felt. She’d just wrapped up typing a paper for her professor. What the hell had she been thinking when she decided to pursue her master’s degree? I coulda gotten a job, done the nine-to-five thing, but nooo, here I am, the eternal college student. She shook her head at herself in the mirror, questioning her sanity, and pulled her tailored “uniform” down.

      Uniform was the wrong word. It was a sexy little evening number, just like all the rest of the “uniforms” she and the other hostesses had been provided.

      The Tiero didn’t mess around. After Dark hostesses were better dressed than many of the patrons. There was no doubt this was a class act, a nightclub meant to rival the top nightclubs in the country, as well as in Europe.

      After Dark may have dressed its employees in the classiest possible attire, but that wasn’t the draw. The draw was Sanctuary, the enclosure housing an assortment of tigers, mostly white tigers, and had them on view for club patrons. Sanctuary was a glass-and-bar structure that took up the whole forty-third floor of one of the Tiero Towers high rises—one of two side-by-side buildings, built for, owned by, and managed by the Tiero family. The glass glowed gold in the Texas sunsets. Five glass-covered walkways connected the buildings, allowing occupants to travel from building to building without venturing outside. The Tiero Towers ranked amongst the most extravagant and coveted buildings in Dallas.

      Tiero Tower One had a floor dedicated to a habitat created for tigers. Partiers from far and wide made After Dark a must-see on their visit to the Dallas Metroplex.

      Callie adjusted her outfit again. The dress—uniform—was much sexier than she was typically comfortable with, attracting attention that wasn’t always welcome, but the money was good. And hey, it’s not like I’m stripping or anything. If she’d been slinging wings and beer, she’d be wearing less, and it’d be less classy. At least here, Mr. Tiero—Vittorio, she corrected herself. Vittorio didn’t like the employees using formalities when they talked to him.

      “Not Mr. Tiero. Just call me Vittorio,” he always said.

      She’d noticed his sisters called him Vax without permission, but she wasn’t about to do the same.

      Heat washed over Callie’s body at the thought of the gorgeous owner of the club. Stupid, really. Why did she think he’d ever look twice at her? Okay, she wasn’t a dog. No, far from that, but all the blonde-haired beauties who worked here—like Natalya—were far more likely to get his attention. Yeah, well, whatever. She had her degree to worry about, not lusting after the boss. The very hot boss, with dreamy dark eyes, black hair, and a face that makes you think the only place it belongs is right above your pussy. Or your face, she corrected herself.

      Oh yeah, the man’s face was sexiness personified. Don’t forget the body, she reminded herself. That, too. The fine-ass body she’d love to worship with her tongue.

      Oh, jeez. For real, control yourself, woman. She would have fanned herself, but right that moment, speak of the devil, Natalya walked in.

      For some reason, Natalya hated her. Callie didn’t get it. She’d never done anything to the tall blonde. She’d never been rude or even unkind. In fact, Callie had never exchanged more than three words with her in a single sitting. It was usually just a “Hi,” or something to that effect.

      “Callie.” Natalya’s sneer took some of the pretty off her face.

      “Hi.” Callie tried to muster up a smile.

      Natalya fluffed her hair and left the room. Anna walked in right after.

      Callie exhaled a whoosh of a sigh. “Where were you? You’re late,” she told her best friend.

      “I see you were busy with your other best friend,” Anna teased.

      “She hates me. She’s as dangerous as the tigers upstairs at Sanctuary.”

      Anna laughed at Callie’s description of Natalya. “She’s probably more dangerous. A jealous woman or, you know that saying, a woman scorned…”

      “What are you talking about?” Callie whispered, looking around to make sure none of the dressing rooms in the back were occupied.

      “She clearly has a thing for Vittorio.” Anna smirked. “And he spends way more time than he should with his eyes on you.”

      “You’re crazy. Look at me.” She waved her arms around her body as if she were a game show hostess. “And look at the figure that just walked out of here. Pshaw. He’s not checking me out, trust me.”

      Natalya had curves, sure, but Callie had them in spades—and then some! What made Anna think Vittorio liked this much curviness?

      “Whatever.” Callie laughed and pulled her top up a notch, covering some of her cleavage. It was way too low-cut for comfort.

      “Leave it alone. You’re going to kill your tips.”

      Tipping was allowed, and hostesses benefited from that as they almost seemed to serve as tour guides, taking patrons from one area to another, facilitating, assuring good service. After Dark took up the entire forty-second floor, so it was an easy place to get lost in, and to lose someone else in. Not to mention the club had a kitchen in the back, and the patrons on occasion needed sustenance. A chef was there to provide a multiple-starred selection to choose from.

      Anna continued, “Plus, you have a nice set. No reason to hide them.” She slapped at Callie’s hands to get her to quit pulling the material up. “He’s back, you know.”

