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Blurb

The existence of the Coteri has remained hidden for centuries...until now

He would protect her with hislife...

Mathias has been ordered to protect Mina Roarke at all costs while keeping her
father’ s secrets concealed. But from the moment he sees her, the hunger he's desperately
tried to bury roarsto life. The beast within is awakened and wants only one thing ...
Mina.

But when his enemies target her life, Mina and Mathias become caught in alethal
game of revenge. To save her, Mathias must not only expose the truth ... but aso what
lies deep within him.

*

She wasjust looking for answers....

Mina had always been told she was special. In what way, she never fully understood
until her life and everything she thought she knew and believed in was turned completely
upside down.

After the unexpected death of her mother, Mina finds clues about her past that trigger
more questions than answers. Her quest to find those answers thrusts Mina deep into the
Black Forest of Germany and into the arms of a man who tests her control ... in more
ways than one. She is wrenched from her own reality into aworld filled with adrenaline-
charged danger, blazing sexual heat and the answers that have been hidden her entire life.

Mina alone holds the power to change her future, but when she comes face-to-face
with ultimate betrayal, can she still trust in the one man who has captured her heart?

Dedication

To our kids—Thank you for your patience when we needed “quiet time” and for
giving us our daily doses of redlity to keep us grounded as to what’ s truly important.

To our husbhands—Thank you for your unwavering support and encouragement,
always making sure we knew you believed in us.

To our mothers—Y ou know what you did!

To Judith—We can’t thank you enough for your advice and never-ending support.
Fate was definitely watching us when we ended up on the same shuittle ride!

*

“Not of my blood but always of my soul. Forever Sisters. Forever Friends.”



Chapter One

The cold mist of the morning air did nothing to clear away the hurt and confusion
that filled Mina’'s mind. As she lay in one of the padded lounge chairs on the deck of her
childhood home, a cigarette in one hand and a letter dangling from the other, Mina could
do nothing but stare out onto the open Sound. The majestic Olympic Mountains stretched
up through the gray sky, the vast snow-capped peaks hidden by the fog and low-lying
clouds of the Pacific Northwest. Huge evergreens filled the never-ending expanse of the
mountainsides and the water of the Sound softly lapped the rocky shore below the deck,
completing the backdrop.

She closed her eyes and took another drag from her cigarette. Mingled with the smell
of menthol smoke was the tangy brine and seaweed that had washed up on the rocks. She
stared up, watching the smoke leave her lungs as gulls shot across the water, trying to
snatch up something for breakfast.

Minalooked down at the crumpled piece of paper she was weakly clutching. Turning
it in her hand, her gaze caught on the silver-embossed crest at the top of the page. A
falcon with outstretched wings bisected the crest and there were several other symbols
surrounding the bird that she didn’t understand. Her stomach turned with uneasiness. She
had just recently seen that particular emblem, and apparently it was the calling card of the
one person Mina hadn’t even known existed. It had graced the top of her mother’swill.
The same document which stated Mina was worth more money than she had ever
dreamed. The same document revealing afather she thought wanted nothing to do with
her or her mother.

Minatilted back her head, closed her eyes and took another drag from her cigarette.
The minty menthol smoke burned down her throat and into her lungs. The telltale calm
from the nicotine flowed through her veins. Mina had quit smoking eight months ago, but
losing her mother had brought the nasty crutch back into her life. She needed an outlet
and there was no way she would drown herself in food like she had done when she was
younger. She needed something to calm her current state of mind. Everything seemed to
be crashing down around her and she couldn’t do a damn thing about it. Control freak
that she was, the sudden death of her mother had sent her sense of direction right out the
window. Nothing was in her realm of control and she hated it.

The funeral had been small but beautiful. White lilies and sterling roses adorned the
casket that held the body of her mother, Julia Kathleen Roarke. She had just turned fifty-
seven afew months before the heart attack had taken her life.

A single tear tracked down Mina s face, dropped onto her robe and was quickly
absorbed by the thick fleece. Her momma was gone.

Taking alast drag, Mina crushed the cigarette in the makeshift ashtray she had
created out of adirt-filled flower pot and reached for her coffee. The morning was
characteristically cool and she loved winter in Washington. All snuggled up in her white
fleece robe, thermals underneath and giant fluffy slippers, Minatook aslow sip of her
warm espresso and looked out over the water once again. The smell of snow wasin the
air. It was like inhaling the scent of cold metal. Christmas was coming and Mina should
be brimming with excitement.



Christmas was the best time of the year for Mina and her mother. They would pick a
weekend in early November, bring down all of the tubs of decorations from the attic,
blare Mitch Miller Christmas music over the stereo system and spend the days decorating
their huge home. Lights and garland would adorn every entryway and the staircase. The
everyday knickknacks would be removed and replaced with mini porcelain Christmas
cottages that lit up and gave the house a soft glow. Christmas candles smelling of pine
and sugar cookies were lit to engulf the home with holiday scents and the baking would
take days at atime. At last count, they had seven theme-decorated trees in the house, one
for every room on the bottom floor and two more for their bedrooms upstairs. Mina and
Julia had spent years accumulating all of the decorations that adorned their home and
every one of them had a memory behind it. The Wizard of Oz dollsthat Julia had sewn
when Minawas a child, paper ornaments Mina had made in school and photos in hanging
frames of them both on numerous vacations they had taken together.

Closing her eyes again, Minafelt the panic build in her chest. A Christmas without
her mother was going to destroy her. The holidays were their special time of year. A time
when both women felt the excitement of the season and spent all of their time together.
Planning out menus, picking out new recipes, shopping for gifts and spending their
eveningsin front of the fire, talking and laughing. Twenty-eight years of Christmases
with her mother and now all of that was gone. Over. Never to happen again.

Minafelt the warm tears spill over her eyes and track down her cool face. She wasn't
in the mood to stop them this time. Thistime, she would let out her despair and not care
that she was losing control. She was entitled. Her mother was gone and she was grieving.
So what if everyone who knew her thought she was as tough as nails and could handle
the weight of the world with a smile on her face. Screw them. She was human and she
missed her momma. She was entitled.

Julia had instilled strength in Mina as she grew up. Improvise. Adapt. Overcome.
That was Julia s mantra and she preached it daily. Mina knew her mother only wanted the
best for her and wanted her daughter to be strong and independent. Someone who could
succeed in anything and still be able to laugh in the process. Be strong but still smilein
the face of resistance. Well, her tough-girl bravado was slowly crumbling and Minawas
turning into a pile of goo. She wasn’t sure anymore if she had the strength in her to get
through this.

Mina aways thought her mother was one of the bravest women she knew. A single
mother living on her own, Julia never complained about not having Mina s father around.
She had been both mother and father wrapped into one. But Mina knew when she walked
past her mother’ s room at night and spied her sitting by the window, staring off into the
night, her thoughts and memories surrounded the man she once loved.

Juliararely spoke of Mina's father. It seemed too painful for her when she did. On
those rare occasions Mina could get her to share a story or two, Juliawould talk of aman
larger than life. Tall, dark and protective, he seemed to be every woman'’s fantasy come
to life. She had always wished she could at |east see a photo of him or know more about
his family and background, but Julia only revealed enough to let Mina know that the man
who had fathered her was one of honor, devotion and love. Juliadidn’t even tell Mina his
name. He was simply known as “father” and if he had not died so suddenly, he would
have shared their lives.

Lost in her grief, Minadidn’t hear the sliding glass door hiss open and close behind



her. Warm hands swept over her shoulders and squeezed. Minaimmediately smiled
through her grief and opened her eyes. Chloe. Her best friend. Standing over her with an
empathetic smile on her gorgeous face. Red curls dangled down around her cherub
cheeks and beautiful emerald eyes shined in the morning mist. She was Mina s lifeline.
The only thing keeping her truly sane. Not by blood but by soul, Chloe was truly her
sister. The only other woman besides her mother who she would lay her life on the line
for. The only other person on the face of the earth she would truly feel connected to.
Truly ableto trust with anything. And what made her truly magic, the only other person
who knew how to handle Mina's control issues as well as her legendary short fuse. She
had even tempered Mina s cursing streak, limiting her to an occasional shit or damn it,
which by all accounts was an undocumented miracle.

They had met on Mina sfirst day of college at Evergreen State. Chloe worked at the
bookstore and Mina ended up in her checkout line when she bought her books. They had
immediately hit it off, and ten years later they had formed a bond that was stronger than
anything they had known before. She loved Chloe asif she was her own sister and knew
she could depend on her for anything.

After Julia s death, Chloe had moved into the house on the Sound with Mina. Chloe
had recently taken ajob as aweb designer for afirmin Los Angeles, so thiswasthe
perfect time for her to end her lease at her apartment and spend what little time she had
left in Washington with Mina. Mina couldn’t imagine staying in the huge house alone, so
she was grateful for Chloe’s company. But she knew eventually, Chloe would have to
leave. And Minatill had yet to get used to the idea of being truly alone.

Chloe leaned down and kissed Mina' s forehead and brushed the tears from her face.
She circled the chase lounge, grabbed a chair and dragged it across the deck next to Mina.
“Y ou thinking about Christmas?’

Minarolled her eyes and gave Chloe a smirk. “How the hell do you know what I'm
thinking every time | get upset?’

Chloe smiled and leaned back in the chair. “It'sagift Mina-girl. I’ ve been trying to
tell you for years | have super powers but you just won't believe me.”

Mina snorted and reached over for her coffee. “Yeah, right. Y ou just know me too
well. You aso know thisis about the time Mom and | would get the Christmas stuff
down.”

Minatracked where Chloe stared and sighed, knowing her friend had spotted the
flower pot with several crushed cigarette buttsin it. “1 know what you’ re thinking, but
don't say it. | just need it right now. I'll stop.”

“1 know you will, babe. That’swhy I’m not saying anything ... for now.”

Minalooked out over the Sound and noticed a single falcon perched on the bough of
ahuge evergreen right at the water’ s edge. Her eyes narrowed on the bird, but as soon as
she focused on it, its large wings unfurled and it took flight and soared right over them.
Minatracked the bird and smiled. “I love it when they do that. It's asif they’ re watching
me.”

This had been Mina's home for her entire life and nothing would ever take her away
from it. The brisk mornings, ferns growing wild everywhere she looked, the whale pods
every spring, the long drives up the coast to the little wineries with Chloe, the snow-
capped mountains, and of course, this house. The house she grew up in and learned how
to live and be the woman who she was. The house where almost every happy memory of



her life originated. Where Julia taught her how to put on makeup in the upstairs
bathroom, where every year Mina stood against the entry to the kitchen and Juliawould
mark her growth with a pencil on the wall, where she would camp out on the deck at
night and sleep under the stars and dream of a future with a man who loved her
unconditionally.

Mina snapped back out of her haze and remembered the piece of paper she had in her
hand. She sighed and turned her head to face Chloe.

“What? What’ s wrong, Mina?’

Without aword, Mina extended her arm and handed Chloe the piece of wrinkled
paper. “1 found thislast night when | wasin Mom’s closet.”

Chloe took the paper and began to read. Her head popped up immediately and she
stared at Mina, eyes wide with shock. “What the hell isthis?’

Minalooked away and her gaze focused back over the calm water of the Sound.
“Apparently the father | thought had died is dive and well and living in Germany.” She
reached over for her pack of cigarettes and lit another. “ That’s not the only letter, Chloe.”
Mina blew out a plume of smoke and looked back at Chloe. “There are hundreds of them
in atrunk behind Mom’s clothes. | was up all night reading.”

Chloe looked down and continued to read it.

Mina had amost memorized the letter that Chloe read. She took along drag of her
cigarette and exhaled. That particular letter had been written twenty-eight years ago, right
after her birth. The words were eloquent and full of love and loyalty to both Mina and
Julia. The man, known only as R, spoke about how much he loved them both and wished
he could be with them. Have afamily. He wrote of his need to hold his newborn
daughter. Watch Mina grow and learn. Jesus. He had been writing to Julia all thistime
and Minanever knew. Her mother kept him from her. But why?

Even though some of the letters had mentioned the agreement between him and Julia
to keep Mina away from Germany, there was never an explanation of why. If he loved
them so much, why did he send Julia away? Why was he not here? And why the hell did
Juliatell her that her father had died?

Not having afather growing up hadn’t bothered Mina. Julia had been a wonderful
mother and Mina hadn’t wanted for anything. Their relationship was a close one where
Mina knew she could talk to her mother about anything. Boys, school, her hair, those
damn freckles she had across her nose. Julia had been a great mother and a close friend.
They were close in every way, but Minarealized as she got older Julia had a sadness
inside her.

Father’s Day to Minawas just another day, but Julia had aways spent the evening
standing on the deck, staring out onto the water. Lost in thought and missing the man she
had loved. Minaknew to let her mother have that time alone, but that didn’t stop her from
watching her from the upstairs window. Sometimes Mina saw her wipe atear away from
her face, but Juliawould always smile as she thought about the man who had given her a
daughter. Losing the man she loved had been hard on Julia, but Mina never felt her life
wasn't whole.

Mina never thought she needed a father. She had everything she needed.

Mina had her hair pulled up in amessy bun on top of her head. She wrapped hersel f
tightly in her robe and lay curled up on the lounger, staring out over the water. She felt so
lost.



Chloe reached over and patted Mina on the hip, bringing her out of her haze.
“Sweetie, you know if | could take al this pain and confusion away from you | would.
But | am here for you. Come on, honey. Let’sgo in and warm up. It’s colder than a
witch’ stit out here.”

Minalet out achuckle. “Y ou and your sayings, Chloe. | swear each time you come
up with something even more stupid than the last.”

Chloe pulled Mina out of the chair. “Hey! They’re not stupid. They’re funny and
they make you laugh.” She gave Mina atight hug. “Come on. Let’s go look at these
letters together and see if we can’t figure out what’ s going on.”

* % * %

Six hours, two pizzas and ten beers later, Mina and Chloe had gone through almost
all of the letters. Julia’ s room was covered with paper and envelopes spanning over
twenty-eight years of correspondence between her and R, and the women were no closer
to finding out why they had decided not to be together and hide hisidentity from Mina.

Chloe leaned back against the end of the bed and stretched her legs out over the
wood floor. “Ming, thisisinsane. We're never gonnafind out what happened from these
letters. They hid it too well.”

Minatucked the letter she had just finished back into the envelope. “1 know. Why the
hell did she keep thisfrom me, Clo? She lied and told me he was dead.”

“1 don’t know, babe, but we' re not gonna find anything in these letters. What about
the trunk? Was there anything else in it?’

Minalooked over her shoulder into her mother’s closet. On the floor was awooden
trunk, lid open and sitting there like the Arc of the Covenant. Untouched and full of
mystery. She crawled over to it on her hands and knees and peered inside. Shaking her
head, Minalet out asigh. “Empty.”

Mina sat back and looked at the mass of papers all around her. Her heart literally
ached and alump formed in her throat. “ Jesus. | can’t believe she didn’t tell me, Chloe.”

Chloe met Mina s gaze with furrowed brows. “Me neither, hon. But the reason had
to be significant. | mean, thisis huge. What could have possibly happened to prevent
your father from being with you two?’

Minareached down and grabbed one of the letters next to her and started to scan it
again. “| have no ideaand | don’t think we are gonna find out by reading these.”

Continuing to scan the letter, Mina s gaze settled on aword that had been prevalent
in several of the letters. Her father had referred to Mina using the word. Kétzchen. What
did that mean? Mina carefully placed the letter on the floor and stood, moving toward the
doorway.

“Where are you going?’

On amission, Minadidn’t even turn to reply.

A few seconds later, she returned with her laptop. When she was connected to the
internet, she went to a tranglation site and entered the word kétzchen. The result popped
onto the screen and Mina s hand went to her mouth in surprise. “Holy shit!”

Chloe' s head snapped up and she looked over at Mina. “What?’

Minalooked up and smiled. “Kitten. It means kitten.”

“What means kitten?’

Mina absently pointed to the pile of letters. “Thisword in the letter. | can’t



pronounce it, but he used it to refer to me. It means kitten. He referred to me as hislittle
kitten. Jesus, Chloe. Mom called me kitty all the time!”

Chloe reached over and picked up the letter containing the reference. She read the
word aoud, “Kat-chen.”

Tears poured down Mina s cheeks when she met Chloe' s gaze. “Kitten.”

Chloe scooted across the floor and wrapped her arms around Mina. She rocked back
and forth and let Mina cry it out. “ Shhhh. It’s okay, babe.” Chloe stroked her hand over
Mina s back and held her tight. “It’ Il be okay.”

* k% * %

L etters and envel opes were strewn all over and Chloe knew Minawouldn’t get the
answers she needed here. Closing her eyes, she realized what she needed to do. What she
had to do.

Chloe reached for the laptop. She cleared the browser and started frantically typing.
She knew this was along shot and didn’t think Minawould go for it initialy, but she had
to try. Chloe had given Mina her support and trust for the past decade. She wouldn’t stop
now. Her singular mission right now was to take away Mina's pain. She couldn’t do
anything less for her sister. Damn it, this had to work.



Chapter Two

The next week went by in ablur. Mina had finally emailed her resignation to her
work. She hated that job and hated her boss more—sanctimonious, sexist pig that he was.

She then spent the rest of the week researching. The envelopes had all identified a
singular postmark. The name of atown stamped on the envelope: Staufen.

It was located in the Black Forest of Germany about three hours away from Munich
and was mostly known as atourist town. The town was situated at the bottom of alarge
hill amongst old castle ruins. The online photos showed this town to be both quaint and
beautiful with different colored buildings all with window boxes full of begonias. The
population was estimated around eighteen thousand people—not large by any means, but
from what Mina could see it had every accommodation needed.

Chloe walked into the room with take-out Chinese and plopped down on the floor
next to Mina.

“What did you find out today?’ Chloe bit into an eggroll.

“The town is about three hours from Munich and is located in the Black Forest.
Tourist town mostly but really beautiful. Here, I'll trade you—egg roll for laptop. Take a
look.”

Mina crunched into her shrimp egg roll as Chloe scanned the photos on the screen.
“Thisisreally beautiful, Mina.”

Taking another bite of the eggroll, Minareached over to grab her rice. “Yeah, it is.
But I'm still wondering if thisis the best thing to do right now. With you leaving, and the
holidays coming, I’m not sure thisis the smartest thing for me.”

Chloe continued to click through all of the photos on the website. “Honey, think
about it. You have thetime. Y ou definitely have the money. Why not find out what your
mother loved about that place. It can’'t hurt and you may end up discovering something
about your past that you had no idea existed.”

Mina swallowed her rice and grabbed her bottle of water. “Come on, Chloe. Be
realistic. Like I’'m going to walk into this little tourist town in Germany and find out who
Risand all of these little mysteries will suddenly be solved?’ She took a drink and
screwed the top back on the bottle. “Y ou know aswell as| do that won’t happen. Thisis
probably going to be a huge waste of time.”

Chloe held out her hand for the water and grabbed it from Mina. “I know that,
dumbass. I’'m just saying, what can it hurt? Y ou’ [l spend some time on vacation in a
beautiful place. Lord knows you need to get out of this house for awhile.”

Minalaid her head against the end of the bed and tried to look as pathetic as
possible. She pouted out her lower lip and whined, “ Come with me.”

Chloe shook her head. “My job starts soon, and asit is, I’ [l have to work virtually
until I can find aplacein LA to live. They’re being really generous with delaying my
start date so | can stay with you for awhile, but extending that time to travel with you to
Germany might be pushing it a bit much.”

“Yeah, | know.” Minasighed as she sat up and reached for her rice again. “I just
wish | didn’t have to go alone. I’ ve never been outside the US except when we went to
Cancun a couple of years ago and the idea makes me nervous. | mean thistrip isn't like



driving to Portland to go shopping. Thisis another continent where they speak another
language.”

Chloe dlid the laptop off her legs and grabbed another egg roll. “Hey, you can do
this. You're one of the strongest women | know. Once you set your mind to something,
you always follow through.” She popped the rest of the egg roll into her mouth and
chewed. Reaching for her [o mien, she sat up and crossed her legs. “Y ou do realize most
businesses in large cities and tourist towns anywhere in Europe speak predominately
English to cater to the visitors. In asmall town like this, American tourists are their bread
and butter.” Chloe dangled the noodles above her head and slurped them off the
chopsticks. “ Just fly into Munich, rent acar and drive there. The hotel looks good and
you'll be fine.” She swallowed the noodles and stuck the chopsticks back in for another
bite. “I know you can do this, Mina. It's the only way to find out what happened.”

Mina put her rice down and grabbed a beer out of the bag Chloe had brought
upstairs. “Uh-huh. Like I’'m going to walk into that town, start asking about a guy with
theinitial R and they will all know what I’'m talking about.” She snorted. “ Get real.”

Chloe wiped her mouth and grabbed a beer for herself. “Listen, Mina. | don’t think
anything like that will happen because it’s not reality. What | do think will happen is that
you will get to spend some time in a new place, get to see some beautiful things and
possibly find out why Julialoved that place. Don’t you think that might help? God knows
| would love to go with you, but | need to get to LA and find someplaceto live.”

Minafelt her chest tighten. “1 wish you could stay here with me. Can’t they just let
you work virtually and you fly down for meetings or something? | mean, come on. It's
not as if you have to be there. Y ou design websites. Y ou don’t need to physically be
there.”

Chloe chuckled. “Honey, you will eventually get through this and as much aswe
love each other like sisters, after awhile, we may end up wanting to kill each other. You
know that we both need our space sometimes. Y ou know aswell as| do thisis something
you need to do on your own. Y ou heed to say goodbye to Julia and try to get answers
surrounding your father. This trip may give you that and | can’t help you do this. It hasto
be you.”

Minaleaned back against the wall and started playing with her fried rice. She
suddenly wasn’t hungry anymore. Should she go to the place where it all began? Where
her mother met the man who fathered her but separated himself from them? She didn’t
know what it would do to her to leave Chloe, either. She always felt emotionally stronger
around her friend. What would happen if she severed that connection by going that far
away?

Minasighed and got to her feet. “I’m going downstairs for another beer. Want one?’

“Nah, another bottle of water would be nice, though. Thislo meiniskind of spicy.”

“Okay. Beright back.” Minawent downstairs to the kitchen to grab the drinks. She
popped the top off the beer and took a swallow. Damn, that tasted good. Now the craving
was back in her head. Mina remembered she had left her cigarettes on the deck. Might as
well get rid of one. She needed to clear her head.

She opened the glass door to the deck and stepped out into the cool breeze coming
off the water. The air was thick and moist with fine mist coming down. Another normal
day on the Sound. She walked over to the edge of the deck, grabbed her pack and lit a
cigarette. She took along pull and felt the nicotine enter her system. She leaned over the



railing and took another drag. The buzz of the nicotine went through her and she needed
the numbing sensation right now. There was alot to think about and she needed to
resolve herself to the decision she had made.

She loved this place. She loved her home. She loved Chloe. She loved her mother.
Minadidn’t want to leave, but she needed to do something. She needed to at least try to
find out what made Julialove this man enough to hide him from his child. Maybe she
would just get agreat vacation out of it. Maybe some time away would help her deal with
what had happened in the last month. Her life was a hell of alot different now and time
alone may be just what she needed to figure out what she wanted to do with her life.
Chloewasright ... she needed some time away.

Mina had always wanted to go back to school and work on a Mastersin Literature,
but never had the time or the motivation. Hell, now she had both. But she felt she needed
to chase after the phantom who was her father. At least if she went to Germany, she could
tell herself shetried. She made an effort to find out about a man who separated himself
from afamily he had written so longingly about wanting to have but couldn’t.

Mina crushed the cigarette out in the dirt and turned back toward the house. When
she opened the glass door, she took one last ook over the Sound and focused on the
backdrop of the Olympic Mountains. She smiled at the site she had |ooked upon her
entire life. Her gaze shifted to the huge evergreen that hung over the water by the deck.
Sure enough, there was the falcon. Perched on the low branch as he always was, looking
in her direction. She stepped into the warm home and slowly closed the door. “ See you
later, big guy. | have somewhere to go.”

