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        This swoon-worthy paranormal romance takes place in Europe, the original home of the Tiero shifters.

      

        

      
        Rafael “Rafe” Tiero has it bad for Callie, his half-brother’s woman. He thinks that’s the kind of woman he needs, sweet and mild-tempered. How did that potty-mouthed barista called Jax, with her funky ways, nails, and attitude get under his skin?

      

        

      
        Jaclyn “Jax” Vasquez has a problem. Her parents are in town for a surprise visit. If they see her boyfriend, Scotty, the proverbial $h1t will hit the fan! She needs help and chooses the first—and only—option, the indigo-eyed stranger in the corner.

      

        

      
        What could possibly make this worse? He’s a white tiger shifter, and she’s got a secret.

      

        

      
        Sparks and fur fly!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Rafe had thought he’d be past this by now. There was no reason he should feel like someone had shoved his heart into a meat grinder. No damned reason at all.

      His tiger snarled.

      The thought of her shouldn’t rip him apart this way. The sight of her shouldn’t throw him into a vortex composed of totally fucked up, a dose of screw this shit, and a whole lot of damn it all to hell.

      The idea of the woman he wanted being with another man should be something he’d stopped torturing himself over.

      The fact the man was his half-brother, Vittorio—whom everyone called Vax—didn’t help. Nor did it help that Rafe and Vax had a fucked-up relationship.

      What made it worse?

      She was pregnant. Belly swollen with Vax’s child, face flushed from the heat…or maybe from love.

      Rafael Tiero—Rafe to his friends and family—pushed the thought aside.

      No. None of this should be happening. And yet, it was.

      His tiger snarled again.

      Rafe frowned. His dark blue eyes lit up with a shade of gold in their depths.

      I know. She’s forbidden. That forbidden fruit thing, I get that. So why do I want her?

      Was it that he wanted what Vax had? Sometimes Rafe wondered about that himself. It was something their father Gio had always fostered: an unhealthy sibling rivalry.

      And yet, Rafe had agreed to be the one to pick up Vax and Callie at the airport.

      Rafe had been having a fine day, until then.

      Or so he’d thought.

      Then he saw Callie.

      Bam.

      Day fucked. Fucked straight to hell.

      Rafe had sucked it up when he saw Vax and his pregnant mate. He’d put on his big boy pants and had the stiff upper lip and all that shit they’d tried to teach him in the dozen or more boarding schools his father had sent him to while he was growing up.

      After they got off the plane, Vax had given him a shoulder hug. Callie had given him a hug, too, which had been awkward, what with the baby-belly pushing out like that.

      With a smile he hoped wasn’t too tight-lipped, Rafe drove his brother and his beautiful, curvy woman to the Tiero Villa.

      The whole drive there, of course, Callie oohed and aahed about the beauty of Rome. This was the first time his brother’s American mate had visited Italy. Vax smiled at her enthusiasm and turned to Rafe for conversation.

      “Is Sophie at home?” his brother asked him.

      “She arrived last week.” Rafe kept his voice level, his pulse under tight rein so Vax wouldn’t notice his reaction to Callie. “I picked her up at the airport, brought her home, we had lunch, then, right off, she called a cab.”

      “Let me guess,” Vax said. “She did all that before Gio came home.”

      “Exactly,” Rafe responded. “I told her Gio wanted to see her. She said, ‘Tell Papa I’ll see him in a couple of weeks.’”

      “Where’d she go?” Callie asked.

      “She went on to Athens,” Rafe answered, looking at her in the backseat through the rearview mirror.

      “Is she safe?” Callie’s forehead creased with worry.

      Rafe went silent for a moment. Her voice still could affect him, even though he hadn’t seen her in weeks. He reflected on the time they’d spent together in Dallas before she and Vax… He wrestled control of his thoughts and pushed them away.

      Vax glanced at him. “We have cousins in Athens, so she has somewhere safe to go.”

      “True,” Rafe said. “Plus, I sent someone to keep an eye on her.”

      “Who?” Vax asked.

      Rafe smirked. “I called Gavin. Asked if he had anyone he could recommend in Athens who would freelance.”

      “Shit.” Vax laughed. “If Sophie figures it out, she’ll come looking for your ass.”

      “She needs to be protected from herself sometimes. You know her penchant for getting into situations.” Rafe couldn’t resist joining his brother in laughter.

      “Amen,” Vax added.

      “She may hate me after this. Gavin said Niko has a way of rubbing people the wrong way. Women, specifically. Gavin also said Niko’s one of the best at what he does.”

      “She’s avoiding Gio?” Callie asked, her voice laced with worry.

      “Like the plague. Pretty sure she’s figured out he’s going to try to get at least one of his kids to side with him on the ‘issues.’ And since most everyone else is either rebellious or being held hostage—his words—she’s his last option.”

      Callie sighed. It was no secret Callie was one of the “issues” Gio wanted to see dealt with.

      “So, she ran away. Typical Sophie.” Vax laughed.

      Rafe bit back his response. He didn’t want to remind Vax what he’d done could be called running away, since he had slipped off to America. Vax had departed Rome for America, and the one left to follow in their father’s footsteps was Rafe.

      It was now expected that Rafe run the Tiero family’s European interests. All this because his older brother, Vax, had left town and violated the Tiero shifter code by taking a human as a mate.

      Long ago, Rafe had been the favorite. And then he’d started to act up. Rafe had spent so much time in and out of the favored position with Gio he’d given up on making anyone happy but himself.