      Callie’s heart skipped a beat. It did more than skip a beat, it pounced up into her throat, grabbed hold tightly, and made her voice sound like a cartoon character’s. “Who’s back?”

      “Who’s back?” Anna mocked her, batting her eyelashes.

      It was Callie’s turn to smack Anna. She swallowed hard to kill the lump in her throat. “Quit that. How do you know? You saw him?” Neither of them had to define the “him” part. It was clear.

      “No, but I heard.” Anna was floor supervisor, so she would know about anything a lot sooner than Callie would.

      She’d missed him. They didn’t talk much, but still, just knowing he was around, with his warm smile, those sexy eyes, and a demeanor that warned the world he was like a jungle cat in waiting, gave her a thrill.

      She sighed. Thinking of jungle cats reminded her that the tiger she visited nightly was missing. It was bad enough Vittorio was out of town, but with the large tiger gone, too, she felt a loneliness that struck her to the core. It was strange; for all the great friendship she had with Anna, there was something about the large cat that was better than sipping a hot cup of tea in the middle of a blizzard.

      Other than seeing Vittorio again, the only thing that would make her day complete would be if her favorite tiger was back, the white tiger in Sanctuary. The huge tiger seemed to be the ruler of the other tigers, always coming close to her in the enclosure, listening to her while she talked about the silliest things. The large white tiger with the brilliant-blue eyes that growled when other felines approached him and Callie, yet made the softest soothing sounds when it was just the two of them.

      She should have come in early to see if the tiger was back, but she couldn’t because she’d had a late appointment with her professor. She’d asked Veila and the other two members of management, Sophie and Lila, if they knew what had happened to the large white tiger, but all they’d said was he was at a vet’s, that he’d had to be taken there. No one knew what had happened to him.

      Then Callie had asked what the tiger’s name was.

      Veila had given her a strange look then said, “None of the tigers are named.”

      There was no way Callie would be able to sneak down now to search for him. There’d be no time, unless it was a slow night at After Dark. She didn’t think that would happen. She’d seen the line stretching out the front doors on the bottom floor and into the street.

      The beautiful tiger would move his ears, twitching them back and forth, his head cocking this way or that, the whole time she’d talk, as if he really was attentive, listening and comprehending. His eyes would glow with knowledge and understanding. She missed him. She missed sharing with him. If he wasn’t back, she was going to start asking questions.
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      Vax ran his fingers through his hair then pulled his chair closer to the mahogany table. The chair rolled silently, the wood armrests not quite touching the glossy, expensive table. He looked out the ceiling-to-floor windows in his boardroom. The lights of Dallas glinted and winked, evidence the city life was in full swing. Things were hopping in the moneyed Metroplex. People readied for another weekend of excess and pleasure. And the Tiero family would be reaping the results.

      He’d barely gotten any sleep. After waking to the incessant buzzing of his cell phone—clearly his request to let him sleep uninterrupted was not being heeded—he’d showered and dressed. Lila, Veila, Sophie, and Natalya had insisted on a meeting. That was why he sat in his boardroom now, fully dressed, ready for the evening. The ladies were all in their glitzy, sequined, glittery club dresses, ready to get downstairs to work, managing and assisting in the operations of the club, as soon as they finished with their meeting. This was a family operation, after all.

      What else could he do but call the meeting? They’d wanted it. Insisted on catching up. They were his tribe sisters, with the exception of Natalya, who was wearing out her welcome quickly. Why did he even have a truce with her tribe? Yes, he was even beginning to second-guess that. It was a sign he was getting tired of Natalya’s antics and her presence.

      Oh, yeah, that’s right, because allies are better than enemies.

      Would she still be an ally? Would her tribe be his allies if he rejected her as his mate?

      The first thing he had to listen to at the meeting was that Sophie and Lila had heard rumors of trespassing shifters in their territory.

      “I’ll get a couple of the guys on that,” he assured his sisters.

      “Anything else?” He looked at Veila, then Sophie, and finally Lila. He didn’t bother looking at Natalya, who wasn’t a member of their tribe. It was courtesy on Vax’s part he allowed her to be in attendance at their meeting. That and he didn’t want friction with her father’s tribe.

      “Where were you?” Sophie asked, pushing her platinum blonde hair behind her ears. She was an orange tigress, taking after her mother.

      “Yeah,” Lila added, her bravery bolstered by Sophie’s question. Lila was a white tigress, a darker white than he, her hair blonde with a hint of red undertones.

      He glared at Natalya. He was sure she’d put them up to this. She’d probably egged them on about not knowing where their brother was, probably made statements about Vax not being a good alpha if he took off without notice. Never mind he’d had extra tribe members come in and patrol the club and the building regularly. Never mind his tribe sisters could kick major ass. Nope, never mind all that.

      Natalya had a mission: to know where he’d been. And he was sure she’d manipulated his sisters into this. He’d known Natalya since she was a bratty, pouty, cute little girl, spoiled rotten by an over-indulgent father because she was the only daughter.

