
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			
				Jaguar shifter Estrella Rios is packless, and she likes it
					that way. No one is going to tell her what to do, least of all the sexy but
					arrogant wolf shifter who intends to claim her as his mate…

				Rainer wants to know what a lone cat is doing in his pack’s
					territory without permission—but mostly he just wants her. From the moment he meets Estrella, their attraction is
					scorching and undeniable. But enemy vampires have set their sights on Estrella,
					too, and keeping her safe proves difficult, especially when it’s clear there’s
					more to Estrella’s heritage than either of them could imagine. Now they must
					discover the truth before it becomes too late for Rainer to ever claim her
					heart…
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				Chapter 1

				Estrella Rios smoothed a hand back over her hair,
					hoping her unruly curls stayed in place. At least for the next three hours. As a
					favor to her former college roommate, who was also her best friend, she was
					filling in for one of the hired servers at Sabrina’s first professional art
					show. It was at a well-known studio and drew serious buyers. Estrella understood
					her friend’s neurotic need to control every little detail tonight.

				Since Estrella had waited tables during college, carrying a
					tray around all night was a piece of cake. Or it would be if a certain tall,
					extremely sexy man would stop staring at her—and following her around. It was
					unsettling. Well, she couldn’t prove he was following her, but everywhere she
					turned, there he was.

				Watching her with pale green eyes that were damn unnerving, he
					moved with a liquid, almost supernatural grace.

				Almost as if the man knew she was thinking about him, he
					appeared in her line of sight again. Even with the throng of people between them
					she could feel the heat of his gaze, as if he was actually touching her. He
					stared at her with laser-like focus. Then he blinked and she sucked in a deep
					breath. Oh crap. He was like her. She could see the
					animal lurking in his gaze. It had only been a brief flash but she’d recognized
					the animal peering back at her.

				He was a shifter—a human who could turn into an animal. The few
					male shifters she’d met in college were jerks who thought they could dominate
					and tell her what to do just because she was packless. That was another term
					she’d learned while in college. Apparently packless translated to unprotected in
					the shifter world. Whatever. She wasn’t concerned with learning anything about
					packs or other shifters. She’d grown up in the human world. Luckily, all of her
					friends were human and she’d blended into their world almost perfectly from the
					time she was five years old and abandoned to the foster system. She knew how to
					blend in and hide from those who thought their strength gave them a free pass to
					treat her however they wanted.

				Swallowing hard at the thought that the hot stranger could be
					just like some of the other shifters she’d known, she took a step back and
					collided with a wall of muscle. The tray in her hand dipped, the champagne
					glasses sloshing and threatening to fall, but two strong hands encircled her
					from behind. One steadied the tray and the other clutched possessively around
					her hip.

				She knew it was him before she even turned around. He had an
					earthy scent that reminded her of the forest after a fresh spring rain. No
					matter how good he smelled, she did not appreciate the way he was holding on to
					her. As if he knew her and had the right to touch her.

				Firmly clasping the tray, she stepped away from him and was
					careful to keep the drinks balanced as she turned. When her eyes clashed with
					his pale ones, a shot of pure warmth and adrenaline punched through her. The man
					was certainly attractive in an edgy, dangerous sort of way. With dark hair just
					a little too long and sharply defined cheekbones, he looked as if he’d been cut
					from stone. He’d triggered her fight-or-flight response, but not necessarily in
					a bad way. Her inner jaguar told her to run fast and far from this man who was
					clearly a predator. She could see it in his gaze. No one in their right mind
					would mess with this guy.

				Even though her jaguar was spooked, her purely female human
					side was very interested. Estrella was glad her dress wrapped around her like a
					second skin.

				“Your name,” he said, his voice raspy and sexy as it twined
					around her.

				She blinked as his words jerked her out of her stupor. “Excuse
					me?”

				“What. Is. Your. Name.” All right, he was definitely ordering
					her to tell him.

				And she did not like his demanding
					tone. “Think you can ask like a normal person?”

				He blinked and she realized she’d taken him off guard. Clearing
					his throat, he took a step closer, and she was very thankful to have the flutes
					of champagne as a barrier. “You’re in my Alpha’s territory but you haven’t
					announced your presence or asked for permission to be here. I want your
					name.”

				Uh-oh. So there was no doubt he
					knew she was a shifter too. Maybe she’d broken some unwritten rule. Estrella
					ignored the sliver of fear that trailed down her spine. “I don’t know what an
					Alpha is and I don’t really care.” Though she could guess what it was. “I don’t
					have to ask anyone for permission to be anywhere. And if you even think about touching me
					again, you’ll lose your hand.”

				He blinked again and this time she knew she’d surprised him.
					Something told her that didn’t happen very often. Before he could respond, she
					swiveled and moved to mingle with other art patrons. She used her supernatural
					grace to weave through the crowd of well-dressed people as she offered them
					drinks.

				When she finally turned back toward the trio of black-and-white
					oil paintings of the Everglades, Estrella felt a mix of relief and
					disappointment that the mystery man was no longer hovering there. For a moment
					her gaze lingered on the paintings, each one depicting the moon in various
					phases. In the third one, Sabrina had added a stark orange moon—the only splash
					of color in the darker scenes. Forcing her gaze away, Estrella quickly scanned
					the rest of the first floor before doing an actual physical walk through.

				He was gone. And she had a job to do.

				Ignoring the disturbing disappointment that welled up inside
					her at his absence, she pasted on a smile and returned to the kitchen to refill
					her tray. The way customers were drinking, she hoped it would make them loosen
					up and help her friend’s sales.

				Three-and-a-half hours later Estrella’s feet ached—thanks to
					her four-inch heels—but at least the crowd was gone and the studio was closed.
					The servers from the catering company were loading up their van, but that didn’t
					fall into her realm of duties. She’d just done them a favor by picking up some
					of the slack and now she was sitting on one of the cleared off food tables and
					munching on petit fours. After demolishing five, she was thinking about eating a
					sixth when Sabrina strode out of the manager’s office, a giant grin on her
					face.

				Her friend had flatironed her hair for the event and had pulled
					it back into a tight ponytail, showing off her sharp cheekbones and gorgeous
					café au lait skin. Sabrina’s dark eyes narrowed slightly. “How many of those
					things have you eaten?”

				Estrella shrugged and returned her friend’s grin.

				“I don’t know how you eat all that processed crap or where you
					put it all.” Sabrina mock-shuddered and grabbed a strawberry off her plate.

				Estrella just shook her head. “You don’t know what you’re
					missing.” She popped another of the mini cakes into her mouth, savoring the
					sweetness. Thanks to being a shifter her metabolism was high, which meant she
					had to eat a lot more than most people. Of course her friend didn’t know she was
					a shifter. It was the only secret Estrella had ever kept from her. “So, how was
					the show?”

				“A lot better than expected. I’ll be able to cover rent for at
					least the next six months if I budget right, which means I can officially quit
					my waitressing job.” Sabrina picked up her purse off the table so Estrella stood
					and snagged her own clutch, leaving her plate behind.

				Estrella had just done the same after selling a few of her
					sculptures. Of course money was definitely tight, but she’d decided to take the
					plunge and throw herself into her work full-time. At least until her money ran
					out or she sold more pieces. Hopefully the latter would happen instead. “Do you
					realize this means we’re both full-time artists? Both doing exactly what
					everyone said we were crazy to even think about trying?”

				Sabrina’s megawatt smile was blinding. “I’m scared to quit my
					job, but...I’m more scared not to.”

				“I totally understand.” Estrella and Sabrina had met as
					freshmen in college and had been inseparable ever since. No one else she knew
					understood what it was like trying to make it as an artist more than her best
					friend.

				“I’m tempted to go out and celebrate but I’m so tired.” Sabrina
					stopped in front of their vehicles as she fished her keys out of her purse.

				Estrella did the same and stifled a yawn. “Go home and get some
					sleep because tomorrow you’re giving your notice at work.”

				“You just don’t want to go out—but you’re right, I do need
					sleep. Thanks again for tonight.” Sabrina gave her a quick hug and a kiss on the
					cheek before pressing her key fob.

				Following suit, Estrella got into her Jeep and steered out of
					the nearly deserted parking lot. Instead of heading east like Sabrina she turned
					west in the direction of the new place she’d recently rented on the outskirts of
					Huntsville, Alabama. The cottage-style house in the middle of the woods had been
					perfectly priced and allowed her to shift and run free in privacy. Plus it had a
					small air-conditioned studio attached to the house where she was able to work.
					It was like the place had been custom-made for her.

				As she turned off onto the two-lane road that led to her place,
					she was surprised when headlights appeared in her rearview mirror. The road was
					a dead end and there was only one more—unoccupied—house about two miles down from hers. Slowing her vehicle,
					she started to pull off onto the side of the road when she spotted another set
					of headlights behind the first vehicle. What the heck was
						going on?

				She stopped so that whoever was behind her could pass. When the
					vehicle behind her also pulled off, panic jumped inside her.

				The headlights directly behind her shut off and she realized it
					was a truck. It was too dark to see who was inside other than to make out a big,
					broad-shouldered silhouette. Definitely male. Estrella quickly debated her
					options. She could try to turn around and outrun the man in her Jeep but he
					could easily block her with his vehicle. No, she’d be better off if she jumped
					out, shifted and made a run for it. If this was a group of shifters who wanted
					her for nefarious purposes she’d have a much better chance in her animal form.
					As a jaguar she was powerful and could run at incredible bursts of speed.
					Considering the way that shifter had been eyeing her at the party tonight, she
					couldn’t discount anything.

				The moment her fingers touched the door handle, a tearing sound
					made her jerk around. Claws sliced through the plastic window of her Jeep. There
					was no way the silhouette she’d seen in the truck behind her could have moved so
					fast.

				Before she could move, the figure was jerked away by someone
					else. Whoever it was moved in a quiet, fast blur. Scrambling, she leaped from
					her vehicle. Someone let out a strangled cry but the sound was cut off abruptly.
					Hurrying away from her Jeep, she froze as she rounded it and saw a giant black
					wolf use his freaking claws to rip the head off a
					man. The wolf snarled angrily, its white teeth dripping blood as it tossed the
					head to the side.

				Estrella’s mouth almost fell open as the decapitated man
					shriveled to ash right in front of her. What the
						hell?

				She stumbled back into a wall of muscle. Turning, she nearly
					shrieked as a man with fangs and claws protruding from his hands grasped her by
					the shoulders. At least he wasn’t slicing her up with his claws.

				“Don’t worry about the wolf, you’re coming with me, bonita,” he purred. His amber eyes were definitely not
					human.

				Ohmygodohmygodohmygod! This guy was
					a vampire. Her brain rejected it, not wanting to believe the creatures were even
					real. But this guy was so a vampire. And he thought he could take her?

				Instinctively, she shoved at his chest before undergoing the
					change into animal. She’d seen a wolf change once and his shift had been brutal
					and had taken precious moments. Hers was seamless as her jaguar form took over.
					Her clothes shredded as her bones quickly realigned and her much stronger and
					bigger animal side took over.

				She lunged at the vampire, going for the throat as she knocked
					him to the ground. That wolf shifter might not be an ally but she’d seen the way
					he’d taken down that man—vampire. She’d been forced to kill a wolf shifter in
					the past and it looked like these other creatures had the same weakness.
					Decapitation probably killed everything.

				The vampire with an olive complexion similar to her own held up
					his arms defensively as he cried out. “I don’t want to hurt you!”

				If she’d been in her human form, she’d have snorted. Yeah right. She bit into his forearm, surprised by the
					taste of his blood. It was sweeter, not as coppery as animal and human
					blood.

				The dark-haired vampire slashed at her, raking those claws down
					her left side as he tried to dislodge her. Behind her she heard more snarling.
					Afraid of a sneak attack, she let go and risked a quick glance over her
					shoulder. The black wolf was sparring with two more vampires.

				She didn’t know why he was putting himself in danger for her,
					but if he could take on two, she could take on this one. The vampire struggling
					underneath her hold was keeping his throat and face protected so she went for
					one of his biceps, keeping him pinned to the ground with her weight and
					strength.

				He cried out in pain as she tore through tendons and muscles. A
					hard fist slammed into her head, loosening her jaw. Letting go, she rolled over
					onto her paws and jumped back, putting a few feet of distance between them.

				“We don’t want to hurt you!” he shouted, palms raised.

				She snarled and started for him again. He sprinted away from
					her. The vampire shouted something and she saw a blur of movement as one of the
					others who’d been sparring with the black wolf ran back to the SUV parked behind
					the truck. They dove into it and seconds later tires squealed as they tore back
					the way they’d come.

				Still panting, she took a cautious step toward the limp wolf on
					the ground. Even though it was dark, thanks to the stars, moon and her
					extrasensory abilities, she could see a pool of crimson spreading onto the road
					underneath the other shifter.

				Though she didn’t know the wolf, he’d still been fighting the
					vampires. For her? Maybe. She didn’t know what to make of this guy.

				She knew she should probably be more focused on the fact that
					vampires were real and she’d just been attacked by one, but she had to help the
					wolf. As she neared the animal it let out a soft moan. Nudging his jaw with her
					nose, she froze when its eyes blinked open. They were the exact pale shade of
					green as the man from the art studio.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 2

				Rainer stared into the eyes of the beautiful female
					jaguar shifter. She was a sleek orange feline with dark black spots. Jagged pain
					lanced down his left side. One of the vamps had sliced into him, breaking a rib
					and piercing him with a silver dagger. The rib was already healing and the
					silver hadn’t gotten into his blood stream so while he hurt, he was almost four
					hundred and fifty years old and more than capable of compartmentalizing his
					pain.

				For a brief moment he tensed, wondering if the female planned
					to attack him too. The thought of sparring with this woman, even in
					self-defense, made something painful well up inside him. Some primal part of him
					just couldn’t do it. But then she let out a soft whine and nudged him with her
					nose and he realized she was worried. Or at least concerned about him.

				He tried to move then realized he must have been injured worse
					than he originally thought. More pain ripped through his right shoulder like
					tiny daggers digging into him. Damn vampire had sliced through him with his
					claws. Rainer let his head fall back against the pavement. He’d heal soon enough
					and if those vamps didn’t come back and the woman didn’t try to attack him, he’d
					be fine.

				But she clearly had other ideas. After whining and nudging him
					again, she turned tail and disappeared around her Jeep. Less than a minute later
					she came back around in her human form wearing a form-fitting T-shirt and
					shorts. All shifters he knew carried around multiple changes of clothes so it
					made sense she had something extra to put on. It was a shame she’d had to
					destroy that skimpy black dress though. He’d had some wicked fantasies earlier
					tonight of slowly peeling it off her. Watching her carefully, he relaxed
					slightly when she opened the back door of her Jeep.

				“Come on, big fella. You’re coming home with me so you can
					heal. Do not make me regret this,” she murmured as she bent down and picked him
					up.