      He couldn’t even do that now, since what he wanted was forbidden fruit. Can’t be happy when you want the forbidden.

      “How’s Maia?” Callie asked. “Did she make it in?”

      Rafe frowned. The attractive, curvy leopard shifter whom his family had saved from a terrible fate in an underground shifter death match was quietly elusive. She kept to herself, her dark eyes intense and holding secrets he didn’t want to begin to uncover. “She’s here. She took a job. She stays in one of the upstairs bedrooms.”

      “Is she private? Pretty much solitary?” Vax asked.

      “That’s how she was in Dallas,” Callie said. “She didn’t seem to be interested in making friendships or anything. She just did her job then went to her apartment.”

      “Same here,” Rafe told them.

      He didn’t add that Maia seemed to have developed feelings for him. She would come downstairs and have a cup of coffee with him or an occasional meal, but, for the most part, she stayed in her room. And even when they were together, she didn’t talk about herself. She simply sat there, more often than not silent, poised as if ready to bounce up and make a quick escape.

      Rafe applied more pressure on the gas. He was ready to be away from Callie. The wound was still there.

      He raced to the Tiero family home as fast as he could drive in Rome’s hectic traffic, skirting around drivers who thought they were a part of NASCAR. Sharp turns down narrow cobbled alleys, street vendors, and tourists—all of these contributed to making Rafe’s drive longer than he wanted it to be.

      As soon as they’d stepped out of the car, Callie begged off, claiming her feet were swollen, her head ached, and her stomach was churning.

      But Rafe could see it in her eyes. She knew he still had feelings for her. And she felt pity for him.

      Fuck. I don’t need pity.

      “Take care of your woman. We’ll visit later. I’ve got some things to tend to,” Rafe told Vax, and headed out as quickly as his Porsche would take him.
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      With his brother and his mate safely deposited at the house, Rafe sat in a mostly empty little café, with too much on his mind and found himself wishing he could drink, but of course—damn the luck—alcohol had no effect on shifters.

      Can’t even get a good drunk on.

      Rafe glanced around the café. Could he have found a more hole-in-the-wall place? The barista was spending more time with her boyfriend than with the customers.

      Okay, if he had to be honest, he was the only customer.

      This wasn’t the same barista who had waited on him when he first got here. Had he been here long enough for a shift change? Maybe he’d come right before shift change. He hated to think he’d blown a whole lot of time in here. Though, who gave a damn? It wasn’t like he was in a hurry to get home to Vax and Callie.

      He locked gazes for a brief second with the barista. All curves. She gave him a cursory, who-gives-a-damn look and turned her attention away.

      And what did he care if the pretty brunette with the hellacious curves paid him no attention? He wanted Callie, he reminded himself. And the barista clearly had a boyfriend.

      He ran his gaze over her boyfriend at the counter. The guy was busy playing with the gaping holes in his ears created by some sort of disc earrings.

      Rafe didn’t get the fad. He didn’t fault anyone for their fashion taste, but he just flat-out didn’t get it.

      He took another sip of his espresso. Not a bad cup, for a dive on the outskirts of the tourist part of Rome.

      A set of hips entered his view. Sashaying, swaying, tempting. They flared upward to a smaller waist. A fist was planted on each of the luscious hips. He let his gaze trail down over her mound, not allowing himself to linger there, then over her legs in tight, black, painted-on pants, finally ending up at feminine feet tipped with no-shit, blood-red crimson nail polish. Then he noticed that every other toe had been painted pitch black. Two of the petite digits were garnished with silver rings.

      And damn if the weirdest thought didn’t cross his mind—he wondered how they would feel against his tongue. And he wasn’t even the kind to get into feet.

      The hands came off the hips, and fingers snapped, practically in front of his face.

      The fingernails were the same color red as the toenails. No black polish, though.

      “Well?” The voice was sultry.

      His tiger rumbled.

      The voice was low.

      His tiger snarled in agreement.

      The voice was sex.

      His tiger roared in his head, drowning everything out.

      Pure sex.
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      Jaclyn Vasquez was called Jax by everyone but her parents. Never her parents. Never, ever her parents. They hated the name Jax.

      She glanced up from her textbook and studied the dark-skinned, dark-haired, delicious, brooding stranger in the corner. She took the opportunity to watch him while he was looking away.

      Something was on his mind. The way his jaw muscle was working overtime, yes, something definitely had his mind tied up. Probably a woman. What else would it be?

      A guy that gorgeous in a coffee shop not far from the university, on a Thursday night—a dead Thursday night, to boot. A warmth rose to her cheeks as she watched him. It was almost like she couldn’t tear her eyes away from him.

      What the hell is wrong with me? I have a boyfriend.

      Some boyfriend. She glanced at Scotty, who was fingering his ears.

      He plays video games all day long, burps and farts, drinks beer, and wants to have sex while he’s watching other people play games online.

      She wished she could close up early and go. She needed to write that paper and submit it before nine o’clock tomorrow morning. She shoved a pencil into her hair, using it to hold her curls in a sloppy bun.

      The sexy stranger turned his head. She glanced down quickly, not wanting to be caught watching him.

      Sexy? No, she didn’t think that. She couldn’t think that.

      A burp, loud, disgusting, and vile, caught her attention. “Seriously,” she muttered and gave Scotty a dirty look.

      “What, babe?” He gave her that grin that made panties drop. Used to make hers drop.

      Wait. What? When did the “used to” part come in?