      Natalya didn’t hold his gaze for long. A guilty look passed over her face, and she turned away, her eyes focused on the city in the background.

      “Anything else?” His tone was clipped, curt, to the point.

      “My father wants an answer.” Natalya pouted.

      She was relentless. Normally, he’d admire the trait, but this was becoming tiresome. He didn’t need to ask what her father wanted an answer to. And he didn’t think it was her father who wanted the answer as much as it was Natalya. She wanted to solidify the merger.

      He nodded. “I’ll contact your father in due time.”

      “Why don’t you tell me, and I’ll tell him for you?” she responded, a coy smile on her face.

      Sophie and Lila rolled their eyes. Veila ignored Natalya’s statement in favor of looking at paperwork.

      It wasn’t that his sisters didn’t like Natalya; they liked her just fine. It was they didn’t want to see Vax pressured into a mating any more than they would have wanted to be. So they stood behind him, not insisting on a mating, not worried about changing the status quo.

      There was nothing wrong with the status quo as far as Vax was concerned. He liked his life as it was, and had no interest in being mated to a tigress he didn’t feel a spark with.

      Spark. He shuffled some paperwork in front of him, pretending to be absorbed in it, while his mind wandered to an ebony-haired, onyx-eyed curvalicious body he couldn’t get out of his system, or his mind, or his tiger’s heart.

      Was Callie scheduled to work tonight? He didn’t make the schedule, and he’d forgotten to look at it. He wasn’t going in this evening. His body needed more rest, the kind of rest only Sanctuary could offer. He shuffled through the paperwork. No schedule in this pile.

      Would she come see him if she was scheduled? She visited Sanctuary every night she worked, after last call, after the doors were shut, after the last patron had left, while the cleaning crew was in the club. She broke the rules, being there. His rules, specifically, that humans were not to be in the Sanctuary viewing area during the hours After Dark was closed.

      He looked at Veila. “The schedule for tonight?”

      She pored over the pile in front of her, took a sheet out, and handed it to him with a knowing glance. She knew. He knew she knew. He knew all his sisters knew, to one degree or another. But, since there was nothing between him and Callie, they never said anything. He knew if there had been something between them, things would be a whole hell of a lot different.

      First, because she was human. Second, because, for an alpha like him, it was recommended marriages be political, if not financial, mergers.

      Vax rifled through the papers and discovered, yes, Callie was scheduled tonight. He fought to keep his pulse even, knowing all the tigresses in the room would be able to read any reaction he had. Keeping things under this kind of control had taken its toll on him, though he had become a master at controlling his pulse and masking the scent of his desire. He invested in hunter’s block in wholesale quantities. For starters, he never knew when he’d need the block, if he were trying to hide his presence from other shifters. And it had come in very handy in concealing—somewhat—the scent of the depth of his emotions for Callie.

      He turned to Veila. “Empty out Sanctuary. I want some alone time in there tonight. I’m going to the roof for a few.” He stood. The roof was the place where he could meditate for a moment. He could get his bearings, center himself.

      Natalya rose, too, perhaps thinking she would accompany him?

      He gestured for her to sit. “Enjoy some girl time.”

      She frowned, flopping back down sideways in the plush chair, causing the chair’s armrests to bump into the table’s edge, leaving a scratch, and not acknowledging the damage she’d done. Veila shook her head almost imperceptibly.

      Without hiding his supernatural speed, pushing his still-tired muscles and his still-hurting insides and bones, he zipped out of the room and up the stairs to the rooftop.

      The roof was off-limits to anyone who wasn’t a Tiero or invited by one. Even the Tiero employees couldn’t be there without permission or a reason.

      The roof had a covered pool, a hot tub, his gym, and a totally enclosed glass room from which he enjoyed the view of the storms that struck the city from time to time. Being on the rooftop in the middle of the lightning flashes of a thunderstorm was a high for Vax that rivaled most of his favorite pleasures.

      Vax took a deep breath. Making a three-sixty slowly, he surveyed the city, using his senses to see if he could find anything amiss.

      Nothing. He sensed no strange or foreign shifters. Unless they were using block… He’d ask around to see if there’d been rumors of trespassers in his territory.

      He made his way back down to his office and opened a hidden panel, revealing a secret door leading to Sanctuary.

      Sanctuary had two entrances—a hidden one from his office, and, the public entrance from the main dance floor in After Dark. Patrons of After Dark would visit the bar-enclosed Sanctuary to view the large felines.

      Shifters from afar—friendly to the Tiero—would visit and enjoy the plush vegetation, large lagoon, and intricate cave system. When he wasn’t in his penthouse or on the rooftop, Vax spent much of his time at Sanctuary.

      He took the narrow staircase two steps at a time, pressed a button above his head just before he shifted, then entered one of the caves through the doorway the button had opened. He flexed, his bones creaking from stretching and rearranging, and, a few seconds later, he was in his white tiger skin, padding his way silently throughout the maze of caves serving as the tigers’ playground during both the daytime and while the club was open.