				Rainer was huge and if she’d been human she wouldn’t have been
					able to lift him. As it was, the petite woman strained and grunted as she slid
					her arms under his big wolf body and lifted him up. Though it would have hurt
					like hell, he could have jumped into the back on his own, but he was afraid any
					sudden movements would scare her.

				And he wasn’t above playing the sympathy card if it got her to
					take him back to her place. She was living in Huntsville, which was his Alpha’s
					territory and she hadn’t made her presence known to anyone that he knew of.
					Considering that his oldest brother Alaric was second-in-command to Knox, his
					Alpha, Rainer would have known if a jaguar shifter had been living in their
					territory. Then she’d acted as if she didn’t know what an Alpha was. Whatever
					was going on with this woman and whoever she was, he was damn sure going to find
					out.

				Because those vampires tonight had been hunting her.

				After gently sliding him onto a thick quilt, she shut the back
					door while she muttered to herself about how she was definitely going to regret
					letting a wolf into her home. If he’d been in human form he would have smiled.
					Inhaling deeply, he scented her on the quilt and the smell soothed him on a
					primal level. Most shifters carried quilts or blankets around in their vehicles
					in case they decided to stop somewhere and sleep out in the woods, on the beach,
					or wherever.

				He didn’t like leaving his truck but there was no identifying
					information inside and the license plate wasn’t linked to his pack. If someone
					stole it, well, he’d take care of that later. The gentle hum of her engine would
					have lulled him to sleep but after only a minute of driving the vehicle shut off
					again and she got out.

				Making a split second decision, he shifted back to his human
					form. His bones cracked, broke and realigned and skin quickly replaced fur.
					Rainer wanted to be able to talk to her and he wanted to know why they’d stopped
					when they were in the middle of nowhere. She definitely hadn’t gone far.

				Seconds later the back door opened. The woman’s dark eyes
					widened and she took a step back. She seemed almost frozen to the spot as her
					gaze raked over him. He was turned on his side, still covered in blood and
					aching, but the way she stared at him made another part of his body react. When
					her eyes landed on his groin area, her olive-hued cheeks tinged bright pink and
					she quickly averted her gaze.

				Looking at a spot over his shoulder, she cleared her throat.
					“Do you need help getting out?”

				No. “Yes.” Yeah, he definitely
					wasn’t above playing the sympathy card if it got her to touch him. Rainer sat up
					and winced when he saw the blood he’d left behind. “Sorry about your quilt,” he
					muttered.

				“It’s fine. We need to get you cleaned off.” Still keeping her
					gaze not quite on his face, she slid an arm under his shoulder and helped him
					slide out. Her body was stiff and tense as she held on to him, making it clear
					she didn’t like touching him.

				He inhaled deeply, memorizing her jasmine scent. It was so pure
					and classic he wanted to bury his face against her neck and just breathe her in.
					“My name’s Rainer,” he said as his feet touched the paved driveway that led to a
					cottage style one-story home in the middle of the woods. Perfect for privacy,
					but not for a single female shifter who clearly had no pack for protection. He
					frowned at the thought of her out here all alone. His inner wolf flexed its
					claws, wanting to protect her.

				She paused for a moment. “I’m Estrella. Now come on. I want to
					get you inside before those...things come back.”

				He let her name roll around in his head as he savored it. But
					the uncertain way she said “things” made him curious. “You’ve never seen a
					vampire before?”

				Her grip around him tightened as she hissed in a breath. “Those
					men really were vampires? I’d thought so but I still
					wasn’t sure if I was right or if they were even real...” She trailed off and put
					a key in the front door.

				The second they stepped inside she let her arm drop, leaving
					him standing naked and dripping blood in her foyer. He started to call out but
					she returned a moment later carrying a towel covered in old paint splatters.
					Keeping her dark brown eyes on his she held the towel out, effectively blocking
					his lower body from her line of vision. “This is so you can cover yourself.” Her
					cheeks had turned that delicious shade of pink again.

				Despite the residual pain pulsing through him, Rainer wondered
					what it would be like to nip and kiss her very full lips. “Does my nudity bother
					you?” Most shifters were immune to nudity, but he still wrapped the towel around
					his waist.

				“Uh, yeah.” She said it as if he
					was stupid. Her gaze trailed to his shoulder and to his surprise she took a step
					closer and ran a gentle finger over his almost healed wounds. “You’re almost
					healed so if you want to take a shower and clean off the blood I think I can
					find a clean set of clothes that fit. Then I’ll take you back to your
					truck.”

				And get him the hell out of her house, was her unspoken
					message. That wasn’t happening anytime soon. Not until he got his answers and
					not until he was certain she wasn’t under threat from those vamps. Eyeing her,
					he let his gaze trail down her lithe, lean body for the second time that night.
					Even though she wasn’t wearing that tight dress, her top and shorts showed
					enough that he could fantasize about running his hands and mouth over all her
					smooth, olive skin. Her body practically glowed.

				She’d had her hair pulled back at the art studio but after her
					shift to animal then back to human it was free and her tight corkscrew curls
					framed her face, giving her an almost innocent quality. He couldn’t be sure but
					he guessed she had some Mediterranean and possibly Hispanic heritage. Wherever
					she was from, the woman was gorgeous. For the first time in over four hundred
					years he felt absolutely tongue-tied as he stared at her. As he brought his gaze
					back up though, something else struck him. “That vampire clawed you, too.”

				She shrugged. “Yeah, so?”

				“How did you heal before you even put on your clothes?”

				“The same way you’re healing now,” she snapped, annoyance and
					some other foreign note in her voice that he couldn’t define.. Fear, maybe?

				That’s when he realized how tired she was. Dark circles ringed
					under her eyes and she’d just admitted she’d never seen vamps before so he knew
					she had to be reeling somewhat from the shock of that revelation. “Ah, sorry.
					Thank you for bringing me back here. I know it wasn’t easy to bring a strange
					shifter into your home, especially a male of a different species. I’d appreciate
					a shower but then I’d like to talk to you about some things, namely those
					vampires.”

				She blinked, looking stunned for a moment. Oh yeah, he’d get a
					lot further with this sexy woman with a bit of politeness. For a fraction of a
					second her eyes strayed to his bare chest and lust flared in their depths so
					bright it stunned him. But then it was gone and she nodded sharply at him, her
					face a mask of confusion. “This way.” She led him down a short hallway and
					motioned inside the first door on the left. “Since you can stand I’m sure you
					can take care of...everything else. I’ll see what I can find for you to wear,”
					she murmured, careful not to touch him as she skirted past him and disappeared
					down the hallway and into another room.

				He wondered if she’d gone into her bedroom. That thought
					brought up visions of her splayed naked on a giant bed as she waited for him.
					Rainer scrubbed a hand over his face. What the hell was wrong with him? He was
					reacting to this female like a randy cub.

				During a very quick and cold shower, he washed all the blood
					and grime off his body and was pleased to see all his skin had knitted back
					together. After he was done he found a pair of large sweatpants and a T-shirt
					folded neatly outside the door. They were definitely a man’s because they were
					too big for her and that thought made an unwanted emotion ripple through him.
						Jealousy.

				By nature he was territorial but he hadn’t felt jealous over a
					female in centuries.

				The shirt was snug but it was dry so once he was dressed he
					headed back the way she’d led him to find her walking in the front door carrying
					the bloody quilt. He cringed inwardly at the mess he’d made, but she didn’t seem
					concerned.

				“Are you ready for me to take you back to your truck?” she
					asked as she dropped the quilt into a bundle next to the door.

				“Eager to get rid of me?” When she didn’t respond he continued.
					“I told you we need to talk about those vamps.”

				She shrugged and wrapped her arms around herself as she leaned
					against the closed front door. “So talk.”

				Okay, she wasn’t going to make this easy on him. “Whose clothes
					am I wearing? Boyfriend’s?” He hoped the question would take her off guard.

				She blinked those big dark eyes in confusion, then snorted. But
					she still didn’t give him an answer.

				Damn if that only rankled him even more. “Can we sit somewhere
					and talk?”

				After a pause she said “sure,” and nodded to her right and
					stepped into a cozy room with a couch, loveseat and giant pillows tossed around
					an intricate teak coffee table. The bright reds and oranges should have been
					garish but the splashes of color in the room complimented the many sculptures.
					Rainer had followed Estrella from the art show and realized she was friends with
					the artist when he’d seen her in the parking lot. Now he wondered...”Are you an
					artist?” He sat at one of the couches while she dropped down onto one of the
					overstuffed pillows.

				“I’m a sculptor but I don’t want to talk about that. Were you
					following me? And what’s the deal with those...vampires?” She still seemed to
					struggle with the concept.

				“You tell me. I’ve been hunting them and they were most
					definitely hunting you.”

				She actually laughed, the sound so rich and vibrant it was like
					a punch to his senses.

				“I’m serious,” he said quietly, injecting the truth into his
					words.

				She froze, her darker skin paling to the point he felt guilty
					for being the one to scare her. “What?” It was a whisper.

				Rainer made a split second decision to tell her everything he
					knew. There was no point in lying and something told him he’d get a lot further
					with this woman by being truthful from the start. “My Alpha and oldest brother
					are away because of the peace treaty being signed between shifters and
					vampires.”

				Estrella stared at him blankly. Either she was the best actress
					on the planet or she really had no clue what he was talking about.

				He continued. “On orders from my Alpha, I’m part of the team
					patrolling Huntsville and the surrounding area because of issues with a group of
					vampires who recently descended on the city. I’ve been tracking them and they’ve
					been tracking you.”

				She shook her head, those gorgeous curls swaying around her
					face. “That’s insane. Why would vampires give a crap about me?”

				“Exactly. Why would they care about
					you? Who are you and where are you from?”

				Estrella’s jaw tightened and he didn’t blame her. He was a
					strange male in her home demanding answers.

				But whatever was going on, they needed to figure it out before
					those vampires came back for her. And he knew they would. They would probably
					get reinforcements then come back tomorrow night. It was standard operating
					procedure. “I’ve been honest with you but if you need more, I have three
					brothers: Alaric, Conrad and Hardwin. We’ve all been part of Knox’s pack for
					close to three hundred years and—”

				Her eyes widened. “Three hundred.... Are shifters
					immortal?”

				Oh, shit. “How old are you?” he asked.

				“Twenty-six.”

				“Do you not know anything about your kind?”

				She visibly bristled at the question. “I’m an artist and a
					human. That’s all I need to know,” she snapped as a tremor rolled over her.

				“You’re not completely human and you know it. Earlier you said
					you didn’t know what an Alpha was so here’s a quick lesson. Knox recently
					expanded his territory and now rules all of Alabama. When you crossed into this
					state you should have told him you were here and by the looks of it, you’re
					living here on a semipermanent basis.”

				She swallowed hard and a wave of fear rolled off her. He could
					scent it, so potent, and he realized it was because of him. He was leaning
					forward, his hands on his knees, staring at her hard. He probably looked like an
					asshole. But he’d wanted to get some things straight with her. Easing back in
					his seat, he forced himself to relax.

				Estrella pulled her knees up to her chest and wrapped her arms
					around them as she began to talk. “My parents died when I was five. I got put
					into the foster system and was eventually adopted by a very nice older human
					couple who couldn’t have kids. They never knew anything about my shifter
					abilities. I grew up in Miami, went to college there, and only recently moved
					here with my best friend. Living here is a lot cheaper, there’s a growing art
					market and I have no one to return to in Florida anyway. My adoptive father died
					of a heart attack about two years ago and my adoptive mother died six months
					later of heart problems. I don’t think she was able to live without him.”

				“Miami,” he murmured, her lack of knowledge making sense now.
					There were no packs living in central or south Florida and vampires never made
					their homes in the state. Not even day walkers. Living in a place called the
					Sunshine State just went against their nature. “Have you ever met any of your
					own kind before?”

				She shrugged, the action jerky. “I met a couple wolves in
					college.” Something else rolled off her then that made his inner wolf still.

				“Did someone hurt you?” He knew too well what could happen to
					an unprotected female shifter in this world. It wasn’t as bad in modern times
					but centuries ago, you either lived with a pack or you didn’t survive for
					long.

				Her spine straightened. “They tried.” There was a snap of anger
					in her words that made him smile, even while the thought of anyone attempting to
					hurt this beautiful woman made him see red.

				He started to respond when his senses went on high alert.
					Without thinking, he turned off the lamp, sending the room into darkness. Light
					from the moon streamed in through the sheer curtains and with their extrasensory
					abilities they could see fine.

				“What’s going on?” she asked quietly. Estrella had dropped her
					arms from around her knees and was tense with anticipation.

				He held up a finger to his mouth as he listened carefully. With
					his hearing, he had no problem picking up outside sounds. Normally he tuned
					everything out but it had suddenly hit him that he didn’t hear anything outside. This time of year crickets in
					Alabama were bad and he’d heard them when they arrived.

				Now, silence.

				Which meant there was a predator—or more likely
					predators—outside. It was a few hours from dawn. The vampires shouldn’t have had
					time to regroup. Rainer had been battling them long enough to know how they
					operated. They’d never have a base of operations so close to someone they were
					targeting. Not to mention if they’d set up shop in the state, he’d know about
					it. So if they planned to take Estrella—and that would happen over his dead
					body—they’d be cutting it down to the wire trying to get her back to wherever
					their base was over the state line.

				“Our friends are back,” he
					murmured.

				Fear and anger pulsed off her in equal waves as she silently
					stood with a lethal, beautiful grace that made him forget to breathe for a
					moment.

				“Do you trust me?” he asked.

				She paused, then shrugged.

				That would have to do. He could stay and fight them but decided
					against it. If these vamps were desperate enough to come back for her now, there
					was no telling how many numbers they’d brought. Nope. He and Estrella were going
					to run.

				It was just a matter of getting out of here first.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 3

				Estrella knew she was probably crazy to trust this
					wolf, but so far he’d been up front about who he was. Lies had a very
					distinctive metallic scent and Rainer was telling her the truth. Of course he
					could be holding something back, but right now she knew they needed to get the
					heck out of her house.

				Something was wrong. There was an eerie silence surrounding
					them and her innate animal sense that she never ignored had her inner jaguar
					going nuts. She was clawing at Estrella’s insides, begging to be set free. And
					Estrella was about to let her out when Rainer took her hand in his. His very
					big, callused hand. Just that small connection soothed her inner jaguar and
					increased her physical awareness of this very powerful wolf. Didn’t matter if
					they were surrounded by enemies, her growing attraction to him wouldn’t be
					denied.

				He held on to her as he crept to one of her front windows.
					Carefully, he peered outside then stiffened before pulling her close.

				She swallowed hard as his head bent to hers. That distinctive
					sandalwood scent twined around her. His breath was warm against her skin. “I see
					at least three but there will be more. We need to escape out the back and shift.
					Then we run fast. Stay in front of me, I’ll make sure none of them hurt you.
					Once we get far enough away, we’ll have backup.” She barely heard him and he was
					millimeters from her ear, his tongue practically caressing her lobe.

