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

      

        

      
        Niko’s spent eight years in Sigma Eps Special Operations. He’s one of the best special ops soldiers around. He was. Now it looks like he’s a babysitter for a beautiful, curvy, headstrong tigress shifter with a secret.

      

        

      
        Sophie’s running away. From everything. From the truth. From her family. From her reality. Who’d have thought her new reality would include a black panther shifter with a crooked sexy smile and a sinful build of muscle on muscle. He’s a shifter with a secret of his own. And his secret pushes her over the edge.
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      Eight years of top-notch military training for this?

      Eight years of serving in the most elite unit of shifter soldiers, protecting a multitude of countries in a coordinated effort.

      Eight years of killing and avoiding being killed.

      And this was what he’d become.

      A glorified damned babysitter.

      Sure, the pay was good. Damned good. He’d admit that.

      And the subject was easy on his eyes. He enjoyed the opposite sex. He loved looking at a beautiful, curvy woman. And now he had one as his subject. It was easier to think of her as a subject, at least that way he could distance himself from her. The last thing he needed was entanglements. He bit back the bittersweet smile trying to slip onto his lips.

      Half-Greek, half-Irish, his temper was only matched by his passions.

      Nikolaos Pappas–Niko to his friends–hung up the phone. He was at the kafeneío in Athens drinking a cup of thick Turkish coffee, waiting for his subject to come out of the shop across the street.

      Rafael Tiero had given Niko a choice. He could either pretend to be a guest on the cruise or he could be an employee. The ship was too small; there were no other options that wouldn’t arouse the suspicions of Rafe’s baby sister, Sophie Tiero, while Niko kept watch on her.

      Niko had chosen to be a guest. If he was an employee, he might have been assigned to a task that would keep him from being able to keep an eye on her.

      And Rafe Tiero’s instructions were clear. Take care of my baby sister.

      Rafe made it sound as if it would be a big job. How hard could it be?

      Niko already knew what she looked like. A stunning, curvy female. Hair so blonde, he’d never seen the likes of it before. She seemed sweet and mild. The worst he’d have to deal with, he was sure, was the occasional man hitting on her.

      Mentally, he shrugged, but the idea left a bitter taste in his mouth.

      Why did the idea of another man hitting on her bother him?

      His panther snarled at him, knowing damned well why it bothered him.

      Niko had been following the woman for three days so far. He’d found himself in one shopping center after another, following her while she shopped. And she rarely bought anything.

      He was being way too relaxed about his reconnaissance. He should have gone into the store with her. But in a women’s dress shop that small, a solo male would be noticed. Plus, after three days of watching her go into store after store, he’d seen no logic in following her inside. It wasn’t like she had a reason to try to give him the slip. There was no way she knew he was following her.

      Niko stifled a yawn, stretching, adjusting the dark sunglasses—today’s disguise. He was in a suit and had donned a turban for the day. Nothing like pretending to be something totally different from what you were from day to day.

      Yesterday, he’d dressed as an American tourist, including some extra padding under his Hawaiian print shirt to give him a different look. A scruffy, long goatee had completed the outfit.

      Today, he had a nicely trimmed goatee to go with the suit and the turban. Being half-Greek helped. And naturally gave him something close to the complexion of a Saudi man.

      He needed to pick up plenty more hunter’s block from his stash to carry along on the cruise she’d booked, or she’d find out he was a shifter the minute he ran out. He’d better get enough for a couple of weeks, just to be sure.

      Christ, he hoped this job didn’t last that long. He stifled another yawn. This was not what he’d trained for. He was an adrenaline junkie, action-oriented. Should he order another coffee? He glanced at his watch. This was more boring than the most boring assignment he’d had in the military. He fought the urge to call Gavin and cuss him out for having put him here. Why had he recommended him for this damned job?

      Niko had trusted Gavin implicitly since their time in the Middle East. He’d never led him astray. They’d served in the Sigma Eps together, until Gavin killed the second lieutenant for fucking up in a major way.

      Niko kept his gaze on the door. She’d be out any moment now, or he’d have to go in after her.
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      Sophie snuck a look at the man in the turban sitting at the kafeneío. He was wearing a nice suit and had a well-trimmed goatee.

      Why is he following me? Why’s he staring at me?

      “Hey.” Without taking her eyes off the sexy sheik, she tilted her head toward the clerk manning the register.

      “Yes, miss?”

      “There’s a man out there…” Okay, a hellaciously sexy man, she had to admit. Her tigress snarled in agreement. “I think he’s following me.”

      The clerk came toward Sophie, looking out the window.

      “Don’t be obvious.” Sophie pulled her back. “I don’t want him to know I’ve spotted him.”

      “Do you know him?”

      I wish. Maybe. If he’s not a dangerous stalker. “No.”

      Maybe she shouldn’t wish to know him. What woman in her right mind would want to know a man who was following her? Except Sophie didn’t get a dangerous vibe from him. At all.

      Not the creepy kind of dangerous. Though he did give off an air of a whole different kind of dangerous. The sexy kind of dangerous.

      “Do you want to leave in such a way he does not notice you?” The clerk’s English was clearly not her native tongue. She had the cutest accent and way of talking.

      “That’s exactly what I want.” Sophie dug into her purse, pulled out several Euro bills, and handed them to the woman.

      “No, that is not necessary. I would help you. There is no need to pay me.”