      Sanctuary was empty, as he’d requested. He stretched out on a large rock overlooking the entrance, laid his head on his paws, and let his body recuperate while his heart waited for the curvy brunette Latina’s nightly visit.
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      Another night, another shift over with. Callie and Anna were in the dressing room again, Callie’s section clean and ready for the next night. She was done and ready to go. Grabbing her purse, she told Anna she’d find her later.

      “Don’t get caught,” Anna whispered, knowing what Callie did every night when she snuck into Sanctuary. She told Callie she understood her need to visit the big cat.

      Callie blew her best friend a kiss and hurried out the door, avoiding the dance floor and main congregating areas, skimming around the perimeter of the tables, and staying close to the wall.

      She stole into Sanctuary before the cleaning crew could lock it up, and hid behind a tree until she heard the clicking of the lock.

      Safe!

      She stepped out with trepidation, approaching the bars, straining to see in the dimness, hesitant the wrong cat could be in the area. That had happened once, and the strange tiger had roared so close to her ear Callie had slipped and fallen. A second later, her white tiger had come to the rescue, sending the other tiger away.

      “Hey.” She kept her voice low, not feeling odd at all about whispering to a tiger.

      She heard the rustling of leaves—the only giveaway something was approaching. Seconds later, the large cat padded through the undergrowth, pounced to a boulder near her, and sat.

      “Hey. Where’ve you been?” She surveyed the cat’s appearance. “I was worried about you. Someone said they thought you’d gone to the vet. I was more afraid they’d relocated you. That happens here, you know.”

      The tiger cocked his head, as if listening and understanding her.

      “I don’t mean to alarm you.”

      He didn’t look alarmed, not in the least. But he did look different.

      “What are those scars from? Did you get into a fight with another tiger? Is that why you were taken away to a vet? Did you lose the fight?”

      He huffed, as though scoffing at her question.

      Callie knew better, but she laughed softly at the sound. Pshaw. As if the cat could understand and respond.

      She sobered momentarily, thinking of how quickly she could lose her tiger friend. His presence here was at the mercy of the humans who housed him. Had they bought him? Did they buy tigers? Fury seized her. Was Vittorio responsible for her tiger’s future? Yes, now she was beginning to think of him as her tiger, even though they had to be separated by bars because he might just actually kill her. Or even eat her.

      God, my mind’s all over the place tonight. What’s wrong with me?

      The tiger shifted his massive head, studying her, a question in his pale eyes. His whiskers twitched, and his large tongue came out, licking at his lips.

      “Would you bite me if I put my hand near you?” She was asking herself more than the tiger, but still, she spoke out loud.

      The tiger lowered his head, as if saying he wasn’t a threat.

      “You don’t understand me, do you?” She rubbed her palms over her jeans, her hands sweaty. Why was she nervous? “Of course you don’t understand me.” Callie chewed on her lip. “Do you?” She laughed derisively at herself.

      The tiger moved his head slightly, almost in an up and down motion. Almost like nodding his head.

      “Oh, shit. Now I’ve gone and lost it because I’m interpreting your actions.” She held her hand close to the bars. “I trust you.” Yet she didn’t put her hand between the two thick metal rods. “Maybe I’m a liar, since I’m not exactly risking anything yet.”

      She sucked in a deep breath. She should do it. She wanted to do it.
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      Vax smiled inside. Callie was so brave—or crazy? Who in their right mind would put their hand near a tiger? Then again, she’d built a special relationship with him. A part of Vax could understand her confidence and her trepidation.

      With his tiger hearing, Vax heard her take a deep breath. His tiger could feel her pulse going haywire. Was that fear or excitement? Or a bit of both?

      She closed her eyes, putting her hand even closer to the bars, then let her fingers touch the metal. When she actually made contact with the cold bars, she flinched slightly, then inched her fingers forward a notch.

      Vax breathed her scent in. She’d already imprinted on both Vax and his tiger, but having her so close was heady, like being on a drug high.

      He let a small puff of his breath out of his nostrils, letting her know he was nearby, because she still hadn’t opened her eyes.

      She let out a small, quiet gasp when the warmth of his breath touched her flesh, then she opened her eyes. Her dark-brown gaze met his with such trust.

      He knew trust and comfort, as well as security, were a big deal for Callie. She’d told his tiger she’d been raised in foster homes. That she’d been molested as a child—Vax had plans for that bastard as soon as she told him the man’s name. She’d also told him about the insecurity of not knowing which home or school she’d be in the next month, and the month after. He’d learned all about what Anna had come to mean to her.

      Vax had never been as close emotionally to a woman as he was to Callie, though he’d never exchanged more than a sentence or two with her when he was in human form.