				Nodding, she inhaled deeply, hating the strange effect he was
					having on her. She knew they were in all sorts of danger if there were more of
					those scary vampires outside her house and she was touched that he promised to
					have her back. But part of her couldn’t shake the strong magnetic pull she felt
					for him. It was getting stronger now that they were touching.

				Her face was still pressed into his neck as his free hand
					cupped her cheek. Rainer drew back a fraction and lightly brushed his lips over
					hers. The action was sweet and she might have mistaken it for chaste if not for
					the way his hips jerked against hers. She figured he was trying to distract her
					from the threat outside and she appreciated it.

				Grabbing her hand tighter, he stepped away and nodded toward
					the back of her house. “Lead the way.”

				Her house wasn’t big and he probably could have found the way
					on his own but she quickly moved through her house. Estrella was relieved that
					he didn’t let go of her hand. He was clearly protective and the knowledge warmed
					her entire body. It had been a long time since a male had wanted to look out for
					her.

				Once they reached the back door he expertly maneuvered so that
					he was in front of her and barely moved the curtain covering the small window to
					check outside. After a moment he said, “I see four more.”

				Her heart rate accelerated. So there were at least seven of
					those creatures outside waiting for them. But why?

				Rainer stripped off his shirt then turned to her. He motioned
					with his hands that he was going to crack the door open, then they’d shift and
					bolt through the door. His hand charades might have amused her had the timing
					not been so wildly inappropriate.

				“Send the female out unharmed and we won’t hurt you, wolf!” A
					loud, male voice boomed from outside, cutting down any of her humorous
					thoughts.

				Her skin chilled. It suddenly hit her that these vampires
					actually wanted her. This wasn’t a case of Rainer
					being mistaken about their intentions. He’d told her they’d been hunting her but
					she hadn’t wanted to believe him. And that vampire from earlier had said he
					didn’t want to hurt her even though he’d told her she was coming with him. She
					couldn’t deny the facts in front of her even though she wanted to.

				Rainer growled low in his throat, anger practically sparking
					off him as he eased the lock open and barely pulled the door back an inch. He
					looked at her and nodded once as he stripped off his pants. His ripped body
					would put pro football players to shame. And what was between his legs...she
					shuddered again as warmth spread throughout her. Now was definitely not the time
					to be noticing that.

				Knowing it was silly to feel self-conscious especially
					considering the circumstances, she stripped off her own clothes and underwent
					the change at the same time Rainer did.

				He nudged the door open with his nose, and they both sprinted
					out onto her back porch. Using all her strength and supernatural speed she flew
					across her open backyard, which led directly into the thick forest.

				A shot rang out and dirt flew up a foot from Rainer. Straining,
					she urged her body onward, glad Rainer was just as fast as she was.

				“No! Don’t hurt the princess!” that same male voice shouted,
					though he sounded a lot farther away than before.

				Princess? What the hell? Once
					Estrella and Rainer breached the thick trees, they moved even faster. Wind
					rolled over her fur as her paws pounded the hard, crunchy earth. There was
					shouting behind them, but she managed to tune it out the farther they ran.

				The trees around them grew thicker, the forest blanketing them
					in protection. Since there was no way to tell Rainer, she did what came natural
					to her beast. She took to the trees, jumping from branch to branch, tree to
					tree, as they raced. It gave her a much better vantage point to spot any
					possible dangers and she always kept Rainer in her line of sight.

				Some primal part of her wouldn’t let him get away from her. The
					need to see that he was okay and yes, protect him, was like a living thing
					inside her. She didn’t understand it and she wasn’t sure she liked it. But it
					was there nonetheless.

				The voices and shouts had long since faded in the background
					and once the trees started to thin again she jumped back to earth and fell right
					in line with Rainer. She wasn’t sure how far they’d gone but it had to be at
					least eight miles, maybe more. He let out a low yip that sounded almost like a
					greeting. Maybe he was glad she was running next to him again.

				When he slowed she followed suit. By the way he was moving it
					was obvious he was somewhat familiar with this territory. Since she was an
					orange jaguar and therefore stood out in the forests of Alabama, she tended to
					stay within a two-mile range of her home so she’d never been this far out
					before. He clearly had.

				Once they’d slowed to a complete walk, she nudged him in the
					side with her nose. He yipped at her and actually snapped his jaws. It wasn’t in
					anger, but almost playful. The action took her off guard. She’d never had anyone
					to run with. Not since she was a cub—and those memories were fuzzy. Her father
					was the only one she even remembered running with. Never her mom.

				They reached a clearing, but she froze when she saw a man
					standing near the opening of a cave. He was tall with dark hair and had a
					similar build to Rainer, but she didn’t plan to cover the rest of the thirty
					yards to find out who he was. She growled, drawing Rainer to a sudden stop.

				He looked at her, then back at the man and barked. As if she
					should understand what he meant. Estrella went down on her belly, ears back, and
					he flopped next to her. He nudged her side with his nose, trying to get her to
					stand.

				She knew she was being stupid and maybe a little irrational,
					but she was terrified. The reality of what had just happened was slowly sinking
					in. Freaking vampires had chased them down and she was on the run with a very
					sexy wolf shifter. A shifter she knew next to nothing about. She didn’t think
					he’d lured her into a trap or anything, but fear clawed through her as past
					experiences raced through her mind.

				Rainer let out what she thought sounded like a frustrated bark
					then shifted to his human form. He crouched down in front of her and she tried
					to ignore the fact that he was naked. “That’s one of my brothers,” he said
					quietly, reaching out and stroking a hand over her head.

				How could he have known they’d be
						there? Alarm surged through her and she started to back away but
					Rainer shook his head, as if he understood exactly what she was thinking.

				“My brothers and I communicate telepathically. When the rest of
					my family was alive, we all did. Some blood relatives are like that. Do you
					remember being able to do that with your parents?”

				She shook her head, though an elusive memory tickled her
					thoughts. Did she?

				Rainer sighed. “My brother brought us clothes. I’d like to take
					you back to my pack’s land. You’ll be safe there. The sun will be up in a few
					hours and we can check on your house then.”

				She shook her head again. She wasn’t going anywhere.

				Sighing once more, he stood. “Leave the clothes!” he called out
					to his brother, which she figured was for her benefit since they could
					apparently communicate telepathically.

				The man by the cave opening paused and Estrella was under the
					distinct impression that he and Rainer were having a conversation. Finally the
					man tossed the clothes down and stalked off into the forest.

				“Come on,” Rainer murmured.

				As they moved she tried to ignore the fact that he was naked
					but it was pretty hard considering the man was walking, talking sex appeal. All
					those hard muscles and sharp, flat planes made him an artist’s dream. Of course
					she wasn’t thinking about actually sculpting him because she didn’t want anyone
					else to see him naked. But she wouldn’t mind running her hands all over him.
					Then following up with her mouth and tongue.

				When they reached the pile of clothes he turned around to give
					her privacy as she shifted back to her human form. She didn’t sense anyone else
					in the immediate vicinity so she didn’t mind being naked. The change was fast
					and part of her didn’t want to put clothes on. Especially as she stared at his
					sculpted backside. She inwardly chastised herself. He was being perfectly polite
					and giving her privacy and she was ogling him like some lovesick teenager. Being
					naked around him sounded like a lot more fun than being clothed, but she tugged
					on the plain green T-shirt that left a good three inches of her stomach bare and
					a pair of drawstring lounge pants.

				Rainer turned just as she put on her pants. Those startling
					green eyes of his seemed to practically glimmer as he raked them over her in a
					very appreciative sweep. When his gaze landed on her face, the look in his eyes
					scorched her. Her nipples instinctively reacted, pulling into hard buds.

				Despite the cool April breeze whistling around them she felt as
					if she could combust on the spot. She wrapped her arms around herself, feeling
					nervous. “Do you think the vampires followed us this far?”

				He shook his head. “They won’t venture into my pack’s
					territory. Besides, two of my brothers and a few more pack mates are out
					patrolling.”

				“Oh.” She had a lot more questions but couldn’t formulate a
					single one into an actual sentence.

				“I want you so bad I can’t think straight,” he practically
					growled, the bewilderment on his face and in his voice mirroring her own
					insides.

				Her eyes widened at his bluntness, especially since he seemed
					almost surprised he’d admitted it. She felt the same way. She hadn’t taken a
					lover in years so this searing need for Rainer had taken her by surprise. “I
					want you, too,” she finally whispered.

				She did want him. Bad. After what
					they’d just run from she was pumped up on adrenaline and the thought of losing
					herself with the sexiest man she’d ever met felt like the best decision in the
					world.

				Too many emotions twirled through her and when his gaze landed
					on her lips, she knew she was about to do something she might regret. She didn’t
					care though. In a flash of movement she started to cover the distance but he was
					faster.

				Rainer’s hands settled on her hips as he tugged her close. His
					mouth landed on hers, his tongue immediately invading her mouth. His kisses
					weren’t gentle or sweet. Nothing like the tender brush of his lips from
					earlier.

				Right now he was taking and claiming.

				The thought of being claimed by this male made the warmth
					between her legs spark into full-blown heat. The last man she’d been with had
					been in college years ago and he’d been human and fragile. Nothing like
					Rainer.

				She wanted to let loose. To be free. To be herself for
					once.

				Grabbing her hips, Rainer hoisted her up so that she had to
					wrap her legs around his waist. His erection pressed against her core and she
					couldn’t help but rub against him. Even though he was wearing thin pants, the
					friction against her clit made her buck harder against him.

				He chuckled against her mouth and pulled back slightly as he
					strode into the cave. “I’ve wanted to do this from the moment I saw you wearing
					that black dress and those fuck-me heels. I wanted to take you right on the
					floor of the art show and I didn’t care who was watching.”

				The image that evoked made her face flame. Since she didn’t
					trust her voice, she grappled with his shirt and tugged upward. Raising his
					arms, he let her take it off. Her throat tightened as she got to see his body up
					close and know she was about to put her hands all over him.

				All those defined lines and striations. Unable to stop herself
					she leaned forward and nipped his hard skin. She kissed a path across his chest
					until she reached one nipple. Drawing it between her teeth she pressed down
					until he shuddered.

				Her legs were still wrapped around him and she was vaguely
					aware of him moving them, then kneeling on something soft.

				She looked up for a brief moment and realized they were on a
					quilt—no, sleeping bag. Whatever it was, she didn’t care. She just wanted more
					of this mysterious man. And she desperately wanted to feel him inside her.

				Pushing up on her knees, she straddled him, sinking deeper
					against his body and he practically tore her shirt off. A shiver stole through
					her as his hungry gaze landed on her breasts.

				Before she realized his intent, she was flat on her back and
					his mouth was on her breast. He sucked, hard. Her back arched off the ground as
					he tugged her already hard nipple between his teeth.

				A rush of warmth flooded between her legs as he cupped her
					other breast. He tenderly caressed it while he ran his thumb over her nipple in
					teasing flicks. The simultaneous yet opposite actions of his gentle hand and
					rougher mouth against her breasts made her moan in pleasure.

				She clutched his head as she squeezed her legs around his
					waist. Feeling his hard length pressing against her lower abdomen wasn’t enough.
					She wanted all of him.

				Despite having a human best friend and her deceased adoptive
					parents, she’d felt isolated for so long. Having to pretend her entire life she
					wasn’t a shifter had been difficult. Not around Rainer. She could completely be
					herself with him and it was refreshing. Her inner walls clenched with the need
					to be filled by him.

				As if he read her mind, he slid his hand down the front of her
					pants. There was no teasing. He cupped her mound and slid two fingers inside her
					wet sheath. The abrupt action had her rolling her hips against him.

				She let out a strangled sound as he dragged his fingers against
					her inner wall. Surprising her, he kept his strokes gentle and slow. Almost too
					slow.

				When he raised his head to look at her, she tunneled her
					fingers farther back through his hair, loving the silky feel. “Tell me something
					about yourself,” he demanded in a low voice.

				She blinked, unsure she’d heard right. Her inner walls clenched
					around his fingers in desperation as he slowed even more. She needed him to move
					faster. “Now?” she rasped out.

				He buried his fingers completely inside her and rested his
					thumb right on her clit, but then stilled his movements.

				“I hate avocados,” she blurted, feeling silly but so turned on
					with no release that she wanted to scream.

				Rainer grinned and it completely softened his face. A tiny
					dimple appeared on his left cheek, giving him a boyish quality. Looking
					supremely satisfied with himself, he resumed stroking his fingers inside her,
					this time with urgency.

				She let her head fall back and when he began rubbing his thumb
					over her clit she lost it.

				Growling low in his throat, he sucked her breast into his mouth
					again and tugged her nipple in that almost-but-not-quite painful way. She let
					out a silent scream as her orgasm surged through her.

				It was sharp and fast and had her grasping on to his shoulders
					in a fruitless effort to ground herself. The orgasm just kept going, punching
					through her and stealing her breath until she limply fell against the sleeping
					bag.

				As her orgasm faded, Rainer finally withdrew his hand and
					tugged her pants off. “You’re so fucking beautiful,” he growled in that deep,
					intoxicating voice she craved. “And your scent—it’s like you’ve drugged me with
					it.”

				Something warm blossomed inside her at his words. Estrella
					reached for him, eager to take his pants off too, but he beat her to it.

				Her eyes widened when she finally saw his cock. And not just a
					glimpse of it like earlier. Seeing it up close and personal made her shudder in
					primal awareness. The man was certainly proportional everywhere. Then she
					remembered...”Condom?”

				He froze, looking at her in curiosity. “You’re not in
					heat.”

				She blinked, uncertain of his meaning. Since she’d turned
					sixteen, she went through an unbelievably painful week twice a year where she
					was sexually frustrated and almost nothing could ease her. “You mean those are
					the only times I can get pregnant?”

				He nodded, his frown increasing, probably because he was
					surprised she didn’t know more about shifters. “And we can’t get diseases,” he
					said quietly.

				Clearly she had a lot more to learn about shifter life but
					right now she knew all she needed to. Sitting up, she reached for him but he
					grabbed her wrists and pinned them above her head as they tumbled back onto the
					softness. She squirmed, trying to get him to push inside her but he remained
					firm.

				Those pale green eyes had turned dark and smoky as he watched
					her. Under his gaze her breathing increased, her chest rising and falling
					rapidly. “Why aren’t you moving?” she whispered, suddenly feeling
					self-conscious.

				“I don’t take lovers lightly.” His voice was raspy, almost
					edgy.

				“Me neither.” It had been almost five years for her, but she
					didn’t plan to tell him that.

				“Good.” There he went again with that growl. The sound was so
					sexy her inner walls clenched.

				“And...I’ve never been with a shifter before.” She felt like
					she needed to tell him something more about herself. Something personal.

				His eyes flashed darker for a moment, then a purely masculine
					smile covered his face as he captured her mouth again.

				Still keeping her wrists captive, Rainer reversed their bodies,
					moving so that Estrella was on top. He wanted to see every inch of her as she
					rode him. The most primitive part of him scoffed, wanting to ride her hard and
					claim her. But not this first time.