The door clicked closed and she watched the falcon stretch out his wings and take
flight. He soared over the deck and then out of sight.

* % *x %

The following Tuesday, as Mina stepped out of her Jeep in the drop-off section of
SeaTac airport, she realized this wasn’t going to be easy. When she returned from
Germany, she would be returning to an empty house. Chloe would be goneto LA and
Minawould be alone. Her chest tightened at the thought. She knew Chloe couldn’t stay
with her forever. At least she would be back before Christmas and they could spend the
holiday together.

When she got outside, Chloe had a bag for her. “Okay. There are afew necessitiesin
here for you: sleeping pills for the flight, Valium just for fun, anti-bacterial hand
sanitizer, granola bars, gum, and of course, some Twizzlers. Y ou have your iPod, right?
All charged up?’

Minastared at her friend, flittering around her like a bee, and forced herself not to
break into tears. “Yeah, | got it. | have the charger in my bag too.”

“Okay. | just wanted to make sure you would be comfortable on the flight. Traveling
for eighteen hours is gonna be tough.” Chloe reached up and zipped one of the pockets
closed on the backpack. “Okay, now, you call me when you land in London and before
you get on the flight to Munich. Remember, when you get the rental car, you drive on the
other side of the road. | reserved an SUV so you would feel safe. The attendant made sure
there’'sa GPS in the car and it should take you alittle over three hours to get to Staufen.”
Chloe was babbling. “I programmed the hotel number into your cell if you have any
trouble. Oh, and | have an aunt in Bremerhaven just in case you need someone. |



programmed her number in your phone too. Her nameis |zzy. She knows you're
traveling her way.”

The entire time Chloe prattled to Mina, she didn’t make eye contact. She kept
checking Mina's bag and fumbling with the car keys. Once, she even reached out and
straightened Mina s coat and backpack strap. Chloe wasn’t a fidgeter and it was clear she
was just as nervous as Mina.

Chloe finished her speech and finally looked at Mina. Tears ran down her cheeks and
her nose was red. “1 love you, honey. Y ou’ re gonna be fine.”

Mina reached out and embraced Chloe. She inhaled the citrus scent of her hair and
whispered in her ear, “I know, because of you. | love you too. I'll cal from London.”

Mina continued to hug her friend as the tears started to run down her own cheeks and
into the corners of her mouth. She could taste the salty warmth and knew she was getting
Chloe' s suede jacket wet. She didn’'t care. Just one more minute of feeling safe. Chloe
held her just astight and Mina felt the movement of her shoulders while crying herself.

They finally broke their hold on each other and stepped back. Mina stared into
Chloe' s eyes and smiled. “Love you, Sis.”

“Loveyou too.”

Minaturned and walked into the terminal. Her adventure awaited her.



Chapter Three

The flights weren't as bad as Mina had thought. She arrived in Chicago on time and
switched planes. Before they took off, she swallowed one of the sleeping pills Chloe had
given her and stretched out in her reclining chair. The pills must have been really good,
because Mina didn’t remember take off. Hours later, the call of nature woke her out of a
deep sleep. She unbuckled her seatbelt, walked to the restroom and quickly finished her
business in the cramped closet latrine.

Just as Minareturned to her seat, the flight attendant approached and asked if she
would like anything to drink. First class rocked. Mina ordered a Crown and diet Pepsi
and a bottle of water. Now was as good atime as any to dig into the romance novel Chloe
had packed for her.

When Minawas halfway through chapter eight, the overhead speaker clicked on and
everyone was asked to prepare for landing. She leaned over and grabbed her backpack to
stash her book and iPod. As she pulled up the bag, an older woman walked down the
aide. Her foot must have snagged the loop of the strap, because at the exact moment
Mina pulled the bag, the old woman teetered forward and was about to fall facefirst in
the aide. Minadidn’'t have time to catch her, but she saw a pair of hands reach out and
grab the old woman by her waist and pull her back. In the meantime, the coffeein the
woman'’s hand came to rest directly in the center of Mina's lap.

With abolt, Mina shot out of her seat and contained the yelp forming in her throat
from the hot liquid currently running down the front of her pants and quickly soaking in.
Great. Hot coffee on the crotch was soooo much fun.

“Oh, my dear, I’'m so very sorry.” The old woman began to wipe Mina s pants with
her handkerchief and a shaky hand.

Minalet out asigh and forced asmile. “I’'m fine, ma am. It's al right.” Mina gently
pushed aside the woman’s hand, picked up the airline blanket still on her seat and tried to
sop up as much liquid as she could. The older woman stepped away, continuing to
apologize.

Mumbling to herself, Minalooked down at her stained khakis. “ Shit. | look like | wet
my pants. Great.”

A warm male voice enveloped her. “Are you al right, miss?’

Mina s head shot up and her gaze locked onto a pair of gorgeous blue eyes framed
with long black lashes. Those eyes belonged to one hunk of a man standing in the aisle
helping the older woman back to her seat. Mina had to physically swallow the lump in
her throat. Was this guy actually real?

Long dark hair that hit his shoulders and was straight as a pin. Tight jeans and a
black turtleneck sweater. Probably about six and a half feet, this man, or rather God of a
man, towered over Mina as she looked up at him with an appreciative gaze.

Ashard asit was to answer him when her mouth had gone completely dry, Mina
replied, “Yes. I'm fine. Thank you.” She continued to watch him maneuver the elderly
lady into her seat afew rows ahead. He turned back and gave her anod, then returned to
his seat in the second row. How had she missed this guy being on the plane? No one
could miss him.



Minasat in her seat, locked her seatbelt in place and got ready for the landing.
Minutes | ater, she felt the bump of the tires hitting the runway and the pull of the pilot
maneuvering the wing flaps to slow the plane to a crawl. London’s Heathrow airport. She
had a four-hour layover and wanted to get freshened up and maybe get a bite to eat before
her flight to Munich.

* % * %

After she landed in Munich, Minatrotted through the terminal to find the rental car
place. She brimmed with excitement. She wasin Germany. The place where her mother
found the love of her life. Where this man supposedly was currently living. She couldn’t
believe Chloe had actually gotten her to come here, but right now, she was extremely
happy she had agreed to her friend’ s suggestion.

She secured her vehicle, got afew maps from the attendant and quickly returned to
the baggage claim area. She recognized afew people from her flight, so she knew she
was at the correct turnstile. The bags continually flowed out of the holein the wall and
she waited impatiently for her luggage to come out. The passengers by her continued to
retrieve their belongings and she felt the panic start to swell in her stomach.

Why wasn't her luggage coming out?

When the last passengers grabbed their bags, there were two more |eft on the
turnstile. Neither was hers. Where the hell were her suitcases? She flagged down a
security officer and asked him where she should go to ask about her bags. Mina ended up
in asmall office sitting on a metal chair, waiting for her turn to plead her case.

An hour and a half later, after speaking to six different people because of the
language barrier, she learned her luggage was on a plane to Brazil. How the hell did
someone mistake atag that said Munich for freaking Brazil. What was she supposed to
do now? Of course, this had to happen to her. She left her cell number and the address
and number of her hotel in Staufen with the baggage superintendent and exited the office.

She was pissed, she wastired and she needed a shower and a soft bed. Shuffling out
of the baggage claims office, she ran into something solid. “Ow!”

“Excuse me, miss,” afamiliar male voice answered.

Heart racing, she immediately looked up into familiar blue eyes and long black
lashes. The voice belonged to the gorgeous hunk of a man who was on the flight to
Heathrow from Chicago. She had no idea he had been on the Munich flight.

“Seemsasif every timel seeyou, | need to ask if you areall right.” Again, hisvoice
rolled over her like warm butter. His mouth curved up into a sexy grin. “Areyou all
right?’

Mina exhaled as she suddenly realized she had been holding her breath. “Y eah, as all
right as| can be. They lost my luggage.” Realizing her close proximity to him, Mina
backed up afew steps. “It’s going to take two or three daysto get it back and | have a
three-hour drive ahead of me.”

The hunk of a man looked around, scanning the area. “Where are you headed?’

Minawas about to automatically answer, but intuition told her to hold her tongue.

Y eah, this guy was hot and all, but she didn’t know him and she was in a strange country,
and no one except Chloe knew where she was. And why was he still in the airport an
hour and a half after their flight landed? “1’ m heading to my aunt’s house for a family
vigit. Sheis expecting me, so | better give her acall. Nice seeing you again.” Minaraised



ahand. “Bye.”

Minaturned and walked toward the rental car area. Luckily, he went in the opposite
direction and she let out a small breath of relief. Now all she had to do was drive three
hours to atown she had never been to before. Since she'd had to spend so much timein
the luggage office, it would be dark by the time she got there. Great.

* % * %

Minawoke early, showered and put on the clothes she’d worn the day before. Her
goal for the day was to find some semblance of replacement clothing. Thanks to the small
hotel gift shop, she'd purchased some of the bare necessities when she arrived late the
night before, but she still needed pants. She’ d been utterly exhausted. She' d purchased
her itemsin the gift shop, checked in, went to her room and collapsed on her bed.

As she glanced around her room now in the morning light, she thought it was
extremely quaint and clean. The furniture all looked to be antique and the quilt on the bed
was in a starburst pattern with blues and reds. There was a wash basin and stand in the
room, but since she actually had her own bathroom, she figured it was only for
decoration. Her window overlooked the street below and she had a pretty clear view of an
antique store across the way. The room was quite nice. She couldn’t wait to see the rest
of the hotel and town.

Minasat on the bed and sighed. What was she doing here? Although common sense
told her she wouldn’t be able to learn anything about her father, the imaginative side of
her till wondered. What would she gain by finding the man who had an affair with her
mother years ago and was a part of her own creation? What would he say to her? What
would she say to him? Not only would it be terribly hard for Minato face him, but she
knew actually finding him would be an impossibility. All she had was the initial R and
the fact he had more money than Midas. Maybe she would get lucky and he would find
her. She laughed at the thought. Because after zero contact for twenty-eight years, her
father coming to her now was just that laughable.

Mina opened the door and headed down the short hallway to the steep stairwell that
led to the lobby. The smell of bacon and coffee teased her nose. Dear god, shewasin
heaven. Now all she needed was a cigarette and her satisfaction would be complete. Too
bad Chloe had gone through all of her bags to ensure Mina had not packed any nicotine.
Chloe had lovingly placed a box of cinnamon Nicorette in Mina’'s luggage, but it was
somewherein Brazil by now. Shereally, really, wanted a smoke.

Mina grabbed a cup of coffee and strolled through the small lobby and outside onto
the stone walkway. She should be exhausted from the trip, but the idea of just being in
Germany had Mina energized with anticipation. She had never been this far out of the
United States and here she was in a small town in Germany, looking down a cobblestone
street and seeing castle ruinsin the background. The air was extremely crisp and cold but
it invigorated her. She felt a purpose and she wanted to fulfill it as soon as she could.

Her thoughts briefly went to her mom. Looking around this beautiful town, Mina
knew why her mother had probably loved being here. In away, she felt as though she
was connected to her mother at that moment. Minalooked up at the clear blue sky and
wondered if Juliawas looking down on her, smiling at her daughter’ s tenacity to find out
about the father she had never known. Or would she be upset knowing Mina had
uncovered the secret Julia closely guarded for twenty-eight years?



Not wanting to sadden herself with thoughts of her mother, Minafished out her
phone and punched in Chloe's number. After five rings, the answering machine picked
up. “Chloe? Y ou there? Pick up if you're there. Hello?” Minalooked down at her watch
she’ d forgotten to change to the current time zone. 1t was around midnight back home
and Chloe must be sleeping. Looking up, Mina spotted what looked to be the town’s
clock tower. She decided to set her watch and hoped the time the tower showed was
correct or at least close.

Mina had no idea what time the shops here opened for business, so she just strolled
down the road to see what was around. Chloe did afantastic job in picking this particular
hotel. Dueto itslocation, Minadidn’t need to use the car to get around and at the
moment, that simple fact made her fedl all the more comfortable. After her late night trip
in the dark from the airport, she’ d had enough driving for the time being and enjoyed the
idea of walking. Restaurants, shops, bars, and even adrug store, were close by and the
architecture was absolutely breathtaking in this area of town.

The buildings stood two and three stories, inter-connected like the old brownstones
in Seattle. Each one was distinguished by its own unique color and intricate brass signs
hung above most of the doorways, describing the business held inside. She walked
toward the clock tower building to see what she could find.

Mina spent an hour or so window shopping until the stores began to open for
business. She got busy trying to find clothing to maintain herself until her luggage
hopefully showed up. Being that it may take a couple of days, she thought a pair of jeans
and a couple of tops would do the trick.

After finding afew shirts that would tide her over, Mina s phone rang. It was
Chlo€e' s personal ringtone.

“Hi, Clo. I'm sorry if my call earlier woke you. | forgot about the time difference.”

“Hey, honey. No worries. | just woke up after one of my infamous dreams and saw |
missed your call. How is everything?’

Minasighed. “Oh, just fabulous.” Sarcasm dripped in her tone. “My luggage is
somewhere in Brazil and I’m wearing coffee-stained pants, but other than that, lifeis
grand.”

“What do you mean your luggage isin Brazil? How the hell did that happen?’

“Who knows? At least my underwear is clean and | made it here with my carry-on
bag.”

Chloe chuckled. “Well, that’s al that matters right?’

“Y eah. But the worst part is the wonderful Nicorette you packed for meisin said
luggage and | am jonesing for a smoke bad.”

“Don’t you dare, Willamina. | swear | will hunt you down myself.”

Minarolled her eyes and smiled. “1 won't. I’m just bitching out loud. Look, | just
wanted to check in and let you know it’s completely gorgeous here. I'll call you again
when my luggage shows up so we can chat more. Right now, | gotta find some pants.”
Minalooked up just as the clock tower started to chime. “The shopping here is a bit
limited, or my assisjust too damn big to fit in anything because | can’t even find a pair
of jeans.”

Chloe laughed again. “It’s not your ass, honey. It's the European sizing. Try men’s
jeans. They may fit better and there will probably be awider selection. Y ou like the low
riders anyway, right?’



“Yeah. | will. Loveyou.”

“Love you too, honey. Are you sureyou're al right?’

Minasmiled at Chloe's concern. “I’'m fine. Thisisjust abit too surreal for words,
but I'll get through it. You wereright. | need to do this.”

“All right. But you call if you need anything.”

“1 will. Loveyou, Clo.”

Mina closed her phone and sighed. Men’ s jeans. Not a chance. With that, she headed
back in the opposite direction to seeif there might be any shops that could at least offer
her something in the women'’s section.

After several hours and countless stores later, she purchased what she needed and
was thoroughly depressed at the thought of being forced to buy men’sjeans, after all.
Minaended up in a pub perched by afrosted window, drinking an incredibly hot coffee
and nibbling on a sandwich. What she wouldn't give for a Spar Café mocha. Her
shopping bags sat at her feet and she looked down to survey her goodies. a sweater, a
thermal hoodie, socks, undies and one pair of low ride men’s jeans. She was still shocked
as hell she couldn’t find any women'’s jeans that fit her right in any of the stores. Damn,
Chloe wasright again.

She picked up her coffee and continued to sip the bitter liquid, wishing for a couple
of pumps of mocha. Sitting there, looking out the window, wondering why her life had
gonein this particular direction, she noticed several people on the street suddenly scurry
for entrance into any building along the cobbled streets. What was happening? Mina
stood and wiped the frost and fog off the small window to peer out. Once she saw what
was coming, she couldn’t believe her eyes.

Oh, I am so not in Kansas anymore.

Slowly moving down the narrow cobblestone road was a giant dog. Well, the closer
it got, Mina soon realized it was no dog. Her eyes widened as she realized what it was.
No, thiswas definitely not adog. It was awolf, and it was enormous. Its aert gaze and
stealthy gait sent anyone who saw it scrambling for safety. The wolf quickened its steps
asit came closer to the pub and Minawas able to finally get a clear view of hissize. She
stared out the window transfixed. He was magnificent, yet Minawas still thankful she
was safely inside.

The other patrons of the restaurant moved toward the windows next to Mina. She
could hear their short, shallow breaths, which did nothing except fog the windows again.
Minareached down to grab her napkin to wipe off the glass for a better view.

Her brief movement must have caught the wolf’ s attention, because he stopped mid-
lope ... directly in front of the pub window. His golden, yellow eyes met hersand his
head lowered to catch her gaze.

Thiswas kinda cool in a horrific sort of way. The collective gasp of the rest of the
patronsin the small pub caught her off guard as she turned to her right and looked at an
elderly gentleman. He mumbled something, suddenly crossed himself and backed away
from the window. Okay. A shiver ran over her skin. Now would be a good time to drag
out the German to English handbook she’ d picked up at Heathrow, but she couldn’t bring
herself to move away from the window.

Still standing at attention in the middle of the street, the wolf continued to gaze in her
direction. Could the animal actually see her? He was massive. The color of his fur
mimicked the look of dark ash. Flecks of white, and even abluish tint, covered his chest



and his front left paw. Other than those two areas, he was the color of charred wood.

Minaleaned to get a better look at the gorgeous animal and her nose bumped the
chilled glass. The wolf slowly shifted his huge paws forward and came toward the
window. Unbelievable. He was beautiful. Wild. Dangerous. Almost seductive. She
suddenly wanted to open the heavy doors to the pub and run to him. To know what
running her fingers through his thick, course fur felt like. She wanted to feel hiswarm
breath on her face while she looked directly into those magic eyes and scratched behind
his ears. How wonderful it would be to have an animal like this as a companion.
Something to love her unconditionally. Something to protect her from the world and all
the nasty thingsin it.

She shook her head at her own ruminations. What was she thinking? Thiswas awild
animal, not abig teddy bear. She couldn’t just offer it some kibble and expect it to follow
her back to her hotel to become her BFF. This beast could easily take off her hand. Come
onMina... get agrip.

Almost asif the animal realized she had snapped out of her trance, he backed away
and trotted down the road again. Once he was at the forest edge, he darted into the trees
and was gone. Well, that was interesting.

She turned to grab her backpack to pay for her lunch and discovered all the other
customers stood in the middle of the modest room staring at her.

She quickly grabbed her bag, pulled out the exact currency to cover the coffee and
sandwich, then pushed her way to the door. Mina wrapped her mother’ s blue scarf around
her neck afew times, threw her pack over her shoulder and began the trek back to the
small hotel.

As she walked along the narrow street, she grumbled at her rotten luck. It was truly
cosmic her luggage was the only set not to make it on the plane during her layover in
Heathrow.

It felt asif the day had gone on forever. But when Mina glanced at the clock tower, it
was only late afternoon. The oversized, fluffy bed in her room called to her. Considering
she had spent most of the last twenty hours on a plane, driving on the wrong side of the
road in a strange country, and on what seemed to be a never-ending search for pants, she
was dead tired and in desperate need of a shower. The sun was aready starting to set and
the street lamps snapped on with aflicker. Minawalked the couple of blocks needed to
get to her hotel envisioning a hot shower. She reached for the door to the quaint hotel and
suddenly froze. Something looked at her. She felt it. That telltale chill started at the base
of her back and traveled all the way to her neck. Heat flushed beneath her skin and she
knew without a doubt her entire face and neck were blood red.

Slowly she turned to her right. Her gaze scanned the dim street. The metal sign
above her head naming the hotel clinked in the wind. She turned to scan the entire area.

As she was about to brush it off as sleep deprivation, she saw them. Two beady eyes
staring in her direction. They were yellow due to the front stoop lantern from the hotel
shining into them. Since they were so low to the ground, she dismissed them as belonging
to astray alley cat and started to push the heavy door open to finally enjoy that hot
shower she had been dreaming of.

Instead of hearing the creak of the door, she heard the low rumble of agrowl. Her
legs locked and her body halted in place. She turned back to the set of eyes. They were
higher now, just about even with her middle. Thiswas no cat from the aley. Thiswas



something else entirely. Her spine stiffened in response.

Her left hand gripped the handle of the door while she slowly slipped her right hand
into her pack. She grasped for anything that could possibly get her out of this hellish
situation. Her fingers closed over a cool metal cylinder—breath spray. Jesus, at |least the
freaking animal would have minty fresh breath as he ripped her throat out.

She slowly dlipped the spray out of her bag and readied her aim when the eyes
shifted from yellow to white. The animal moved toward her. The glare from the lantern
played color tricks on the set of eyes moving closer still. Thisthing, whatever it was,
stalked toward her.

Breath spray ready, she raised her right hand to squirt the minty liquid in those eyes.
Her hand shook. Her index finger readied above the plunger and she was about to drench
the animal with stinging mist when she saw the fur. Ash colored and thick. The white left
paw scraped across the snow-covered cobblestone and came to a halt a mere three feet
away.

The wolf.



Chapter Four

Okay. What was she supposed to do now? Thiswas awild animal. Something not to
startle or go near. But all she could think about was dropping to her knees and saying,
“Here puppy, puppy.” She wanted to touch him like she’ d fantasized about earlier that
day when she was at the restaurant. She wanted to know what that gorgeous fur felt like
under her palm.

The wolf starred up at her. Not moving, looking as though he tried to think of
something to say. She felt as though she lost herself in his amber eyes.

Mina slowly |eaned into the hotel door so she would be able to escape the animal
staring her down. The moment she moved, the wolf moved. Toward her. Hair rose on the
back of her neck. Damn it. Now what was she supposed to do ... become dinner?

Thewolf, in all of hisglory, sauntered toward her and then did the most
unimaginable thing. He sat. Right in front of her. He just sat, looking at her asif he was
saying, “What's up?’ His mouth actually opened and his long, pink tongue unrolled to
hang out like a puppy panting for atreat.

The wild beast actually looked like aregular house dog waiting for a pat on the head.
Her left hand moved off the door handle to reach for him. She couldn’t get over the urge
to touch the animal. Sitting there looking like afriendly pup, he wanted her to pet him.
To touch him. Somehow, she just knew it.

Not smart Mina. Wild animal. Do not touch!

Mina gently shifted dlightly toward him. She didn’t want to startle the animal, but
she just had to touch him. Mina splayed her fingers on her right hand and raised it so the
wolf could see what she was doing.

Not changing his position, the wolf lifted his gaze to watch her careful movements.
After what seemed like an eternity, Minalowered her hand toward the wolf’ s head.
Closer. Closer. She was amost there. She didn’t sense fear nor was she thinking about
what this animal could do to her. All she wanted was to touch him.

Slower. Lower. Her hand reached for the wolf. Her fingers trembled, itching to touch
him. Almost there. Barely brushing the shining coat, she felt him. Soft as fleece. She sunk
her hand into histhick pelt and reveled in the feel of him. She bent down and was now
eye level with the wolf. Staring into those endless eyes of his, she smiled. His tongue
unraveled again and he stared back, mouth wide open and almost appearing to smile
himself.

How could she be doing this? The sudden death of her mother must have done
something to her common sense. She lost it more by the second in the presence of the
wolf. This magnificent animal was doing something to her.

She was on her knees now in front of him and both hands were completely engulfed
within his thick, black fur. Her pants soaked up the grayish slush of the street and her
nose began to run. She didn’t care. She felt alive, asif she had some sort of unnatural
power to speak to animals or something. Mina Roarke—Wolf Whisperer Extraordinaire.

Without warning, the wolf stood and quickly backed away. His head now hung low
and his expression had turned predatory. Baring massive canines, the wolf’s head
dropped to attack mode. Mina shot to her feet and backed away from the animal. She



turned to her left to follow the wolf’ s gaze.

Two men walked, or rather stumbled, down the road. Obviously drunk and slurring
their words, they meandered toward her. She whipped back around, only to see the wolf
trotting to the forest edge. He left her. Damn those drunken jerks. They ruined a perfectly
good fantasy.

Reaching the edge of the trees, the wolf stopped and turned to look back at Mina. His
mouth opened again and that long, pink tongue waved in the cold air. Smiling again.
Almost inviting. Did he want her to come with him? Did she dare follow this animal out
into the forest?