      “You’re not going to hurt me, are you, big guy? Why don’t you have a name? It’s not right to not have a name to go by. Do you have a tiger name? When other tigers are here with you, do they think of you or talk to you in tiger-talk and do you have names then?”

      Her curiosity brought another inward smile to Vax. He lowered his head, bringing it closer to her hand, allowing his cheek to rest on top of her fingers.

      “Oh my God,” she whispered. “Can I touch you?” Callie raised her hand, turning it so her fingers were against his cheek. She boldly leaned closer so she could touch his head farther back. “Do you think you could come closer? I’d like to touch your neck.”

      Vax pulled himself up slowly and placed his entire body alongside the bars.
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      Callie held her breath at the sheer size of him. Muscles rippled as he rose to his feet and stood against the bars. His massive body was lithe, yet completely solid and thick. She ran her fingers over his cheek then pulled her hand out and placed it on the other side of the bar, letting her fingers trail over his thick neck, across his wide back.

      This was incredible. This majestic being was allowing her to touch him. Before she could allow fear to paralyze her, she brought her hand forward again, weaving in and out of the bars until she reached his head.

      Placing the backs of her fingertips against his cheek, she whispered, “Thank you,” and knelt down near the front of him, touching the broad chest beneath his strong jaws. She raised her hand, putting it under his muzzle. “I wonder if you’ll like this.” She scratched under his chin.

      A rumble came from deep within the tiger’s chest. The sound was deep yet muted.

      “I guess you do.” Leaning closer, she laid her other hand next to the first, almost cupping his jaw, scratching. “I don’t know what I’d do if you weren’t here. I love Anna, but I can’t talk to her the way I talk to you. I wonder why?”

      She heard a click near the doors.

      “Oh boy. I guess that means they’ve opened the doors again. They’ll be locking up the place soon. I have to go.”

      The tiger placed his broad head against the bars.

      Callie leaned in and did something so impulsive, she even shocked herself.

      She kissed the tiger on his forehead. “I’ll be back tomorrow night. Please be here.”

      As if he could control where he was. She fought tears at the tiger’s lack of control over his own life. Damn. It reminded her of her life in foster homes.
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      Vax lay back down on the rock, enjoying the solitude, her scent still on his fur, still in his nostrils. He understood what she meant, but he wished she didn’t feel sadness on his account. Too bad she didn’t know who and what he was. Would her feelings toward him or his tiger change if she knew the truth? Would she shun him as a freak of nature?

      His tiger growled at the idea she wouldn’t want them. Easy. I just want us to be prepared… in case. You never know.

      The tiger growled back, completely dissatisfied with Vax.

      I agree. Just chill. Let me take care of it.
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      The next night, Vax was rested, though his body was still recuperating from its internal injuries. He had a quick meeting with his sisters, this time without Natalya. Thank goodness she’d decided to be elsewhere and give Vax a break.

      It was his first day back on the job after the trip to Bear Canyon Valley. He’d checked the schedule. Callie was supposed to work again, and Vax was doing the team meeting.

      Mae had called him to thank him for helping out and to let him know Kane and Astra, the bear shifter and his mate that Vax had gone to Bear Canyon Valley to help, were going to be staying in the valley. She’d asked Vax to stop by and visit, maybe even during the wedding. “Don’t be surprised if Grant and Chelsea send you an invite.” Mae had laughed then hung up with a swift good-bye.

      Vax exhaled. It would be nice to have Callie as his plus one if he could go. His tiger practically purred in agreement, the sound vibrating deep in Vax’s mind and lungs.

      He made his way down to Sanctuary, weaving between the tigers who were visiting, some waiting until After Dark was open so they could shift in the front cave and then slip out into the viewing area that led to After Dark. The visiting tigers were clearly eager to spend a night partying and socializing, maybe even mixing with the humans.

      Tiero shifters were allowed to have sex and fun and mingle with humans, just not to take them as mates. Tieros used to take humans as mates long ago, but that had changed after a scandal a while back. After that incident, the Tiero Council had met and unanimously decided mating with humans offered too many complications. So it was put into code—no humans for mates. Vax had no clue what the incident had been. He’d asked once, when he was younger, and the elders had blown him off. At the time, he hadn’t pursued the matter. Now he wished he had.

      The code didn’t used to bother Vax. In fact, he hadn’t even given it a second thought, but now it didn’t sit well with him because he found himself attracted to a human and interested in much more than a casual affair with her.

      When he was almost at the front cave, Vax felt a presence. He looked to his left.

      Sophie. She must have left the boardroom after their meeting and come directly here. She’d shifted into her tiger form, a rich orange and ebony blending in the greenery.

      He synced his mind with hers so they could communicate in the silent way shifters did, when in their tigers. No other tiger in the area could join the conversation or overhear if those two didn’t let them. That’s how every shifter conversation was. Conversations stayed in their minds.

      What’s my baby sister doing here? Didn’t feel like staying in the boardroom with the others?