      Still made hers drop, she told herself, not looking at the stranger with the intensely dark-blue eyes. It wasn’t like Scotty wasn’t a popular guy, at least on the computer. The gaming community loved him.

      And he said he’d be world famous one day. He said he was destined to be. One day, he said, one day…

      If you asked Scotty, he was the premier gamer in the world. He had his own social media channel, and, one day soon, he’d have the most subscribers in the world.

      According to Scotty, gamer girls thought he was the premier gamer already.

      Scotty winked at her with a leer.

      Really? she wanted to say but didn’t.

      The café’s phone rang.

      Jeez. Now what?

      It rang again.

      I’m not answering it.

      And another ring.

      What if it’s the boss?

      “Fuck,” Jax groaned under her breath. She leaned across the counter, not bothering to go around it, and picked up the wall unit.

      “DiMarsio’s.” She put a smile in her voice.

      “You’re not answering at your apartment,” said a voice she knew too well. “So I wondered if you were working. I told your father you probably were. It’s a good thing we have the number.”

      “Mom.”

      Scotty’s head snapped up. He was all attention now.

      Jax held her fingers in front of her lips. He’d better be quiet. Her parents might be an ocean away, but they still had a way to get to her, to make her feel like she wasn’t much more than a fuck-up.

      Mom thought she’d dumped Scotty.

      Or so Jax had told her folks. It wasn’t hard to hide Scotty living with her. It wasn’t like her parents lived in Italy.

      She breathed a sigh of relief and joy that they lived so far away.

      The moment she’d moved into her apartment in Rome, she’d instant messaged Scotty and he’d hoofed it over from the U.K. That had been three months ago. Her parents had met him once, when he’d visited her in Baton Rouge. She shuddered at the memory of that fiasco.

      But why was Mom calling? “Is Dad okay?”

      “He’s fine. We’re both fine. You should check your messages.”

      “Phone’s dead, Mom.” Did she really have to get a lecture on message checking? “If you’d sent an email, I’d have gotten it.”

      “You know how I am about computers.” Her mother’s standard reply.

      What is it this time? Jax wondered. Some juicy Baton Rouge gossip that merited a phone call?

      “Give me some money,” Scotty growled in her other ear. “I need some Jack.”

      Jax put her hand over his mouth, gave him a dirty look.

      “Sorry, Mom. I’m at work. Can I call you right back?” Right back being after I get home.

      Or in a week. Or two.

      Scotty snapped his fingers at her then made the finger rubbing gesture between his thumb and index finger. He wanted money bad. Actually, no, he didn’t need money. He’d tell you that in a heartbeat. It was easy to say when someone else was supporting him. But it really wasn’t the money that he wanted. That wasn’t his endgame tonight.

      Tonight, he wanted Jack bad.

      Jack Daniel’s. Scotty’s best friend.

      Jax planted her palm on his chest and pushed him away. She slipped her fingers into her apron pocket, grabbed some bills and tossed them his way, mouthing the word, “Go.”

      Scotty reached out, grabbed her ass, and planted his lips on the side of her neck, then sucked enough flesh with enough strength to leave a mark. She rolled her eyes at him.

      He had to get a job.

      Hand over the phone, she shook her head, kissed his cheek, gave him a smile, then waved him away.

      Jax held so tight to the phone her fingers hurt. “Sorry, Mom. Customers.”

      She glanced at the stranger in the corner. The way he was watching her, she could swear she felt his gaze like a touch. Felt it in every nerve ending. Crazy intense, that’s what he was. His lips moved, almost a smile. Just one corner went up, not quite into a smile, but not into a smirk either.

      She fumed. He was amused by her predicament? D-bag.

      She turned her back on him. “No, Mom. I’m not ignoring you. I heard you.” Actually, she hadn’t, but God, her mother would start complaining if she copped to that.

      “Okay, then Dad and I will be waiting for you at the apartment.”

      Jax started to hyperventilate. “Wait. Wait.”

      What? What? What did she just say?

      “Um.”

      Gulp.

      “Mom?”

      “Yes?” Her mother’s voice was way too sticky sweet. Way too innocent.

      She’s pulling my leg. They aren’t coming. They aren’t here. “Never mind. I should have known you were kidding—”

      “Jaclyn.” Mom’s no-nonsense tone. “I’m not kidding. And I knew you weren’t paying attention. I just knew it.”

      She picks this time of all times to decide to test my listening skills?

      “Mom. Don’t joke like that.”

      Is that my own voice? I sound like I’m in a panic.

      Because she was in a panic. She fought the urge to laugh hysterically and thought of her apartment. Scotty’s shit scattered all over the place…

      Oh. My. God.

      Scotty!

      He was probably going to head over there with his newly acquired bottle of Jack.

      The Jack I paid for.

      “We’re on the way right now.”

      “You’re not in Rome. You’re not in Italy.”

      They can’t be.

      She pictured her parents, sitting on the screened-in porch in Baton Rouge, relaxing with sweet tea. There was no way they were in Italy.

      “If you’d check your messages, you’d know. We left you several. Your dad got a great deal on a cruise and a flight. Those frequent flier mile things pay off. Aren’t you thrilled? Your dad’s so excited to be in the land of his great-great-grandfather. He’s—”

      Stop the fucking madness.

      Head spinning, Jax had to end her mother’s monologue. “I’m not going home, Mom.”

      Quick. I need to think, quickly. I need a plan. First, she cursed herself for not having charged her phone. Where the hell was it, anyway?

      Oh, who gives a damn?