He seemed to be waiting. Was she being sucked into this weird fantasy she had no
control over? Everything happened too quickly and she was so tired of not knowing what
came next or what emotion she should be feeling. Mina had been put through the ringer
this past month and she wanted some peace.

She took a couple of reluctant steps toward the wolf who still looked at her intently.
At that moment, he looked like a friendly puppy just wanting to play. Mina actually
smiled. The wolf’s ears perked forward and his mouth opened wider asif to smile back.

She wanted to continue to walk toward him and slide her hand back into hiswarm
fur, but Minawas a smart girl and thiswas awild animal not to be trusted. He could turn
on her in asecond and she would be helpless. Still, for some unknown reason, she
yearned to go to him and it truly felt asif he wanted her with him.

Was thiswhy Julia had always told her she was specia? It seemed that when she was
young, Mina could always attract wild animals. Whether it was the deer in the backyard
letting her pet them, or the falcons always flying over her when she was on the deck,
Mina had always had an affinity for wildlife. Was that why she was “ special” ? Could she
somehow attune herself with nature? Were wild animals not threatened by her? Maybe.
Or maybe she was just losing it. She took another step toward the wolf. He rose from his
haunches and whined.

Mina suddenly couldn’t remember atime when an animal purposely hurt her. She
had been around nature most of her life and at no time had she felt she wasin danger.
Once when she was in elementary school, she'd followed a skunk down her driveway and
the thing actually let her pet him. Of course Julia screamed wildly and ran toward her for
fear she would be sprayed, but the skunk just ducked and scooted back into the ferns on
the side of their home.

Would this be any different? Of course a skunk couldn’t necessarily kill her like a
wolf could. But they were both wild animals and she realized they both had wanted her
attention.

With trepidation pulling at her muscles, she took another step and dear god, the wolf
actually wagged itstail. Could she do this? Could she follow a giant wolf into the Black
Forest of Germany?

Mina slipped her shopping bags into the lobby through the door and placed her arm
into the second strap of her pack. She carefully made her way down the road and reached
the wet, snow-covered leaves and pine needles marking the edge of the forest.

One step.

That was al that held her back. One step and she would actually be following awild
animal into the forest.

Minatook the one step, then another, trudging her way into the dense trees. The sky



wasn't completely dark yet so she could see the wolf ahead of her, leading the way. He
trotted slowly, alowing her to keep up.

Mina muttered to herself. “Thisisinsane.” All the while, she continued to follow
him. Up the hill and deeper into the forest, she continued to participate in follow the
leader. After afew more minutes she stumbled on something. She looked down and
discovered her boot was untied. Bending, she hollered, “Hold up, big guy. Gottatie my
boot.”

Lacing up both of her boots tight and double knotting them, she rose to continue
following the wolf. She looked where she thought he would be. Nothing there but trees.
She looked to her left and to her right. Still nothing there.

“Well, shit.” Mina sighed in exasperation.

Now what? She couldn’t just stand there alone and expect the wolf to come back and
get her. She called out. “Hey, big guy. Where are you?’

No answer. Well, of course no answer. Thiswas awild animal not atour guide.

Mina blew out an exhausting breath and turned on her heel to begin her way back
toward town. Her disappointment was palpable. As shetried to turn, Minafound she was
frozen in place. She couldn’t move. She looked down at her foot, expecting it to be
lodged under atree root or something. Nothing but her waterproof Timberline boot.
Again, shetried to move. Not happening.

She scanned the trees for something, anything that could help her. Where had that
wolf gone?

She felt the ever-present panic rise in her stomach. How stupid could she have been?
Following awolf into the woods. She had to be out of her mind.

Startled, she looked over her shoulder at a subtle movement. Okay. Maybe that was
him. But what if it was something else? Something hungry. She couldn’t think about it
now. She needed to get out of there and back to the safety and warmth of her little hotel
room.

The movement continued. The small bushes swayed and the rotted timber on the
floor of the forest seemed to be snaking across the ground toward her. Wait, it wasn't the
ground moving ... it wasthe air. Thick fog crept toward her. Her stomach tightened and
her hands trembled as her panic level increased. Why the hell had she followed that damn
wolf?

Shefelt it. Something was slowly surrounding her. Mina knew she should move and
move quickly, but she couldn’t bring herself to budge. Within seconds, she was
enveloped in acooal, thick fog. It lapped at her thighs and swirled up her stomach and
around her arms. Her trembling hands opened and her fingers splayed out in the thick
soup, feeling its coolness. Her breath hitched in her throat as she closed her eyes and
willed her body to move. She took several deep breaths to try and calm her nerves. This
isridiculous. Thiswas her body and it should move when she told it to, but in this case,
there was someone or something that had a different plan for her.

How did she get herself into this mess? She was standing in the middle of the Black
Forest, feet cemented to the cold, damp ground and she was being held captive by
freaking fog. She would laugh at the absurdity of it al if she wasn't so frightened. Her
legs strained to capacity trying to move. The small vein on her forehead throbbed as she
grunted while struggling to break free. Why couldn’t she move?

Minatook more calming breaths. She had to stay calm. Thiswas just some freak of



nature, right? It would be over any minute. She'd sprint out of the dense forest and laugh
about it when she was safely ensconced in her small but really desirable hotel room.

Theair stilled and a chill ran over Mina's skin. She didn’t see it but by god she
began to fed it. Like an oppressive heat smothering her, even though she was in the thick
of the Black Forest in November. It was as if awool blanket had been wrapped around
her while she stood in a sauna. She broke out in a sheen of sweat and gnashed her teeth
together, straining to move her freaking legs.

Move! Move! Move! Jesus, why the hell was she not moving?



Chapter Five

A smell enveloped her. The scent was like inhaling the night. Strong but soothing. It
reminded her of the trips she took with Chloe to New Orleans every year for Jazz Fest.
They would stay in The Provincial Hotel on Chartres and spend the evenings sitting on
the balcony facing the Mississippi. This same smell would waft up from the French
Market as they drank, laughed and took in the sights. Pungent patchouli mixed with
vanilla. Digtinctive only to the Quarter. Right now, she was nowhere near Louisiana, so
why did she smell the unique incense?

Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted movement again. Thiswas different. The
movement was at eye level. Someone was there. Maybe help. Maybe not.

Mina started to shiver from both the cold and the fear racing up her spine. She spun
her head around toward the sounds. “ Anyone there?’

Slence.

Whipping her head frantically, trying to see around her, she shouted out again, “Is
anyone there?’

Nothing. Not a sound.

Mina s heart beat wildly as she continued to scan her surroundings for anything that
would get her boot out of whatever she was stuck in, but she couldn’t see athing. Maybe
she could dislodge whatever the hell it was locking her in place. It had to be avine or root
and if she could get a hold of it, she could somehow maneuver out and get free.

She skimmed her shaking hands down her shins and ended up at the tips of her boots.
Shefelt all around the heels and back around to the front. Nothing there. She dug the tips
of her cold fingers underneath the arch of her boot and tried to feel if anything was there.
She could barely get the tips past the ridges of the boot soles, but she couldn’t detect
anything holding her.

With ajerk, she rose and crossed her arms over her chest protectively and gave
herself a squeeze. Her stomach turned and her teeth chattered. Why couldn’t she move?
Nothing on the ground prevented her from taking a step, but she couldn’t bring herself to
move either foot. Panic set in full bore and she started to shake. Warmth still surrounded
her, but she was chilled through to her bones. Damn she was scared ... and she hated
being scared.

Weakness.

Again, sheturned her head in all directions hoping to spot something ... anything
that could help her. At that moment, she saw movement again from the corner of her eye.
She felt the blood rush from her face and she thought she’ d faint. Mina had never been a
fan of horror movies or anything with creatures hiding in the shadows. She was too much
of asissy to sit still long enough to watch something like that. Chloe, on the other hand,
could how! at the moon, laughing through the worst of any slasher flick.

“Hel-l0?

Something was wrong. Something unnatural. Mina usualy didn’'t believe in stuff like
that, but at this moment she began to reconsider. She felt the hair on the back of her neck
rise. The hair on her arms stood on end and her scalp tingled al over. She was being
watched.



She closed her eyes and felt moisture pool at the corners of her lashes. Her stomach
rolled with panic. Still inhaling the spicy scent of patchouli and vanilla, she leaned back
her head and whispered to herself, “Please get me the hell out of here. Please.”

“It isnot normally wise to curse while praying.”

Had she said that out loud?

Minafelt ashiver go through her stomach and she whipped her head back at the
sound of the deep, male baritone voice. Her eyes flew open and she let out a high-pitched
yelp. “Whoa Who'sthere?’

“l1 am.”

Swinging her head from side to side, Mina sought to get a bead on the voice to
determine where it was coming from. Damn ... that voice. It flowed over her senses, her
body immediately reacting, not in fear, but in yearning.

Squinting her eyes while looking around, Minaagain tried to see who was there.
“Who are you? Where are you?’

“l am here to watch over you.”

His voice was like warm syrup. Maybe if he kept talking she could get aline on his
location. “What?’

“l am here to watch over you.”

She continued to ook around her, trying to spot the man with the porn voice.
“What?’

“If 1 am to constantly repeat myself, then maybe you should have your hearing
checked.”

Her panic vanished and her temper immediately flared. Why did she suddenly want
to call this guy an asshole?

Closer. He was getting closer. And to her left. “I don’t need my hearing checked,”
she snapped.” Maybe just ageneral scan to determineif she was still sane or not, but hell,
she could hear just fine.

“Thenas| said, | was sent to watch over you.”

Coming up behind her on her left. “By whom?’ A sudden suspicion popped into her
mind. “Do you know Chloe Walker?’

“1 don't believe | am familiar with anyone by that name. Why?’

Mina s fear returned. She was beyond scared now. Her nerves were firing amile a
minute. “What do you want?’

Closer now and till to the left, the voice answered her again. “1’m not here to hurt
you, ma chére. Quite the opposite. | have been ordered to make sure no harm comes to
you.”

Warm cream. That damn voice coated her like thick, warm cream.

Mina heard the rustling of underbrush to her left and she turned toward the sound.
Her gaze started at ground level and she caught sight of a shadow moving toward her.
She tracked it through the thick brush of the forest, watching it come closer and closer.
Panic started to rise in her chest and the urge to bolt smmered just underneath her skin.
She crouched down and placed her hands on the cold earth, hoping she had not been seen
by whatever was out there with her. The shuffling continued toward her and just as a
scream was about to escape her throat, she noticed avery nice pair of black boots emerge
from the rotted brush in front of her. Her gaze traveled up. And up. Attached to those
boots was one hell of alarge silhouette of a man standing in front of her.



Oh god. She was about to be murdered on her first day out of the country. Fantastic.

The giant stopped and proceeded to bow, wrapping one arm around his middle and
the other behind his back.

What the hell?

“l am Mathias de Bouneviadle, Ms. Roarke. | am here for your protection.”

She sucked in a startled breath. “Y ou know my name?’

“Of course. Asl said ... | was sent to watch over you.”

Mina had completely forgotten she was mysteriously glued to the ground and
couldn’t move. Apparently that was the last thing on her mind, considering she was
actually having a conversation with a stranger in the middle of the forest. And the voice
of that stranger was as smooth as satin. With every word he spoke, she felt asif she was
being caressed.

Mina shook her head, trying to rattle around some sense that had evidently
disappeared. This was not the time to get turned-on.

The owner of that sex-filled voice moved directly into the moonlight and she could
see him perfectly. And oh how perfect he was.

He was well over six feet tall. He wore along, charcoal gray coat that swept the
ground as he walked. His legs were tightly encased in dark denim and atight black
turtleneck outlined his taut stomach and massive chest. She noticed a chain around his
neck that held a silver open-knot infinity cross. Her eyes widened. The same cross she
currently wore around her neck. Her mother had given her that cross for her sixteenth
birthday and she always wore it. And now, a strange man following her into the forest
had one too.

When she reached his face, she wanted to kick herself. He was absolutely gorgeous.
Long, brown wavy hair cascaded around his broad shoulders. His eyes glowed emerald
green and his mouth was quirked in a smug little smile. His chin was dimpled and it
matched the two other indentions gracing his cheeks as he smiled.

Wow.

He began walking toward her and Mina stood and instinctively lifted her hand to
stop him. He obeyed and halted in histracks. “Look. | don’t know you. Please stay where
you are.”

The man calling himself Mathias smiled once again and stretched out hisarmsto his
sides with his palms open toward her. “As| have said, chére, | will not harm you. | give
you my word.”

Minawiped her cold, sweaty hands on her jeans and felt her legs shaking. If she
could only move, then she would have an advantage. Right then, she was a sitting target
and this guy could basically do what he wanted. But if that were the case, why did he stop
when she asked him to?

Improvise. Adapt. Overcome.

Looking down at her boots and then back to the huge stranger, Mina reluctantly
asked, “Um ... | seem to be stuck on something. Can you help me?’

“My pleasure, Ms. Roarke. | will, however, need to move toward you to help.” He
paused a moment, continuing to stare into Mina' s eyes. “With your permission?’

She nodded in agreement and he began walking toward her. The closer he got, the
bigger he got. He was massive. Massive, and again, utterly gorgeous.

When he got about afoot away from her, he took another step and then dropped to



one knee. Mina was startled with his movement but remained still. She was tensed and
ready in case he tried to do anything to her, knowing this guy could take what he wanted
in seconds. But she would still do what she needed to do to fight him off if she had to.

He reached down and grasped her calf. She instantly felt the warmth of his hands
surrounding her leg. He ran his palms down it and then moved them over her boot.
Within seconds, he freed her foot and she stumbled backward. He quickly stood and
grabbed her around the waist to steady her. She froze at the contact and looked up into his
eyes. Minafelt her body shiver. He stared at her as though hungry. Hungry for her. Mina
felt hisfingers dig into her hips and unconscioudly, she swayed toward him.

It was amost trancelike. Her body betrayed her mind and reacted to this strange man
as though they had been lovers for years. Her hand landed sguare on his chest and she felt
the beat of his heart. It was asrapid as hers.

Turned-on? I’'m actually getting turned-on at atime like this?

He immediately stepped back at her touch. “I apologize for the closeness, Ms.
Roarke. Areyou al right now?’

In ashaky breath, Minareplied, “Y eah. Fine.”

They stood there, silently staring at each other.

Minafinally spoke, breaking the spell. “Who sent you here?’

Mathias placed his hands behind his back and blew out a breath. “Y ou mean a great
deal to someone with great power in this part of the country. | believe you know him as
your father?’

Minaflinched at the last word. Father. He knew she was here. Her body ran cold.
“How? How did he know | was even here?’

Mathias smiled down at her. “Y our father knows many things and it is not my place
to ask how he knows them.”

Mina's pulse quickened and she tentatively took afew steps toward Mathias. “Is he
here? Can | see him?’

“Heis away on business at the moment, chere, but has asked me to protect you until
hisreturn. | hope you will be able to accept me until then. Otherwise, | will just have to
follow your every move as your shadow.”

Minalooked down at her hand completely engulfed by his and then back to his
beautiful, chiseled face. She felt herself warming to him again and she needed to keep her
head straight. She was not the type of woman to become instantly charmed by a man. But
apparently this was no ordinary man, because all she could think about was how
wonderful it felt to have her hand held in his. The warmth that emanated from him was
staggering. So was the dominance. He was someone of power and authority sent to care
for her. Or so he'd said. It was up to her whether or not to trust what he said. But as she
gazed down at their joined hands again, she realized she felt safe with this man and didn’t
understand why.

She gently tugged her hand from his grasp and tucked it in her jacket. “L ook,
Matea...”

“Mathias.”

“Sorry. Mathias. | don’t know you or anything about my father. You can't just
expect me to go with you and not question it. | can’t do that.”

“1 know that, Ms. Roarke. That iswhy your father asked me to give you this.
Something to persuade you to trust me.” Mathis reached inside his coat, pulled out an



envelope and handed it to Mina.

Shetook it from him and quickly opened it. At the top of the paper was the familiar
falcon’s crest she had seen on all of the letters her mother had received from her father.
Her hands began to shake as she read the letter:

Mina,

| am so sorry it took the loss of your mother to finally bring you to me. | loved her
more than you know. There are reasons | could not be with the both of you, but now that
Julia has passed, it’stime for you to know who you are. | cannot keep you hidden
forever, and as your father, it's my duty to care for you and keep you safe.

| want to know you, Mina. And | want you to know why your mother and | did what
we did to keep you safe.

Please stay with Mathias and allow him to accompany you wherever you go until |
return. When the time comes, he will bring you to me and you will have all the answers
you require.

Please do thisfor me. | know you don’t owe me anything and my absence in your
life has caused you grief and confusion. But please know that Juliaand | did thisfor your
safety. It will all be explained soon.

Please trust the man standing in front of you. | trust him with your life.

R

Minafolded the letter and placed it carefully back in the envel ope. Hands till
shaking, she wiped the tears from her eyes and looked back at Mathias. “Fine. I’ [l go with
you. But please stop calling me Ms. Roarke. It makes me sound like a kindergarten
teacher.”

“Asyou wish, Willamina.”

Mina cringed at the sound of her formal name. She hated it and coming from such a
gorgeous mouth as his, it made it worse. “No. Please, just call me Mina.”

“ Comme vous souhaitez, Mina.”

Minatilted her head to the side and looked at him in confusion.

Mathias quickly transated, “My apologies. Asyou wish, Mina.”

Mathias moved his hand to the side, indicating which direction Mina should walk.
She moved forward and they both headed back to Staufen. She felt his gaze on her and, in
aweird way, she liked it. Thiswas definitely not the best time to get turned-on by a
stranger, but hell, he was gorgeous and apparently her shadow for awhile. Even though
Minawas still reeling from the news that her father knew of her presence in Germany,
she couldn’t stop thinking about the behemoth man walking behind her. What she should
be doing was thinking about what to say to the man that had fathered her twenty-eight
years ago and why he decided to separate himself from her and her mother. But what ran
through her sex-warped mind was how she would love to touch Mathias again. He
smelled so damn good and those lips of his begged to be kissed. She must be out of her
mind to have these types of thoughts at atime like this. She shouldn’t be thinking about
touching the complete PD following her out of the forest.

Chloe had come up with that little analogy while they were in college. Every time
they saw a hot guy, they called him a PD—Panty Dropper. And this Mathias was
definitely an original PD.

Mathias smoothly moved in front of her to lead her down the rough path back to the
village.



Minastared at the vast expanse of Mathias' s back. He was huge. They grew 'em
pretty big here. “Why don’t you have a German accent?’

Without turning, Mathias answered, “1 speak several different languages and lived
my lifein several different countries. | wasn’t in one long enough to call home so | just
adapted to English sinceit’ s usually spoken everywhere.”

“Wasn't that French you were speaking a minute ago?’

“Yes. | was born there. It was my mother’ s language. Sometimes | just
unconscioudy dip intoit.”

“Oh.” Real witty Mina.

He led the way down the hill and she followed closely. Not too close though. No
way would she trip and fall right on top of this guy. She just continued to gaze at the back
of hishead. Why did he wear his hair so long? He looked like a male model from a cover
of aromance novel, and for some reason she suddenly wanted to take a huge pair of
shears and lop it off. But how wonderful it would be to run her fingers through it. No, he
was too pretty and off limits. She would leave his hair alone, for now.

The patchouli and vanilla scent tickled her nose again as she walked in between two
giant evergreen trees behind him. Was that him she smelled? It had to be. She didn’t
remember smelling anything like that until he showed up. Again, the scent reminded her
of the French Quarter. All she needed were afew hurricanes from Pat O’ Brien’s and
Chloe sitting by her side. Her friend would find this oh so hysterical and Minawas sure
she would hear Chloe's mischievous little giggle when she called and told her about this
goliath of aman.

She looked down the hill and saw Mathias had stopped and waited for her. She
picked up her pace and quickly caught up with him. He placed his hand at the base of her
back and continued to walk with her toward her hotel. She could actually feel the heat of
his hand through her coat. It felt strangely familiar. Comforting.

Mathias looked down at Mina with another little smirk on his mouth. * Exactly what
were you doing out in the forest by yourself?’

Mina continued toward the hotel and didn’t meet his gaze. She was too embarrassed
at the flush created by histouch. “1 was just taking awalk. | needed some air.”

Looking away, Mathias focused on the path back to the hotel. “ A piece of advice,
Mina. Do not walk in the woods by yourself. There are things out there that could do you
much harm.”

At hiswords, she looked at him, realizing the one thing that could do her harm right
now was this man. He was sent by her father and he wasn’t offering any information on
who R was. Should shereally trust him? Hell, she didn’t know him. But yet, he touched
her and she was let him. Well, that should probably stop considering how she was
outwardly reacting to him.

Mina moved away from his hand and put some distance between them. He gave her
another amused look, lifting a brow, and continued to walk beside her.

Jesus, she needed a cigarette.



Chapter Six

Mina could see the forest’ s edge ahead. “What is his name? My father.”

Mathias stopped and looked down at Mina. “His name is Roderick.”

The named rolled around in her head. Roderick. She looked away and continued
toward the lights ahead. “ Thank you.”

They reached the lantern-lined street and continued toward her hotel. Her gaze
shifted to the left to take him in. Damn, he really was beautiful. She imagined wrapping
her handsin hislong, thick hair and pulling his mouth to hers. She shivered. What she
could do to him and what she wanted him to do to her were not what she should be
thinking about right now, but she couldn’t help it. His skin was alabaster white and
smooth as silk. With his dark green eyes and golden brown hair, she thought he would be
at least a bit tanned, but his coloring definitely worked for him. He was sex on fire. Her
gaze traveled down his profile to his arms. They looked solid and extremely capable of
sweeping her off her feet and throwing her across her bed. And those hands ... long
fingers ending in what looked to be a two-hundred-dollar manicure.

She worked her gaze back up to his face to check out that mouth again. His lower lip
was plump and totally kissable. She wanted to suck it into her mouth and nibble at it with
her teeth. What would he taste like? She imagined vanilla mixed with sin. Totally lost in
thought, she didn’t realize he also looked at her peripheraly.

Damn. Busted.

Mina covered. “I like your coat.”

His mouth formed that sideways grin again. “Thank you.”

Yeah ... totally busted.

They followed the cobblestone street through the empty market areato the long
multicolored row houses for some of the businesses in town. Above each door was an
elaborate brass filigree hanger with a sign hanging down identifying each business. They
swung in the chilled wind, making it sound like a playground swing set during recess.
Strands of little twinkling lights were strung on anything that was permanent for the
holiday season. The entire scene looked like the inside of a snow globe.

Finally reaching the hotel, Mathias pulled open the heavy wooden door with one
hand and swept the other in front of him, bowing before her. Mina stopped in the lobby to
grab her shopping bags and headed toward the stairs to her room. She turned to thank
Mathias for taking her back to the hotel and almost ran into the wall that was his chest.
She caught herself before placing her hands on his well-defined body and righted herself
just inches away from him.

“What are you doing?’ Mina blurted out, her eyes widening.

Mathias lowered his head and stared into Mina s surprised gaze. His lipslifted into a
smile. “I am, of course, escorting you to your room.”

Hand shooting up to stop him in histracks, Minablurted, “Um ... no. Thank you but,
no. I'll befine.” She turned and started to move up the steep stepsto her desperately
desired room when she felt his hand snake around her lower arm.

“Ms. Roarke, | received very specific instructions from your father. | am not to leave
your side until he returns.”



Minalooked down at his hand circled around her arm. She felt his heat through her
coat. There was no way she could let him walk her to her room. She was too turned-on by
him and it had been way too long since she’'d had aman in her bed. “Look Matty...”

“Mathias.”

“I"'m sorry. Mathias. It's been an interesting day, to say the least. I'm in Germany,
they lose my luggage, | meet up with a stranger in the middle of the Black Forest and find
out my father wants to meet me. To be honest, right now, | just really want to take a
shower and try to relax. | don’t need you to walk me to my room. It’ s right up the stairs,
and again, | appreciate your kindness but thisis good night.”