				She needed to feel as safe as possible with him. Though it
					killed him, he could give up control. Hell, he could do anything for this
					woman.

				Something inside him had flared to life the moment he’d met
					her. Deep down he knew it was the mating call. He didn’t want to believe it, but
					his inner wolf wanted her and would accept no other. Ever. Considering they
					still needed to learn a lot about each other, he planned to make sure this first
					time together was done right. He wanted to give her so much pleasure she’d never
					want to be without him.

				“Ride me, sweetheart.” He let her wrists drop and was thankful
					when she immediately pushed up on his chest and straddled his waist.

				Her lips were glossy and slightly swollen as she watched him.
					Keeping her eyes on him, she raised up and lowered herself over his cock. She
					let out a long, satisfied breath as she sat fully on him.

				Unable to control himself, he thrust inside her. She was so
					tight, it would take all his self-control not to come before she climaxed again.
					And he’d make damn sure she did. He wanted to see that blissful expression on
					her face again.

				Her entire body was that beautiful olive color and her nipples
					were a slightly darker shade of brown. Right now they were rock hard and as she
					rose up on her knees, her breasts slightly swayed, driving him insane.

				He clenched her hips tight as she moved up and down, over and
					over. There was no way he could take his eyes off her. It humbled him that she
					was here with him now. She clearly knew nothing about shifter life, but she’d
					made the decision to let him into her body and they hadn’t known each other that
					long. She was so beautiful it almost hurt him to watch her. Those dark corkscrew
					curls bounced with her every graceful movement. They were riotous and so at odds
					with the way her body seemed to flow over him.

				He was so close to losing it but he refused to embarrass
					himself. Somehow he pulled one of his hands off her hip. Reaching between their
					bodies, he teased her clit. Unlike earlier, this time he used more pressure,
					rubbing her harder.

				She let out a gasp and he felt her inner walls tighten around
					him each time he rubbed. Oh yeah, it wouldn’t be long before she came again.

				She still watched him with those big brown eyes as she rode
					him. It didn’t matter that both their movements were becoming jerkier and less
					restrained, she never took her eyes off him. It was the hottest thing he’d ever
					experienced.

				When her climax finally hit, he realized it was coming a split
					second before it happened. Her inner walls clenched convulsively around him and
					a rush of warmth spread over his cock as she threw her head back.

				With that, he let go. Unable to restrain himself anymore, his
					hips pumped frantically as he thrust inside her. He felt almost possessed as he
					emptied himself inside her in hard, long thrusts until finally she collapsed on
					top of him.

				Her curls spread over his chest as she laid her head on him.
					Stroking a hand down her spine, he rubbed her in a gentle, soothing rhythm until
					he realized she’d fallen asleep. The steady beat of her heart and soft breathing
					made him smile.

				Wrapping his arms around her, he slowly turned their bodies and
					pulled out of her as he turned on his side. He kept her tucked close to his
					chest and shut his own eyes. He hadn’t been sleeping much the past week and he
					remembered how tired she’d looked earlier back at her house. Right now he felt
					so utterly content and peaceful and he knew it had everything to do with the
					woman in his arms.

				Under normal circumstances he’d be out there hunting down those
					vampires but there was no way he was leaving this woman to anyone else’s care.
					Since he knew his pack mates were patrolling and he trusted his own senses to
					detect an intruder, he let sleep overtake him, too. Tomorrow he could worry
					about introducing her to pack life in general. Not to mention he planned to
					start his goal of convincing her they were mates. Considering she had almost
					zero background about their world he had a feeling he had his work cut out for
					him. Luckily, he was more than up to the task. Anything for Estrella.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 4

				Estrella stirred as she felt warmth embracing her
					entire body. She moved and realized there was a big, callused hand draped across
					her stomach. The hold was light, but she knew Rainer wasn’t asleep. She could
					feel his heartbeat where his chest pressed against her back and his breathing
					wasn’t steady enough for slumber.

				“You’re finally awake,” he murmured, his mouth right next to
					her ear. He gently nipped her earlobe, pulling it between his teeth. Shivers of
					pleasure danced across her skin.

				He was definitely awake. His erection pressed insistently
					against her back, making her smile. Sunlight streamed in from the mouth of the
					cave, telling her it was still early morning. Stretching, she rubbed her butt
					against his hard cock. She giggled when he groaned in frustration.

				Rainer rolled her so that she was on her back and he was
					propped up on one elbow looking down at her. He had what looked like a day’s
					worth of beard growth though he’d been fairly clean-shaven the night before. She
					bet he had to shave twice a day. Reaching up, she cupped his cheek and smiled.
					“You get to tell me something about yourself now. I should be mean and wait
					until you’re about to come and then force you, but I’m nicer than that.”

				He grinned again and that boyish charm was back. Her heart rate
					tripled when he smiled like that. “Well, I hate avocados, too. I have three
					older brothers, I’m part of Knox’s pack—which you already know—and my parents
					died about three hundred years ago.” He swallowed hard, his grin dying. “They
					were murdered.”

				“I’m sorry. I...understand what that’s like.” She hated that
					she did. “Do you mind if I ask what happened?” It was too personal and she knew
					she should be pulling back from him out of self-preservation—what chance did a
					wolf and jaguar have at a relationship?—but she wanted to know everything about
					Rainer.

				His jaw ticked once but his pale gaze never strayed from hers.
					“They were killed by vampires because someone betrayed them.”

				The way he said “someone” was odd, but she didn’t comment. His
					hand, which still rested on her belly, flexed once. “Tell me what happened to
					yours.”

				She should have expected it since she’d asked him. The only
					person she’d ever told about that night was Sabrina. “I was five so it’s all a
					little fuzzy, but men broke into our house really early one morning.” Estrella
					shut her eyes, trying to banish the images but that only made it worse. “They
					must have been shifters, or maybe vampires—I didn’t know they even existed until
					now but I guess it’s possible—because they were so strong.” Her voice cracked on
					the last word as flashes of the blood soaked bedroom swam in her mind.

				“Look at me,” Rainer said softly. When she opened her eyes, his
					expression was soft. “You don’t have to tell me the rest of it.”

				She wanted to, though she wasn’t quite sure why. She needed
					someone else to know about that night. That she wasn’t crazy, despite what the
					cops had said. “My mom got me to safety. She broke a window and basically threw
					me outside. Told me to run. Screamed it at me actually.” Saying the words out
					loud felt so freeing. She’d never been able to tell her friend the rest of this
					story but she was going to tell Rainer. “My mom told me to run and hide in the
					human world. I knew I was different, I could turn into an animal after all, but
					I didn’t really comprehend what she meant. I knew what she meant by run, though.
					So I did. I shifted forms and then ran until...I heard my father scream. The
					sound was horrific so I turned back. When I got back to my house I looked in the
					living room window and saw my father dead on the floor.” He’d been decapitated,
					but Estrella couldn’t force herself to say the words. “I watched as one of them
					killed my mom with a long sword. Later the cops said only my father was dead and
					my mom was missing, but I know what I saw.” The damn memories were burned into
					her brain. She didn’t care what anyone said. Her mother hadn’t just disappeared.
					Maybe her killers had taken her body but she’d seen what they’d done to her.

				She’d run until she’d felt as if her legs would fall off. Then
					she’d shifted back to her human form once she’d reached the heart of Miami. A
					police officer had found her wandering the streets naked and helped her.

				Rainer tunneled his hands through her hair and pulled her so
					that her face was against his chest. He murmured soothing sounds as he stroked
					her back and told her not to cry. That’s when she realized she was. The last
					time she’d cried had been the night her parents died.

				She swiped away the wetness on her cheeks, hating the way her
					chest ached and throat burned as she held back even more tears. What she’d just
					told him was definitely bad first-date etiquette. She’d pretty much broken every
					rule, but it was hard to care. Even if she’d admitted way too much about
					herself, she was glad he knew this about her. Finally, someone knew the truth.
					And not just someone, but Rainer. She could be herself in the bedroom with him
					so she might as well just put it all out there right now. He’d protected her
					last night and now he was comforting her.

				“I’ll fucking kill them,” he murmured so low she almost didn’t
					hear him.

				Startled, she pulled her head back to look at him. “What?”

				“Whoever killed your parents, I’ll—”

				She pressed a finger to his lips and shook her head. She’d
					buried her ghosts a long time ago and the thought of him putting himself in
					danger made her ache inside. “Rainer, no. I don’t know who they were. The cops
					had no leads and it happened over two decades ago. Just...no.”

				He didn’t respond for a long moment. Instead he leaned forward
					and tentatively touched his lips to hers. His kisses were soft, exploratory and
					incredibly sweet.

				She felt more raw and vulnerable than she ever had before and
					he was being perfect. As his tongue stroked against hers that same need she’d
					experienced last night was back but with more urgency. She felt so drawn to him
					on a primal level it scared her a little. Okay, a lot.

				He rolled over so that his body covered hers. She loved the
					feel of all that muscle and strength over her. Spreading her hands along both
					his shoulders and arms, she dug her fingers into his biceps as he pushed up,
					slightly separating their bodies.

				Instinctively, she arched her back, wanting to feel his chest
					brushing against her nipples. But he was just moving so she could fully wrap her
					legs around him. They hadn’t bothered getting dressed during the last few hours
					so there were no barriers between them.

				As she spread her legs to accommodate him, he settled his cock
					right against her opening. But he didn’t enter her like she expected and
					needed.

				Estrella tightened her legs around him, digging her heels into
					his butt as she tried to urge him forward, but he remained immobile, poised
					above her. She was wet and aching for him and he was clearly trying to drive her
					insane.

				“There’s something you should know, Estrella.” She loved it
					when he said her name all deep and sexy like that. Before she could savor it, he
					continued. “I’m territorial, possessive and where you’re concerned I know I’ll
					be jealous. When I said I didn’t take lovers easily I meant it. I haven’t been
					with anyone in decades.”

				Oh. She supposed for someone over
					four centuries old that probably wasn’t that long, but he was still a male. It
					was a freaking long time. Her eyes widened slightly in surprise. “Is talking
					right before sex or right before I orgasm going to be a thing with you?” she
					asked, her voice teasing.

				Chuckling, he pushed into her in a long, hard thrust that sent
					a jolt of awareness through her entire body.

				“I rarely talk during sex, but you seem to bring it out in me,”
					he murmured as he began moving inside her in slow strokes.

				His thickness filled her completely and she lost the ability to
					speak. She definitely didn’t need words during sex. Her body could talk for her.
					Right now it was screaming for release.

				Instead of watching each other like they’d done last night, he
					cupped the back of her head and drew her up until their mouths meshed. Their
					tongues danced an erotic rhythm as he pumped into her.

				She wrapped her arms around him, digging her fingers into his
					back way harder than she’d have done had he been human. It was almost as if she
					needed to mark him, to claim him somehow. Part of her even wanted to bite him a
					little, but she held back. She might have let go last night, but they were still
					learning about each other and she didn’t want to freak him out.

				When he reached between their bodies and began rubbing her
					clit, her inner walls clenched out of control. He knew how to exert the exact
					amount of pressure on her sensitive bundle of nerves to drive her absolutely
					insane with pleasure.

				Drawing back, she began nibbling kisses along his jaw as he
					continued thrusting inside her in even strokes. Unable to help herself, she
					nipped his earlobe between her teeth. When he sucked in a breath and his strokes
					became jerkier, the most feminine part of her smiled.

				What she wouldn’t give to make this man lose absolute control.
					Arching up, she rubbed her breasts against his chest, savoring the feel of her
					nipples brushing against the hard planes of his body.

				“Mine,” he growled next to her ear as one of his hands cupped
					her breast in a dominating grip. He squeezed a little roughly before tweaking
					her nipple between his thumb and forefinger.

				The abrupt action made her gasp then moan. As he pinched the
					hard nub, it bordered on pain but quickly morphed into pure pleasure. Her inner
					walls tightened even more around his cock.

				“Mine,” he said again, this time even more demanding.

				Oh yeah, she could definitely get behind that. Her body could
					be his if he kept playing it so expertly. It was as if all her nerves were on
					edge, tingling and ready for release. She was so close, it practically hurt. The
					ache inside her grew until he cupped her other breast. Part of her wondered if
					there was more to his ‘mine’ declaration, but she refused to allow her thoughts
					to go there. Not now. She just wanted to enjoy herself and not get tangled up in
					her own thoughts.

				As he rolled both her nipples in tune with his thrusting, she
					finally let go. Her climax slammed into her like a freight train, running her
					right over so that she could barely catch her breath.

				She grabbed his head, tugging his mouth to hers as her orgasm
					exploded, shattering through all her nerve endings. Hungrily and almost out of
					control, she kissed him, needing that extra connection as she found her
					release.

				His own release wasn’t far behind. Tearing away from her mouth,
					he let out a shout as he came inside her. Unlike their first time, his shout was
					so primitive it rocked her to her core. The sound echoed off the cave,
					reverberating and wrapping around them until she was aware of nothing else but
					him.

				She wrapped her legs tightly around him, staying locked in
					place even after he’d settled on top of her and their breathing had evened
					out.

				Eventually he lifted his head and pinned her with a stare so
					molten hot she was surprised she didn’t catch on fire. It was like she was
					caught up in a storm and couldn’t look away. Hell, she didn’t want to. She’d
					gladly be caught by this sexy man.

				“You’re mine, Estrella.”

				Her insides practically quivered. She wanted to demand he say
					it again, even if the statement itself scared her. Those three words sounded a
					lot more intense than she figured he meant and she didn’t want to read into
					anything. She’d been alone for so long, reaching out only to a few humans. The
					thought of letting someone into her heart and then having it shattered when
					things didn’t work out—yeah, she couldn’t go there right now.

				She cupped his cheek, gently rubbing her thumb against his
					smattering of facial hair. “Rainer—”

				She was cut off by an unfamiliar male voice. “Holy shit,
					Rainer. The entire forest can probably hear you.”

				Anxiety threatened to take over as it registered that they
					weren’t alone anymore and she was very naked. Normally she could scent
					intruders, but she’d been so wrapped up in Rainer she hadn’t noticed. She
					guessed it was the same for him because he seemed surprised. Rainer didn’t seem
					to care about nudity but she’d grown up in the human world and it mattered to
					her. She turned her head toward the opening of the cave’s mouth at the same time
					Rainer did to see the same male from the night before entering. It was one of
					his brothers.

				Embarrassed, she tried to cover up but Rainer beat her to it.
					“What the hell!” he shouted, moving off her and blocking her so that his entire
					body shielded hers.

				She didn’t like to cower behind anyone but she huddled against
					Rainer, not wanting anyone, especially Rainer’s brother, to see her. She was
					already embarrassed enough by what he’d just said about the forest hearing them.
					It wasn’t something she’d even thought about but if his pack mates had heard
					them...her face flamed and she buried it against Rainer’s muscular back.