      Her mind was wandering all over the place. It felt like it was bouncing more than those little pop rock candies she used to pop in her mouth.

      Think.

      Think.

      Think, dammit.

      She turned around, a whirlwind of a circle, and glanced at the stranger with the dark-blue eyes who was clearly eavesdropping. His gaze glittered dark and dangerous in the dimly lit café.

      The stranger raised a brow. Stared at her as if he found her to be an interesting little scientific experiment.

      An idea came to her. It could work. With his help. Would he help? Sure he would. She’d charm him into helping. Ugh. She’d never been good at the charming game.

      Jax covered the phone with her hand. “What’s your name?” she hissed at the dark-haired, too-sexy man.

      He merely looked at her.

      Goddammit. I don’t have the time to piss around waiting for this shit.

      “Just a minute, Mom.” Jax set the phone down on the counter and laid a white, coffee-streaked towel over it in case she needed to muffle any sounds.

      He still hadn’t answered.

      She stalked over to the stranger and put her hands on her hips. “Well?”
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      Rafe was wrong. Way wrong. The voice was more than low, husky, and sexy.

      The voice was dangerously angry.

      She tapped crimson nails on her painted-on pants, drawing his sight to those thighs, those fingertips, thinking all the wrong—but Christ, so very right—thoughts.

      “Well, what?” he asked her.

      “I asked you your name.”

      He let out a scoffing laugh at her attitude and her demand. “That’s none of your business.”

      “Look.” Panic made her eyes widen.

      What the hell is she afraid of?

      “I need to know your name. Like, now.”

      He tilted his head, studying the curvy, dark-haired beauty. “You’re not Italian. You have an American accent.” It reminded him of the accents in Texas, a little. But different, somehow.

      “Who gives a damn if I’m American or not?” She glanced at the counter where the phone that she’d covered with a towel lay, then turned back to Rafe. “I need you.”

      He laughed. He couldn’t do anything but laugh. She had a loser boyfriend, and she was in the middle of a conversation with her mother. He’d tried to tune it out but had heard snatches.

      Damned shifter hearing.

      His tiger snarled, but playfully, because the tiger knew Rafe wasn’t serious. Rafe and his tiger were tight. Peas in a pod. He wasn’t one of those shifters who battled with his tiger for power. They were one, and a damned good team if you asked him.

      “I need you,” he repeated. “That’s a hell of a pickup line.” He stood and put his hand on his zipper. “But all right, I’m in.”
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      Jax’s mouth dropped open. Whiskey Tango Foxtrot.

      Oh, no, he wasn’t.

      With an amused look on his face, this devastatingly sexy, darkly dangerous, indigo-eyed sex on a stick plucked at his zipper and pulled it down a notch.

      Oh, God. Oh yes, he is.

      She slapped at his hand. “You bast”—Her voice was too loud. God, what if Mom heard? —“ard.” She finished the word with a growled.

      He smiled, took his hand off his zipper.

      She tore her eyes away from that area.

      That’s not even like me. I don’t check out men’s crotches. She focused on his face.

      He was way too handsome. And tall. Jesus.

      Nice chin, nice jaw. Even nicer lips. Perfect lips.

      She had to stop this. She had to take care of this business about her mother and father. “That’s not what I need,” she snapped.

      He quirked a brow, a sarcastic yet amused expression on his face. “Okay. What do you need me for?”

      “Don’t look at me like that,” she huffed.

      “Like what?”

      “You know.” She glared at him so he’d get the message. “Like this has anything to do with S-E-X.” She spelled it out for him then wondered why the hell she’d done that.

      Oh, shit. Mom’s still on the phone.

      She ran toward the counter, threw the towel off, and picked up the phone. “Sorry, Mom.”

      A dial tone greeted her.

      Damn, just when she thought her plan to bring them here and then shuffle them off would work.

      “Fuck. Fuck. And fuck.” That was all she could think to say. Her parents were going to go to her place. They were going to find Scotty.

      She’d be so screwed.
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      Rafe couldn’t help himself. She was so damned pretty when she was angry. There was something about the fire lighting her brown eyes. Eyes the color of dark chocolate, and ebony hair that framed a face that was so much more than simply pretty. It was downright striking.

      He watched her as she leaned over, body sprawled across the counter to get the phone. His mind went to all the wrong places, and yet they were places that were oh-so-very-damned right.

      That ass. Lickable. He tore his eyes away before she could turn around and catch him.

      It wasn’t just that she was pretty. She had an energy that flowed through her and straight into him.

      His tiger rumbled his approval.

      Rafe knew he shouldn’t, knew it would distract him completely, but he let a visual imprint on his brain.

      Her.

      Bent over the counter, undressed.

      Him.

      Behind her.

      He swelled, straining his pants.

      That’s exactly why I shouldn’t have gone there. Damn.

      “Fuck. Fuck. And fuck.” She turned around and gave him a dirty look. “This is all your fault.” She stalked toward him. “All yours.”

      She set her lips in a straight line. Tears appeared in her eyes.

      One minute there was nothing there, the next minute…

      Poof!

      Tears.

      And of course, that was Rafe’s downfall.

      “How bad can it be?” He wished he hadn’t asked.

      Asking that was tantamount to asking how he could help. As if he didn’t have enough on his mind with Vax and Callie in town. As if he didn’t have enough with Gio being so pissed about the changes in the organization and the infractions against the shifter codes. As if he wasn’t expected to run all the family’s business interests now that Vax had moved and made it clear he didn’t intend to return.