      After Vax’s mother died—she had also been a white tiger, like his father—Vax’s father had re-mated, this time with a stunning, reddish-orange tigress, who was Sophie, Lila, and Rafe’s mother. Rafael, called Rafe, his younger brother, another white tiger, was always in rivalry with Vax. Rafe lived in Europe and ran the family businesses there, thankfully staying out of Vax’s life. Of the tigresses currently at After Dark, Veila was only one who was Vax’s full sister. Vax and Veila had two more sisters who both lived in Europe, on occasion working and staying with Rafe.

      I was worried about you, Vax.

      Sophie the peacemaker. Sophie, the most tenderhearted one of all. The youngest of Vax’s father’s children.

      I didn’t mean to worry you, any of you, but I had business to take care of. A favor to repay, or pay, depending on your perspective.

      Vax let her come close, rubbing against him. Sophie set her tigress forehead against his shoulder and nudged him, looking for comfort. He let her put her head under his neck and held her there. Her purring told him she was becoming more comforted.

      Stop worrying so much, little sister.

      And you can’t say where you were? She scratched one claw over the concrete, honing her already razor-sharp arsenal.

      Vax smiled inside. He couldn’t see Sophie doing anything with those claws that would hurt anyone—ever. She was way too sweet.

      It’s not a state secret. I was in Bear Canyon Valley. But I’d appreciate it if it stays between us. Just us.

      Meaning, don’t tell Natalya?

      Exactly. He nudged her with his head, rubbing his cheek against hers.

      She’s here, Sophie told him, letting him know Callie was there.

      I know. As if he wouldn’t have known. It bothers you the least of all my sisters.

      That’s because I knew Callie before they met her. We took a class together. If I hadn’t liked her as much as I did, I wouldn’t have told Anna to tell her to apply here.

      He was glad she’d gotten Callie to apply. He tried to remember what life was like before Callie, but it seemed so pointless. Women. Excesses. It was like he’d been in a numbed, hazy state.

      We should go. He didn’t want to discuss Callie anymore.

      Okay. But there’s one thing—the reason I wanted to talk to you here. Privately. Synced up.

      He turned his brilliant Mediterranean blue eyes her way.

      Watch out for Natalya. I don’t think she’s above hurting Callie. Seriously hurting her.

      Noted. He growled, restraining his anger, and padded off silently.

      A few paces later, in the front cave, Vax shifted, stretched into his human form, cocked his neck in a circle to loosen it and become re-accustomed to his human skin and bones, then flipped a switch and was taken through a revolving door. He appeared suddenly in the corner of the viewing area, behind the vegetation.

      He stepped out, making for the stairs leading down to After Dark. He knew Callie was here. Her scent infiltrated his nostrils, making them flare, making his pulse rise briefly, just before he leveled it. Sexual energy entered his veins, coursing through his body, making fly-bys through his mind—visions of Callie in amazingly sexy ways. There were two things he couldn’t contain—in his pants, his cock strained, filling, pressing, growing, the need for Callie too great to ignore. The other thing he couldn’t contain was the smile that came to his lips.

      “Do I even need to ask what that smile’s about?” Veila stepped out of the greenery to his left.

      What was this? Intercept Vax night? “Nice, sneaking up on me.” He should have been paying better attention. His senses seemed to get all jacked up when he was about to see Callie. What was it with his sisters waylaying his progress toward After Dark? First Sophie, now Veila.

      “Not going to answer?” She poked his arm.

      His oldest tribe sister was Veila, still younger than him, but older than the rest. They’d been born of the same mother and that made them very close, a bit closer than he was with Lila and Sophie, and far closer than he was with Rafe, whom he hadn’t seen since… Who knew how long. Years. Many of them.

      “No reason to answer.” He didn’t rise to her bait, even if she was teasing.

      “You know that some aren’t happy—”

      “By others, you mean Natalya.” He knew where this was going. He’d heard it before. It seemed to be the theme of the day. Maybe leaving the women alone for a few days had given Natalya a chance to build some support or sympathy. Or maybe she’d just stirred up some fear… or some shit.
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      “Yes, and she can rouse unrest. We are not to seek humans as mates. That’s not the way of our tribe.”

      “I never said I was looking for a human to be my mate. But for the record, having a little fun with humans isn’t against any of our codes.” Even though the last thing he wanted from Callie or with Callie was a casual dalliance. If he had something with her, he wanted it all.

      “Natalya’s making noise. Saying you won’t be her mate. Saying it’s your feelings about a human that stand in the way.”

      “And you? What do you say?” He trained his gaze on her, scrutinizing her. She had circles under her eyes, and her blonde hair wasn’t carrying its usual sheen. What was eating at her?

      “It doesn’t matter what I say. It almost doesn’t matter what you say. We’re only one branch of the Tiero. There are others. This sort of thing should be decided by consensus.”