				“What’s your problem?” his brother asked, his voice surly.

				“I don’t know. Maybe you barging in here while my female is
					naked,” Rainer snapped, sounding furious. The scent that permeated off him was
					so sharp she could practically taste his anger.

				Wait a minute. His female? She
					wondered if that was just a shifter term for lovers or if he meant something
					more by it.

				There was a long pause and she realized they were talking
					telepathically. Popping her head up, she glared at his brother and pinched
					Rainer’s side. “It’s rude to do that when there are other people in the room.”
					Or cave.

				Rainer looked over his shoulder at her and actually looked
					sheepish. “Sorry. My brother was telling me your house is clear. We’ve got two
					of my pack mates standing guard, but there are no vampires anywhere near
					there.”

				“It’s daytime anyway, right? I thought they couldn’t walk
					around in the day.” Or at least he’d insinuated it when he’d said they could
					return to her house the next morning.

				“Day walkers are rare, though my Alpha is mated to one.”

				Her eyes widened. “Your Alpha is mated to a vampire?” She’d
					assumed that would be impossible. But here she was sleeping with a wolf, so what
					did she know.

				Rainer nodded and opened his mouth to say something, but the
					man at the cave opening cut him off. “So exactly where are you from? And why are
					you living so close to our pack land without having introduced yourself? There’s
					a reason those vamps were after you and I want to know why.” His brother’s voice
					was almost hostile, his questions close to shouting.

				Estrella felt her throat close up at the accusatory way he
					spoke to her. And the dark look in his eyes made her extremely
					uncomfortable.

				“Damn it, Conrad. Enough with the third degree,” Rainer
					snapped, his own anger almost palpable.

				“I have a right to know. The entire pack does. Alaric and Knox
					are going to be pissed,” he snarled.

				Feeling nauseous, Estrella laid back down and used Rainer’s
					body as cover while she snagged the clothes they’d discarded the night before.
					Somehow she managed to shimmy into them while Rainer and his brother continued
					to argue. She’d heard enough. Once she was dressed, she sat up and placed her
					hand on Rainer’s side. When he saw her dressed he reached for his own
					clothes.

				“Listen, I appreciate your help last night,” she said to
					Conrad—who rudely hadn’t bothered to introduce himself before tossing questions
					at her, “but I’m going to get off your land right now. I’ll talk to your Alpha
					or whatever it is I need to do but it’s early and I don’t need some rude jerk
					shouting at me.”

				Rainer’s brother rubbed a hand over his face and when his gaze
					connected with hers again, he looked slightly apologetic. “I’m sorry. With the
					vampire-shifter treaty taking place right now we can’t afford any
					incidents.”

				She shrugged, unsure how to respond. Suddenly she felt very
					uncomfortable now that it was daylight. She’d just spent a night in a cave with
					a wolf shifter she was only just getting to know and he was involved with this
					big pack and a world she knew nothing about. Estrella wrapped her arms around
					herself, wishing she was back in her home. Rainer’s arm landed around her
					shoulders as he pulled her close. His embrace was comforting, but she knew she
					couldn’t get used to it.

				Looking down at her, his expression was gentle, but also tense.
					“Before we go to your place, let’s go back with my brother. You can meet some of
					my pack mates and my other brother who’s still in town—he’s much nicer than
					Conrad,” he murmured jokingly.

				Estrella shook her head and looked down, feeling totally out of
					place. “I just want to go home.”

				Rainer’s grip on her tightened. “Don’t pull away from me,” he
					said quietly, almost desperately.

				How did he read her so well? Instead of responding, she took a
					step out of his embrace. There was no way she was having this conversation with
					his brother and who only knew how many of his pack mates nearby. “Can we just
					go?”

				Growling low in his throat, Rainer shot his brother a dirty
					look before nodding at her. “Yeah.”

				Relief swelled up inside her. Last night with Rainer had been
					amazing, but clearly she’d jumped into whatever this was too soon. She just
					wanted to get back to her quiet, uncomplicated life.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 5

				Rainer wanted to pummel his brother for the rude way
					he’d behaved to Estrella. They’d driven back to her place instead of shifting
					and running and she’d been quiet the entire time. Not that he could blame her.
					In addition to Conrad, another pack mate had come with them, which had probably
					only compounded her nervousness. Rainer wasn’t positive, but considering his
					history with females—or one treacherous female in particular—he knew his brother
					was just concerned about him.

				But he didn’t need a babysitter and he sure as hell didn’t need
					someone making his female so uncomfortable. It was like she’d completely
					withdrawn into herself and he hated it.

				Staring out the window, her dark hair covered most of her face
					so he couldn’t even look at her profile. He ached to reach out and run his
					fingers through her hair, to pull her close. But he figured she wouldn’t welcome
					his touch and he didn’t know her well enough to know the right thing to do.

				As they pulled down her driveway, her hand was already on the
					door handle. The second his brother parked, she was out of the car and striding
					toward the side of her house, clearly heading to the back where the door should
					still be unlocked. Cursing under his breath he hurried after her.

				“Estrella.” She stopped only when she reached the back door.
					She opened it, but didn’t step inside.

				“What?” Nervousness rolled off her in potent waves. She placed
					a hand on the frame, almost like she was steadying herself. Either that or
					trying to block him from entering.

				“Are you going to talk to me?”

				“I just...” Her voice cracked and it ripped open his heart.
					When her eyes welled up with tears, it was like a double whammy. She might as
					well have punched him in the gut.

				Gathering her into his arms, he nudged the door farther open
					with his foot and guided them inside. He then picked her up and didn’t stop
					until they were in her kitchen. So far it didn’t look like there had been any
					damage to her home. The two pack mates he’d seen near the edge of her property
					line watching it had already done a sweep so he knew it was clear of danger. The
					vamps had probably been too busy chasing after them then getting back to safety
					to stick around and tear apart her home.

				Though he didn’t want to let her go, he set her down on one of
					the chairs at what looked like a custom-made oak kitchen table. He took a step
					back then nodded at the coffeemaker sitting next to her refrigerator.
					“Coffee?”

				She nodded gratefully so after searching the cabinet above the
					pot, he started making it and let her get herself together. “I don’t know why I
					was crying,” she said softly.

				“Vampires that you didn’t even know existed chased you down,
					you were forced to go on the run with a strange shifter, and last night between
					us was intense and unexpected. At least it was for me. I’ve never experienced
						that with a female before. Then you got yelled
					at by my own freaking brother.” He couldn’t even put into words what “that” was,
					but he hoped she felt the same.

				She chuckled softly and when he looked over from where he stood
					at the counter, he relaxed. Her arms were wrapped defensively around herself
					like before yet she seemed more at ease. “I guess you’re right. Last night was
					pretty insane. And what we shared...yeah, intense seems like the right word.”
					Her cheeks flushed crimson and he was relieved she was clearly still affected by
					him.

				After pulling two mugs down from one of the cabinets, he leaned
					against the counter and watched her carefully. The percolating coffeemaker was
					the only sound in the otherwise quiet kitchen. When it became obvious she didn’t
					plan to continue, he said, “One of those vampires called you princess last
					night.”

				Her eyebrows furrowed as she nodded. “I know. It was weird,
					right? At first I thought maybe it was an insult but that doesn’t really make
					sense, does it? And why didn’t they want me hurt?”

				He’d wondered the same thing. The confusion rolling off her at
					the moment was so real, he had no doubt of her sincerity. Rainer had already
					told his brothers all of this and he knew Alaric had definitely relayed the
					message to their Alpha, but Knox and Alaric had more important things to worry
					about at the moment. And nothing was more important to Rainer than Estrella.
					Whatever was going on with the vampires, he’d be taking care of her.

				Covering the distance between them, he sat tentatively next to
					her. Her legs were crossed and that shirt his brother had brought for her showed
					way too much skin. Not that he was complaining, but it was hard to concentrate
					on talking when all he wanted to do was strip her again and bury himself inside
					her. “Why did you pull away from me in the cave?”

				She shrugged, the action jerky. “I was overwhelmed with
					everything and your...” She trailed off.

				“And my brother didn’t help things any.”

				Estrella shook her head. “It’s obvious he’s concerned about
					you. I shouldn’t have called him a jerk.”

				Rainer’s jaw clenched once. “You were right, he was being a
					jerk. But he’s not normally.” In fact, Conrad was usually the charming one of
					them. “When I told you my parents were murdered because someone betrayed them—it
					was my fault.”

				Estrella’s dark eyes widened. “What?”

				He’d held back last night but if he wanted to take this
					relationship with her in the right direction, he had to be honest. No matter how
					much it pained him. Opening up to people who weren’t his brothers was a foreign
					experience. “It was about three hundred years ago.” But even thinking about it
					still killed him inside. “I was involved with a wolf shifter from a neighboring
					pack. Things were different back then between supernatural beings. We fought for
					land, even the right to choose a mate. Life was definitely less civilized.”

				Surprise rolled off her and he knew he’d be explaining a lot
					about their different species in the future. Not that he minded. She deserved to
					know everything about supernatural history and he wanted to be the one to teach
					her. “This female,” he spat the word, unable to even say her name, “that I
					thought I loved—” He froze when he realized Estrella was growling.

				She stopped abruptly as if she’d surprised herself. Blinking,
					she blushed again. “Sorry. Please continue.”

				He held back a smile. Right now nothing should be easing his
					internal pain, but her reaction touched something inside him he was glad hadn’t
					died. “Long story short, a female shifter led my parents into a vampire trap. My
					brothers and I were also supposed to be there, but it didn’t work out that way.”
					And for decades after he’d wished he’d died with his parents. The shame and
					guilt of knowing he’d been responsible for their deaths had been almost too much
					to bear. “Once we realized what had happened, my brothers and I and a few other
					pack members killed them all. Her pack, the vampires. Everyone who didn’t
					flee.”

				She sucked in a quick breath and it hit him that if she’d grown
					up in the human world this would all be new to her, even if her parents had been
					killed.

				Rainer hadn’t killed his former lover. Conrad had unfortunately
					had to do that. She’d come at Rainer, ready to kill him and he’d been unable to
					strike back no matter how evil she’d shown herself to be. It was probably why
					Conrad was so leery of Estrella. “Our world is different than what you’re used
					to.”

				She nodded slowly and he could practically see the wheels
					turning in her head. Finally she spoke. “Why did she betray you?”

				“Land.” It was a simple answer for an act that had nearly
					destroyed him.

				Rage surged off Estrella, the bitter scent unmistakable. “Is
					she dead?”

				Rainer nodded.

				“Good.” Her one word response surprised him.

				Before he could say anything, he scented his brother’s presence
					nearby at the same time Estrella did. She stiffened in her seat and glanced at
					the entryway of the kitchen. Moments later when Conrad stepped inside wearing
					cargo pants and a simple black T-shirt, Rainer tried to see him the way she did.
					His brother was just as big as Rainer and his expression was fierce and deadly.
					No wonder she’d been nervous back in the cave. Hell, it was a surprise she’d
					trusted Rainer as much as she had.

				Conrad looked between the two of them, then focused on him.
					Rainer stood, partially blocking Estrella because he wanted her to know he’d
					protect her. Even from his own brother’s hostility.

				Conrad lifted an eyebrow at him, but didn’t send a telepathic
					message. He just said, “We’re leaving. Brought your truck to her driveway. Looks
					like someone went through the glove box, no doubt the vamps. You need to have
					her pack a bag and bring her back to the compound as soon as possible.”

				Rainer closed his eyes for a brief moment, resisting the urge
					to massage his temple. He’d wanted to ask Estrella first—or subtly insist. With
					his brother ordering her, he knew she was going to resist out of pure instinct.
					He knew because he’d do the same if some stranger tried to give him orders.

				He felt Estrella move before he actually heard her jump up from
					her seat. “I’m not going anywhere. This is my home. And if I decide to leave, it
					won’t be because you ordered me to,” she snapped at Conrad.

				This was just perfect. Rainer turned to face her, completely
					blocking Conrad from her view. Leave now, he
					mentally ordered his brother. Though he didn’t hear him go, his brother’s scent
					faded instantly and Rainer knew they were alone. When he reached out to cup her
					face he breathed a silent sigh of relief that she didn’t pull away.

				She actually leaned her cheek into his hand as she silently
					watched him. Good. It was obvious she needed his touch as much as he seemed to
					need hers. That extra contact went a long way in soothing his inner wolf and he
					could only hope he had the same effect on her. He’d always assumed his true mate
					would be a wolf, but he had no doubt that Estrella was it for him. They had a
					lot to learn about each other, but the heat and desire between them was
					undeniable and scorching. Not to mention his wolf had already accepted her
					jaguar. “I would appreciate it if you would pack a bag and come back to my
					place. At least for a week while we try to figure out who is after you and why.”
					They might know it was vampires but they didn’t know what coven they were from
					and they definitely didn’t know what their ultimate purpose was.

				She bit her bottom lip, her expression unsure. “A week?”

				“Is the thought of spending a week with me really such a bad
					thing?” he asked jokingly, even if it sliced him that she was unsure when all he
					wanted to do was go on lockdown with her and only come out for meals.

				“No, it’s just that I have to work. I have a few commissions
					that I need to finish and—”

				“Whatever you need for your work, we’ll transport to the pack’s
					compound. And if you need money I’ll—”

				Now she cut him off as she held up a hand. “Don’t even go
					there.”

				Okay. He could respect that even if
					he did want to take care of her in every way. “We could stay here if you wanted,
					but it’s not smart.” There was no way he’d actually let her stay here. Not
					without an army surrounding them, but he was trying to be diplomatic.

				“I know. I just don’t like anyone ordering me around. Actually,
					I had just planned to stay with my friend, Sabrina. What does a compound mean?
					It sounds scary.” A thread of fear twined off her.

				He chuckled. “It’s what we call the mansion my pack lives in.
					It’s huge enough that we all have a lot of space. Everyone has their own rooms,
					which are basically apartments. We all take care of each other and Knox is a
					fair Alpha.”

				“But I’m a jaguar.” Her lips pulled into a thin line.

				“So?”

				She swallowed audibly. “Other than you, the only wolves I’ve
					come in contact with before haven’t been exactly...nice.”

				There was something about her tone that made his inner wolf go
					on red alert. “What does that mean?”

				“I don’t know all these rules and regulations you guys seem to
					have so if I tell you something you have to promise me it stays between us.”

				“You think I’d betray or hurt you?”

				“No. I just don’t know if I can be punished for what I did.
					What I had to do.” Her body had gone completely
					stiff as she watched him warily.

				“What happened?” His inner wolf was clawing at him as scenarios
					raced through his mind.

				“In college I met a few wolf shifters. I’d guessed there had to
					be other shifters out in the world, but none lived in Miami that I knew of. And
					I still haven’t met any jaguar shifters.” There was a note of sadness in her
					voice that he might have missed if he hadn’t been listening so intently.
					“Anyway, they were all dominant and arrogant and one of them pushed me too far.
					He tried to rape me and told me it was my fault
					because I was stupid enough to be packless.” She gave a derisive snort, but the
					pain etched on her face was deep.