Minatried to turn again to go to her room. Hisfingers tightened slightly and he took
thefirst step to loom over her. Heinhaled slowly asif he was getting ready to deliver an
unwanted speech. Mina narrowed her eyes and raised a hand to stop him from speaking.
Instead of delving into the reasons he would not be leaving her side, he reached up with
his free hand and grasped Mina' s raised palm gently. He released her arm and pressed her
hand between both of hisasif warming it. His green eyes darkened as Mina s mouth fell
open in shock. She stopped breathing, almost as if in expectation of what he was going to
do. Very dowly and deliberately, he raised her hand to his mouth.

The blood in her veins stopped flowing as her knuckles came into contact with his
warm lips. His mouth remained on her hand for what seemed like hours. Her fingers
instinctively curled inward and she fought the urge not to place her other hand in his hair
and hold on tight. Jesus, what this man could probably do with that mouth. It might have
been awhile since Mina had had sex, but the flutter in her stomach reminded her she was
probably due for some real quick.

Slowly removing his mouth from her hand, he took a dlight nip at her skin with his
teeth. Mina s nipples immediately tightened against her shirt at the sensation. Mathias
lifted his thick lashes and she met his heated gaze. His eyes were warm and inviting. He
didn’'t let her hand go but ssimply started brushing the inside of her palm with the pad of
his thumb. Minawas immediately aware of the wetness pooling between her legs at the
mere idea of what could happen next. She felt chilled but about to melt at the same time.
No words came to her. Only afeeling of guilt mixed with the tantalizing thought of
letting him touch her more. She was way too turned-on to utter a word. With her mouth
still open, she just stood there and stared. His eyes were amost hypnotic. Her mind was a
complete blank. All she knew was she did not want this man to let go of her hand.

She imagined he continued up the steps and led her behind him, like alamb to
dlaughter. Once reaching her room, he would push her up against the door and crush his
mouth to hers, sending her into oblivion. He' d lace his hands into her hair and gently tug
at the curlsto force her closer. She'd arch against him to get the feel of his body against
hers. Warm, hard and ready. His hands would move slowly down her back to grip her ass,
lifting her against him. Wrapping her legs around his hips, she'd feel the hardness of his
need for her and grind herself against it. She’'d moan into his mouth that she wanted him
desperately. He'd magically open the door, and within seconds, he' d be on top of her,
burying her in the soft down comforter on top of the bed in her room. Gently moving his
hands up her sides and underneath her sweater, he’ d cup her breasts and move his thumbs
expertly over her already hard nipples. Throwing back her head in ecstasy, she’d beg him
to take her...

Wake up Mina!



She snapped out of her sexual trance to realize she had been grasping his hand hard
enough to dig her short nailsinto his skin.

He dowly straightened his stance. Once again, she looked up into his gorgeous face.
Was he smiling? Her hand still molded in his, Minaremained frozen in place. “ Good
night then, Mina. Sleep well.”

Mina s hand was slowly lowered to her side and his warm palms slipped away,
leaving her wondering what the hell had just happened.

Very casually, Mathias turned and walked out of the hotel, closing the door firmly
behind him.

Minaremained standing on the third step with her mouth open and her gaze glued to
the closed front door of the hotel. “Holy shit.”

* k% % %

Mathias reluctantly made his way down the cobblestone street away from Mina's
hotel. He should not have touched her. What would Roderick do when he found out what
happened? Touching the king’ s daughter in such afamiliar way was completely
forbidden, and Mathias knew his head would roll if Roderick ever found out. Mathias
was sent there to protect and keep vigil over her until the king returned. He was not there
to become personable with her. He thrust his hands into his coat pockets and strode
toward the forest.

For the life of him, he couldn’'t help himself. Her hair was long, lush and beautiful,
and he itched to run his hands through it. Dark brown curls had bounced in the middle of
her back as they had walked back to the hotel. She smelled like lust. Her face was pale
and freckled and all he could think of was looking into those deep chocolate brown eyes
while he plunged deep inside her, taking her hard and fast. He hadn’t wanted a woman
like that as long as he could remember. He had only been in her presence for less than an
hour and all he wanted to do was ravish her until she screamed.

In searching her room that morning while she shopped, he' d found some of the
contents of her backpack she had traveled with. She wore Obsession perfume and used a
citrus lotion on her skin. He could almost feel her lying underneath him, wrapping her
firm, strong thighs around his middle and digging her nails into his ass while he pounded
furioudly into her. Standing on the steps of the hotel stairwell with her, he' d inhaled her
scent deeply asif to tattoo it on his brain. When he kissed her hand, he could faintly make
out the tangy lotion permeating from her skin. He could still smell her scent on his hand.
Hell, he needed to wipe that thought out of his mind immediately before Roderick found
out what Mathias really wanted to do with his daughter.

Knowing she wanted him in the same way made things worse. Not only could he feel
it, but he could smell it aswell. When he held her hand, he felt her heart rate spike as he
swirled athumb in her palm. She had little goose bumps on her skin, even though she'd
been hot to the touch. With her fingernails digging into the top of his hand, he knew how
he affected her. Mixed in with the perfume and citrus of her body lotion, there was a'so a
distinct aroma of arousal. The musky scent made his mouth water. She wanted him.

Thiswas one of those times Mathias wished he didn’t have the gift of animalistic
senses. Of course in battle, his ability to sense others around him, hear the dlightest
movement or sound, and to have the ability to shape shift into just about any animal that
didn’t fly was why he was ranked as high as he was within the Coteri military. As one of



their most feared warriors, he was quickly moving up the ranks. This assignment
involving Mina had been his first mission to come directly from Roderick.

Othersin hisfamily had been in the king's service in the past. His sister recently
completed a highly regarded position in America because of her expertise in the outer
world where mortals resided. Mathias' father, Xavier, served as along-standing member
of the king’'s council before his death. He had been relied upon for several centuriesto
assist and mentor to Roderick in the el ements of war.

This assgnment was Mathias' chance to show the king he possessed skills other than
ones needed in battle. Y es, he was strong and calculating on the battlefield, but Mathias
believed he could out-think any opponent put against him. He had a skill for strategy, but
unfortunately atemper that rivaled an erupting volcano. His competitive nature didn’t
allow Mathias to admit defeat in any manner, be it on the battlefield or playing asimple
game of chess. He was determined to be the best at everything. But because of this, few
council members laid their faith in him when delegating an assignment.

This had held him back when directives were assigned. The king wanted someone
loyal to carry out any mission he needed. Roderick did not want someone questioning
him or changing the elements of their duty to him just to fit their own beliefs. The king
did not want aloose cannon out in the field. There was no question that Mathias could
defend the Coteri kingdom with one hand tied behind his back, but could he handle
following orders he did not necessarily agree with?

Mathias battled himself over his strengths that were now becoming his weaknesses.
He thought his sheer will and determination on the battlefield entitled him to all of the
other benefits that came with a highly ranked member of the military. His baby sister set
him straight on this.

Upon receiving the protection detail assignment and learning it involved the king's
only daughter, he had been dumbstruck. The king wasn't supposed to have a child,
especialy a human child, considering he had not mated with anyone during his reign.

Even though Mathias now knew this was what his king had been preparing him for
all aong, he now questioned his ability to succeed in protecting such avulnerable
treasure. Just being around Mina sent his body into a state of complete need. Hell, his
dick was still rock-hard. His frustration with himself prevented him from staying at the
hotel as he’ d been ordered to do. He ached to be with her, to feel her, to beinside her. He
desperately wanted to turn on his heel, return to the hotel, run up those rickety stairsto
her room and mark her as his. And nothing short of having her would tamp down his
colossal erection. He wished he had not sensed her response. With the knowledge she
wanted him as much as he wanted her, there was nothing stopping him. Nothing but the
king’' s wrath.

And now, because of amoment of weakness, Mathias was probably a dead man
walking.

Continuing toward the forest, Mathias shed his coat, dropped it where he stood and
trotted toward the trees. By the time he reached the edge of the tree line, he was in a dead
run. Feet amming into the frost-covered ground, he sped past the huge evergreens into
the mouth of the Black Forest. As he made his way deeper into the trees, his eyes
adjusted to the darkness. His strength ebbed and flowed through his body, his muscles
and hislegs as he gained speed. Findlly letting his anger and frustration take over, he
began to transform. His long arms reached out in front of him as he dove forward.



Muscles contorted and stretched. Bones shifted and cracked. The hair on his body
thickened and turned dark asink. In midair, his body stretched and wriggled into the
shape of ablack panther. Claws outstretched to grasp onto the cold earth, Mathias
skidded to a stop and turned back. Even in animal form, he knew where he wanted to be.
Where he should be.

There was something about this woman. Something that tamed the anger inside him.
The bitterness that had caused him so much trouble for years. She calmed him, but at the
same time he had the fierce need to protect her, to be next to her. He had always been
satisfied with relying on himself. Providing strength for his sister when his parents died.
He wasn’t used to being distracted by anything or anyone. And then he set eyes on Mina
and al of that changed.

He crouched down and focused his gaze on the darkness of the forest surrounding
him. His ears twitched at each sound made by the regular inhabitants of the Black Forest.
Above him, afalcon circled and made its way north toward the castle. Tremayne doing
his nightly rounds. Mathias kept close to the ground to go undetected by one of his best
sergeants. If he succeeded in not being seen, he would be speaking to Tremayne in the
morning regarding his lack of security within the kingdom’s realm.

Within seconds, Tre appeared behind Mathias and casually leaned against a giant
evergreen.

“Hey boss. How' s the assignment going?’

Not wanting to transform back to his human form, nor deal with answering the
million-dollar question of the moment, Mathias let out aferal growl and bared his teeth to
the young officer.

“Okay... Okay. | get the hint. See you back at the station.”

Tre turned away asif to return to his rounds, but stopped and turned his head back
toward Mathias.

“She' s pretty, isn't she?’

At that, Mathias crouched and bared his teeth at the young soldier. The fur on his
back bristled in anger. At that moment, he knew he could and would attack hisfriend for
that remark.

Tremayne took off running and leapt into the air. Within seconds, he was airborne
and streaking straight for the royal security station in bird-form.

Mathias turned and padded his way back to the edge of the forest in order to keep an
eye on the hotel. He would have loved to have the ability to transform into afalcon like
Tremayne. How easy and convenient to just fly up to her window and remain on the sill
until morning, nice and close to her. Mathias was extremely thankful Tremayne had no
ideawho Minawas. He didn’t need anyone knowing he was actually that close to the
daughter of the king. Even though the physical exchange between Mathias and Minawas
unknown to Tre, there was no doubt Tre felt Mathias' strong emotion toward her after
that little display just now. When Tre mentioned her beauty, Mathias' immediate anger
and possessive surge sent up a huge red flag. Great. Way to wear hisfeelingson his
seeve, so to speak. So much for working on his temper and wearing a mask of calm.

When Mathias reached the edge of the tree line while heading back to the hotel, he
opted to reduce his size to anormal black house cat. Not the most dramatic
transformation he had ever done, but thiswould at least get him into the building, and
with alittle luck, into her room.



Chapter Seven

Roderick sat at the conference table deep in the bowels of the castle embedded in the
mountains of the Black Forest, his fingers tapping anxiously on the dark mahogany
wood. He was there along with al of his Coteri generals from the Royal Legion, listening
to their report of the recent activity of the Vata. Thiswasthe last place Roderick wanted
to be. His daughter was there and he desperately wanted to see her and make sure she was
all right.

His gaze wandered around the room, taking in the scene that played before him. His
Coteri army was al over the world, but there were afew select stations where his
generals were headquartered. To his left was Nash. He was general for the East Coast of
the Americas and located primarily in the Appalachian Mountains. Moving around the
table from Nash was Killian, general of the West Coast of the Americas stationed in
Seattle. Thiswas the one area Roderick had dealt with carefully over the past years.

With Minaliving in Washington and only a select few of his closest confidants
knowing of her existence, he constantly had to explain to Killian why there was a
presence of the German Royal Legion in hisarea. Kil was the type of male who would
take what he was told by the king, but Roderick knew that someday he would have to
answer for his deception toward one of his strongest generals. As Roderick looked around
the room, Killian caught his gaze. Again, Roderick felt the prodding stare and tipped his
head in the knowledge that both of them would have other business to discuss sometime
soon.

Roderick continued his scan of the small room and came to Isla of the Highlands, the
only woman of the council. Isla had been one of Roderick’ s father’s closest confidants
during hisreign. The former king, Atticus, utilized her as a personal council. Before his
military legion made any decisions on battle, he had always consulted Isla. She was an
extremely strong woman who spoke her mind and made sure everyone in the room heard
her. Because of her strength of will and extreme intelligence regarding what benefited the
Coteri, she was well respected by the rest of the male generals of the council. She sat at
the table listening to the updates of activity of the Valta with the confidence and stature
of aqueen. Roderick never understood why his father didn’'t take Isla as a mate after his
mother, Genevieve, suddenly passed away. They seemed to be in tune with one another
on amuch higher level than friend or council.

At that thought, Isla cocked her head toward Roderick and gave him a stern look as if
she heard what he thought. 1sla had been one of his teachers while he was growing up and
learning the ways of the Coteri. Even though he was now king, Roderick still felt the
authority she held over him. He quickly averted his gaze and settled on the general to his
right. Devereux was avery close friend of Roderick and was the current general of the
Southern Coast of the Americas, based out of New Orleans.

Dev and Roderick had grown up together and grew very close after the sudden death
of Roderick’s mother. Dev’s mother, Amelia, became a surrogate of sorts during that
time. With Devereux, they were brothers. They were friends. They were not king and
warrior. For that, Roderick had been grateful. He relied on the honesty and openness he
had with Dev, and Roderick often regretted not telling him about Juliaand Mina. When



thisall came out, he knew he would have to deal with the deception he had dealt his
friend. At that unsettling thought, Roderick moved his hands to the armrests of his chair,
sgueezing in awhite-knuckled grip. It was time for him to share the truth with his
generals.

Devereux looked over at Roderick, brushed hislong, brown locks from his eyes and
shot him atooth-filled grin. At this particular council meeting, Dev was dressed as a
biker. He wore black |eather chaps over well-worn jeans, ablack T-shirt with a skull on
the front and a heavy leather jacket was draped over the side of the chair. Roderick
noticed the large infinity cross embossed across the back of the jacket. It matched the
tattoo both men had on their bicep. The tattoo represented the infinite service they were
sworn to uphold to the Coteri. Having the tattoo also meant they were a part of the Royal
Guard and would be revered as such to any other Coteri. Every man in the room had the
same tattoo, as they were all sworn to infinite service. Their lives were to be spent
ensuring the future of the Coteri was certain and strong.

Being Coteri was not a simple task. They had been in existence for centuries. The
Coteri were not exactly immortal, but they could live extremely long lives that could span
hundreds of years. A mortal blow to a Coteri was an iron blade through the heart. Other
than that, most injuries could be healed within hours of receiving them. Limbs could not
be regenerated and if they lost their head in battle, that wasiit, iron blade or not. If a
Coteri was lucky enough to escape battle wounds and sickness, he could live along life
and die of old age. Their lifespan just happened to be much longer than a normal human.

Since their existence, the Coteri had always remained surreptitious to the human
race. Secretly inserting themselves in human society, they monitored the lifestyle of the
humans since how they lived impacted nature and the natural order of the world. And the
natural world of the animal bore the effects of those lifestyles. The Coteri and their
existence was a necessity for the continuation of man and animal existing together and
making the world what it was. If not for the animal, if not for nature, if not for the
existence of Mother Earth, there would be no human race. They existed because of each
other. Because of the protection, and occasionally the guidance the Coteri provided them.

Over the centuries, certain illnesses reached them from the human world and
diseases such as tubercul osis and the common flu were dangerous to their extremely
strong immune systems. Although they did not die from the illness, they would
sometimes become physically incapable of shifting into any animal form ever again,
freezing them in human form. These Coteri were often utilized within the human world to
assumettitles of influence such asin law enforcement, the medical field, scientific
exploration and even government positions. This allowed the Coteri to remain connected
with the different levels of human thinking as well as allowing the Royal Legion the
necessary information on world events, medical breakthroughs and criminal activity.

Pregnancies were difficult, so anormal, healthy birth was celebrated. Some female
Coteri did not survive the actual pregnancy, much less the birthing process. The stress
and strain on their bodies drained them of their energy, as well as their ability to fight off
illnesses and infection. Additional complications started around the time of the bubonic
plague. Roderick’ s father had deduced that particular illness affected the Coteri racein
ways they were unable to identify, causing their female' simmune systems to weaken
during pregnancy.

For this reason, an edict outlawed the Coteri from having sexua relations with any



human being. They did not want to risk breeding with the human race and not knowing
what would happen to the child or the mother. Mixing their DNA would not only change
the child’'s genetic makeup to an unknown, but the birth of a Coteri child from a human
woman would more than likely prove deadly.

The health and reproduction of the Coteri had been one of the issues Atticus
obsessed over until the time of his death. Now Roderick was saddled with the task. This
along with the Valta s assault on the human race, and the Coteri were now thrust to the
forefront of the responsibilities of the king. Roderick rolled his eyes and sighed.

Roderick didn’t think he could ever get over the guilt he felt for the existence of the
Vata. If not for him, there wouldn't be this war raging between men that were once
brothers with the same vows and beliefs. If he had only handled Vaencia a bit more
carefully, the atrocities they discussed right now would not be happening.

Vaencia had been one of the most desired females of the Coteri. She was beyond
beautiful with blazing emerald green eyes and long golden brown hair. The picture of
perfection. Her skin was tanned and satin smooth. She was a small woman, but she was
also very strong for her size. Her body was full of curves and her mind was full of
knowledge. She possessed the whole package. Vaencia was smart, beautiful, strong and
extremely desired by the mgjority of the legion of males at that time.

Vaencia had not been shy about what she wanted and pursued Roderick without
shame. She made sure everyone knew she would capture his heart, as well as the seat
next to the throne as his queen. As atarget of female attention because of his position,
Roderick didn’t take her pursuit seriously and merely regarded her as another
appreciative women. Even so, that fact didn’t stop him from finding her physically
desirable. During a birthday celebration of his father, Roderick finally understood
Valencia s intentions.

She spent the evening following him through the crowds and openly threatening the
other Coteri women that might catch his attention. She’ d even took audience with the
king and made it known she would give him several grandsonsif Roderick would only
agree to the union. And the way his father looked at Valencia as a brood mare, Roderick
had no doubt Atticus would have pushed for the marriage. Roderick refused to haveit.

Weeks later, Roderick’ s father passed away. As a Coteri, there weren’t many things
that could kill them. Roderick believed in this situation loneliness had taken itstoll on his
once invincible father. Atticus had never been the same since Genevieve had died, and as
the years had passed, his father’s spark for life faded away. His reason for remaining in
thisworld had left him and the time had finally come for the king to join his mate in the
beyond.

Vaencia s pursuit for marriage had only strengthened after the death of the king.
She'd been relentlessin vying for Roderick’ s affections and he’ d wanted nothing more
than to be left alone to grieve for his late father. He had put up with her shadowing him
for weeks and finally, he’ d had enough. He hadn’t wanted her as alover, asafriend, and
especially as amate. Roderick had wanted her gone.

Valencia became furious at his dismissal of her. She’ d gone on atirade through the
court, spouting evilness and lies about what he had planned for the Coteri and their
future. After all, he was their future king and it was only assumed she would ascend to be
his queen. In her anger over Roderick’ srgjection, Valencialost her ever-present control
and damned Roderick and his precious Coteri in protecting the human race. She believed



humans to be a weakness, a burden, and the source of upset concerning what she believed
the natural order should be. Animal was superior to man. Man hunted and trapped
animals to extinction, put them on display at zoos, and experimented on them for new
medicines to treat human diseases. She detested the humans for their way of life and she
didn’t believe they deserved the infinite protection the Coteri unselfishly gave them.

Vaencia spent the next few weeks after Roderick’ s refusal seducing, lying and
tricking her way through the ranks of Roderick’s army. She' d fed them lies regarding
Roderick’ s ability to be king and led them to believe he was weak and indecisive. She'd
also lied about her being his secret lover and about him sharing his plans for the Coteri
people. Since he had not been on the throne long enough to prove his worth, they readily
believed her propaganda and followed her departure from the Coteri. Roderick even
heard rumors she consorted with a spiritual human witch in order to learn mind control
and the dark side of witchcraft. He hadn’t really believed such athing, but the more men
shetook from him, the more he considered it.

She ended up with several of his captains as well as dozens of warriors. They stoleto
Italy where she created her own army. Valenciawas now the head of the Valta: Warriors
of Dominance and Supremacy. And presently, the Valtic warriors were snatching human
women and killing them.

Top that off with the presence of his human child now in Germany, and he officially
had a party.

A loud thud on the table brought Roderick’ s attention back to the discussion. He
looked over and saw something white peeking out from under Killian's hand. “What do
you have, Killian?’

Killian removed his large hand, revealing a photo of a brand for all of the generalsto
view. The symbol was clear and easily identified. The circle with the short, claw-shaped
blade intersecting it was the symbol of the Valta.

According to Killian, nearly forty human women had been abducted on the West
Coast over the last year. None of the women were found alive, but at least twenty-three of
the bodies had been discovered. All of the women bled to death and their bodies dumped
in heavily wooded areas. A connection existed among all the women. According to the
coroner’ sreports, al victims had given birth just days before their murder and all of the
women were branded on their upper left shoulder. The brand caught Killian's attention
and it was the reason this meeting had been called.

Nash chimed in after Killian completed his report. “We're right there with you,
Killian. We've had nearly thirty abductions in the last six months and only eighteen
bodies have been discovered. All match your coroner’ s reports, but we had no knowledge
of the brand.”

Devereux looked over at the king and let out asigh. “1 hate to make matters worse,
but the same is happening in the South. | think they are getting a bit impatient in my areas
of surveillance. They’re getting sloppy. Along the southern coast, we have had women go
missing only to turn up with their throats dlit, their bodies branded and showing signs of a
prior pregnancy.”

This was not good news. Valencia had spent the better part of the last fifty years
experimenting with ways to breed with the human race in order to produce an ultimate
Valtic warrior to defeat the Coteri. She abducted human scientists to study their race and
determine how to successfully breed with humans. Rumor was she even tried to breed her



warriors with female wolves and mountain lions, but she was not successful.

The council gathered most of their information from defectors of the Valta.
Valencia s leadership and ruling ways were malicious and unforgiving and Roderick
welcomed anyone who wanted to leave her rule. Naturally, he did not allow them back
into the warrior ranks but utilized them in other areas. The defectors were always placed
in positions to serve the public, but were never again allowed to participate in the
protection of the Coteri.

Roderick ran his hands over hisface and let out along breath. “Looks asif Valencia
finally figured out how to breed with humans. Do we know if any of the children
survived these births?’

At Roderick’s statement, Isla stood. All gazesin the room were directed at her. She
raised her chin and glanced around the table to briefly look each general directly in the
eyes. She rested her palm on Roderick’ s shoulder and spoke, “My king. It’s time they
know of your daughter.”

The room went deafly silent. The blood ran from his face in panic, but his mask of
calm remained. Roderick quickly scanned the room and found all of his generals wide-
eyed with surprise and confusion.

Devereux stood ramrod straight and faced Roderick. “What daughter? Y ou have a
child? When?’

Roderick knew Dev was shocked and curious, but also hurt that he had not been told.
He was Roderick’ s friend and brother and he had been lied to.

Islaremoved her hand and faced the men in the room. “Roderick has a daughter. She
is caled Mina Genevieve and she' s herein Germany.” Her gaze surveyed the room and
the reactions of the generals. “Mathias has her now and you will soon see for yourselves
that she belongs here. Belongs with her family. But before we bring her into the walls of
the Coteri, we must be assured your vow to protect the king will extend to his daughter.
Only then can she truly come home.”

Islalooked back at Roderick and gave his shoulder alight squeeze. “Tell them,
Roderick.”