      Anger flared in Vax’s gut, seizing his intestines in a vise grip. “Consensus, my ass.” Other shifters had human mates, and it was no issue. He was not going to have his emotions dictated by some archaic customs. “I’m alpha here. If I decide to do something, as long as it doesn’t harm the tribe, I’m going to do it. If there’s a problem, then I’ll…” What was he going to say? I’ll leave? He couldn’t leave his way of life. He’d have to fight for what he wanted.

      “It’s a moot point, unless you have mate designs for the human.” She closed her eyes slightly, giving him a hard look. “Right?”

      Vax shook his head. He wasn’t going to be drawn into this. He knew Veila was on his side, no matter what he chose. She was just trying to make him aware.

      “We’re late for the meeting.” He held his hand out for her to precede him down the stairs.

      She gave him the look, the kind of look only a sister could, and turned. Her heels tapped down the steps.
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      “Vax is supposed to be back in time for opening. He’s probably doing the team meeting.” Anna said.

      Every night before opening, Vittorio Tiero did a team meeting. Callie enjoyed his team building and charisma. She wasn’t the only one. After Dark employees were loyal to him.

      “Let’s go find out.” Anna opened the door, holding it for Callie. “It’s meeting time.” She winked.

      Callie held her emotions in check, not reacting to Anna’s teasing. She really preferred to keep her feelings to herself. She didn’t want Vittorio to know. She didn’t want anyone to know. This job was perfect for her schedule and school.

      Callie felt Vittorio’s presence before she saw him. It was weird that way. She was by no means a psychic, but it never failed. She always sensed when Vittorio was nearby. She kept her gaze pinned to the staircase, and, sure enough, first a pair of red heels clicked down, followed by shapely, curvy legs, and a short evening dress that was molded on a voluptuous hourglass figure.

      Veila. Vittorio’s sister. Hot on her heels was a pair of men’s shoes. Callie knew those shoes. Vittorio’s. Her pulse quickened. She kept her face stoic. Then she felt eyes on her. Looking around, trying to be casual, she found the source. From across the room, Natalya glared at Callie.

      What the hell have I done to her? Callie was becoming irate with the blonde.

      Veila started the meeting, and all the hostesses and bartenders and waitstaff were quiet while she spoke. The cage dancers and trapeze performers stood near the stage, ready to get into position.

      Callie wished she could say she heard anything Veila said, but she didn’t. Not even Natalya’s glare mattered once Vittorio stepped into view.

      A sharp inhale of her breath punctuated the impact of seeing him again. He’d only been gone a few days. Six days, to be exact, but who was counting? She wasn’t going to admit to it.

      No one had said where he’d gone, just that Vittorio was out of town and Veila would be running things. Veila was a great operator, a good manager, but to Callie, no one could take Vittorio’s place. Veila stepped back, and Vittorio stepped out of the shadows.

      At least six-two, with shoulders wider than many professional athletes’, a crisp shirt covering a broad chest, nicely framed by an expensive, tailored suit. She’d have drooled if she’d been alone.

      Anna elbowed her, and Callie kind of regretted sharing her crush with her, for all the teasing she garnered on occasion. Oh, who was she kidding, she couldn’t have hidden her crush on Vittorio if she’d wanted to—not from Anna. They’d known each other since they’d been in a foster home together the summer before they’d started middle school.

      Callie bit back a gasp. Immediately, she could tell something was different about Vittorio. Not a good kind of different, either. He held himself stiffly, like he was sore or wounded. He had dark circles under his eyes, and he seemed to have lost weight. Where had he gone? Why did he seem so stressed?

      She couldn’t discuss it with him. He was her boss, and she was just another hostess there to assure the patrons were happy. It wasn’t like she and Vittorio were friends or anything, even though she felt so much more than friendly toward him.

      She studied his dark good looks, his sculpted cheekbones, strong jaw line, and wide shoulders. He was sleek, built like an athlete or a predator. His bright-blue eyes were always on alert, his body ready to spring into action. And, though he seemed tired, it didn’t diminish his sexy demeanor.

      She sighed, happy he was back.

      Everyone clapped. Shit. She’d missed the meeting. She’d been daydreaming about Vittorio and thinking about the tiger and hadn’t heard a word he’d said. She turned to Anna. “What’d I miss? I spaced out.” She grimaced and smiled wryly. “Sorry.”

      “Nothing.” Anna shook her head. “Where’d you go in your daydreams?”

      Callie just shook her head and headed toward her station. Each hostess had a station, and they were fully responsible for everything that happened in there as if it were their own place—their own business. They had discretion to comp, kick out, and pretty much do anything they wished in the name of customer service and satisfaction.

      “Callie.” It was Vittorio.

      There were butterflies in her stomach, except they weren’t butterflies. They were torpedoes. And they ricocheted all through her insides. She turned. He was right behind her.

      “Yes, M—” She’d almost said Mister Tiero. “Vittorio.”