				Rainer’s inner wolf flexed its claws, death and rage the only
					thing it saw for one brief moment. Rape? He wanted to respond, but his throat
					tightened almost painfully. No words would come out as he imagined her at the
					mercy of some asshole.

				She continued. “That was my first lesson on what packless meant
					and why I’ve avoided shifters ever since. I...was forced to kill him.” She
					stumbled over the words then stopped talking and just stared at Rainer, clearly
					waiting for his response.

				It took a long moment for him to get his inner wolf under
					control. The thought of her being targeted because she didn’t belong to a pack
					had his claws aching to unleash and lash out at anyone who’d ever tried to hurt
					her. He’d never been so grateful that someone—a stranger—was dead. Whoever that
					wolf was, he was damn lucky he wasn’t alive.

				“Rainer?” Estrella’s soft voice brought him back to reality.
					Her eyes were wide as she stared at him.

				His breathing was erratic and he had to force his inner wolf
					back down. Though he couldn’t see himself, he figured his eyes had likely
					changed to a darker shade of green, revealing his wolf—which explained the way
					she was watching him.

				“You were more than justified in killing him,” he finally said.
					“Whoever he was, he was likely packless or a lone wolf by choice. Shifter
					violence against females is rare among all the different species. I’m sorry you
					ever had to deal with any of that. I wish we’d met years ago. Hell, I wish you’d
					had your parents or someone nonhuman to watch out for you growing up.” Being a
					lone female shifter was hard and he hated that she’d been by herself for so
					long. No wonder she’d been so wary of him when they’d first met. And he hadn’t
					helped things by being so arrogant.

				A small smile touched her lips. “Everyone has crap to deal with
					and even though I miss my parents every day, I’ve had a good life. Trust me, it
					could have been a lot worse. I’ve seen what happened to some of the kids in the
					foster system and it’s not pretty.”

				Wrapping his arms around her waist, he pulled her close,
					savoring the feel of her lush body pressed against his. She wasn’t alone anymore
					and he desperately wanted to be the one to protect her. Even if things didn’t
					work out between them—that thought killed him and he knew without a doubt it
					would be because she pushed him out of her life—he didn’t want her alone
					anymore. He might be a wolf, but she was now under his pack’s protection. There
					was no doubt his Alpha would welcome her. Right now, Rainer just needed to
					convince her to stay with him and not go to her friend. “Come with me?” he asked
					before dropping a light kiss on her forehead.

				Estrella sighed and nuzzled her face against his chest. “You’ll
					fight dirty if I say no, won’t you?”

				He smiled as he rested his chin on top of her head, inhaling
					her sweet scent. “I can think of plenty of dirty things I’d like to do right
					now.”

				She chuckled, the sound wrapping around him and squeezing
					tight. “Fine, I—”

				They both froze as a high-pitched ringing cut through the air.
					Estrella glanced over her shoulder toward the direction of her living room.
					“That’s Sabrina’s ringtone.”

				Estrella’s friend. “Grab it.”

				She hurried to the other room and even though he couldn’t scent
					or hear anyone else in the house and his pack mates had already swept it
					earlier, he did his own sweep while she took her friend’s phone call. Plus he
					wanted to give her privacy.

				When he returned to the living room he found her sitting on the
					edge of one of her couches, a brittle smile on her unusually pale face. “Rainer,
					I’m going to stay with my friend instead. I appreciate the offer, but I’m just
					not ready to live with a bunch of strangers, even temporarily. There’s no reason
					I can’t help you find out what’s going on from someplace else.”

				Rainer’s blood chilled at whatever she wasn’t saying. He could
					have easily listened to her conversation but he’d tuned her out, needing to give
					her the privacy she deserved. Now he wished he’d paid attention because whatever
					had happened in the last sixty seconds was very bad. He could see it in her body
					language and scent the fear pulsing off her in angry waves. And he’d be damned
					if he let her push him out now. Whatever was going on, he was sticking by her
					side.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 6

				Estrella watched Rainer as she tried to keep her
					breathing steady. His expression was dark, angry and a little confused.
					Unfortunately she felt as if her insides might unravel at any moment. Sabrina
					hadn’t been on the phone, but that same male from the other night had. The one
					Estrella had clawed and the same one she’d heard shout in the woods not to hurt
					her. Terror latched its claws deep into her chest as she replayed the man’s
					words in her head. Meet me alone at dusk or your friend
						dies.

				“What the hell are you talking about?” Rainer snarled, his
					expression darkening. “You were just about to come with me.”

				She stood, phone still clutched in her hand as she tried to
					drag in a breath, desperately needing to pump some oxygen into her lungs.
					Estrella couldn’t let Sabrina die and these creatures wanted her, not her
					friend. “I have the right to change my mind. Unless you plan on forcing me to go with you?” It took every ounce of her
					willpower to keep her tone sharp.

				He jerked back, almost as if she’d slapped him and guilt blew
					up inside her. She ruthlessly shoved it away. No time for stupid emotions right
					now.

				She hated hurting Rainer, but she had to save Sabrina. “I’ll
					give you my cell number so you can contact me, but I’m going to leave now. I
					just need to pack a small bag.” Avoiding his gaze, she tried to skirt past him,
					but he grasped her upper arm.

				Not hard enough to bruise, but he wasn’t letting her go
					anywhere. “Who was on the phone?” There was a dark edge to his voice and his
					pale eyes had darkened to a stormy green that sent a chill down her spine.

				“I told you—”

				“Don’t lie to me. Who. Was. It.” His fingers slightly flexed
					and for a moment she could see his wolf lurking beneath the surface.

				Estrella wanted to kick him out of her home, but she knew he
					wouldn’t go easily. And if she left on her own, deep down she knew this man
					would follow her. Not to mention, no matter how strong she was physically, she
					knew so little about vampires and their weaknesses. She could use the backup and
					Rainer had already proved how strong he was. Taking care of things on her own
					was instinctual and was why she’d lied, but damn...she could use the help. “I
					don’t know his name, but he has my friend.” Her voice cracked on the last
					word.

				Rainer’s expression softened slightly, but not much. “What did
					he say?”

				“Just that he has my friend and I have to meet him at the art
					studio right after sunset or they’ll kill her. I don’t know what they want—other
					than me. They want to trade her freedom for me and I have to go. Sabrina has
					been my best friend since I was eighteen and I love her more than...” Her voice
					broke again and hot tears welled up. What the hell? She never cried but in the
					last twenty-four hours she was like a leaky faucet.

				Rainer let out a string of creative curses and he still hadn’t
					let her arm go. “You’re not going anywhere alone.”

				“She’s my—”

				“I didn’t say we weren’t going to get her back. I just said
					you’re not going alone. How could you...” He trailed off and turned away from
					her. Rubbing a hand over his face, he told her to hold on and then was silent
					for a long minute.

				She figured he was talking to one of his brothers. Or maybe all
					of them. The way he’d said “we” made a foreign sensation ignite inside her.
					She’d never had many people to depend on before and the thought that she did now
					was almost too much to fathom.

				When Rainer turned back to her, his expression was blank. “Pack
					a bag, we’re headed to the compound. When it’s near dusk, my brothers and a few
					pack mates will head to the studio. We’ll get your friend back.”

				She frowned. So “we” didn’t mean him and her. “I’m going with
					you.”

				He let out a harsh laugh. “The hell you are.”

				“Unless you plan to kidnap or restrain me, I’m going. That guy
					told me to come alone. If I don’t do what he says, I
					have no doubt they’ll kill her. I’m not some weak female you need to protect,”
					she growled low in her throat. Estrella healed fast—faster than him, as she’d
					seen last night—and she’d killed before. She could do it again. Anything for
					Sabrina.

				Rainer growled back at her, his frustration clear in every line
					of his strong body. Finally he nodded. “Fine. I’ll wait outside for you.” He
					turned on his heel and stalked from the room, the tension practically rolling
					off him in visible waves.

				Estrella hurried to her room and packed a small bag. There were
					hours to kill before the meet and she wanted her own stuff at Rainer’s. As soon
					as the sun set, she was getting her friend back. No matter what Rainer thought,
					she was going and there was no way she was letting those vamps see that he was
					with her.

				She was starting to care for Rainer in a way she hadn’t thought
					would be possible, but she couldn’t let him have his way in this. She had to be
					there to help her friend. If those vampires didn’t see her at the studio, for
					all she knew they’d kill Sabrina. Estrella wasn’t going to let that happen.

				Hours later, Estrella tapped her finger against her knee
					compulsively—as if she could somehow make time go by faster—and stared out the
					window of Rainer’s SUV where they sat across the street from the art studio.
					Five of Rainer’s pack mates, including his brother Conrad who had been giving
					her the cold shoulder all day, had gone into the art studio about an hour ago.
					They were supposedly going to hide inside and had wanted to get set up before
					the meeting. Since she hadn’t heard an alarm or seen any cops drive by, it was
					safe to assume that they hadn’t tripped any alarms. She was grateful for the
					backup because in reality, there was no way she could take on a bunch of
					vampires by herself. She knew that. Still, a huge part of her worried their
					presence might get Sabrina killed.

				After the big show last night, Estrella knew the owner hadn’t
					planned to open up his place for the next three days so as things went, it was a
					decent place to stage a meeting with no outsiders. She wondered how the vampires
					had known it would be unoccupied. Maybe Sabrina had told them.

				God, Sabrina. Estrella couldn’t
					stop the worry spinning out of control inside her as she thought about her
					friend. It was like a tornado assaulting her insides.

				Rainer’s hand on her knee stilled her movements, causing her to
					look at him.

				“We’re going to get her back.” He watched her with wary green
					eyes.

				All day he’d been distant, even though he’d been physically
					present. He’d taken her to his pack’s compound and he hadn’t been kidding about
					the place being a mansion. She’d been introduced to a lot of wolf shifters and
					even a vampire who was mated to one of the warriors. Everyone had been friendly
					enough. She’d seen a lot of surprise and some jealousy on some of the females’
					faces, though she knew that had everything to do with Rainer being suddenly
					unavailable and nothing to do with actual jealousy of her. She couldn’t blame
					them. Rainer was definitely a catch, even if he was acting distant from her
					right now. She didn’t think he was angry, but he was holding back.

				Nodding, she looked away from him, hating that there was a wall
					between them now. It was her own fault, but she didn’t know how to tear it down.
					She didn’t know enough about him and pushing him away to handle things on her
					own had been her instinctive response after receiving that phone call. If she
					had to go back, she’d do the same thing again.

				“Damn it,” Rainer cursed.

				She swiveled back to him again. Before she could ask him what
					was wrong, other than the obvious, his mouth was on hers, claiming and taking.
					His tongue invaded her mouth with no hesitancy, as if he had every right to kiss
					her. He stroked against her in a frantic dance while one of his hands cupped her
					cheek, holding her possessively.

				When she’d allowed him into her bed, she’d let him into her
					life. All day, even with the walls between them, he’d been like her shadow,
					silently making a claim on her for everyone to see. His hand had never left the
					small of her back when they’d been outside his room.

				Eventually he pulled back and she was pleased to see he was
					breathing just as hard as she was. “Whatever happens after tonight, you’re still
					mine,” he growled, a possessive note in his voice.

				She blinked, surprised by his statement. He’d been the one to
					pull away from her, even if she had helped mix the mortar to build the brick
					wall between them. “I know.” She wasn’t walking away from him, even if her
					original instincts had told her to run far and fast. She had to see where this thing between them went even if her heart was
					shredded in the end.

				Now it was his turn to look surprised. Those gorgeous eyes of
					his widened for a moment before a harsh smile settled on his face. “Good.” He
					looked like he wanted to say more, but the sound of her phone buzzing in her
					pocket made them both freeze.

				She’d turned it to vibrate earlier and now felt frantic as she
					struggled to fish it out of her jacket pocket. When she saw Sabrina’s number
					again, her blood chilled. “Hello?”

				“Hello again—”

				“I want to talk to Sabrina, now! How do I know you haven’t hurt
					her?” This wasn’t part of their plan, but Estrella didn’t care. She wanted to
					hear her friend’s voice.

				“Your friend is fine and we would never hurt her without a
					reason, so don’t give us one.” His voice was razor sharp.

				Steeling herself, she said, “I talk to her now or I’m not
					meeting you.”

				He sighed and as she heard a rustling in the background, she
					watched as an SUV with unusually dark tinted windows pulled into the parking lot
					of the art studio across the street. The vehicle drove through it, then around
					the corner toward the back of the building. Next to her, Rainer straightened and
					she was under the impression he was having a telepathic conversation with
					Conrad.

				“Estrella?” Sabrina’s voice was slurred.

				Estrella’s heart soared. “Sabrina, are you okay?”

				“Fine...jush really tired. Dunno whash going on.” Oh yeah, she
					had to be drugged.

				Before Estrella could respond, the same male came back on the
					line. “See? Your friend is fine. I gave her a little sedative to keep her
					compliant.”

				It was more than a “little” for her friend to be so out of it,
					but she was alive and seemed relatively unharmed. Though Estrella wouldn’t know
					for sure until she saw her. “Okay. So what do you want?”

				“You.” A simple, one-word answer.

				“Why?”

				He paused long enough that even more panic took root inside
					her, clawing its way through her like out of control vines. “You really don’t
					know?”

				“I wouldn’t be asking now, would I?” she snapped, angry and
					confused.

				“Meet me in the studio we discussed. The back door will be
					open.” He disconnected before she could respond.

				“They’re already inside,” Rainer murmured, drawing her
					attention to him.

				“What did your brother say? Has he seen Sabrina?”

				Rainer nodded, a frown marring his face. “She’s unhurt, though
					clearly drugged. From the way they’re talking, the vamps truly don’t plan to
					hurt her. They plan to free her.”

				“Why is that a bad thing?” His expression confused her.

				“It’s not. We just don’t know what their end game is and their
					behavior isn’t what I’d originally expected. They didn’t want to hurt you the
					other night, though they didn’t care about my well-being,” he muttered, his own
					confusion seeming to grow.

				“How many are there?”

				“Five.”

				“And there are seven of us so we can take them. I can’t believe
					the vampires haven’t seen your pack mates yet.” Estrella had hated this part of
					their plan, but Rainer had been unwilling to allow her to walk in there alone
					and now she was actually grateful to have backup so close.

				“They’re in the rafters and have masked their scents—though
					that will only last so long.”

				She pushed out a sigh of relief as she wrapped her fingers
					around the door handle. “I’m ready then.” She planned to use the shadows to get
					across the street unseen.

				Rainer brushed his knuckles down her cheek, hating to let her
					get out of this vehicle. But the most primal part of him knew that if he tried
					to stop her, she’d never forgive him. While he told himself he could live with
					her hate and rejection, he couldn’t. So now he had to shove his protective,
					possessive wolf side down and let his mate walk into a room of vampires.