With a short nod, Roderick let out a sigh and rose from his chair. He looked up and
met Dev’ s dark eyes. He had kept this secret for twenty-eight years and he knew he
would lose the trust of several men in this room today. Taking afortifying breath, he
faced the wall of men he trusted with his life and hoped they would understand his
reasoning for hiding this particular fact from them. “It istrue. | have achild. A daughter.
She was born twenty-eight years ago in Washington State and has lived her life there. Her
mother passed last month and now she’s here to see me.”

Devereux ran a hand through histousled hair and looked back at the king. “Who is
her mother? We would have known about a Coteri pregnancy, so how did you keep it
secret?’ Dev’s hands clenched as he leaned forward and placed his fists onto the table.
Jaw tense, the musclesin his arms tight and rippling. “And more importantly, why would
you keep thisfrom us?’ he growled. “We are your trusted council.”

Roderick placed his hands on the table too and |eaned forward, mirroring hisfriend's
stance. In alow whisper, he revealed his greatest secret. “Her mother was human.”

“What?’" Devereux launched himself across the table and grabbed the king by the
shoulders. “What the hell did you do, Roderick?’

Blood pounding in his ears, Roderick quickly grabbed Dev around the neck with one



hand and held him at a distance. “Y ou forget yourself, Devereux. Y ou may be my friend
but you are also a general to the Coteri, and | am king. Remove your hands.”

Dev reluctantly loosened his hold on Roderick’s shoulders but did not let go
immediately. “Why didn’'t you tell us? Tell me?’ He dropped his hands to his side and
Roderick released his grip around his neck.

“Please sit back down, Devereux.” Roderick motioned to the table. “I'll explain
everything to all of you. Just give me amoment. Please.”

Roderick sat and ran his hands over hisfacein frustration. He didn’t really know
where to begin with his explanation. He had always wanted his council to know about
Mina, but he was equally unsure as to what they would do about her. Would they go after
her? Would he lose his throne? And there was aways the danger of Vaencia finding out
about Mina's existence. He' d kept the secret for so long he didn’t know how to begin.

Isladlid a hand onto his shoulder again and squeezed. She turned to the table full of
confused and angered men and cleared her throat to gain their attention. With avoice
Roderick had never heard before, |sla addressed the men. “Be silent and be open. All of
you.” Her voice boomed against the stone walls and stilled every man in the room.

“There' sa child that needs our understanding and obviously our protection. She is of
roya lineage and deserves everything we can offer. Sheis one of akind, gentlemen.
Something to be cherished. Not banished. Not scorned. Now show your loyalty and
listen.” Isla gracefully lowered herself into her chair.

Roderick’ s gaze traveled around the table and found every general looking at him
expectantly. He took a deep, calming breath. “ Twenty-eight years ago, | met a human
woman named Julia Roarke. She was here in Germany on holiday with her friends. The
moment | saw her, | wanted her. | knew it was wrong. Forbidden. But she possessed
something that drew me. | introduced myself and we began a short but enthralling
courtship. She stayed here when her friends left and | spent every free moment | had with
her. We ended up becoming physical and she became pregnant. Although our law
prohibited such contact, | was incapable of staying away from her.”

Roderick rose from his chair and slowly walked to the fireplace at the back of the
room. He looked into the flames and felt the heat on hisface. “I have no idea how it
happened but it did. She was with child, she was human and we were not mated.
Obviously, something inside her allowed it to happen. | shared with her my lineage and
my purpose, and she accepted it whole-heartedly. Because of the danger to the child and
to her, we decided her returning home to Washington would be best.”

Roderick turned and looked directly at Dev. “1 am so sorry | didn’t tell you. | feared
of her safety.

“Eventually, as the pregnancy progressed, | became increasingly nervous and
terrified | would lose Juliaduring birth. So | sent Islato Washington to watch over Julia
and assist in the delivery. Julia never knew she was there. One night, she went into labor
and actually drove herself to the hospital. When Isla arrived under the guise of being a
maternity nurse, she found Mina already born. Julia experienced no complications to
speak of and the baby was completely healthy. Isladidn’t know what to make of it and
reported back to me. At that point, | knew | needed to make sure there would always be
someone there. |sla stayed afew years and then her son Elec took over. He posed as one
of Mina steachersin elementary school and then served as her school counselor through
high school.” Roderick swallowed against his dry throat, then continued. “1 kept in



contact with Julia through letters and we never stopped loving each other. But | never
saw her again. Not until the day of her funeral. | went to Washington unattended and
viewed the service. That day wasthe first time | laid eyes on my daughter.”

At that statement, Roderick felt an uncomfortable twinge of sadness. His eyes burned
with the tears that threatened to break free. He turned and faced the fire once again and
went silent.

Isla addressed the men. “It is our hope all of you can understand why Roderick and |
held this information from you. We held this secret for the safety of the child. Nothing
more.”

Silence enveloped the room. Shock permeated the air. A breeding with a human
hadn’t happened in decades and now that one had, the act was with their king.

Nash was the first to speak. “We have to make sure Valencia doesn't get word of
this.”

Roderick turned and faced his generals again. “That’s why you are al here and Mina
isn't. | needed to make sure all of you would acknowledge her as my child ... would
accept her ... would defend her and protect her at all costs. Now that all of you know of
my daughter, it’s imperative that until Mina arrives and is under our protection, nothing
of her existence is to leave thisroom. There are only two others that know who sheis
outside of all of you.”

Killian rose and faced Roderick. “We're with you. We always have been and always
will be. Y our child falls within our loyalty to you.”

With arelieved sigh, Roderick nodded, “ Thank you.” His gaze scanned the other
men at the table. He saw their acceptance on their faces. Saw the loyalty in their eyes. He
felt some of the pressure in his chest lessen, but they till had Vaenciato deal with.

“Vaencia has been trying to breed with the humans for decades now. No matter
what she' sfigured out, we have to take into consideration what she is doing to the human
women and possible hybrid infants. If there are truly successful births, those children are
part of the Coteri and deserve our protection just as the human women do.”

Islatook purposeful steps around the table and stood next to Roderick. She looked at
him, asilent pleain her blue eyes. “Y ou have to find the women and infants. If Vaencia
has found a way to breed with the humans, she would have to house all of these women
during their pregnancies. She would need a huge medical staff specializing in the birth of
humans as well as Coteri. She would also have a similarly trained staff for pediatrics. The
trail she'sleft behind should not be hard to follow.”

Roderick placed a gentle hand on Isla s reddened face. The heat of her anger burned
his palm and he leaned down and placed a kiss on her cheek. “Y ou are right as always,
Isla. | leave you in charge of finding the women and infants. If they are aive, we will
protect them. Y ou shall have anything you need from mein your quest to find them.
Choose your general to assist and he'll be devoted to your mission.”

Devereux walked to Roderick and bowed. “1 speak for everyone here, Roderick,
when | say we'll do what is needed to protect your child. Sheis of great importance to
you and to all of us. You have our loyalty.” He then turned to Isla and bowed again.
“Allow meto aid in finding the women and infants. My men are at your disposal.”

Islatook Devereux’s hand in hers. “I accept. But on one condition.”

Dev looked at Roderick and back to Islaquickly. “And that would be?’

“No more leather, Devereux. You'll only scare the women even more.” Her gaze



narrowed. “And get a haircut.”
Dev let his head drop in laughter. “Fine, mistress. I’ll drop the leather, but the hair is
another thing entirely. | think we may have to compromise on that one.”



Chapter Eight

Mina remained standing on the stairs with her mouth open in total shock. Mathias
had walked out the door of the hotel a good five minutes ago, but she couldn’t get over
the shock of her reaction to his touch. Her body still tingled just from akiss on the hand.
Either this guy had some kind of heavy mojo going on or she' d gone way too long
without sex.

She shook off the fog of desire, turned on the stairs and shuffled back to her room.
Shower. That’s what she needed. A good, long, hot shower. When she opened the door,
her room was a bit chilly, so Minawent directly to the bathroom to turn on the hot water.
She stripped to her panties and walked back out to the room to check the locks on the
door. Once she saw they were engaged, she turned toward the waiting shower.

A small scratching sound stopped her in her tracks. She looked around her room,
searching for the source. The scratching continued. It came from outside her door. Mina
peeked through the peephole and saw nothing in the hallway. She looked down at the
floor underneath her door and saw a small shadow blocking the hall light. Something was
in front of her door. Based on the size of the shadow, she figured it was a small animal.
Mina unbolted the door, but kept the chain on as she was nude from the waist up. The
door creaked open and a large black cat slinked through the crack and rubbed against her
calf.

Mina jumped back and squealed when the cat brushed her leg. Not asif she’'d
expected that to happen. She closed the door and turned around to find the cat. He had
stalked across the floor and had already |eaped onto the bed. Minaraised her hands to
cover her exposed breasts as the cat stared at her with huge yellow eyes. “Uh ... just a
cat, Mina. Like he knows what boobs are.” She clicked her tongue at her own foolishness
and walked to the bed to greet her new guest.

“Hey, big man. Where did you come from?’ Mina scratched the cat behind his ears.

He immediately let out alow humming purr and rubbed his head into Mina’'s belly.

She bent down and lifted the cat.

He placed his paws on her breasts and licked her on the nose.

She continued to scratch him up and down his neck and his purring became louder.
“Okay. You can stay. But | need a shower first.”

The cat leaped out of her hands and circled on the bed. He came to rest in the center
and lay down like amale lion watching his prey.

His huge yellow eyes continued to stare at Mina and she once again felt an
uncomfortable twinge at being naked in front of the cat. “Just a cat. Just acat.”

She headed for her much needed shower. The hot water felt wonderful against her
chilled skin and she stood under the warm spray to thaw herself out. Grabbing for the
shampoo, her thoughts went back to Mathias. Why had she been so affected by his touch?
Never had she been so turned-on so quickly in her life. All he did was kiss her hand and
her body melted.

As she rinsed out the shampoo, she pictured his face again. He was incredibly
gorgeous and his body was exactly what she looked for in aman. He wasttall, thick and
strong. His features were chiseled and delicious. He had plump, kissable lips and his eyes



were mesmerizing. She wondered what he would be like in bed. Would he be slow and
luscious, or fast and hard? Either option would be just fine with her. All in al, he was
everything she desired regarding how a man looked. Now she just needed to seeif he had
abrain to go aong with that body of his.

The water had started to turn cold, so Minafinished washing and quickly grabbed a
towel to dry off. Of course the damn thing was too small to cover her body, so she
wrapped it around her waist and moved back into her room to dress.

As she had left him, the cat was still 1ying in the center of the bed waiting for her.
His purring increased the closer she got to him, and again she felt the need to cover her
exposed breasts. She quickly turned toward the dresser to grab her clothes. She dressed
and slid beneath the chilled sheets.

Her newest guest quickly pounced on her chest and buried his head under her chin,
purring loudly. She scratched him behind the ears again and he curled into a ball between
her breasts. “You just lookin’ for somelovin’, big guy?’

That cat raised his head and licked her chin.

“Well, so am |. Some good lovin’ sounds pretty nice right now.”

Mina closed her eyes and sighed. She needed sleep. Hell, she needed sex. Shelet her
mind drift to Mathias and his succulent mouth. She wanted to kiss him and she wanted
him to kiss her. Hard. Even though she didn’t know this man or where he came from, his
image was suddenly tattooed in her brain. Just thinking about him made her hot and
bothered. She felt atingle in her stomach and had the need to be touched everywhere by
him. She fisted the quilt in her hands and forced herself to think of something else. If this
continued, she'd have to take mattersinto her own hands and she just wasn't up for that
tonight. She wanted skin on skin and atoy wasn't going to fully satisfy her.

The cat’s continual purring lulled her into relaxation and she felt herself starting to
fall asleep. She would probably dream about him tonight and have to wring out her
panties in the morning. She rolled her eyes behind her lids.

“Damn, that man.”

* k% % %

Dear god she was almost there. One of the biggest orgasms of her life was coming,
and she shook and writhed with anticipation. She kept chanting, “Don’'t stop. Don’t stop.”
But she had no idea who was there. She felt hands on her body, but she couldn’t open her
eyes. The fingers continued to delve inside her and bring her closer to her climax. A
tongue swirled around her tight nipples and then one was sucked into a warm mouth. She
felt herself being marked with one hell of ahickie on her breast, but she didn’t care. All
she wanted was to come and come hard. She could smell vanilla somewhere. It made her
mouth water. She panted and moaned as the hands and fingers continued to pleasure her
body. Almost there. The tightening and tingling began and her breath was caught in her
throat. “Oh god, I'm coming.”

Almost there ... aimost ... there...

She threw her head back and was ready to explode. Almost ... hereit comes...

“Mina? Are you awake? Mina?’

Mina s eyes flew open and she let out aragged breath. Her body was covered in
sweat and the blankets were pooled at the end of the bed around her ankles. She looked
down and found one of her hands between her wide spread legs and the other holding one



of her breasts. “ Jesus.”

Her head fell back onto her pillow and she continued to try to regulate her breathing.
That had been one hell of a dream. She hadn’t even realized what she was doing until the
knocking woke her up. She'd had wet dreamsin the past, but nothing like this. Nothing
thisredlistic. Minaremoved her hands and tried to control her breathing. The knocking
on the door continued and she recognized Mathias' voice behind the door.

“Mina? Are you awake?’

“l am now. Just a minute.”

Mina scurried over to the bathroom and washed her hands. She also ran a wet
washcloth between her shaking legs. She was still so sensitive and on the verge of an
orgasm that just rubbing herself with the wet cloth sent tingles down her legs. Had it not
been for Mathias on the other side of the door, she would stand there and finish what the
dream had started just to relieve the ache.

Mathias continued knocking as Minawalked to the door. She leaned her head to the
side, dlid the bolt and opened the door with the chain still affixed.

The man in front her was as mouth-watering as he had been the night before. Only
now, he looked flushed and angry. “Why are you here, Matty?’

Gritting his teeth, he answered her. “As| have told you several times, it is Mathias,
and | cameto pick you up.”

Mina rubbed her sleep-filled eyes and |looked him over again. Damn he |ooked good.
Dressed in a cream-colored turtleneck underneath a cashmere jacket that looked as
smooth as butter. His infinity cross necklace hung around his neck and shined underneath
the light of the hallway.

“Pick me up for what?’

“Since you don’'t have your luggage, | thought | would take you into Munich for
some shopping. Y ou can obtain whatever you need there and | can also offer you a tour
of the city. Your father will not be available to see you for at least another couple of days,
so | thought | would show you the sites.”

Minalet her head thump on the edge of the door and closed her eyes, her brain still
fuzzy from her explicit dream. She raised a hand to cover ayawn. “What timeisit,
Matty?’

“Do you have ears?’

Mina snapped her head up and glared at him in confusion. “What?’

“l said, do you have ears?’

“Um ... yes, | have ears. Why?”’

Mathias took a step closer to the door. The patchouli and vanilla scent she
remembered invaded her senses. “ Then use them and get my name right.” Just the tone of
his voice made her shiver. “Mathias. Now say it.”

“What?’

“l said say my name.”

Minarolled her eyes and attempted to close the door in his face. She felt the jet lag
aswell astheresidua effects of the orgasm she amost had. “I’'m sorry, but it's way too
early for this and the time change is getting to me. Please just |et me get some sleep and
come back later. | really don't feel like shopping right now. | just want to sleep.”

Mathias took another step toward the door and placed his hand over hers, blocking
her from slamming it shut.



The minute he touched her, she felt a heat flash go through her body and she frozein
place.

“Say. My. Name.”

The sweet rumbling of his lowered voice tightened Mina s stomach in excitement.
She immediately decided he would be fast and hard in bed, and that made her all the
more hot and bothered. Her nipples had hardened at the sound of his voice and she knew
they were probably visible through her peach-colored T-shirt. She didn’t have to guess at
that, because he was currently staring at her breasts and his eyes were becoming darkened
with hunger.

He raised his heated gaze to meet hers. “Say. It.”

Minatrembled with a need she hadn’t felt in along while. His brashness and
overpowering presence were actually turning her on. A low whisper came from her lips.
“Mathias.”

“Good. Now go get ready. We have along drive.” He removed his hand from hers
and walked back toward the stairwell. After taking the first couple of steps, he turned and
looked over his shoulder. “Y ou know, you are quite beautiful in the morning.”

With that, he disappeared.

Damn it. He had done it again.

* k% * %

When Minawalked into the hotel lobby, Mathias was nowhere to be seen. She
grabbed a cup of coffee and walked through the lower half of the hotel to the front of the
building. The most amazing thing caught her sight. Parked in front of the hotel was a
black Mercedes-Benz McLaren convertible. This car cost half a million dollars and
possessed top-of-the-line luxury. It could reach speeds upwards of two hundred miles per
hour. A thrill ran through her. What she wouldn’t give to open that baby up on the
autobahn.

At that moment, Mathias came up behind her. “Beautiful. Isn’'t she?’

Minajumped and turned toward him. His face was only inches away from hers. She
could smell him again and her mouth instantly watered. How the hell did he do that?

“Uh ... yeah. It's beautiful. Beautiful and expensive. Whoever owns that has lots of
cash to spare.”

“Or maybe whoever owns that car likesto go fast.” He smiled down at her and
walked to the hotel door. He opened it, and with awave of his arm, motioned her to
follow.

She set down the coffee cup on a side table and dlid into her coat. “Mathias, did you
happen to see a cat run out of my room when | opened the door? | had a guest last night
and he wasn't in the room this morning.”

Mathias gave her adly smile. “I’'m sure he escaped when the door was cracked, but |
didn’t see him. Lucky fellow, though, to have spent the entire evening with you.”

Minarolled her eyes and walked outside. The air was chilly, so she wrapped her
scarf abit moretightly around her neck.

Mathias placed his hand at the small of her back and led her over to the McLaren. He
reached down and grabbed the small handle to the door and tugged.

The door swung up and Mina could smell the rich leather scent coming from inside.

Her eyes widened in total shock. “Thisisyours?’



Mathias gave her a crooked grin. “It's mine to use. The car belongs to your father.
He likes speed.”

“Apparently.” Minafelt breathless.

“Well, aren’'t you getting in? It's cold and we need to get going if you want afull day
of shopping in Munich.”

Mina suddenly felt nervous. She didn’t really know Mathias and she wasn't the type
of person to just go half cocked into someone’s car. Especially considering shewasin a
strange country and all alone. She wanted to call Chloe. “Give me aminute will you?

Y ou can start the car and get it warm. | need to make acall first.”

Minadug her cell phone out of her pack and called the house she and Chloe shared.
It would be late in the evening in Washington, but she thought Chloe would at |east be at
home in bed. There was no answer. Minatried Chloe's cell number. Chloe answered
sounding half asleep.

“Hey honey. What’ s the matter?”’

“Were you asleep?’

“Yeah. | had abusy day trying to find a decent place to live down here.”

“Yourein LA?

Through an obvioudly strong yawn, Chloe replied, “Y eah. | came down this morning
to start looking for a place. From what | saw today, thereisn’t much | likein my price
range. I’ m too used to the evergreens and the water, but all that’s here is traffic and
noise.”

Her stomach knotted. She knew Chloe would be leaving her, but it was happening
too fast for her liking. Mina didn’t want to be alone in the house on the Sound. Too many
memories.

“Y ou could stay with me, you know.”

Chloe sighed. “Honey. We ve been over this. | would love to stay, but | can’t work
virtually. And you know aswell as| do if | stayed we would end up killing each other in
the end. We both rely on our alone time too much.”

“1 know.” Minapouted. “No harm in trying. Hey, there' s actually areason | called. |
met aguy.”

A loud crash sounded on the other end. Mina heard fumbling and then Chloe got
back on. “Holy hell, Mina-girl. Y ou work fast.”

“Shut up. It's not like that. Listen. This guy says he knows my father and that he was
sent to stay with me until | can see him. He' s busy for a couple of days or something.”
She gripped the phone tighter in her hands remembering something. “Oh. Before it dips
my mind, | found out what the R stands for in the lettersto Julia.”

“What isit?

“It stands for Roderick.”

Minalooked over her shoulder and spotted Mathias leaning against the McLaren
staring at her. He had put on a pair of aviator sunglasses and Mina s mouth actually
watered. God. This could get complicated. The urge for sex had surfaced since seeing
him, but how smart would it be to bed an assistant to her father? There was something
more to this man too, wasn't there? God, her emotions were all over the place.

Oh, who the hell cared? It wasn't asif she was going to actually have arelationship
with him, nor was she going to stay here for along period of time. But the reality was she
really had no ideawho this guy was. Her head swam.



“Anyway, here' sthe deal. This guy | met. He wants to drive me to Munich to go
shopping, since my luggage never made it, and I’'m not real comfortable with this. | mean
come on, | just met him and now he expects me to get into a car with him and go where
he pleases? Help me out here, Clo. He says he works for Roderick and he showed me a
letter that was supposedly from my father, but how can | be sure any of the stuff he says
isthe truth?’ Mina started to nip at her thumbnail as she turned to look at Mathias once
more. “And to make matters even worse ... he's completely gorgeous and I’ m reacting to
him like adog in heat. Tell me what to do.”

Chloe sighed. “WEell, at least you can say you aren't as depressed as you were afew
days ago, right?’

Mathias was slowly pacing up and down the sidewalk. “Uh ... if you saw the ass on
this guy you wouldn’t be thinking of anything other than sex, either.”

“Does this guy have a name?’

Minaturned back around to face the hotel and cupped the cell phone with her hand.
“He says hisnameis Mathias de ... something. | can’'t remember.”

Chloe was silent for several seconds.

“Chloe? Are you there?’

“Yeah. I'm here. Listen, | know how you can find out if what he saysistrue. Ask
him to tell you something about you or your mother. Make him give you information
only your father would know. If this Mathias was sent by Roderick to stay with you, he
would have filled him in on the situation. Don’t you think?’

“Yeah. That sounds good. He would have to know something, right?’

“If your father sent someone to stay with you he would want to make sure thisguy is
trustworthy, knows the situation and is able to keep an eye on you. Ask him for more
information and see what he says.”

“Okay. I'll let you know how it goes. Either you will get a quick call back because
he didn’t know anything or | will call you tonight.”

“All right, honey. Be careful, okay?’

“1 will. Talk to you soon.”

“Try to keep your hands off daddy’ s little assistant.”

“Shut up, Chloe. Like you have control when it comes to men.”

Mina closed her phone and walked toward Mathias to start her interrogation.



Chapter Nine

Mathias stood by the car and watched Mina make a phone call. He couldn’t take his
gaze off her. The way she twiddled with the ends of her scarf as she spoke quietly into
the phone, her body swaying back and forth while she stood in place as though she
rocked a baby to sleep. And of course her gorgeous mane of hair cascading down her
back was gently moving with the chilled breeze.

He could still smell her skin from the shower the night before. She' d rubbed her
citrus lotion on her body before crawling into bed, and he couldn’t help pouncing on her
chest while he was in cat form. He had thoroughly enjoyed himself while he had
snuggled between her breasts and in the nape of her neck.

Earlier that morning, he’ d returned to his human form and just watched Mina sleep.
Her cheeks were pinked and warm from being under the numerous quilts all night. Her
hair was rumpled around her head and he wanted to run his fingers through it while
feasting on her neck. Restraining himself, he settled for a soft kiss on her forehead and
snuck out the window before she woke up.

Roderick contacted him later that morning to let him know the generals were now
aware of Mina s existence. She would need to remain with Mathias until Roderick was
convinced his generals' allegiance extended to Minaas well. The king’ s suggestion of
taking Minato Munich was a good one as it would remove her from the royal lands and
Valencia s prying eyes. But the idea of being alone with her made Mathias nervous. He
was tremendoudly attracted to Mina and being alone with her would make it much harder
for him to stay away from her physically. However, Mathias also knew the struggle
Roderick was going through. He could only imagine the fallout from breaking Coteri law
was just adding to the pressure of the whole situation. Not to mention what would happen
if the Vatafound out about Mina s existence. Taking Minato Munich would relieve
some of the burden the king currently carried.