      As if he didn’t have to deal with the strain among the shifters in Europe because of the codes being stretched, bent, and broken left and right.

      The stupid old-school codes of conduct the Tiero had adhered to. They’d had those stupid codes for so long, but no one knew why. Not really, or at least not to Rafe’s satisfaction.

      No human mates. No mates of other species of shifters.

      Practically every Tiero in America had strayed from that code. It didn’t help Rafe refused to side with Gio against Vax and his choice to have a human mate.

      She stared at him without answering, so he repeated himself. “So, how bad can it be, then?”

      “You have no idea,” the curves-on-curves hottie said. She shook her head. Her eyes became hard. “Can you go?”

      She turned away and went to the register. After she’d locked it, she put the key in her back pocket, turned off the lights in the pastry display case, flipped off the switches on the coffee machines and blenders, then looked at him as if surprised he was still here.

      Suddenly he wasn’t her savior; she merely wanted him gone.

      A flare of anger rose in him and in his tiger. Anger that she had a boyfriend who was more boy than man and much less than she deserved. Anger that…

      Rafe didn’t know why he was so angry.

      His tiger released a roar.

      “I don’t think so.”

      She whirled around. “What? What do you mean, you don’t think so?”

      “I’m a paying customer. I think I’ll stick around.”

      “No.” She took a deep breath as if to gather control over her outburst. “You have to go.”

      “Give me a good reason why I should get out of here.” Rafe sat in the chair again, crossed his legs, steepled his fingers, and put the tip of the steeple against his lips. “Go on.”

      A beautiful shade of red crept up her neck, coloring her face. Her eyes flashed lethal anger, and her full lips, made for kissing and other gloriously naughty acts, drew into a thin line.

      She’ll make a great mother one day.

      What the hell kind of thought was that?
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      Jax had to get him out of there. What the hell was wrong with him? Didn’t he understand the urgency of this situation?

      Her eyes traveled from his thick, black, curly hair, down his awesome olive skin, his dark-blue eyes, full lips…

      One word came to mind.

      Adonis.

      Why the fuck had she thought of that word? The mythology class from her freshman year came back to her, but wow. Weird thing to think of now. Freshman year had been so long ago, considering the two years she’d taken off from school. Two years that had greatly disappointed her parents.

      “Listen, you.” She reached behind her, untied and yanked off her apron.

      “Rafe.”

      She glanced back at him, missing her throw. The apron landed on the floor instead of the counter.

      Shit. Nothing is going right tonight. Not a damned thing.

      “What?”

      “Rafe. That’s my name. Not ‘you.’”

      “Oh, now you tell me.” Where had that information been when she’d needed it so badly?

      He cocked his head and gave her a shrug that was so very European.

      “I need you to go. My parents are going to my place. I’ve got to intercept them.”

      “Why?”

      She wasn’t going to answer that. None of this was any of his damned business.

      “Because.”

      “Why don’t you let the guy with the holes in his ears let them in?”

      She grimaced. How would this perfect guy, with his perfect looks, his perfectly awesome muscled body and his casual but classy clothing, get it? He was probably the apple of his parents’ eyes.

      “You wouldn’t understand. Parents. Expectations. Like I said, you wouldn’t get it,” she scoffed.

      “You have no idea.” His eyes were hooded, his expression stoic.

      “Yeah, well, I don’t have the time to wax sentimental about our parents. I’m not going to compare mine to yours.” She grabbed her bag. “Can we just go?”

      She made an up, up, up wave with her hand.

      “I wasn’t really done with my coffee.”

      She glanced in his cup. “It’s empty.” Why was he doing this?

      “Perhaps I want another.”

      “You’re fucking with me,” she fumed.

      “Hardly. You’re dressed, neither of us is sweaty, and you’re not moaning my name.”

      “As if I would.” She leaned over, snatched his empty cup, and walked it to the counter. “Now. Rafe.”

      He crossed his arms. “That’s some customer service, miss. What’s your name?”

      She ground her teeth. “Please.”

      “Since you ask so nicely.”

      She followed him to the door, digging her keys out of her bag. She could lock up, and then she’d run the four blocks to her place. She’d run her ass off and beat her parents there.

      He reached for the door and held it open for her. Jax glanced at him sideways. Now he has manners? Too little too late. She grumbled a “Thanks,” turned around, and tried to slip the key into the lock.

      Fumbling with the keys, she dropped them. “Damn,” she murmured, and reached to pick them up.

      Except she bumped heads with the Greek god and fell backward. Quicker than a man should be able to move, he helped her regain her balance then assisted her up.

      Holding her keys, he said, “Let me,” and locked the door for her.

      “Thank you.” She took the keys.

      “Give you a lift?”

      Jesus. He was a lifesaver. Maybe she stood a chance of beating her parents there.
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      Rafe wanted to curse.

      Had he really just offered her a ride? Like he needed to take this girl’s problems on. This girl with the funky toenails, curvalicious body, and an ass that was begging for someone’s tongue to pay it homage.

      He sure had.

      Fool. Sucker for a pretty face and a killer body.

      And a train wreck of a life, clearly.

      He unlocked the car, held the door open for her.

      He’d barely gotten it started and was turning left like she’d told him, when she said, “Can you pick up the speed, please?”

      “Sure.” He shoved his foot onto the gas pedal.

      She squealed and grabbed the door handle. A laugh slipped out, followed by another.

      He couldn’t help but smile at her delight.