				The only real reason he was doing it was because his pack mates
					were already there as backup and he’d seen how fast she healed. She was only
					twenty-six compared to his four hundred-and-fifty, yet she’d healed with the
					speed of his thousand-year-old Alpha. Rainer still didn’t know what to think of
					that, but it soothed his inner animal that she could take care of herself.

				Cupping his cheeks, Estrella leaned closer, brushing her lips
					against his softly before pulling back. She tasted as sweet as the subtle
					jasmine scent of hers. “Thank you for helping me and my friend.” Then she was
					gone. Like a shadow, she slid from the vehicle and disappeared into the
					darkness.

				And he wasn’t far behind. It didn’t matter that she had
					protection inside, Rainer planned to be a scant step behind her, guarding her
					with his life if necessary.

				The two-lane street wasn’t well lit and even though it was a
					nice part of town, this strip of shops closed down early, which meant there were
					no random humans strolling down the street. There weren’t any restaurants nearby
					and most of the shops were wholesale places that did a lot of business over the
					internet. It was probably one of the reasons the vamps had chosen it.

				Using his supernatural speed he raced down the street, heading
					east before crossing over to the other side. Even though Estrella was
					momentarily out of his line of sight, he knew where she’d be entering the
					building and he planned to meet her there. Not to mention they had other scouts
					out on the street watching her that he hadn’t even told her about. He’d brought
					the full force of his pack here for her.

				Ducking behind a building that sold wood flooring and carpet,
					he raced behind the few buildings until he reached the art studio. The black SUV
					with tinted windows was the only vehicle in the paved parking lot. It was too
					dark for him to see inside and there were too many heartbeats in the near
					vicinity for him to distinguish who was where.

				As he decided on his next move, Estrella appeared from around
					the corner of the art building and strode toward the back door cautiously. As
					she moved, one of the side doors to the SUV opened and Rainer didn’t think. He
					just jumped into action.

				Using his stealth and natural animal-hunting abilities, he
					hurtled himself at the tall male in a leather jacket and jeans who had stepped
					out and tackled him so that they fell back into the vehicle. Rainer quickly
					assessed that no one else was inside as he grabbed the vampire by the back of
					the neck then slammed his face into the window. It shattered under the impact.
					As they struggled, two of his pack mates who’d been lookouts appeared from
					almost out of thin air.

				Releasing the guy, he shoved him at his friends. “Don’t kill
						him...yet,” he murmured, as his pack mates
					restrained the vamp who was still recovering from the bash to the head.

				The vamp might be supernatural but Rainer guessed he was young
					considering how easy he’d subdued him.

				He had complete faith in his pack mates’ abilities so he didn’t
					glance over his shoulder as he hurried toward the back door where Estrella
					stood. She’d seen him take down the vampire and now watched him in
					confusion.

				He couldn’t do it. Just couldn’t let her walk in there and
					offer herself up like bait. Take out the vamps, but try not
						to kill them. Just make sure Estrella’s friend isn’t hurt, Rainer
					ordered Conrad telepathically and prayed the woman came out of this unscathed.
					If she didn’t, Estrella would never forgive him.

				As Estrella’s eyes locked with his, it was like she could see
					what he’d just done. Her eyes widened in horror as she jerked the door open and
					raced inside.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 7

				Estrella’s heart pounded wildly against her chest as
					her inner jaguar took over out of sheer panic. The guilt she’d seen in Rainer’s
					eyes had slammed into her chest with the intensity of a semitruck. In that
					instant she’d known what he’d done and panic had seared her with the knowledge
					that Sabrina might be hurt or worse.

				Letting her beast take over, Estrella ignored the shredding of
					her clothes and shoes as she transformed. Her bones quickly realigned and fur
					now replaced skin as she sprinted down a short hallway. The sound of angry
					shouts and grunts had her terror growing.

				She followed Sabrina’s scent to the door that opened up into a
					giant storage area that took up almost the entire back half of the building. She
					used her weight and strength and launched herself at it. Her paws hit the door
					and a loud crack split through the air as it broke underneath her.

				She tumbled into the storage area to find Rainer’s pack mates
					still in their human forms fighting with the vampires. They were all spaced out
					in pairs fighting in the middle of the room. The overhead track lighting was
					dim, creating an eerie atmosphere draped in shadows. Blades and claws slashed at
					each other as blood and angry cries filled the air. A few of them looked at her
					and she knew the rest of them were acutely aware of her presence, but none of
					them could tear themselves away from fighting without getting killed.

				Sabrina sat huddled in a corner, her eyes glassy with fear and
					probably a whole lot of shock. When she spotted Estrella, she let out a
					strangled sound. Estrella didn’t blame her. A giant freaking jaguar in an art
					studio would scare the crap out of her, too.

				But her friend was alive. That was what mattered.

				Quickly assessing the situation, she snarled and crouched low.
					All the males seemed evenly matched and the vampire she’d attacked the other
					night was fighting with Conrad. Too bad that vamp was hers. He’d taken her
					friend and he’d pay.

				Ready to strike, she searched for an opening when a roar that
					made her entire body quiver filled the air. She’d known Rainer was seconds
					behind her but when she turned to see him in his giant wolf form hurtling
					through the door, she froze and stared at his magnificence. His black coat
					gleamed beautifully and his pale green eyes glowed. He growled at her, and even
					though she knew it was borne out of fear, the sound was angry and terrifying.

				“No!” The vampire shouted, momentarily drawing her attention
					away from Rainer. The vamp used the opportunity to punch Conrad in the face so
					hard he flew back into a case of storage tubes with a loud crash. Knife raised,
					he raced at Rainer.

				Estrella couldn’t attack the vamp in time, but she could do the
					next best thing. The thought had barely processed in her brain as she threw
					herself at Rainer’s body. She might be smaller as a human but in her jaguar form
					she was lethal and strong. Shouldering him, she shoved him to the ground,
					wrapping her forearms and paws around him. She braced for the impact of the
					blade slicing into her skin.

				At the sound of the blade slamming into the floor next to her,
					she rolled and realized the vamp had intentionally shoved the blade there. He
					truly hadn’t wanted to hurt her so she used that knowledge to her advantage as
					she tried to keep Rainer’s body beneath her, to protect him.

				But he was having none of that. Rolling them, he quickly pinned
					her beneath him and snapped and snarled at the vamp with the discarded
					knife.

				The room around them went eerily quiet as the vamp held up his
					hands. “Don’t hurt the princess, please.” A quiet, desperate plea.

				Rainer’s head tilted slightly to the side and if he’d been in
					human form, she’d have said he looked confused. Well, she felt the same. What
					was up with this guy calling her princess?

				Hating that she couldn’t talk, she shifted back to her human
					form and tried to ignore the fact that she was naked in a room full of men and
					her shocked best friend who Estrella was purposely ignoring. She couldn’t deal
					with seeing Sabrina’s fear right now even if she could scent the sharp, almost
					acidic aroma.

				Rainer still didn’t move or make an attempt to shift back to
					his human form. He just stayed hovering over her protectively, ready to strike
					anyone who came too close.

				“Why are you calling me princess and why are you acting all
					concerned?”

				The vampire who was clearly the spokesperson, went down on one
					knee and gave her a slight bow. What the hell? “I
					tracked this beast the other night following you. My own people have been after
					you, trying to bring you home, but when we thought the wolves wished to harm
					you—”

				Anger slammed into her. “Hold the freak up! First, these wolves
					have done nothing but protect me. Second, I’m not a princess or a vampire. Hello? Did you not just see me turn into
					a jaguar?”

				“You truly don’t know your heritage? I thought you were being
					evasive because the wolves were listening or coercing you. We needed to know
					before we took more drastic actions against them.” He shot a glare at Conrad who
					was a few feet away, carefully watching him.

				She blinked and shook her head as she tried to wrap her mind
					around what he was saying. Yeah, she could feel a serious migraine coming on.
					She was going to go back to that heritage bit, but first, “Why were you all
					‘you’re coming with me bonita’ all scary like if
					you’re so freaking concerned about me?”

				He blinked at her, utter confusion in his expression. “I told
					you I didn’t wish to hurt you. We thought the wolf was following you, but
					couldn’t be sure. Then you attacked me that night. I
					only defended myself, but made no killing blows. And you are muy bonita. Pretty, beautiful—it’s not an insult.”

				Rainer growled but the vampire and Estrella ignored him. He
					definitely didn’t like the vamp calling her pretty but that was the least of her
					worries right now.

				The vamp continued. “I thought you would understand Spanish.
					Your mother spoke five languages, you grew up in Miami, and you are
					Hispanic.”

				Estrella’s entire body went cold as she focused on one thing.
					This guy had known her mother? Had he been one of the men who killed her?

				Rainer, seeming to understand the changes going on with her let
					out a soft growl then shifted back to his human form. His shift was brutal and
					he let out a groan as his bones shifted back into place. Still crouching over
					her, he gave his brother a sharp look. “Give her your shirt,” he snapped.

				Conrad quickly stripped and tossed it to them. It was ripped
					down the side, but the black T-shirt would be better than her naked state.
					Estrella still had her arms crossed over her breasts as she glanced around the
					room. Luckily no one was watching her. The other pairs of vamps and shifters
					were definitely aware of what was going on, but they were all in staring
					contests with one another, ready to attack at any second. The only person
					staring at her in not exactly horror, but definite confusion, was Sabrina.

				Her friend was in a slight state of shock. Her dark eyes were
					wide and her arms were wrapped around knees that she’d pulled up to her chest.
					As Rainer slipped the shirt over Estrella’s head, she slid her arms into the
					armholes but didn’t take her eyes off her friend. “I’m so sorry,” she murmured.
					“Did they hurt you?” If they did, Estrella would kill them.

				Sabrina shook her head and opened her mouth to speak, but no
					sound came out. So she just shook her head again.

				Guilt punched through Estrella. She needed to deal with these
					lunatic vamps, then get her friend out of here. “We’ll be leaving soon, I
					promise,” she said before turning back to the vamp. As she stood, she was
					thankful the T-shirt fell almost to her knees. Rainer stood half in front of
					her, his entire naked body tense as he blocked her
					from the lead vampire.

				“Tell me why I shouldn’t kill you right now.” Rainer’s voice
					was almost pure animal in that moment.

				Estrella swallowed hard. Holy crap. He could totally do it,
					too. She could feel the rage and energy pulsing off him in terrifying waves. It
					was almost like he was another person. She’d known he was deadly before, but
					what he was exuding now was lethal. Everyone in the room seemed aware of it
					too.

				The vamp looked at Rainer and took a slight step back as he
					held up his hands in a passive gesture. “We do not wish to harm the princess and
					we never would have hurt her friend. As you can see.” He motioned with his hand
					toward Sabrina but didn’t take his eyes off Rainer. “We just wanted to get a
					take on the situation and figure out whether she was truly captive or had the
					ability to leave of her own free will. If she hadn’t met us, we would have known
					she was captive then we would have launched an assault to free her from you. And
					we only shot tranqs at you the other night, wolf.”

				Estrella narrowed her eyes at him. “That’s some seriously
					messed-up logic. But I don’t even care about your bullshit. I want to know how
					you knew my mother. Did you have something to do with her death?” Her claws
					ached to unsheathe and she was barely restraining her inner jaguar at that
					thought.

				Shock rippled off the vamp that was so pure she had no doubt of
					his sincerity when he said, “I loved your mother like a sister. She mated with a
					jaguar and left our coven to be with him. I respected her decision—even though I
					thought it was stupid to abandon her people.”

				Her immediate reaction was to deny this vampire’s words as pure
					insanity, but some vague memory played in her mind. “Let’s say I believe that my
					mother was a vampire. What do you mean, her people?”
					Estrella couldn’t remember once going running with her mother, only her father.
					In fact she’d never once seen her mother shift forms, but Estrella had been
					five. It wasn’t something she’d thought much about after their deaths. She’d
					just assumed both her parents had been jaguars because she was a jaguar.

				“Amira Villanueva was the daughter of my coven leader, Amir
					Villanueva. She was slated to take over should Amir ever die. She was considered
					a princess to our coven as are you—now that we know of your existence.”

				Estrella placed a hand on Rainer’s forearm, needing his
					support. Rainer immediately wrapped an arm around her shoulders and held her
					close. She savored his strength.

				The vampire watched the interaction between the two of them.
					Surprise flared in his eyes briefly before his blank mask fell back into place.
					What? Had he not actually realized she and Rainer were together?

				She wasn’t sure she believed any of this, but needed to ask
					more questions. “So why come after me now? And what the hell is your name?”

				He blinked in surprise. “My name is Taran. We didn’t even know
					you existed until recently. Didn’t know a jaguar-vampire mating could produce a
					child, but when I killed...” His jaw clenched and he took a deep breath. “I was
					recently forced to kill a member of our coven in self-defense and when he died,
					I took his memories through his blood. He’d been plotting to take over the coven
					and I wanted to see who his companions were, if any.”

				Estrella looked up at Rainer, her eyes wide. “Can vampires
					really do that?”

				Rainer nodded, his expression grim. “It’s rare, but yes. Some
					can.”

				She looked back at the vampire. “So what does that have to do
					with how you found out about me?”

				The vampire looked almost apologetic. “The man I killed was one
					of the vampires who killed your parents. He wanted your mother dead should he
					ever decide to attempt to dethrone Amir. I’ve already killed the others who were
					there that night, too. I saw you in his memories and I also saw his intentions
					from that night. He’d planned to kill you, but you were too fast. Even as a
					child, you ran too fast for him. Then you disappeared into the human world so he
					made the decision to let you go. He’d decided you weren’t worth the trouble
					since no one knew of your existence. He hadn’t even known about you until that
					night he came after your parents.”

				Estrella’s chest tightened as she struggled to breathe. She so
					badly wanted to deny his words, but she couldn’t scent any lies from him. Lies
					had a particular metallic stench and this guy gave off nothing but pure honesty.
					It would also make a lot of sense as to why her mother had disappeared. If
					vampires turned to ash like the one she’d seen the other night, then that’s why
					her mother’s body had never been found. She glanced over her shoulder at Sabrina
					and was thankful to see her friend didn’t look quite as in shock as earlier. And
					she couldn’t scent as much fear off her either, just curiosity. But Estrella
					still wanted to get her out of here and she desperately needed to digest all
					this information alone.

				She turned back to the vampire and tightened her grip around
					Rainer. “I don’t know if I even believe you—”

				Taran held out a cell phone to her. Everyone in the room tensed
					as Rainer let out a low growl. Conrad took a step forward and grabbed the phone
					then covered the distance to Rainer. Then he stood half in front of Estrella,
					taking the opportunity to block her even further from the vampires. She would
					have smiled at his show of protection if she had the energy. Rainer looked at
					the phone, then handed it to her. The vampire had taken snapshots of framed
					pictures—mostly of her mother and a man who was older than her—that spanned
					different decades. It could be a hoax, but Estrella couldn’t imagine why the
					vampires would bother.