Mathias' chest surged with pride when Roderick told him to take care of his“little
girl”. The king trusted him to take care of the one thing he held dear. And this one thing
was not “little” or a“girl” by any means. She was a grown woman who Mathias wanted
with a desperation he had never felt before, but he a'so knew he would probably be run
through with a blade if Roderick found out what he fantasized about doing to his “little
airl”.

After speaking to Roderick, Mathias had returned to Mina s room to pick her up for
thelr trip to Munich. He' d assumed she would aready be up since it was closeto ninein
the morning. As he'd walked down the hall toward her room, his heightened senses
immediately flared. He' d been able to smell her arousal. His body had taken over and
he'd lunged for her room, unable to take his nose away from the closed door. He'd
inhaled deeply, taking in her scent, knowing she was near release. His palms had
smacked against the wood framing the door and his fingertips had dug in, splintering the
wood.

Then he'd heard Mina moan. Sweet Jesus, she would be his undoing. It had been all
he could do not to burst through the door and alleviate her need. His sweat-beaded
forehead had pressed against the door and his eyes had squeezed shut. His breathing had



grown ragged and he' d needed to get into that room. He' d needed her. He' d started to
lose all control. His erection had pulsed against his zipper and his blood had raced
through hisveins. He' d started to claw the wood, visualizing her lush body sprawled over
the bed writhing with need, and he' d been frenzied to give her what she' d wanted. What
she’ d needed.

Mathias had still been clenching his teeth, trying to retain some form of control when
Mina had bellowed, “Oh god, I’m coming.”

That had been it. A low guttural growl had escaped his mouth and Mathias had
started beating on the door. He' d had to stop it before his body took over. If he'd
continued to listen to her become this aroused, he would have taken her right then and
Roderick would killed him. He' d kept frantically knocking and shouting her name.

She'd finally opened the door.

What he' d seen made him want her even more. Not only had the scent of her arousal
hit him like a ledgehammer, her face had been shiny with sweat and flushed with desire.
Her hair had been mussed all over her head and she’ d been short of breath. He'd
suddenly pictured her lying underneath him with the same look on her face. She killed his
solid reserve and taking her to Munich would just add to his sexual annoyance. She was
just too damn tempting.

Still leaning against the car outside the hotel, Mathias shook his head to shove away
his X-rated thoughts about the king’ s daughter and came back to reality. He put on his
sunglasses and looked toward Mina till talking on the phone. At the same moment, Mina
turned and looked over her shoulder. Even through his sunglasses, he could see the
freckles running across her nose and onto her cheeks. Her gaze remained on his face until
she gave him a once-over from boots to hair and then turned away to whisper into the
phone once more.

How could he feel this way about a human woman? And how could the attraction
develop so quickly? He had no answer to either one of his questionable thoughts. One
thing he did know was the next time she turned around, she would see the gigantic hard-
on he currently sported under his pants. Great.

Mina closed her phone and looked over at Mathias.

He quickly opened the car door in hopes of hiding his obvious desire for her.
Unfortunately, the doors opened up instead of out. All he ended up doing was bringing
more attention to hisfront. Again, great.

Minalooked down and then quickly up to meet Mathias' gaze. A little evil grin
appeared as she approached the car.

“Sorry about that, but | had to make acall first.”

“That’s fine, but if you want the car to stay warm, you' [l need to get in.” Mathias
reached out to her. “Let me help you.”

Minadidn't reach for his hand, but deliberately placed hersin her coat pockets. She
looked at him with a determined stare and made no attempt to get in the car.

“What isit?’ Mathias dropped his hand to his side. “What’s wrong?’

Minatilted her head to the side and finally spoke. “1 need to ask you a couple of
guestions before I go anywhere with you.” She paused and kicked at the rocks on the
sidewalk. “Y ou have to understand my reluctance to get into a car with someone | just
met. Even though the car isworth half amillion dollars and you ‘say’ you know my
father. Can you answer some questions first?’



Mathias extended his hand again toward her. “Of course | can, Mina. But don’t you
think you would be more comfortable sitting in the car? I'll take out the keys and hand
them to you. But let’s at least get out of this morning cold.”

He watched her expressions warring with each other as she tried to figure out what to
do. Absently pulling her lower lip between her teeth, Mina closed her eyes and finaly
placed her hand in his.

He led her to the car and helped her in.

Once he pulled her door closed, she reached over and turned off the ignition and
palmed the keys.

With quick steps, he rounded the car, got in on the driver’s side and shut the door,
blocking out the chilled air.

“All right, Mina. What isit that you would like to ask me?’

Guilt suddenly crashed in her chest as she looked over at him. He had been nothing
but nice since their meeting, but that was all the more reason to make sure he was who he
said he was. She would not fall into a European sex trap and end up in some East German
whorehouse after being drugged and abducted. She needed something to calm her nerves.
Damn, she wanted a cigarette.

She sguared her shoulders and finally asked, “What do you know about my mother?’

Mathias' brows furrowed in confusion. “Y our mother? Why would you ask me
that?’

“WEell, if you're who you say you are, | would assume my father would have
informed you of everything about me. Prove you are who you say you are. Now ... what
do you know about my mother?’

Mathias leaned back in the leather seat and looked at the roof of the car. “You're
making me prove who | am? My word is not enough?’

“No. I’'m sorry. It'snot.” Minacrossed her arms over her chest. “1 need to believe
you are who you say you are before | can go anywhere with you.”

Mathias brushed his hand across his face in frustration. He let out along breath, his
gaze narrowing. “ Y our mother was Julia Kathleen Roarke. She spent an extended amount
of time here in Germany back in the early eighties and developed a relationship with
Roderick. There were circumstances that prevented him from staying with Julia, so she
returned to the Seattle area later that year. Once Roderick found out about Julia’'s
pregnancy, he was determined to make sure you and your mother would want for
nothing. He financially supported the both of you and kept tabs on both of your lives. He
wanted to make sure your mother was always with you, so she never worked and told you
the money was from your grandmother. Y ou were born April 26, 1983, and given the
name Willamina Genevieve Roarke. Genevieve was the name of Roderick’s mother. He
was in yearly contact with your mother until her untimely death a couple of months ago.
With your arrival here in Germany, he has sent me to watch over you until he can meet
with you.” His hands clamped on the steering wheel. Tight and white knuckled. “Is that
enough? Do you believe me now?’

Minasat stunned and hurting. “Wow. How detached of you to explain so clearly.”
Minatried to keep the tears from spilling out of her eyes. “1 especially loved the complete
absence of emotion in your clarification of the information you were given. How very
clinical of you. Thank you so much.” She looked out the window and let out an



exasperated and very shaky breath.

Her hand came out and she opened it to reveal the keys to the car. She felt hiswarm
one slide over her shoulder and she flinched at his touch.

He slowly took the keys and started the engine. “Buckle up, Mina.”

She did as he asked, but continued looking through the passenger window, not
wanting him to see the tears that began to fall.

* % % %

Roderick sat in the room he had created for Mina wishing he could be the one to
escort her to Munich. He looked around at the huge mural that graced the walls. The
painted woodland animals frolicked around the huge evergreen tree. The room was his
little secret. He had kept it undisclosed from everyone all these years. Now he sat on the
little twin bed with sky blue bedding with his head in his hands, wondering how he was
going to handle al of this.

Located in aturret of the castle, the room was rounded with a spiral staircase running
up against the wall. Roderick built a second story loft near the windows and had loaded it
with dresses and shoes and baby dolls he knew Minawould never see. The dresses
ranged in sizes to match each age from toddler to present day. Most of them were in the
colors of the Royal Family: deep blue and silver. Holding the pictures Juliawould send
him every year, he sat in this room and imagined her wearing each gown on her birthday.
He somehow felt closer to her when he did.

A small table and chair set he had made himself sat in the center of the room. He had
often dreamed about how wonderful it would have been to sit with Minaas achild and
have atea party. In the center of the small table was a child-sized Blue Willow chinatea
Set.

Roderick rose from the bed and walked toward the table. He picked up alittle tea cup
and palmed it. Her little hands would have looked precious handing this cup to him with
pretend teainside. He placed the cup back on the miniature saucer and continued to
survey the room. He looked up at the loft and saw all of the colorful gowns hanging in
the old armoire sitting against the rock wall. The mirror he’ d brought back from England
stood opposite the gowns, so Mina could see herself and all her beauty as she tried on the
dresses. He smiled at the thought of her here now, wearing one of the gorgeous gowns he
had stored there for her. How beautiful she would be. Just like her mother was.

He had aways known that someday someone would find out about Julia and Mina.
But he had never thought that when it did happen, one of them would be this close to
royal lands. So closeto Valencia s prying eyes. Thiswas his main concern now. Not the
fact he'd broken Coteri law by being with a human woman, not the fact he'd lied about
producing a child with Julia, and not the fact he' d kept everything from his royal council.
He was worried about what Vaenciawould do when she learned of Mina’s existence.

After telling his generals about Julia and Mina, he' d also explained someone had
always been close. Guarding Minaand Julia.

Killian seemed relieved at the knowledge he had been right to question the presence
of the Royal Guard in hisvicinity. Killian was especially upset that Roderick had kept
this from him. But Roderick knew telling Killian would have been a mistake. Now not
doing so may have been a bigger mistake. Killian was loyal to the Coteri, but right now
Roderick knew al Kil wanted to do waskick hisroyal ass.



Islawould be in charge of seeing to Mina and her education on the history of the
Coteri. She would also watch Minato seeif any of the Coteri powers were present in her
blood. Most Coteri youth’s powers became known during puberty. Since Minawas a
grown woman and not showing any signs of power, Isla needed to determine just how
much Coteri Minawas.

There was no evidence of a Coteri child born of a human mother in hundreds of
years. Minawould need to be watched very carefully to determine if she had any special
abilities. The mere fact Julia became pregnant was astonishing, but her actually surviving
the birth without Coteri presence was nearly impossible to believe. What had made Julia
special that she carried a Coteri child to term and birthed a perfect baby without any
assistance or lasting health concerns? Ila’ s charge was to find out.

Thankful Mathias was currently driving Minato Munich, Roderick turned to leave
her make-believe bedroom. He stopped at the door and looked around once more. What
would hislife have been like to have had her here when she was growing up? Would they
have been happy asafamily? Would she have been accepted into the Coteri culture? At
that moment, he wasn'’t sure, but he was achingly sorry he hadn’t had the courage all
those years ago to at least try and find out.

Roderick slowly stepped into the hallway and closed the door. He engaged the locks
with his mind, so no one could pass through, and headed to his study. He would need to
pull out everything Julia had sent him about Mina and their life in Washington. He
needed to be ready for anything she may throw at him. He made a mental note to remove
anything that might literally be lobbed toward him in afit of rage. One thing he did know
about Minathat Julia had shared was she had a temper and she was not afraid to show it.

* %k % %

The drive to Munich proved to be atest of Mathias' patience. Apparently Mina had
no trouble sitting silently in the car for the first hour and a half. That she would not ook
at him or even speak aword drove him out of his mind. Thiswas athree-hour drive and
he refused to spend another minute in total silence.

“Mina, would you like to stop for an early lunch?’

“No.”

His grip on the steering wheel tightened. “Well then, are you in need of a break? Do
you need to use the facilities?’

“Yes. Thank you.”

“Mina... are we going to continue this drive in total silence?’

Minafinally turned and made eye contact. “Look. We don’t really need to talk, do
we? | just need to use the restroom and we can get thistrip over with so | can meet the
man who fathered me. That’s all.”

Minaturned back toward the window and that wasiit.

Silence for the next twenty minutes until they stopped at a fueling station.

While Mathias gassed up the car, Mina used the restroom. When she returned the
key to the clerk, she spotted American cigarettes behind his shoulder. Giddy up. “Do you
speak English?’

The clerk smiled and nodded. “ Great. I'll take a pack of Marlboro menthol lights,
please.”



The clerk handed her the cigarettes and she handed him the money. Dear god, this
was going to be good. She hadn’t had one of these in almost three days and just the
thought of lighting one up made her shake. Her nicotine fit was in full force. She grabbed
abook of matches and walked outside. Mathias was still by the car, so she slinked around
the side of the building to light up. She put the cigarette in her mouth and was in the
process of lighting it when a hand grasped her wrist. Mina's eyes flew open and she
immediately tried to free her arm from the grip. “What the hell? Let me go!”

Mathias stood in front of her, face red and eyes narrowed. “What do you think you
are doing? Do you know what that does to your body?’

“Yes, | do.” Minapulled her arm again, but his grip held. “Let me go,” she barked.
Jesus, you're as bad as Chloe.”

Instead of letting her go, he used his other hand to remove the cigarette from hers
and crushed it with his boot.

Stunned at his audacity and still hurting from his earlier insensitivity, she raised her
free hand to try and slap him away. He grasped that one too and ended up holding her
against the wall of the station with her arms above her head. Looking into his furious
eyes, Minafelt shockingly aroused. Maybe her response was the anger coming out.
Maybe she reacted because of the stress of it all. Maybe because he loomed over her,
smelling like something she wanted to take a bite out of. Maybe she responded because
he held her against the wall. Maybe because it had been awhile since she had had sex.
Whatever the reason, she felt herself getting turned-on. She looked at his mouth and
immediately wanted it on her. Her eyelids lowered and she looked up at his eyes again.
They were darker than she remembered.

He moved in closer and their bodies were almost touching. Almost.

She knew at that moment, he wanted her too. Her lips parted and she let out a small
moan.

That sound must have been the last straw. Mathias Slammed his body against Mina's
and roughly took her mouth with his. She immediately opened to him and closed her
eyes, feeling hiswarm, strong body against hers. There was something so erotic about
being out in the open, taking the chance anyone could see them.

She wanted to run her fingers through his gorgeous hair, but he still had a death grip
on her wrists and was roughly holding her to the wall. She tried to pull her arms down,
but he let out alow growl! and kept his hold. His mouth devoured hers and it was al she
could do to remain standing. Her body was completely betraying her, allowing this man
to turn her inside out with alevel of passion she’'d never felt before.

Locking both of her wristsin one of his huge hands, his other one slowly moved up
her side and brushed the curve of her breast.

With awhimper, she turned into his hand to give better access and he moved his
thumb over her tight nipple. At the contact, she bit her bottom lip and let out alow groan.
It had been so long since she' d allowed a man to touch her, she almost forgot what it felt
like. And even then, it had never felt anything like this.

Mathias slid his thigh between hers and pushed his sizable erection into her belly,
letting her know exactly how much he wanted her.

Minawas almost breathless. She looked up at him and whispered, “Let go of my
hands. | want to feel you.”

Mathias raised his head and looked down into her eyes. “No, chére. | like you just



the way you are right now.”

Again he ran the tip of histongue along her bottom lip and then sucked it in between
his teeth.

When he lightly bit down, Minalet out another desperate moan.

He pulled away and looked down into her eyes again. “Y ou are so beautiful, Mina.”

Sherolled her hips against his thigh in acircular motion, mindlessly grinding herself
againgt his leg. She needed to feel him. Her body was on fire. She had been waiting for
thisand it was too good. She felt as though she was losing her control. His hand till
massaged her breast and she needed a release, bad. Between moans, she pleaded with
Mathias. “Please. Let my hands go.”

He gave her adlight one-sided grin. “No.”

Mina continued to move her hips against hisleg and rub her belly against his hard
cock. She arched into his hand, so he would continue touching her sensitive nipple and let
out another breathless moan, all the while keeping eye contact. Just looking into his eyes
as he touched her turned her on. She had always liked making love with the lights on so
she could see her partner’ s reactions. See his body moving against hers. See his
excitement when they climaxed or when she took him into her mouth. Always, she tried
to keep eye contact. This heightened the intensity. But standing there with his hand on
her breast and his leg between hers, she felt hotter than she had ever felt before. She had
knotsin her stomach and all she could think about was him taking her right there against
that dingy wall.

There was something intensely hot about being held while being pleasured and Mina
hadn’t been properly pleasured in along time. He wasin control and he knew it. She
wanted him badly. But not like this. Not against the cement block wall of a German gas
station. She needed abed. A big one. As she lowly came to her senses, shetilted her
head to the side and licked her upper lip with the tip of her tongue. “Let me go, Mathias.”

“Baby, | can't let you go. I’ ve wanted to do this since the moment | saw you.”

He moved his hand down and found the hem of her sweater. His fingers caressed
lightly up her ribs and dlipped inside the material of her bra. Her nipples were so hard and
sensitive that when he pinched one between his fingers, Minalet out alittle squeal.

“Montrez-moi que vous aimez.” He crooned. “Show me what you like.” Mathias
moved forward and pushed his leg higher between Mina sto move against her. He
captured her mouth again and moved his tongue lightly over hers, teasing.

Minafelt the rough concrete wall dig into her back as he pressed even harder against
her. She ground her hips down against his thigh, making her even more wet. She wanted
her hands free. She wanted to touch him. She ached with need, but knew they had to pull
back, didn’t they?

“Let my hands go, Mathias. We need to stop.”

Mathias breathed raggedly and his mouth moved down her neck again. He nipped
her skin with some strength, causing her to flinch. “No.”

The hand that had been dedicated to her breasts started to move down her belly
toward the hem of her jeans. She wanted him to shove his hands down into her panties
and stroke her to orgasm, but not against the side of a gas station. Even though all she
wanted was his fingers, his cock inside her right at that moment, she had to bring thisto a
halt. Thiswasn’t the right place or the right time.

She pulled her face to the side and forced out the words. “Mathias, we have to stop.



Look around you. Look where we are.”

Mathias lifted his head and looked down into Mina's eyes. “ Je suis tellement désolé,
bebe. I'm sorry.” Mathias released her wrists.

Sheimmediately sank her hands into his hair and brought him forward so they were
nose-to-nose.

“Don’t be sorry. We just need better timing.”

Mathias reached up, pulled her hands free and kissed them. “Come, Mina. You're
cold and we need to get moving.”

Lacing hisfingers with hers, Mathias led Mina back to the car.

She was surprised when he turned and tossed her the keys.

“You want to drive?’

Excitement tingled her skin. Minajust looked at him with her mouth gaping open.
“What?’

“Getinand I'll direct you. Once we get close to the city, 1’1l need to switch out with
you, but until then you can drive for the next hour or so.” He held up awarning finger.
“But there is one condition.”

Mina clucked her tongue. “Really. And what would that be?’

“No more smoking. Ever. Throw away the pack of cigarettesright in front of me and
you can drive.”

What Mathias didn’t know was she had turned around before leaving the store and
purchased a second pack just in case. They were safely buried in the bottom of her
backpack.

Minawalked over to the trash can next to the gas pump and made a big production of
throwing the pack away. “There. Happy?’

Crossing hisarms over his chest, he scowled. “Y es. Does that mean we have adea ?’

She walked to the driver’s side of the car and opened the door. A twinge of guilt
built in her stomach, but knowing she was soon going to meet her father and all the stress
that would entail, she figured one small white lie wouldn’t hurt. “Yep. We have adeal.”

Once their seatbelts were on and she started the car, she looked over at Mathias and
gave him amischievous grin.

He straightened in his seat and warned her. “Mina.”

She started laughing and floored it. When she hit one hundred ten miles per hour, he
warned her again. “Mina.”

“Don’t worry, Mathias. | can handle this.”

He felt her throttle the gas and rocket them back onto the road. She was enjoying
herself and he wanted her to. She had been through hell and it was his job to keep her
entertained until Roderick was ready for her to return.

He closed his eyes and rubbed the bridge of his nose. How had he lost control back
at the gas station? One touch and he had become completely entranced. Mina had been
right to stop them, but at that moment he’ d wanted nothing more than to take her right
against the brick wall. They had been outside. In the open where anyone or anything
could see them. Hell, he hadn’t even given thought that the Valta could be looking at
them right then. They could have been the birds that had flown by or the rat that scurried
past the dumpster as they had walked away. He hadn’t felt their presence, but that didn’t
mean they weren't there. If the Valta had seen them, they would immediately be



wondering who Mina was and why she was with him. Putting atarget on her head.
Mathias |ooked over at Mina smiling behind the wheel of the McLaren. She was
precious to the king. She was his daughter and Mathias had been given the ultimate
responsibility to make sure she stayed safe. Not only had he put her in harm’sway, he
had stood there and let his dick rule over his mind.
Minalooked over at him and winked, obviously enjoying the speed of the powerful
engine. It was apparent she was able to handle the vehicle. But could he handle her?



Chapter Ten

After an hour and a half with Mina behind the wheel, she commented on the
beautiful scenery they passed, as well as how the McLaren handled. A few times he had
to remind her that going one hundred twenty miles per hour was not a good idea and she
would eventually slow down. The entire time, Mathias was till remembering the feel of
her body against his. He had not completely quelled his arousal and still ached to touch
Minaagain. He needed to transform into animal form and run afew miles, but since he
was stuck in a car with the very source of his hunger, he had to control himself for now.

Minaturned down the radio’ s volume and slightly leaned toward Mathias. “Y ou said
you would need to switch out with me after about an hour. Want me to pull over
somewhere?’

“Oui. It s about time to switch. We're close to the city, so I'll need to take over.”

About fifteen minutes later, Mina pulled into another fueling station. She cut the
engine and looked over at Mathias. “Y ou look too serious, Mathias. What are you
thinking?’

He let out along breath and ran a hand through his hair. “1 don’t know what came
over me back at that fueling station, but there’ s something about you, Mina. Something
that makes me unable to think straight.”

She turned and looked back out the windshield. “Well, for the sake of my dwindling
ego, | hope that’s agood thing.”

“Oh, don’'t misunderstand me. Y ou’re a very beautiful and desirable woman, but |
cannot break your father’ s trust and let that happen again. | am here to watch over you
and that needs to be the extent of our involvement.”

Minaturned to him again and leaned in closer. She lowered her gaze to the sizable
bulge behind the zipper of his pants and slowly returned to his eyes. “Y ou sure about
that?’

Her luscious hair fell over her shoulder toward him and her mouth was slightly open.
Inviting. She licked her lower lip and he sucked in his breath. She leaned closer and
placed a hand on his cheek. Minaslowly ran her fingersinto his hair and clenched a
fistful. She started to pull him to her.

He hesitated. “Mina.”

“Shhh. Don’t ruin it, Mathias. Being in a car may not be any better than against a
wall but hey, it’s a pretty expensive car. | want to kiss you, and I’ m pretty sure you want
the same thing.”

His body tightened. It took all his self control to not pull her to hislap and take her in
the damn car. “Mina. | cannot forgo my responsibilities to your father. We shouldn’'t do
this.” Even though he denied her in his mind, his body moved toward hers. “I want you
too much right now.”

“Then just kiss me and we'll figure out the rest later.”

Mathias groaned as Minatightened her grip in his hair and tugged him to her. She
covered his mouth with hers and sucked on his lower lip. The kiss was slow and
seductive and Mathias couldn’t get enough. She ran the tip of her tongue over hislipsand
dipped into his mouth. Their tongues entwined and their mouths moved in perfect



harmony. Mathias marveled when even with the gearshift in the way, Mina had somehow
managed to pull closer to him and wrap her other arm around his middle underneath his
coat. She spread her fingers across his taut lower back and dug in, massaging his muscles
while continuing to make love to his mouth with her lips and tongue. Mathias heard Mina
let out alow moan. He was right there with her. She used the grip she had in his hair to
pull back his head, so she could have access to his neck. Her mouth settled on him just
below his ear and she sucked his skin with eagerness. She licked and sucked her way up
and then brought his earlobe between her teeth and lightly bit down.

Mathiaslet out a guttural growl and quickly pulled her head away only to stare
directly into her eyes.

Mathias watched as Mina removed her hand from his back and slid it over his chest.
Moving lower, she spread her hand over his middle and made her way downward. The
little minx gave him a seductive grin and brought her lower lip between her teeth as her
hand finally reached its destination.

Mathias sucked in a harsh breath through gritted teeth and tightened his grip in her
hair. “Don’t, Mina. Y ou have no ideawhat thisis doing to me. Stop. Now.”

Mina continued to stare into his magical green eyes. Chloe was right. Thiswas
exactly what she needed. Time away from what had happened. An escape from the pain
she had wallowed in for the last month. Her mother was dead and there was nothing she
could do about that now. Now all she could think about was enjoying the man currently
looking at her asif she was the most decadent piece of candy in the box.