      “Right there.” She pointed less than a minute later.

      He pulled in, got out, and opened the door for her.

      “Let me walk you to your place.” He closed the passenger door.

      “No.” She put a hand on his arm. “But thank you. I owe you a coffee. I need to run up there and make sure my life hasn’t ended.”

      “That’s a little melodramatic, don’t you think?”

      “You don’t know my parents. You don’t know how they feel about Scotty. About me in general.” She glanced up at the building. “The lights are off.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      “Hopefully, that my parents haven’t beaten me here. And that Scotty isn’t here either.”

      “So, how do they feel about—” Rafe could barely say his name. So not worthy of this girl. “—Scotty?”

      She gave him a look of disgust. “They don’t.”

      She peered up at the window again, nervously, and plucked a pencil from her hair. “Thanks again. I’ll buy your next espresso.” She turned toward the metal staircase then glanced back at him.

      That was it?

      His tiger snarled.

      Guess so.

      “Jaclyn?” A woman’s high-pitched voice came from across the street and down the way. “See, Major? I told you her apartment was on this street.”

      The curvy barista paled and grabbed the metal banister for support.

      “Yoo-hoo, Jaclyn!”
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      No. Fucking. Way.

      Jax felt like her stomach had slipped through her body and landed on the concrete below with a thud.

      “Mom,” she whispered.

      And just like that, her life went to hell in a handbasket. She glanced at the window. If Scotty was up there, she couldn’t take her parents inside. What if he was there and gaming with the lights off the way he sometimes did?

      I’m fucked, that’s what.

      She felt unsteady, like she was going to collapse. She held on to the railing tightly, gripping it as if she could squeeze the life out of this damned moment.

      “Hi, Mom. Major.” Her father’s nickname was Major. Everyone called him that, including Mom and her.

      The Greek god didn’t move. He stood there, watching her with an intensely interested expression.

      “Don’t you need to go?” she whispered to him.

      “I’m not in a hurry,” he said. Except he didn’t whisper it.

      No, that would have been too right. He said it loud enough for Major to hear.

      “Who’s this?” Mom piped up. “Is this your boyfriend? You didn’t tell us you had a new one.”

      Her gaze traveled up and down Rafe’s body. Jax was sure her mother was looking for tats or gaping holes in his ears.

      “Good evening,” the Greek god said.

      Rafe. His name is Rafe. I need to quit thinking of him like that.

      “Good evening,” her mother parroted, practically swooning.

      Oh, for shit’s sake. She’s acting like he’s George Clooney or something. And she’s acting totally smitten.

      Jax held back the eye-rolling she was dying to give in to.

      “I’m Mrs. Vasquez.” Her mother blushed. “But you can call me Beth.” She waved toward Jax’s dad. “He’s Major Vasquez.”

      “You can call me Major,” her father said.

      “Major. Beth.” The man she needed to start thinking of as Rafe held his hand out. “Rafael Tiero. Nice to meet you both.”

      “Oh, Major. He speaks English,” Mom drawled. “How long have you known each other, Rafael?” She held her hand out.

      “You’re welcome to call me Rafe. That’s what my friends and family call me.” He smiled at them.

      He’s perfect. Perfect boyfriend-meeting-parents material. And he’s gorgeous. And charming. And drives a Porsche. I bet his girlfriend doesn’t have to pay for his whiskey.

      A twinge of jealousy nipped at Jax, stinging her.

      Why the hell did I have to go think of that? What do I care if he has a girlfriend?

      And why the hell are we standing out here? We shouldn’t be doing this. God.

      It would be her luck Scotty would either walk up with his bottle of Jack—that I paid for—or he’d actually be upstairs and come outside to smoke, since Jax didn’t allow him to smoke inside. Though God knew, she was plenty aware he snuck one in every so often.

      A light in her peripheral vision caught her attention.

      Oh, God. Her apartment. The light was on. Scotty was there.

      What if he opened the door? Or looked out the window?

      She glanced at Rafe. Then at her parents. Then back at the window.

      “We were just going out to eat, Mom. Want to join us?” Jax wrapped her fingers around Rafe’s arm and squeezed. “Weren’t we, babe?”

      He stared at her as if she’d lost it.

      I probably have. This will never work. I’ll be caught. My parents will know I’m a liar and I’m still with Scotty. And Scotty will dump me.

      She paused.

      Why isn’t that as devastating as I thought it would be?

      She’d never admit it out loud, but she wasn’t sure she cared. Scotty’s burping, farting, smoking, never-getting-a-job ways had begun to grate on her nerves.

      It’s temporary, she told herself. He’ll straighten his act out. She was almost done with her Master’s degree. Surely, he’d get it together before she started work on her doctorate.

      The hunk next to her still looked at her, one brow raised, wearing a slight tilt of a sardonic smile.

      Why is he so damned sexy?

      She tugged on his arm. “Rafe? Weren’t we?”

      “Of course.”

      She breathed a sigh of relief.

      “Won’t you join us, Mrs. Vasquez? Major?”

      She choked on the sigh before she could finish it and pinched his arm.

      He was not supposed to do that. She was supposed to slip away with him then, when her parents were gone, she’d slip away from him and get her coursework done.

      Jax glared at him.

      He had no idea what he was getting her into.

      God. Dinner with her parents.

      Rafe smiled at her and leaned close.

      Oh, what the fuck is he thinking?