				“You might not exhibit any of our vampire qualities, but you
					must carry the gene and are considered a blood born despite your jaguar body. We
					think you can theoretically have a blood born if you mated with a vamp—”

				Rainer’s low growl filled the air once again. “Estrella isn’t
					mating with anyone except me.”

				Taran nodded slowly as he looked between them. “I see that. I
					was just making a statement. I—we,” he held out a hand, motioning to the other
					vampires still locked in staring contests with Rainer’s pack mates, “would like
					to welcome you back into our coven. You have a home, a family. Your grandfather
					desperately wants to meet you. When your mother left, they said many angry
					things to each other and he wants another chance. He would have been here, but
					he is at the treaty signing and could not leave.”

				Estrella still had a billion questions for this guy, but now
					wasn’t the time. “My friends and I are leaving. You will not follow and you will
					never harass, touch or even look at any of my friends again. If I find out you
					actually did hurt Sabrina, I’ll cut off your head.” When he went to argue, she
					shook her head. “I want to sit down and talk with you and if what you’re saying
					is true, I want to meet my grandfather, but I will not be bullied or forced into
					anything. You have my phone number so text me your number and I’ll be in touch.
					Take my offer or leave it because I’m leaving now.”

				The vamp nodded, though his jaw was clenched tight. It was
					clear he wanted to argue, but knew he’d lose. Looking at his men, he nodded
					again and they all carefully left the storage room.

				“Call the boys, tell them to let the vamp outside go,” Rainer
					said to Conrad who immediately pulled out his phone.

				Estrella turned at the sound of Sabrina standing up. Her
					friend’s dark eyes were wide but at least not glassy anymore. She swayed on her
					feet and Estrella immediately covered the distance to support her—even though
					she was terrified of her friend’s rejection and probable horror at the knowledge
					of what Estrella was.

				“You can seriously turn into a jaguar?” were Sabrina’s first
					words.

				Estrella nodded, unable to find her voice.

				“Holy crap, that’s kind of insane—and pretty cool. I’ll
					probably freak out once these drugs wear off, but...” Sabrina lunged at her
					then, throwing her arms around her neck. “Thank you for coming for me. I knew
					you would,” she whispered, her voice thick with tears.

				Estrella hugged her back, then glanced at Rainer. The rest of
					his pack mates were cleaning up the storage room, but he was still standing
					there in all his naked glory watching her with a curious but guarded look.

				Did he not want her now? Not only was she a jaguar, but chances
					were she was also part vampire. How freaky was that? Why would he want her when
					he could have a normal wolf shifter to warm his bed? Shuddering, she looked away
					and moved to slip an arm under Sabrina’s shoulders. She just wanted to get her
					friend out of here for now. Everything else could wait.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 8

				Rainer paced along the length of the tiled foyer in his
					pack’s mansion. He’d barely seen Estrella the past three days because she’d
					spent them holed up with her best friend. Not that he blamed her. Her friend
					needed her and he would never take that away from either of them. The human,
					Sabrina, had taken the knowledge that there were supernatural creatures alive
					and living side by side with her in stride. Conrad was currently keeping an eye
					on her to make sure she didn’t panic and tell other humans about them. Most
					people probably wouldn’t believe her anyway, but until the shock of her newfound
					knowledge wore off, they were being cautious.

				Right now, however, Rainer just wanted to hold Estrella in his
					arms to convince himself that what they’d shared was real and she hadn’t changed
					her mind about them. They’d talked on the phone a few times but the
					conversations had been brief. It had been obvious she wanted time alone to
					digest what she’d learned about herself as well and he hadn’t wanted to smother
					her. In a few hours his Alpha, oldest brother and Estrella’s vampire grandfather
					would be returning to the compound and he’d never been more nervous in his
					life.

				“You all right?”

				Rainer turned at the sound of Angela’s, Knox’s mate’s, soft
					voice. Wearing black leather pants, a black T-shirt and black boots she’d paused
					at the bottom of the winding staircase, her dark eyebrows raised in concern.
					She’d arrived back in Huntsville a day before her mate to get the house ready
					for their guests’ arrival.

				Rainer shook his head. No, he wasn’t all right. “I miss her.”
					The words were out before he could contemplate censoring himself. Who cared
					anyway if Angela knew how he felt? Hell, the entire pack knew by now. He’d been
					biting off the heads of anyone who even looked at him wrong the past couple
					days.

				Angela’s gaze softened, which made him feel pathetic. Before
					she could respond, his handheld radio beeped.

				“Rainer, your female is on the property. I’m escorting her to
					the front door.” It was King’s voice, one of his pack mates.

				Rainer’s heart rate tripled and he jerked open the front door
					and strode outside. A nearly full moon hung low in the sky and the crickets were
					out in full force tonight, creating a symphony of noise. He barely heard them
					over the blood rushing in his ears. Their property was surrounded by the forest
					and thick foliage and the only way on to it by vehicle was a small two-lane
					road. Though he’d wanted to escort Estrella he’d known he wouldn’t have been
					able to keep his hands off her if he’d picked her up. They’d have never made it
					out of her house if she still accepted his touch.

				And his Alpha had been very insistent that she be at the
					mansion when he and their guests arrived.

				He watched as one of their SUVs pulled up and parked in front
					of the mansion. When Estrella stepped out of the passenger side, his eyes
					widened. She wore a knee-length simple black halter style dress with strappy
					heels and her dark curly hair was wild around her face. She looked sexy as sin
					and all he wanted to do was strip her and bury himself inside her tight
					body.

				Nervously, she smoothed her hands down the front of her dress,
					looked down then back up at him. He quickly covered the distance between them
					and tugged her hands, pulling her tight against him. The moment he did, some of
					the fear left her face.

				“Do I look all right?” she whispered as she slid her hands up
					to his shoulders.

				He nodded and forced himself to speak. “You look gorgeous. Your
					family won’t be here for a few hours though.”

				“I know. I came early because I wanted to see you.” Her dark
					eyes were wide as she watched him. Almost as if she was nervous about his
					reaction.

				Rainer decided to lay everything out there. She might stomp on
					his heart, but hell, the woman had thrown herself in front of him to take a
					knife for him. She was worth it. “I’ve missed you so much, Estrella. I can’t do
					anything without remembering what you taste like, what you feel like. I swore
					I’d give you time before I told you, but you’re my mate. I knew it the moment we
					met. There’s a lot you still need to learn about pack life and your history and
					hell, everything, but I want you forever.”

				She sucked in a deep breath and instead of responding, lifted
					up on her heels and crushed her mouth to his. Her kisses were needy and frantic
					and nearly bowled him over. Rainer was vaguely aware of King clearing his throat
					and saying something about Estrella’s bags, but he didn’t care.

				Lifting her up, he hurried toward the house and practically
					flew up the stairs. They passed a few of his pack mates, but he ignored them
					all. Getting Estrella to his room and naked was all he could focus on.

				He felt practically possessed until he slammed his door shut
					with a booted foot. After locking his door, something he rarely did, he let out
					a long sigh of relief. “I’ve been waiting forever to get you alone,” he growled
					as he set her on her feet.

				Hope flared in Estrella’s eyes. “Really?”

				His head cocked slightly to the side. “Are you kidding me? It’s
					taken all my restraint to give you space the past three days.”

				She looked surprised before frowning. “You don’t care that I’m
					also part vampire? Or at least have vamp blood in my veins?”

				Rainer let out a harsh laugh as he started taking off his
					boots. “I don’t care about any of that.” His own Alpha was mated to a vampire,
					but that wasn’t the reason he truly didn’t care. She was sweet, sensual, caring
					and she’d been willing to take a blade for him. She’d thrown her own body over
					his when that vampire had tried to attack him.

				Estrella wrapped her arms around herself as a new thread of
					nervousness rolled off her. “You’ve been really short with me on the phone the
					past couple days.”

				He paused as his second boot hit the hardwood floor. “I didn’t
					know what to say and I didn’t want to scare you by telling you I want you as my
					mate.”

				Her arms fell. “You were serious then? I know you said it to
					Taran, but I thought you were just being territorial or something when you
					didn’t bring it up again.”

				He growled again, unable to stop himself. “Of course I’m
					serious. I’d never joke about something like that. No shifter would.” Panic
					slammed into his chest as he realized she’d never actually responded. She’d just
					kissed him and that could mean any number of things. “Do you not...” He couldn’t
					get the words out. Fearful that if he said the words, they’d become a reality,
					they stuck in his throat.

				“I want to mate with you too!” Her heated declaration soothed
					him immensely. “You’re the only thing in my life that makes sense. The past few
					days without you only made it that much clearer and I don’t want to even imagine
					a world without you. I...I’d like to take some more time to get to know one
					another before we actually mate, but I thought maybe you could move in with me
					or—”

				“Yes.” Rainer had already talked to his Alpha about that very
					thing. He wanted to teach Estrella about her history and get to know her away from the pack. He’d just thought it might take a
					little more convincing. While he had no doubt of his own feelings, he hadn’t
					realized she felt the same.

				She took a tentative seat on the edge of his bed and his gaze
					followed the delicate line of her neck down to her cleavage. It remained there
					until she cleared her throat, drawing his eyes back to hers. Her full lips
					curved up slightly as she said, “You don’t mind living away from your pack?”

				“Not as long as I’m with you.” He was already in love with her
					and his wolf side was completely in sync with her jaguar side. “Now take off
					your dress, sweetheart.” His hands were shaking and he didn’t trust himself not
					to rip it off.

				A burst of lust rolled off her so potent he couldn’t help but
					smile. “You’re very demanding,” she murmured.

				“In the bedroom, yes I am.” When she went to take off her shoes
					first, he shook his head. “Leave them.” The thought of making love to her with
					those on—his brain short-circuited as she untied the halter at her neck and the
					straps fell to reveal her breasts. She reached behind herself and he heard the
					soft sound of her zipper being pulled down.

				Then her dress pooled around her feet leaving her standing
					there wearing a scrap of lace and straps that barely covered the juncture
					between her thighs.

				He swallowed hard before tugging his shirt and pants off.
					Rainer told himself to go slower, but the thought of getting inside her nearly
					consumed him.

				Foreplay.

				The word sounded so loudly in his head, he paused before
					scooping her up and laying her out on his bed.

				As she spread her legs, he slid her panties down her smooth,
					toned legs. The sweet scent of her arousal intensified as he blindly tossed the
					material aside. “Foreplay,” he muttered.

				She giggled, the sound wrapping around him like a siren’s song.
					“Are you telling yourself that or me?”

				“Myself.” He looked up at her, stretched out on his giant bed
					as if she were an offering. Her olive skin seemed luminescent under the dim
					light of the moon streaming through his open drapes. “I would have killed all of
					them for you.” He didn’t need to expand, knowing she’d understand. Before they’d
					realized who those vampires were he’d been ready to bring the entire building
					down around their heads.

				“I know.”

				“Does that scare you?”

				She shook her head sending her curls bouncing. “No.”

				That was all he needed to know because if the time ever arose
					that he had to defend her again, he wouldn’t pause to kill for her. Estrella was
					his.

				Dipping his head between her legs, he licked the length of her
					wet pussy and couldn’t bite back a satisfied groan when she gasped at his sudden
					onslaught.

				He wanted to make her scream his name. As he teased her, his
					entire body shuddered at her taste. She was sweet perfection.

				Her legs trembled around his head, squeezing him with each
					stroke of his tongue. He kept his teasing light and playful.

				When she tunneled her fingers through his hair and gripped his
					head, he grinned against her compliant body. Her breathing had turned erratic
					and the scent of lust that rolled off her nearly drowned him.

				“Skip foreplay,” she demanded.

				Grinning, he shook his head as he zeroed in on her clit.
					Pressing his tongue against the bundle of nerves, he exerted more pressure than
					he had so far. Her hips rolled against his face as she let out a yelp of
					surprise and pleasure.

				Since it was clear she was ready for him, he slid two fingers
					inside her without warning.

				“Rainer,” she moaned his name as she tore her hands from his
					head and clutched the bedding underneath her.

				Her inner walls clenched convulsively around his fingers so he
					slowed his movements. The first time she came tonight would be when he was
					inside her. And there would definitely be more than one time. He’d make sure of
					it.

				Slowly, he dragged his fingers along her inner walls and
					savored the desperate sounds she made. Though he hated to tear his mouth away
					from her, he lifted his head. “What did you say? I didn’t quite hear that,” he
					murmured.

				“Make love to me now,” she demanded, her voice full of
					desperation. As she spoke, her inner walls tightened around him even more.

				Those words had an immediate effect on him. Unwilling—and
					unable—to tease her any longer, he withdrew his fingers and covered her body
					with his. The heels from her shoes dug into his ass as she wrapped her legs
					around him.

				The slight pain gave way to pleasure as he rocked into her.
					When she let out a sigh of relief, it nearly unraveled him. Knowing she was just
					as desperate to be with him as he was with her soothed the most primal part of
					him while it simultaneously unleashed him.

				Palming her breasts, he tweaked and teased her hard nipples.
					The tiny buds had drawn tight and each time he rubbed one, her inner walls
					tightened even more around his cock.

				Burying his face against her neck, he nipped and kissed her,
					savoring her natural jasmine scent. She was so close he could feel it with each
					stroke.

				Thank God because he was close to coming, too. As he continued
					to pump into her, they found a frantic rhythm until finally he reached between
					them and rubbed her clit, hoping to push her over the edge.

				With a cry, she dug her fingers into his back and let out a
					moan that pierced him soul deep. He’d given her that pleasure. No one else. And
					no one else would ever touch what was his.

				It was too soon, but he couldn’t stop himself from saying the
					words “I love you,” as he climaxed. His orgasm was harsh and anything but
					graceful. His entire body shook as he emptied himself inside her.

				Rainer wasn’t sure how much time passed as they lay wrapped in
					each other’s arms, but eventually Estrella toed her shoes off and wrapped her
					legs completely around him. She gently nuzzled his neck, nipping at him with her
					teeth and then following up with soft kisses. Feeling too raw and open to look
					her in the eye, he kept his face buried against her neck.

				Finally, she dug her fingers into his back, pinching him. “Look
					at me,” she demanded. When he lifted his head, all he saw was love and lust in
					her hot gaze. “I love you, too.”

				He blinked once, unsure he’d heard right.

				She cupped his cheek, pulling him so his face was an inch from
					hers. “When we met, it’s like a missing piece of a puzzle fell into place inside
					me. I know we have a hell of a lot to learn about each other, but what I know so
					far is enough for me. You’re mine and I’m not letting go.”

				His inner wolf howled in satisfaction. He wasn’t letting her go
					either. No matter what. They belonged together and that was that. He breathed
					out a sigh of relief he hadn’t even realized he’d been holding on to at her
					words. Covering her mouth with his again, he rolled so that she was straddling
					him. It didn’t matter that soon people would be arriving to meet Estrella, he
					wasn’t letting her out of his bed for a good, long time.

				* * * * *
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