Her hand was now on his thigh and moving toward his bulging erection. “Y ou know
you don’t want me to stop. Y ou know you want me to touch you. To hold you in my hand
and stroke you down. Y ou want to feel my mouth on you.” She slowly moved her hand
up and down then squeezed. “ Tell me you want to feel me, Mathias. Tell me.”

Mathias closed his eyes. “We shouldn’t do this, Mina. No matter how good it feels,
no matter how badly | want you, we should stop.” He loosened his grip on her hair and
moved his other hand to stop her movement on his straining cock. “1f | haveyou, I'm a
dead man.”

Shocked at his statement, Mina' s eyes went wide. “What do you mean you would be
adead man?’

She saw the obvious strain in his clenched jaw and felt his grip on her hair tighten.
Minafelt power surge through her. This beautiful man wanted her.

“Mina. Y our father trusts me to take care of you. If he knew what | want to do to you
right now, he would have my head.”

Minasmirked and let out alittle laugh. “What isit you want to do to me?’

Mathias squeezed her hand and smiled. “I think you know exactly what | want to do
toyou.”

“Well, maybe. But soon, you' Il have to actually tell me.” She kissed him lightly on
the mouth again and sat back, wondering what he meant about her father taking his head.

“Come on, Mathias. I'm abig girl and we're both adults. | choose who | sleep with
and what | want to do with my life. Roderick has been absent for one hundred percent of
my life up until now and he really doesn’'t have a say in the matter.”

Shefelt the dight tug of hisfingersin her hair again and then nothing. He released
his hold and she watched him move away from her. “Mathias?’



“Make no mistake, Mina. | want you so much now I’'m ready to take you right here
inthis car. But I’'m loyal to your father, and | don’t want to disappoint him. If there was a
way | could make love to you without jeopardizing my loyalty to Roderick, | would do
it.” Hisvoice lowered. He leaned in close and met her gaze. “But if | made love to you,
Mina, you would be mine.”

Whoa

Minaleaned back and smiled deviously. “Pretty confident in your abilities, aren’t
you, lover boy?’

Mathias ran his finger down her cheek and grazed her bottom lip. “1’m confident that
| would never let you go after making love to you.”

That smile she had been sporting was wiped clean off her face at his statement. She
looked intently into his eyes, trying to determine if he was as serious as he sounded.

Making love.

He met her stare head-on and didn’t blink.

Y eah. He was serious.

The intensity of his statement, of her immediate reaction to him since their first
encounter, shook Mina. “Okay. Thisjust got abit too major for me.” She dlid back in her
seat. “Why don’t we just get to Munich and get the shopping going.”

Mina straightened and slowly opened the car door. Cold air swept in and she
immediately missed his warmth. After a quick trip to the restroom, Minawent inside to
buy a cup of coffee, then returned to the car.

Mathias reached over and tucked her hair behind her ear. “Y ou ready?’

Minalooked away, staring at the road ahead of them. “Ready as|’ll ever be.”

A few minutes later, Mathias stopped in front of what looked like a five-star hotel
and two men scurried to each side of the car. Mina's door was raised before she could ask
Mathias what they were doing here. Mathias exited the car and spoke in German to one
of the men. He handed the man several bills and made his way around the car toward
Mina.

“What are we doing at a hotel, Mathias?’

Mathias reached for Mina s arm and guided her into the lobby. “One day isn’t
enough to shop in Munich. Besides, we talked about me showing you some of the sights.
Remember, Roderick won’t be back for a couple of days so we have time.”

Mina squeezed his arm. “Y ou mean we' re staying overnight? | don’t have enough
with me to spend the night.”

Mathias laughed. “Hence the shopping trip, Mina. Y ou can get anything you need
here.”

They continued into the lobby and Mina stopped short. On the high ceiling was a
circle of stained-glass piecesin arainbow of colorswith a nature scene in the middle.
Padded chairs and tables were situated all over the lobby. A small bar was over to the
side. The place was gorgeous. “What is the name of this hotel 7’

“Vier Jahreszeiten Kempinski.”

Knowing she would only butcher the name if she even tried the intricate
pronunciation, Mina swallowed. “Right. How about | just call it ‘ The Hotel’.”

“That’s fine.” He chuckled. “You can call it whatever you want. But for the next
couple of days, you can call it home.”

Mathias reached the front desk and again spoke in perfect German.



She loved the sound of hisvoice. It was low and strong. Very distinctive, but
sometimes she could hear alilt of French when he wasn’t concentrating.

The clerk produced two cardkeys and motioned to the elevators.

“Comeon, Mina. Let’s get settled and then we can head out to shop for whatever
you want.”

When the elevator doors closed and they were heading up, she noticed Mathias had
not handed her akey. “Can | have my room key, please?’

“The keys are for the same room, Mina.” He chuckled. “We have a suite. | need to
stay with you, so thisisthe best way. Y ou will have your own bedroom, but we will
share the rest of the space.”

Minasmiled at the thought of sharing the room with Mathias. She certainly hoped
they wouldn’t be needing that second bedroom. They reached the top floor and walked
down along hallway to their suite.

When Mathias opened the door, Mina gasped. The room looked like Old World
meets Modernistic. The back wall was al windows, and the drapes hanging from ceiling
to floor were thick and dark maroon with gold stripes. A painted mural covered one wall
showing a Greek warrior in battle, and the furniture was magnificent. All of the pieces
looked to be inlayed with gold. Several chandeliers hung throughout and the floors were
thick, dark wood. Mina had been in nice hotels before, but nothing like this. This place
was pure opulence.

As she looked to her right, she saw a dining room and what must be one of the
bedrooms. She immediately went to inspect it. Decorated in blue and gold, the room
screamed extravagance. The bed was so high a step stool rested next to it and the armoire
reached to the ceiling. She walked over and opened the heavy wooden doors. The inside
smelled of cedar and age. A thrill danced through her. She loved it. On the opposite wall
was an antique-looking dressing table with amirror. Over toward the corner was a
modern-day computer desk. She turned and looked back at Mathias who leaned against
the doorframe, smiling at her interest.

Minabeamed. “I get thisroom!” She got a running start and dove onto the massive
bed. She landed dead center and stared up at the ceiling above the bed. A starburst design
had been inlayed into the plaster of the ceiling with little cherubs flying all over the place.
She actualy giggled. She was amost twenty-nine years old and she giggled like alittle
girl.

Mathias walked toward her and stopped a few feet from the bed. His hands were
locked behind his back and he laughed along with her. “Well, I’m glad the suite meets
with your approval. Now get ready. We need to start our shopping.”

He turned and moved to shut the door of the bedroom. “Y ou’ ve got twenty minutes.”

Mina continued to smile. “I’ll be ready.”

* k% % %

No matter what she’ d thought about Munich, Mina had not been prepared for the
bevy of choices she would have. When she saw Dolce & Gabbana, she amost sprinted to
the shop. She loved their stuff. At D& G, she picked up several pieces as well as anew
pair of sunglasses and a purse. Next stop was Gucci where she found a beautiful coat,
several sweaters and tops, and of course ... shoes.

After taking a short break for lunch at alovely little outside cafe, Mathias guided her



toward Dior.

Mina pulled on his arm to stop him. “1 don’t need to go in there. It's not my style.”

With a gentle tug, he continued forward. “Come now, Mina. If you want to go to the
opera, you need agown.”

“Opera? We're going to the opera?’

“Yes. While you were getting ready this morning, | called down to the front desk.
We have tickets for La Bohéme at nine this evening. | thought we could go to dinner and
then see the show. That isif you're interested.”

Excitement bubbled in her chest and Mina beamed again. “ Interested? Of course |
would be interested, but do | really need agown? | mean, not everyone there will be
dressed in gowns, right?’

Mathias nudged her toward Dior again. “Not everyone will be in gowns. Some will
bein tuxes.”

Mina swatted his shoulder. “Oh, shut up. Y ou know what | mean. | really have to
wear agown?’

“Mina. We have box seats. | think agown isin order. Come now. Let’sfind you
something, shall we?’

The saleswoman at Dior was all too happy to help since she couldn’t seem to
remove herself from Mathias' presence. Even though the rotund woman must have been
in her fifties, she was still obviously besotted. She introduced herself as Hilde and began
selecting gowns for the evening.

Minawas shoved into a plush dressing room. She assumed she would be expected to
“model” the gowns for Mathias, but there was no way she was stepping out of the room if
shedidn’t feel comfortable. Mina already had issues with certain areas of her body and
her boobs were one of them. Hilde kept bringing back low-cut, spaghetti-strapped
numbers and Minawas not really into having her breasts spilling out al over the place.
Maybe twenty-five pounds ago such a display would have been al right, but right now
Mina wanted the girls to be well contained.

After about the sixth gown, Mathias cleared his throat just outside the dressing room
door. “Am | going to see you in any of these gowns, or are you just going to keep it a
secret?’

Minarolled her eyes and opened the door just a crack. “A secret. Now leave me
alone. | refuse to spin around on top of that pedestal like ajewelry box ballerinafor you.
Why don’t you go get some air or something?’

Mathias chuckled and tipped her chin up with hisfinger. Leaning in, he gently
placed hislips on hers. He broke the kiss and whispered, “Comme vous souhaitez. Stay
put and I'll give you some privacy. Don't leave thisarea. All right? I'll returnin afew
minutes.”

She gave him a genuine smile and stared into his glorious green eyes. “1’ll be here
waiting for you.”

Helaid a quick kiss on her forehead and turned to leave the dressing area.

Mina closed the door to the fitting room and took inventory of all the gowns she had
tried on. One was too small. One made her ass look like two marshmallows squished
together, and one was peach colored. That alone was a big no-no. She was about to give
up on the others still hanging on the hooks when she heard footsteps outside her dressing
room. Assuming Mathias was back to bother her, she shoved her head back through the



door and snapped, “1 am not model—"

Mina stopped short when her eyes met with another pair of emerald green ones.
These didn’t belong to Mathias, but to atall, beautiful woman holding a gorgeous black
gown. “I am here to show you this gown, liebling. | assume you are willing? With your
coloring and shape, this one should be perfect on you.”

Mina reached through the small opening of the partially closed door to grab the
gown. “Uh ... yes. Thanks. I’'m sorry for snapping. | thought you were someone else.”

The gorgeous woman smiled, revealing perfect, white teeth. “Ah. Y our lover, yes?
The man who is here with you?’

Mina surprisingly blushed. “Yes, but heis not my lover. We'rejust friends. Did
Hilde send you back with this? She was helping me before.”

“Ja ... shedid. Why don’t you try on the gown and show it to your friend when he
returns. | think he is getting a bit anxiousto see you.”

“Really, we'rejust friends.” Minanervously cleared her throat. “We're going to the
operatonight. La Boheme. He says | need a gown because we have box seats. | think he's
trying to pull afast one on me and get me into adress.”

The woman moved to the side of the door and took Mina s hand. Her hands were ice
cold and Minawondered if she had just been outside or something. It was pretty warm in
the shop, so why did this woman have icicles for fingers? She was a beautiful woman,
though. Her long light-brown hair hung to the middle of her back and she was dressed
beautifully. She wore along brown tweed pencil skirt and a cream silk blouse with
outrageously high, cream, strappy heals. Her makeup was flawless and she was probably
wearing thousands of dollars worth of pearls around her neck and in her ears.

“Ah, liebling. Heis not lying. Box seats at the opera are wonderful and you should
dress the part. Try on this gown. | think it’s the one for you. And by the end of the
evening, maybe he will be your lover after seeing you in it. He certainly is a handsome
man.”

Minarolled her eyes. “Yes. Well, you and every other female in the vicinity think so
too.”

The woman smiled again. “All the more reason to sink your teeth into him before
they get a chance. Now try on the dress. It’s perfect for you.”

“All right. Thank you for your help. Um, what’ s your name again?’

“You are welcome, liebling, and my nameisVaencia”

Minasmiled at her. “ That’s a beautiful name. I’'m Mina. Thanks again.”

The woman turned the corner and walked out of the dressing area. “Y ou’ re very
welcome, Mina.”



Chapter Eleven

Minatried on the dress VVaencia recommended. She loved it the minute the zipper
came up. Perfect. The gown was atank style, but the straps were about two inches thick
on her shoulders and covered with sheer black chiffon. The cut was low, but not low
enough to show off too much of her chest. The silk material underneath gathered at her
midriff and then flowed down to the floor. Chiffon covered the entire dress below her
waist. It was all black until about her knees where the black slowly faded into a midnight
blue and then flowed into a periwinkle at the hem. The flow of color was perfect and
looked very natural. The black minimized what Mina thought was a poochy stomach and
also accentuated her natural pale skin and dark hair. But when Minalooked at the price
tag her heart literally stopped. Seventy-five hundred Euro. That was around ten thousand
U.S. dollars.

No way would she wear something that could possibly be that expensive. Hell, ten
thousand dollars was a freaking car. Not agreat one, but nonetheless ... acar.

She quickly dlipped out of the dress, grabbed her phone and dialed Chloe' s cell. Two
rings later, Chloe breathlessly answered.

“Hey, honey. Whatcha doin’ 7’

“Hey, Clo. Why are you out of breath? Are you running or something?’

Chloe chuckled. “Hell, no. | just climbed three flights of stairs with about nine
shopping bags. The elevator in my building is down for maintenance. Sucks. So, what’s
up with you?’

Ignoring the chaise in the corner, Mina sat on the floor of the dressing room, crossed
her legs and leaned back against the wall, getting comfortable for achat. “Well, I'm
currently sitting on the floor in a dressing room in my underwear surrounded by Dior
gowns and trying to find one to wear to the operatonight. Mathiasistaking meto seelLa
Bohéme this evening.”

“Holy shit, Mina. Dior? The opera? Really?’

“Yeah, redly. Here' s the kicker, though. The only gown | found that | ook halfway
good in costs over ten grand.”

There was along pause. “Chloe? Y ou till there?”

“Yes, I'm still here. So what’ s the problem? It’s not as if you can’'t afford it, Mina.
Get the dress.”

“1 know, | know but damn, Chloe. Ten thousand dollars? That’s like asmall car or
something. And just because | can afford something this expensive doesn’t mean | feel
right about spending that kind of money on adress ... or allowing aman I’ ve never met
to spend that kind of money.”

Chloe clucked her tongue. “Do you look good in it?’

“What?’

“| said, do you look good in it?’

A smile broke out on her lips. “Yes. Damn, Clo, it'sreally beautiful.”

“Then get it and knock the socks off that hot guy you'’ re with.

Half laughing, half shocked, Minareplied, “ Chloe! Jesus! Just say what you're
thinking, okay? The hot guy is named Mathias and I’ m still trying to decide how far I'm



really willing to take this.” Mina blushed remembering her earlier lip lock with Mathias
in the car. Y eah, she pretty much knew how far she was willing to take this. But Chloe
didn’'t need to know that ... yet.

“Just get the dress and have awonderful time. | mean think about it. Y ou are going
to the operain Munich in a Dior gown with a great guy. Make the most of it. If anyone
deserves awonderful time, it's you Mina-girl. | assume you’ re spending the night there,
right?’

Minatwirled her hair in her fingers. “Y es. He booked a suite at some five-star hotel
and the place looks like a palace inside. Separate bedrooms, though, but it' s gorgeous.”

“Better get used to the lap of luxury, sweetheart.” Chloe teased. “Now what else
have you bought? Tell me, tell me!”

After filling Chloein on al of her purchases, Mina ended the call and sat there on
the floor looking at herself in her braand panties. She needed some new stuff if she was
going to play the seduction game.

* % *x %

Mathias stood outside the front of store when the hair on the back of his neck
bristled. He was being watched. He whirled around and scanned the area. People walked
everywhere shopping and milling about, but he could sense the presence of the Valta. He
wasn't sure how many there were but they were there. “Hell,” he muttered to himself as
he quickly walked back into the store. He needed to get Mina out of there, but if he
brought her out in plain sight, they would get agood look at her. Not knowing if they
already had or not, Mathias flipped out his phone and called Tremayne.

“Tre. Get Talon and get down to Maximilianstrabe quick. I'm being trailed and my
assignment isin danger.”

“Where exactly are you?’

Mathias |ooked around, wondering which shop Minawould want to visit next. Not
really knowing, he settled on one and hoped she would be up for a bit more shopping.
“Meet me outside the rear entrance of Versace. Scan the area first and make sure you
aren’t seen. They know I’'m here so take it easy. | don’t want to alert them of a heavier
presence. Just play it cool. Talon will know what to do.”

“Got it.”

Mathias wanted to scrap the opera, but changing their plans now would make her
suspicious. The alternative was being locked up in a hotel room with her with nowhere to
go. He would probably end up with his hands all over her within an hour, so they had to
stay busy. It was hard enough for him to not touch her. Just sitting in the dressing area at
Dior earlier, he could smell her musky Obsession perfume and the scent had made him
crazy. He had been picturing her naked in the dressing room, trying on those gowns.
Thankfully, she asked him for some privacy. He' d needed air. Preferably cold air to calm
hislibido.

Since he couldn’t very well keep her inside Dior much longer, Mathias entered the
store to find Mina by the checkout desk, standing next to a garment bag.

He walked toward her. “1 see you found a gown. I’'m sure you will be beautiful init.”

A blush rose to her cheeks and she smiled. “ Thanks. And yes, | found a dress.
Although | think you might want to look at the bill before you decide whether my
appearance in it is more important than the price.”



*

Mathias moved to the front of the checkout desk and Hilde handed him the bill with
ahuge smile plastered on her face. He glanced at the receipt and turned back toward
Mina. He gave her asmall grin and she could see his shoulders shake as he silently
laughed. He laughed at a ten thousand dollar bill?

He produced a small business card from his wallet and handed it to Hilde. When she
read the card, she looked back at Mathias wide-eyed. He smiled and nodded his head as
though he confirmed what she read. What exactly was on that card?

Hilde typed some information into her computer and that was it. The dress was
Mina's. Wow. | guess Roderick redlly is Daddy Warbucks.

Mathias arranged for the gown to be delivered to the hotel. He placed a hand at the
small of her back and led her out of the shop. The crisp air felt good on Mina s warm
cheeks and she absently wove her arm through Mathias'. “Where to next?’

Mathias placed his hand on hers and looked down at her. “How about we get you
some shoes at Versace and then head back to the hotel so we both can get ready for
dinner and the show? | still need to arrange for atux to be delivered and we can take care
of that at Versace aswell.”

“Sounds good to me. Let’sgo.”

After only thirty minutesin the store, she knew she wasin heaven. Mina didn’t think
she ever wanted to leave the Versace shop. Clothing, accessories, shoes, everything was
gorgeous and at her fingertips. She knew all she had to do was pile it up on the counter
and Mathias would take care of the bill. She considered doing just that but decided not to.
She would grab afew things, maybe add a few extravagances and then head back to the
room.

Thinking of Chloe, Mina had the saleslady wrap up ared patent-leather Shopper
purse. She made arrangements to have it sent back to Washington and decided on a black
leather grommet satchel for herself. Now she had something presentable to carry her
belongings, instead of her North Face backpack.

Mathias arranged for histux to be delivered to the hotel, and Minalet him know she
was finished with her shopping. He took care of the bill the same way he had in Dior and
the sales lady reacted just as Hilde had when she saw the business card. What the hell did
it say? When they left, she would have to ask Mathias to show her one of the cards.

She headed toward the front doors only to have Mathias lightly grab her arm and
stop her.

“Mina, we're leaving out the back entrance if that’s all right. Come this way.”

Minaraised abrow in question. “All right. But why?’

“I"ll explain later, but for right now, we need to leave through the back.”

“Wait.” His tense mood had her suspicious. Mina pulled her arm away from his
grasp. “What' s up, Mathias? I's there something wrong? Tell me.”

Mathias let out a slow, calming breath and took her arm again. “Mina. Y our father is
avery wealthy and powerful man. He has many friends, but he has just as many enemies.
| have reason to believe people are outside that may wonder who you are. If they knew
you were his daughter, they may attempt something not too polite. Now please, let’s go
so we can return to the hotel.”

Minafollowed Mathias but was incredibly confused. “What do you mean ‘ something
not so polite’ 7’



“Mina. | don’t want a confrontation nor do | want you in a position of danger. Like |
said, your father has enemies.” His stare darkened and his jaw clenched. “Why do you
think | was sent to watch over you?’

“1 don’t know, Mathias,” Mina sarcastically replied. “Maybe because he thought |
would get lost or something. Not because | could be killed.”

Mathias led her through the back storeroom of the shop and stopped at the bolted
steel door leading outside. He paused, put a hand on the door and stilled.

A few minutes passed and Mina was dying to know what the hell was going on with
the “meditation act” Mathias pulled with the door.

“Mathias, are you trying to contact the spirits or something? What are you doing?’

“Quiet.”

Minajerked in response to his biting tone. Wanting to take a shot back at him, she
sucked in her breath to let him have it when all of the sudden she felt atingle go up her
spine.

“What isthat?’

Mathias turned toward Mina. Eyeswide in disbelief. “ Y ou fed it?

Minaraised her own hand and placed it on the steel door. “Yeah, | fed it. What isit?
An electrical current or something? My skinisall tingly.”

Mathias just stared, brows furrowed. “Are you sure you fedl it?’

“Yeah. Isit static | created from trying on so many clothes?’

He removed his hand from the door and placed it over Mina s still lying flat on the
metal. “No, Mina. It'snot static.” He pulled her hand from the door and brought it to his
mouth. He opened her hand and laid along, languid kiss on her palm.

Her fingers curled ingtinctively inward and she cupped his chin. Mina whispered,
“What' s that for?’

Mathias lowered her hand and laced it within his. He leaned toward her, placed his
lips on her forehead and inhaled her scent. “It’s for you, Mina. Just for you.”

Minafelt her stomach knot. He had an incredible effect on her and she still had no
ideawhy. Every time he touched her, she was instantly aroused. Just holding his hand
made her tremble with need. She was not in a position to have a connection to this man.
She would be leaving in afew days and all she could afford was a night full of hedonistic
sex. Her heart couldn’t manage an emotional attachment she knew would have to end
when she went home. She didn’t think she could handle another lossin her life right now.
Maybe her response was just because it had been a while since she had been with a man.
Right?

The strange tingling was still bothering her when Mathias opened the steel door and
reveaed two men standing there.

Dear god, they were huge. Huge and gorgeous.

* k% % %

Valencia stood across the courtyard staring at the doors of the boutique where
Mathias and Mina shopped. Where were they? They should have been finished by now.
She looked down at her beautifully manicured nails and fantasized about sinking them
into Roderick’ s eyes. What was the king up to now? Why was Mathias, a newly ranked
general of the Royal Guard, escorting a human woman while she shopped? Surely there
were others that could take care of that type of chore.



Why him? Why was she so important?

This Mina. She was pretty enough, Valencia thought. But why did she deserve that
level of attention? She was human, but there was something about her. Something
Vaenciawas unsure of. Something was strange about this girl. Something special. What
was she to the Coteri? Vaencia wanted to know and she wanted to know now.

“Luca,” Vaencia snapped. “Find out what’ s keeping them.”

She looked at her son and wondered if he could finally live up to the expectations
she had for him that he had always managed to evade. She sighed in resignation, knowing
he would never be the man she demanded him to be. Where had she gone wrong with
Luca? She loved him as a mother would, but the fool was just too damn resigned in
thinking the world was his for the taking. Too full of hisown ego to realize that
everything he had was her doing. He was a damn disappointment, but he was her son and
ultimately, her responsibility.

She gave him adlight smile and watched his face soften in return. At least he was
beautiful. If not for that, she thought, he would be nothing more than a specimen used for
testing.

His large hands enveloped both of hers and brought them to his lush mouth. He
placed akiss to her knuckles and spoke. “As you wish.”

“And don't take too long, Luca,” Vaenciawarned, pulling her hands from his. “I
hate waiting.”