      She regarded him with as much trust as she’d have for a cobra while his head lowered, his face coming closer, his lips…

      She fought the desire to keep her gaze locked on his lips. And she lost that battle, watching those full lips with a tiny scar just above the corner.

      She gulped down the wheelbarrow of chalk in her throat.

      Surely he’s not going to kiss me? Not in front of my parents. Not when we need to get the hell out of here.

      So, why wasn’t she moving away from him, then? What’s wrong with me?

      He paused, adjusted his lips’ path, and gave her a peck on the forehead, then chuckled softly.

      A laugh she was sure no one else heard.

      Anger burned in her, but it merged with something else and left her confused.

      “Let’s go.” He peeled her hand off his biceps, removing her vise-like grip, but didn’t release it, and led the way down the sidewalk. “I know the perfect place for a nice, light, late dinner, Major. You’ll like it.”

      Oh, he did not. No, he didn’t. He did.

      I’m going to kill him.

      He leaned close. “Would you rather just take your parents upstairs?” A very knowing gleam in his eyes mocked her.

      “You’ll pay for this.” She gritted her teeth around the words.

      “You owe me.” He lowered his voice. “Unless you want me to shed some light…”

      She uttered a curse under her breath.

      “Do you or not? It seems I’m saving your ass.”

      “Fine. I owe you. Okay?”

      “Long as you don’t forget.” There was a threat in his tone that made a delicious shiver run up her spine.
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      Dinner was served, though Rafe noticed the curvy Jax didn’t eat. She fretted, fumbled with her fork, and seemed ready to jump out of her seat.

      He wasn’t going to lie, he enjoyed her discomfort. It was fun watching the little hellion ill at ease with her parents. This was a very different girl from the one with the attitude in the café.

      He was so looking forward to watching her squirm even more. She was equally sexy when she fidgeted under her mother’s gaze as she’d been when she was indignant in the café because he wouldn’t leave when she ordered him to.

      “How do you like Italy, Mrs. Vasquez?” Rafe took a bite of the calamari then put a morsel on his fork and offered it to Jax.

      “Beth, Rafael. Don’t call me Mrs. Vasquez. That’s my mother-in-law’s name.” She laughed at the joke, though it was clear this wasn’t the first time she’d made it.

      Jax refused to open her lips, keeping them in a tight line. Rafe nudged the fork closer in her direction.

      She glared at him.

      He winked, changed the fork’s course and slipped it in his mouth.

      “I love Italy,” Beth Vasquez bubbled, oblivious to the undercurrent between him and Jax. “You speak English so well, Rafael,” she gushed. “How is that?”

      “Boarding school.” Rafe didn’t get into the whole story: boarding school after boarding school, kicked out for attitude, fighting, disrespect. That was then.

      “How wonderful. How did you and Jaclyn meet? How long have you been going out?”

      “Beth.” Major cleared his throat. “What matters is she’s not with that loser who doesn’t want to work. The video game player.”

      Rafe bit back a smile at the darkness of Jax’s gaze and the way a tiny vein in her temple ticked. Christ, he wanted to put his lips to that spot. His tiger had honed in on her heartbeat, and they were synchronized. Her pulse beat in Rafe’s heart and mind.

      “Or shave. That boy never shaved…” Beth went on and on about Jax’s boyfriend. “And I don’t think she’d have the tattoos if it weren’t for him.”

      Jax gasped.

      Rafe tilted his head her way.
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      Jax bit back the remark that burned to come out. Not everything she did centered on Scotty.

      “Tattoos?” Rafe glanced her way then looked at her mother.

      Jax was torn between which one of them she’d rather strangle first.

      She put her hand under the table on Rafe’s thigh and squeezed to get him away from the matter.

      She squeezed and made an uh-uh sound so he’d get that this topic was off-fucking-limits.

      Jesus. His leg muscles have muscles. His quads are tight.

      “Oh, you didn’t know?” Her mother’s mouth dropped open. She glanced from Jax to Rafe then back to Jax, as if she’d just realized this meant Rafe hadn’t seen her without her clothes on.

      Her mother sighed.

      Oh, great. Just fill that head up with this bullshit romantic fantasy.

      To kill the subject, Jax let her fork fall to the wood floor with a loud clatter. She dropped beneath the table and fought the urge to punch Rafe in the knee.

      She slipped out from under the table and resumed her seat, keeping her eyes glued to her plate. Everyone else was quiet, thankfully.

      “So, back to the tattoos.” Rafe had a smile in his voice.

      She looked up. His dark-blue eyes flashed with enthusiasm. A deep golden glow lit up their depths. It was so hard to be pissed at him when she gazed at his face.

      Rafe turned his attention to her mother. “How many tattoos?”

      “How long have you two been dating?” her mother asked. “I would have thought you’d seen at least one.”

      “Not long,” Rafe said. “So, more than one?”

      “Forever,” Jax grumbled.

      “Sweet of you to say.” Rafe put his hand on hers.

      His fingers wrapped around hers while she gripped the fork and quenched the urge to stab something.

      Jax inhaled sharply. What was that? An energy flowed between them, a warmth traveling throughout her body. She glanced up at him to see if he felt it, to see if she was crazy. It felt like she was in a tunnel, and the tunnel was taking her somewhere farther and farther from where she was now. And the farther she went, the more she realized she wasn’t alone in the tunnel; Rafe was there with her.

      “I’d have thought you’d at least seen the tiger,” Jax’s mother said, but it sounded like she was far away, her voice distant.

      “Tiger?” Rafe never took his eyes off hers.