      “Please take it, for your trouble.” And your help. “I also want to buy a dress and a hat and some dark sunglasses. Put them on this credit card, please?”

      Sophie half-watched the clerk as she picked out a few random items fitting the description in Sophie’s size. Sophie’s other eye was on the sheik.

      He fiddled with his coffee, keeping his eye on her. Was he someone she’d met out clubbing? She didn’t think she’d forget someone that hot. He definitely was hot, even though she couldn’t see his eyes because of the dark shades.

      The clerk handed her the bag with her newly purchased items.

      “Mind if I change here?”

      The clerk indicated a sign that read Fitting Room. “And you can use the back door if you want.” She gave Sophie a wink.

      Less than two minutes later, Sophie slipped out of the dressing room and through the back door. She was a completely different woman in a matron’s dress, flat shoes, and a floppy hat that would cover her face if she angled it just right. She’d tied a scarf around her head, concealing the blonde hair that was a dead giveaway.

      She chanced a glance in the direction of the sheik. He had gotten up from his seat and was making his way toward the shop she’d just vacated. Turning her back on him, Sophie picked up her pace without looking too obvious and headed down the busy tourist street.

      She needed to get packed and over to the docks at Piraeus. They were supposed to launch later this afternoon. She smiled inwardly at the idea she’d booked a spot on one of the Tiero boats, but hadn’t told them she was a Tiero. She’d had enough of smothering.

      She’d obeyed her father’s request to return to Europe, but she had no intention of living the life he’d planned for her. Being the baby in the family wasn’t always a blessing. Everyone thought they could boss her around and butt into her business.

      She smirked.

      Let them butt in now.

      They’d never be able to find her. For the first time ever, she wouldn’t be a Tiero. She’d be herself, on a little cruise, enjoying the islands.

      Okay, okay.

      And if she had to admit to it, she wasn’t just going to enjoy the islands. She was going so she could do some thinking. She needed to come up with a plan—and the backbone—to stand up to her father. She didn’t want to be the one who always kowtowed to him. She wanted to be her own woman. To enjoy her own world.

      And her own dreams.

      Yeah.

      The first dream she planned to engage in would be studying Medieval Romance Literature. She didn’t care if it wasn’t practical. She didn’t care if there wasn’t a good use to put it to. The next thing she’d wanted to do was become a teacher.

      She stiffened her back and squared her shoulders at the thought of the battle she’d have convincing her father of these things.

      I don’t want to have to convince him. I shouldn’t have to. I should be able to be who I want to be.

      She’d like to tell her father…

      Her stomach roiled. Then rumbled.

      No, no, no.

      She’d gone several weeks without the vomiting.

      No. She couldn’t get sick. Not now. The wave of nausea washed over her, leaving her with clammy skin and a film of sweat on her forehead.

      One more secret.

      Sophie’s tigress snarled.

      I don’t want to talk about it.

      She didn’t even want to think about it. Maybe she shouldn’t simply vanish for a cruise.

      Maybe she should vanish forever.

      That would do it.
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      “Despoinís” Miss. Niko called to the clerk to get her attention.

      She peeked at him then glanced down, as if whatever she was doing was far more important and interesting than a man dressed like a sheik would be.

      “Could you help me, please?” He approached her.

      The clerk flittered in front of him, her hands moving nervously as she arranged the items on the hangars.

      Niko studied her.

      Her movement became more frantic, bringing to mind a little mouse holding something between its paws as it moved excitedly.

      “Malista?” Indeed? She glanced up as if she expected him to change into a predatory creature.

      If she only knew.

      “I’m looking for a woman.”

      “We have had no women today, sir. None.”

      What the hell?

      “I’m looking for a woman who came in here a few minutes ago. Blonde, beautiful, built like this.” He made an hourglass shape with his hands, a low wolf whistle emitting from between his teeth. “She’s got a lot of curves, pretty smile. Light eyes.”

      “Óchi. Kamía gynaíka.” No. No women at all.

      Had Sophie bribed her? He was going to use the She’s my girlfriend and I can’t find her bit until he saw the expression on the clerk’s face. She’d definitely been bribed.

      “I don’t think you understand.” Niko reached into his pocket and pulled out the Interpol identification he carried. Fake, of course, but a damned good fake; he knew that for a fact.

      “She’s wanted. And you are going to face charges if you obstruct our efforts.”

      She caved like a popped balloon. It almost saddened him to see her deflate, all the bravado Sophie had bought and paid for vanishing.

      The clerk’s hands began to tremble. The hangers clattering together. She put them down and clenched her fists against her sides. “She went out the back door. Floppy hat, flats, matronly dress.”

      “You’d better hope I find her. How long ago?”

      “Less than a minute, sir. I’m so sorry.” Tears welled in her eyes.

      He was gone, barely registering her distress in his own panic.

      He was going to kill the beautiful blonde. How did she put the situation together? What had given it away? Was it the outfit, or had he stared too hard? It couldn’t be the hunter’s block; it hadn’t worn off already, it was too early.

      He looked up and down the street. No floppy hats.

      Son. Of. A. Bitch.

      He deserved whatever hell Gavin and Rafe Tiero were about to dish out on him.

      He pulled out the GPS tracker. He’d dropped a tiny tracking unit into her purse yesterday, when he’d bumped into her as the clumsy American tourist. He’d at least know where she was, as long as she had her purse.

      Hopefully, the cruise she’d booked was still part of her plans, and/or she didn’t lose her purse
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