      He frowned, and she wondered if it was because she’d used his first name.

      “I find myself in a very… original situation. Never been in a situation like this.” He leaned closer, his eyes light-blue chips of happiness and sexiness. He smelled so… like a man.

      And so… Shit, she couldn’t think. “You find yourself…?” Ohmigod. She was repeating him as if she were a trained parrot. She shut up.

      What the hell was he going to say? It wouldn’t matter what he said; she could only concentrate on those lips, his head lowering, his breath warm and sensual, and the way his nostrils flared as if he were turned on.

      A heat flushed over her body. Her face was burning. Her hands were sweaty. She tried to run them over the fabric of her dress without drawing attention to herself.

      His lips brushed across hers. His tongue caressed her bottom lip, coaxing its way into her mouth.

      “Vax!”

      Someone calling his name penetrated the fog his kiss created.

      “Vax.”

      Callie jumped, startled.

      Natalya approached them.

      Turning, she ran toward her station, confused, embarrassed, and, most of all, in a state of arousal. Her panties were soaked. Her nipples pushed against the dress’s fabric so hard it was painful. Or maybe they were in pain because they needed to be touched by him. Fiercely needed his touch.

      With one last glance toward the main club, catching Vittorio’s eye, she blushed and hastened around the corner.

      “Oomph.” She crashed into a broad chest, an equally wide set of shoulders, dark hair, eyes that were darker than Vittorio’s. A killer smile that framed a set of perfect lips. Too perfect. And too similar to the ones that had just kissed hers.

      “Whoa,” the walking, talking sexy obstacle said, grabbing her by the elbows, securing her from a tumble to the floor. “Are you alright?”

      She gulped a swallow of chalkiness down. This man was as sexy as Vittorio, and as dangerous, it seemed.

      “I’m sorry, sir. The club’s not open yet. I wasn’t expecting anyone to be in here.” She glanced at her wrist, checking the time. Indeed, it wasn’t time to be open yet. How had this man—this man who seemed to resemble Vittorio—gotten in?

      “That’s okay. I’m not actually… Well…” The smile again. Damn that smile. And why did he remind her so much of Vittorio? Except his eyes were such a darker blue.

      Behind her, the music started cranking, definitely discouraging conversation because it was loud, and it was a sign the doors were open and guests would be arriving.

      “I’d better go.” She smiled back at the stranger with the flirty eyes and smile. “Enjoy your evening.”

      She turned toward her station then looked back once more and almost tripped when she saw the man was watching her derriere as she walked away.

      Flames licked at her cheeks.
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      Last call.

      It wasn’t a slow night. The club had been packed as hell. It was raging, crazy, fun, and now it was over. Callie took off her heels and sat on a barstool for a moment, massaging her sore feet. You’d think she’d be accustomed to it by now, but nope, her feet ached every night.

      High heels were a bitch when you were on your feet from nine until two, even if it was only four nights a week. Again, if it weren’t for the money, she’d be history. Well, to be honest, if it weren’t for the money and Vittorio.

      Speaking of—thinking of—she hadn’t seen Vittorio all night. Or the stranger. A couple more moments of massaging and she was ready to put weight back on her feet. She double-checked everything in her area then clocked out.

      Time to see her favorite tiger. She slipped into the main room. It was empty; everybody had gone, and the cleaning crew would be coming next. The door leading to Sanctuary was closed. She hoped she’d make it in before they locked it. She almost sprinted toward it and pulled on the handle, jerking it backward.

      Locked. This sucks.

      “Miss?” One of the cleaning crew, a new guy, one she didn’t recognize. Young, tall, in a green uniform like the rest of the crew wore.

      She looked at his nametag. Antonio.

      “You need to go in there?” He smiled a toothy smile, eager to please.

      “You have a key, Antonio?” She didn’t think the new employees had keys to this door.

      “Yes.”

      Or maybe they had keys and weren’t allowed to use them? Would he get into a lot of trouble if he let her in? Only if they catch me.

      “Yes, do you mind letting me in?” She put on her damsel-in-distress look as best as she could, since she rarely played that card. Rarely, hell, more like never.

      He sifted through the keys. He tried one. No luck.

      Fumbling, he took another one, stuck it in the slot; again, no luck.

      Maybe he didn’t have the right key.

      Antonio’s face turned red.

      Third key. No luck. Fourth key. No luck.

      Damn. She was about to give up.

      Callie was turning away, a “thank you” on her lips.

      He put the fifth one in the slot.

      One click, one pull on the handle, and she was in.

      “Thank you,” she whispered to him, and pulled the door closed behind her.

      The lighting was dim, like it always was after the club had closed. There was only indirect lighting provided by sconces, but it wasn’t so dim she couldn’t see.

      She leaned against the door. Whew. On the other side of the door, she heard Martin, the head cleaning guy, talking to Antonio.

      “What are you doing by this door? We do not go in there. Not permitted. We do not open it
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