      He simply uttered that one word, and his gaze locked on her as if he was a predator on the savannah and she his prey.

      Jax fought the urge to shake her head to clear it.

      No, she didn’t feel like prey, but she did feel like she belonged.

      To whom? To what?

      “What tiger?” Rafe’s voice had a timbre that resonated in her body, thrumming her nerve endings, touching areas that were sensitive and yet untouched. His piercing stare was still on her face.

      “The tattoo on her neck.” Her father’s voice held the tinge of disapproval it always carried when it came to her tattoos.

      This time, the disapproval didn’t sting like it usually did. The distance created by the tunnel insulated her.

      Rafe still stared at her, and she at him. The world stopped existing for her except as white noise. A million people could have been here, but she couldn’t have concentrated on anything but him.

      And this sensation.

      “You have to show me.” Rafe spoke to her. He wasn’t talking to anyone else. He’d tuned everything out, too, she could tell, just as she had.

      “You haven’t told him about the tiger?” Her mother’s voice. Still so far away.

      “It’s just a tattoo,” Jax muttered under her breath.

      “Oh, no. It’s so much more than that.” Her mother’s voice was high-pitched and way louder than she wanted it to be. “It’s a dream.”

      “I want to hear all about it.” Rafe’s hand seemed to grow warmer against hers. The undercurrent was stronger, going through every part of her body down to the tip of each extremity.

      “Nothing to tell, really.” Suddenly, Jax felt uncomfortable discussing it. She found herself wishing she’d never shared the dream with her mother, all those years ago.

      “Jaclyn had a dream about a tiger,” her father butted in. “Then she went and saw some kind of palm reader, or tarot reader or something…”

      “It was a psychic.” Her mother supplied the answer.

      Jax couldn’t take her eyes off Rafe. He watched her, and there wasn’t a bit of disbelief or mockery on his face.

      “What kind of tiger?” Rafe’s lips barely moved.

      Jax’s heart skipped a beat. She could have sworn it did.

      That question.

      No one had ever asked what kind of tiger. Why had he asked that question?

      “A white tiger.” She bit her lip, waiting for the laughter. Waiting to see the sardonic smile, a sneer, a scoff.

      His face was still. His eyes traveled from her eyes to her lips, then all over her face.
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      Rafe couldn’t move. The world stopped spinning. Someone had pressed a freeze button, and everything in the world had stilled except for Jax.

      In Rafe’s mind, his tiger paced in tight, furious circles punctuated with snarls.

      He was confused. He’d never felt this way before. Was this what vertigo was like? He wanted nothing more than to get away immediately and be alone with her.

      Her pulse had skipped a few beats, as if her heart had paused. It had been the eeriest sensation. He’d never felt anything like this, another’s heart stopping and making his own pause. It was too synchronized, too confusing, and far too overwhelming.

      He stared at her, unable to tear his gaze away, for his tiger focused on her as well. Her full bottom lip, tormented by her sharp teeth, was even redder from being bitten and chewed on, and it trembled slightly. She caught it between her teeth again.

      Her eyes were dark, pain-filled windows that opened for him for a brief second.

      He wanted in. He wanted her to open up and let him into that place.

      That was home.

      His tiger roared agreement.

      “I want to know more about this dream and this white tiger,” he told her.

      “Let me—” Beth began.

      “Beth.” Rafe tore his eyes from Jax’s. “I’d love to hear it from Jax, later, after we’ve dropped you and the Major off at your hotel.”

      “But we…” Beth looked at Jax. “I thought…”

      “Mrs. Vasquez. Beth. You’ll be far more comfortable in a five-star hotel that’s a short cab ride away from Jax’s little apartment. My family keeps a suite there. You’re welcome to use it as long as you’re in town. Where’s your luggage?”

      Beth gushed and bubbled her thanks.

      “We had it taken to the cruise ship from the airport. There was no reason to haul all of that for one night. We appreciate the hotel room, son.” Major nodded at Rafe.

      Rafe was concerned about how quiet Jax was. She wasn’t eating, and she’d withdrawn deep into herself.

      Dinner was over, so Rafe handled the bill, accompanied by more gushing and bubbling from Beth Vasquez, while the Major said, “I’ve got the tab next time.”

      After a quick cab ride to the hotel, Rafe gave directions to the front desk, then turned around to bid farewell to Jax’s worn out, jet-lagged parents.

      “Can we see you tomorrow? The cruise ship doesn’t leave until two.”

      Rafe glanced at Jax.

      She looked shell-shocked.

      Seeing that she wasn’t going to respond, he did. “Sure.”

      “Ten o’clock?” Beth pushed forward, clearly oblivious to her daughter’s state of mind.

      Rafe nodded.

      He and Jax left her parents and went out the luxury hotel’s double doors. He held the cab door open for her and gave the driver the address to her apartment, as that was where he’d left his car.

      She’d been quiet the whole time he’d made arrangements for her parents’ room and for their luggage. It was as if she was elsewhere, somewhere far away. He didn’t to talk while they rode in the cab, but he had some questions for her.

      Rafe began to second-guess what he thought they’d shared earlier, that was how remote she was.

      But during the twenty-minute drive, the change happened. He noticed it, though it was gradual. It began with her pulse then her scent signaled the change. She was changing. Her mood was changing. Her vital signs signaled a growing difference in her.

      As soon as they were both out of the cab, she turned to him. “Thanks for your help tonight.” She took a step toward the stairs leading to her place. “I owe you.”

      What the hell? What was this about?
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