* % *x %

As she was pulled out of the shop into the cold, Mina gasped. Mathias immediately
yanked her within his grasp and almost covered her with his body asif he shielded her.
From what, she had no idea.

Looking up at the two men, her mouth gaped open and her eyes were wide. The
smaller of the two—if around six-foot-three and two hundred plus pounds was considered
small—immediately smiled at her warmly. He had shaggy brown hair and what |ooked
like amber-colored eyes. He reminded her of a surfer type in the way he presented
himself. He held out hislong hand toward her and his smile got even bigger. “Hey. I'm
Tremayne but you can call me Tre.”

Minatook his hand and shook. “Hi. Nice to meet you.”

Her gaze then went to the big one. He must have been over six five and two hundred
and eighty pounds. And from the looks of him, he was all muscle and attitude. Hell, as
big as he was, she'd be surprised if he didn’t have to turn sideways to get through a
doorway. She looked him up and down. He wore soft, tight black |eather pants, biker
boots and a heavy black |eather jacket she immediately thought had to have been
specialy made for him. No way a coat that size could be purchased off the rack. He
looked hard and extremely striking. Long wavy black hair brushed the tops of his
shoulders and his eyes were the color of the ocean. He had a goatee, but Mina also
noticed aday or two had probably passed since he last shaved the rest of hisface. His
hands were massive and rough looking. Well used. Minaimmediately thought of Chloe.
That brought a smile to her face.

The big one grimaced. “What' s so funny, little one?’

Mina covered her mouth with her hand. “Nothing. Just thinking of someone who
would love to make your acquaintance. And you would be?’



“Taon.”

“Taon. Good to meet you. Now boys, can you please let the ‘little one’ in on what’s
up? Why are we in the cold behind a high-end fashion boutique?’

Mathias continued to hold her under his arm, his gaze scanning everywhere. He
tightened his grip.

She dipped her hands around his waist to hold on.

Whatever was happening, Minainstinctively knew to stay close to both of these men.
They may be strangers to her, but apparently her father trusted them with her life. And it
was obvious Mathias trusted them as well.

“We need to get you back to the hotel without being seen,” Tre told her with agrin.
“Otherwise, the boss here will blow avein.”

Mathias glared. “Shoveit, Tre. | don’t need your commentary right now. We need to
get her out of here. | know they’re here. | can feel them.”

Surprised at his tone and word usage, Mina looked up at Mathias and grinned.
“Shoveit?

“Later. Now come on.” Hislips pressed into aflat line. “We don’t have much time.”

She sucked in a breath. “You're serious, aren’'t you? Am | really in danger?’

Mathias placed his hands on either side of her face. Looking deeply into her eyes, he
spoke with complete confidence. “Y ou will never be in danger aslong as| am with you.
Now, come on. Let’s get out of here.”

Talon walked ahead with both arms tensed at his side as though he was ready for
battle. Mathias and Mina were behind him with Tre bringing up the rear. What was the
large bulge under Talon’'s coat? Jesus, was that a sword?

Talon stopped short, raised his hand and pointed toward the sky.

“Shit.” Mathias stiffened.

All three men closed in on Mina and raised their arms over her. She was immediately
surrounded by them and she started to panic. She kept her mouth shut, but she wanted
answers. They pressed closer together and Minawas crushed against Mathias' chest. He
smelled so good. That patchouli and vanilla suited him somehow. Delectable yet refined.
She heard his rapidly beating heart, as well as his quick breathing. He looked up, so her
head was tucked just under his chin. It felt oddly calming being against him. If there
weren’t two other men pressed against her back and side, she would actually be enjoying
this. But right now, she had no idea what was going on, so she was just doing what she
was told.

A few seconds later, Tre spoke. “They didn’'t get alook at her, but they know she's
here. They’re curious now. We gotta get her outta here fast.”

Talon snorted down at Tre. “Wow. That’s amost genius, Betty. Got anything else for
us before we head out?’

Tre reached out and shoved Talon's shoulder. “Quit calling me Betty. So what if |
liketo bake. | don’t see you turning down my red velvet cupcakes, asshole.”

Talon gave Tre the one-fingered salute.

Minajust gaped. Who the hell were these guys?

They al moved away from Mina, but she felt their protective presence. She was
almost soothed to know these gigantic men were actually there to protect her. But why
her?

Mathias whipped his head around and stared down the two warriors. “Would you



two stop nagging each other for five fucking seconds so we can get her out of here?’

Mina s head snapped toward Mathias and she knew her eyes were bulging out of
their sockets. “You just said fuck!”

“Yes, Mina | cursed. Satisfied?’

Minagave him asmall grin. “Incredibly.”

“Good. Now go with Talon back to the hotel. I’ll be there shortly. Don’t worry. He'll
not leave your side. Trust him and do as he asks.”

The seriousness of the situation came crashing back down on her. Minareluctantly
let go of Mathias and took Talon’s hand. “All right. I'll see you soon.”

Talon reached around and gathered her hair in his hands. He quickly wrapped it up
and pulled out aleather tie. He secured her hair to the nape of her neck and then produced
ared scarf out of his coat pocket. He gently wrapped it around Mina’'s head to hide her
face. He removed his coat and switched with Tre.

How he got his tree-trunk-sized armsin Tre's coat amazed her, but he somehow did
it. Talon tied his own hair back in alow ponytail and put on apair of shades. Other than
his size, he looked completely different. He put an arm over Mina’'s shoulder and pulled
her close. They moved casually to the corner of the building. Talon looked around and
then saluted Mathias and Tre. He maneuvered them through the crowd and away from the
shop. He flagged down ataxi and they quickly got in.

Talon turned his gaze toward Mina, who ssimply sat there, frozen in place. Talon
reached over and placed his hand on her shoulder. “Y ou’ re going to be fine. We'll keep
you safe.”

“Easy for you to say, Terminator.”

Talon looked down at her and raised an eyebrow. “1 saw that movie. I’m bigger than
him you know.”

“Youdon't say.” Minagave him awicked smile. “Well, like | said, | know someone
that would love to make your acquaintance. Maybe someday I’ll introduce you.”

Talon chuckled. “You do that, little one.”



Chapter Twelve

Mathias seethed at the idea of another man touching Mina. Just seeing her get into
the taxi with Talon almost made him bolt after the vehicle asit pulled away. But he had
also seen how easily Talon had warmed to her. It may not have been obvious to her, but
Taon giving her the name of “little one” had been hisway of accepting her. And that
didn’t often happen. Especialy with females.

The shitty part about it was he had to stay and draw the Valta's attention away from
Minawhen al he wanted to do was be by her side. They were already aware of Mina's
presence and now they were obviously wondering why a human woman required the
protection of one of Roderick’s generals. He had fucked up. He should have kept her
secreted away and out of the prying eyes of the Valta. He' d thought getting her away
from royal land was the smartest thing to do. The farther away from Roderick the better.
Considering what had just gone down, Mathias figured he should just gut himself right
there and save Roderick the trouble.

After the taxi had rounded the corner and was out of site, Mathias crossed the street
and headed toward a nearby restaurant. Trying to shield his anger and frustration at what
had just transpired, as well as fuel his courage into making one of the hardest phone calls
he had ever made, Mathias entered the restaurant and headed straight for the bar. He
quickly ordered a shot of vodka, turned toward the front windows and froze. Standing
outside, leaning against a light post, smiling deviously for all to see, was Luca.

Alarm and anger shot through Mathias like alightning bolt. “Fuck.”

Mathias pulled out his phone and kept his gaze on Luca. He should have known that
bastard was behind this. The shot of vodkawas placed in front of him and Mathias
quickly downed it and motioned with his hand for another. This was one time he needed
alittle liquid courage. He dialed Roderick’s private line and the king answered after only
onering.

“Report.”

Mathias ran his hand through his hair and sighed deeply. “Lucais here.”

“Did you see him?’

The second shot of vodka arrived and Mathias downed that one aswell. “1’m looking
at him right now.”

“Y ou know what that means don’t you?”’

“Yes, Roderick. | know. Talon and Tre are here. She'll be protected.”

Silence greeted him as a response.

Mathias rubbed his hand across his face and looked at the empty shot glass. He
wondered if drinking would be the smartest thing to do right now. Screw it. He signaled
the waiter to bring another with a swipe of his hand over the glass.

“Roderick?’

“You are the one, Mathias. The one I’ ve trusted with my child. Do whatever is
necessary to keep her safe and away from them. Do you hear me?’

“Yes, sire. No harm will cometo her. | swear my lifeon it.”

Mathias heard the line go dead and he flipped the phone closed. Looking back out
the window, he saw Lucawas long gone. No telling where he came from or how he knew



Minawas here. But now that Mathias knew Lucawasinvolved, it only strengthened his
resolve to keep her safe.

Mathias finished his drink, paid the check and walked out into the cold, crisp air.
Looking around, he knew the Valta were watching him. He felt it. He buttoned his coat
and began walking toward the hotel and hoped he would lose whatever tail Luca had
placed on him. Smiling sightly, Mathias saluted the air and muttered to himself, “Let the
games begin.”

* % *x %

Minafollowed Talon into the lobby of the hotel. Needing a drink, she immediately
made a beeline for the bar. She dug through her new Versace purse and found the
cigarettes she had stashed in a side pocket. She quickly unwrapped the pack, pulled one
out and used her beat-up matchbook to light it. The hot smoke crawled down her throat.
Oh yeah. Heaven.

Exhaling, she ordered a shot of Crown Royal and a beer chaser from the bartender
and motioned to Talon to sit. She wasn't going anywhere until she finished the cigarette
and enjoyed the dlight buzz provided by the shot of Crown.

He took the seat next to her and crossed his arms over his chest, emphasizing his
massive expanse. “Y ou think you should be doing that?’

Minatook another drag and waited for her shot and beer. “Y ou mean drinking?

Y eah. | kindado.”

When her drinks were delivered, she quickly killed the shot of Crown and took a
couple of swigs of her beer.

Talon continued to scan the room, not making eye contact with her. “1 mean the
smoking. It’s pretty bad for you, you know.”

Minaturned in her seat to look at his striking profile. “ Gee. Thanks, doctor. | was
unaware of any of the effects nicotine had on me.”

A brawny shoulder lifted in a shrug. “1 was just sayin’.”

Minatook another drink of her beer and nursed the cigarette, immediately ashamed
for snapping at him. “Y eah, | know what you were saying. I'm sorry. Guess I’'m still just
alittle freaked out by all this. Y ou want adrink?’

Talon grinned. “No thanks. | need to stay sharp.”

She continued to look at this behemoth of a man. Chloe would die if she saw him. He
was alittle rough around the edges, but put a Harley between his legs and she could
completely see Chloe drooling over this man. She should take a picture of him with her
cell phone and send it to Chloe. She would freak.

Minadug her phone out of her new bag and flipped it open. She hit the camera
button and stealthily lifted it so she could see his face on the screen. She hit the send
button and alittle click sound went off.

He quickly turned and glared.

“What the hell was that?’

Mina continued to punch the buttons on her phone to send atext to Chloe with the
picture. “Nothing. Just sending a picture of you to my friend. She would be realy
interested in meeting you. Y ou seem to bejust her type.”

“God-like?’

“No.” Without missing a beat, Mina belted back at him. “A smart-ass wrapped in



leather. Chloe goes for the tough-looking ones with quick wit. Especially the big ones.”

Talon'sjaw tensed. His blue eyes narrowed dlightly. Then his features relaxed and he
smiled. “I like you.”

Mina smiled back. She liked him too. Noting hisinitial reaction to her comment, she
hoped she hadn’t offended him. Something about him screamed personality. Loyalty.
Strength. But she was sure only someone very special could break through the shields he
had up. She sensed he was a man holding on to a secret and was dead set on not
confronting it.

She finished her cigarette and put it out. “Please don't tell Mathias. | had to make a
deal with him that | wouldn’t smoke again if he let me drive the McLaren.”

“In that case, you better hit the ladies' room. He is about to walk through the |obby
doors, and he'll smell you amile away.”

“Shit.” Mina scrambled off her chair and dashed for the restroom.

Mathias entered the hotel and immediately spotted Talon at the bar. Mathias
quickened his pace and joined his friend. When he didn’t see Mina, he launched himself
forward and grabbed Talon by the collar of hisjacket. “What the fuck, Talon?’ he
growled. “Where the hell isMina? You can't let her out of your sight.”

“Back off, Mathias. She'sfine. She'sin the ladies room and no one elseisin there. |
would have already sensed them.”

Running hands over his face, he sumped down in the chair Mina had just occupied.
“Lucais here.”

“Fantastic.”

“Yeah. I'll need you and Tre to keep an eye out tonight when | take her to the
opera.”

“Christ, Mathias. You're still taking her?” Talon leaned forward and lowered his
voice. “Look, | don’t know why she is so important to Roderick, but you can’t parade her
around Munich for everyone to see. You're putting a bull’s eye on her head.”

“You think | don’t know that?” Mathias glanced around to see if anyone noticed his
raised voice. “I can't very well scare the hell out of her and keep her stuck in the room all
night. We'll be careful. She'll befine.”

Talon cocked abrow at Mathias. “Y ou mean you can’'t be stuck in that room with her
al night.”

Mathias leaned over the table toward Talon in a show of dominance. “What' s that
supposed to mean?”’

Talon stared straight back. “1t’s been awhile since any female has gotten your
attention, Mathias. | saw how you were with her today. But remember, she’s human. Y ou
can’t touch her. By the way you held onto her this afternoon, | think you want to do more
than that. Be careful, man. It’s not right and you know it.”

“What you saw today was me trying to protect her. That’s all. Now back the hell off
and do what you're good at.” Mathias turned and waved a hand toward Talon. “Go scout
out the opera house and the restaurant I’ m taking her to. Give me a call when you're
through.”

Head shaking, Talon stood. “No restaurant, Mathias. Just bring her down here for
dinner or eat in the room. I'll take care of the operahouse. If | see anything, I'll bringin a
couple of the guys for added protection.” He pushed in the chair and leaned toward



Mathias. “Here she comes and don’'t say afucking word about smelling smoke on her.
She' s freaked out enough.”

When Minareturned to the bar, her gaze immediately locked with Mathias. Her
stomach flipped and her pulse raced. She' d never had this kind of reaction to aman
before. Especially a man she’d only known for two days. As she approached, Mathias
stood and pulled out a stool for her.

“Areyou dl right, Mina?’

She cast aquick glance at Talon and grinned. “1’m not sure what al is going on here
and | fully expect some answers. But | can tell you Talon did avery good job with his
babysitting duties. Not a scratch on me.”

Minareached for Talon’s hand. “All kidding aside, thank you for today, Talon. |
appreciate you.”

Talon immediately removed his hand from hers. “No problem, little one.”

“1"'m sure compared to you everyoneislittle, huh?’

Talon cracked asmall smile. “Tell that to your friend. Maybe that will entice her.”

Minaleaned back and took another drink of her beer, her gaze returning to Mathias.

Mathias just stared into space, deep in thought.

She didn’t want him preoccupied with what happened today. She wanted to see him
without that mask of formality. Wanted to see him less stiff and proper as he had always
been when he was with her. She liked what she saw of him today. Liked the banter
between him and the other two men. He had been warmer then, even though he was
obviously concerned about the situation. He seemed to be more “himself” with Talon and
Tre than with her.

With her, he was aways guarded. Always making sure he said the right thing at the
right time. Like he danced to someone else' stune. Looking sideways at him, she decided.
She wanted to find out who he really was. What music he liked, his favorite food, where
he was from, what his family waslike. Hell, she didn’t even know if he had siblings or
not. They had never had a personal conversation and maybe tonight was the time.

Before she had the chance to ask any of those questions, Mathias rose and motioned
with his hand for her to follow. “I thought we could do dinner here and then drive to the
operafor the show. Sound good to you?’

“That’ s fine. The front desk should have all of our deliveries by now. Why don’t you
have them sent up while | hit the spa? | think | need a good, long soak and some
pampering after today.”

“Not the spa, Mina. | can arrange for them to come to you in the safety of the room.”

Not wanting to get into the question and answer game right there in the lobby, Mina
quickly agreed. “That’ s fine. Where will you be?’

She watched as Mathias stopped in front of the elevator and looked down at her. She
immediately started to fantasize about |ooking up into those gorgeous green eyes of his
while lying naked underneath his huge, hot body. What the hell was wrong with her? She
had never reacted to aman likethis.

He reached out and punched the elevator button and smiled. “I’ |l be around.”

* %k % %

Two hours later, Mina glided from her bedroom into the main living area of the suite.



She was showered, washed, polished, waxed and relaxed. She was greeted with the sound
of classical music playing and Mathias standing by the window with only atowel
wrapped around his waist. He spoke in hushed tones on the phone. Unaware she was
behind him, he continued with the conversation.

“1 know, baby. It’s hard. The separation won'’t be for too much longer.”

He paused to listen to the person—obviously a woman—on the other end of the line.

“Please. I'm all right. Don’t worry. I’ [l be home soon and I’ll see you then.”

Another pause.

Longer thistime.

“Jevousame. I'll see you soon.” Mathias flipped the phone closed and turned
around. He froze in place.

Minafelt a sudden tightnessin her chest. Her stomach rolled and she actually
worried she might lose her lunch all over the pretty white carpet. She could only think of
one word: fucker. He had been coming on to her for the past couple of days, professing
hislust and looking at her asif she meant the world to him, only to be speaking to alover
on the phone while she got ready for the opera. What a complete fucker.

“Mina...”

Mina plastered on a smile. She needed to save face and not let him know she had
been affected by the call. No way would she let him know. “No need to explain, Mathias.
I’1l just go and get dressed.” She turned toward her room. “ See you in about thirty
minutes?’

“Mina ... wait. | need to explain.”

Mina spun around and faced him, mask firmly in place. “ That’s where you're
mistaken, Mathias. You really don't.” She lifted her chin. “Not to me. Especially not to
me.”

She turned and walked through the dining room toward her room. She noticed the
fresh flower arrangement that had replaced the decorative bowl filled with sea shells and
also noted several tall candelabras loaded with lit candles. Apparently, he had planned on
eating in the room instead of a restaurant.

She turned to see him standing in the middle of the living room still covered in only
the towel. Damn, he looked good enough to eat. He had watched her walk away and he
looked desperate to explain. Well, she wasn't going to let him. She could put on a mask
too. Just like he had been doing with her. She thought she knew what type of man he was.
Honorable. Trustworthy. Loyal. Well, she had been dead wrong. He was nothing she had
thought he was. She felt crushed. Betrayed. She was supposed to trust this man and she
had. Until now. How could she have been so stupid?

What had she gotten herself into? She had let herself enjoy the fantasy and now she
was back in her terrible nightmare. One where in just afew days, she would be back at
home, alone, and missing her mother. How could she have thought that a man that |ooked
like him would want her? For him, she was ajob. Nothing more. And as she stood there
feeling pathetic, anger built inside her, her famous temper rising to the surface. How dare
he treat her like she didn’t matter. Like she was something to waste his time on. She then
came to the realization she couldn’t let him see her hurt. She was stronger than that. She
had to be.

Apparently, he had awoman at home and Mina was never one to poach on another
girl’s property. But for some reason, she didn’t care right now. She'd show him she could



handle a one-night stand just as easily as he obviously could. She'd never had a serious
relationship with aman in her life and that had been just fine by her. She was not going to
start now. Not with him. In five seconds flat, he had just changed her mind. He would be
afuck. And probably agreat one at that. Just looking at his highly muscled chest, his six-
pack abs and that beautiful trail of hair that started at his belly button and ran under the
towel to what was probably a huge cock, she imagined riding him until she got what she
wanted and then leaving him there to wonder what the hell had just happened.

Poaching went against one of her cardinal rules, but hey, hislady at home would
thank her in the end from saving her from the cheating bastard he was. She may be
hurting on the inside, but she wasn’t going to let him know. On the outside, she would eat
nails. She had been through enough. He wasn't going to destroy her resolve. If the death
of her own mother hadn’t killed her, this man surely wasn’t going to. She was going to
take Chloe' s advice and have as much fun as she could before she returned to
Washington and back to her life. She could do this. So why did she feel asif her heart
had just been torn from her chest?

Minaturned and went to her bedroom. She calmly but firmly shut the door and spied
her gown hanging in the armoire. Perfect. She’ d had such fun picking out that gown, all
the while thinking of the fairytale evening Mathias had planned for her. She' d so been
looking forward to it. But now, all she could think of was what afool she'd been. He'd
played her, and given her emotional state, she had made herself an easy target. How
could her initial reactions to this man have been so intense and so wrong? And why did
the realization of his betrayal hit her with the same intensity? He was a virtual stranger. It
shouldn’t hurt this bad.

Squaring her shoulders, she walked over to the armoire, unzipped the garment bag
and ran her hands over the soft, black chiffon. She would have her fairytale evening. She
deserved this. She would spend awonderful night with Mathias and then walk away
without a backward glance. She knew she had to put her shieldsin place, both physically
and emotionally, or she’d never be able to get through this night. Mina moved into the
bathroom to begin her hair and makeup, the first stepsin securing her mask. She would
have this night damn it ... and after it was over, she wouldn’t think about him again.

*

“Son of abitch.” Mathias ran a hand through his still-damp hair. He had completely
screwed up. She was pissed and he knew it. Hell, any woman would be pissed, but most
would have reacted differently. Most would have taken a crack at him or at least yelled.
Not Mina. Cold and calculating, she just walked away. He hadn’t known her long, but he
knew her well enough to know she always had a sarcastic comment at the ready. And
that’swhat scared him most ... her amost calm demeanor. He knew he was in trouble
and he needed to make it right.

But how?

He walked back into his bedroom and dressed. Maybe she would let him explain
during dinner. Surely they couldn’t sit there in silence and not talk about what just
happened. Surely she would say something.

Twenty minutes later, he waited for her. Staring holes through her bedroom door,
Mathias was about to come unglued. He hadn’t heard a peep from her since she’ d shut
the door in his face after overhearing him on the phone. Either she just didn’t care or she
was gunning to kill him. He was betting on the latter.



Dinner had been delivered and the waiters were busy setting up the table. The food
smelled wonderful. Braised beef and amaretto orange sauce with red potatoes and a green
salad. A desert of baked pears still remained under the silver dome to keep the heat
inside. The waiters finished and bid him good evening.

The minute the front door of the suite closed, the door of Mina's bedroom opened.

When she walked through the doorway, he couldn’t move. He wasin awe. Mouth
dropping open, he felt his throat go dry. He had never seen anything so beautiful in his
life.

She stood there with her thick, dark hair cascading around her shoulders. Her
makeup was subtle, but it accented her gorgeous brown eyes. The dress hugged her
beautiful curves and her breasts were pushed up to show just enough skin. Hanging from
her neck was her infinity cross pendent. It sat just above the soft curves of her breasts,
and he had to physically hold himself back from wanting to crush his mouth on that exact
spot. She was breathtaking and he was unable to move. He just stared, wishing she would
reach out for him. Wishing he felt her against him. Under him. On him. Around him.

She held her hands out to her sides and turned in aslow circle to give him the full
effect. As she turned, he spotted her manicured toes strapped in sexy high heels. He
gazed at her voluptuous figure and wondered what she had on underneath. His gaze
travelled upward and spied a small Celtic knot tattoo on her left shoulder. She turned her
head to the side and looked at him with half-closed eyes. He had never wanted anything
morein hislife.

“Well, what do you think? | s the dress worth ten thousand dollars?’

Unable to stay where he was, Mathias walked toward her. Reaching for her hand, he
replied, “1t’s not the dress I’ m looking at. I’m looking at the woman wearing it, and |
would say she was worth everything | have and more.”

She moved away smoothly and glided to the table. “ Dinner looks great. Let’s edt. |
can’'t wait to see LaBohéme.”

Mathias lunged to grab her chair.

She smiled and sat. “Thank you.”

He moved across from her and began to serve the meal. She seemed to enjoy him
waiting on her and didn’t appear to be angry at what had happened earlier. Why was she
so calm? Damn, that unnerved him to no end. He knew she was angry, but yet she
seemed ambivalent to it. What was she up to?

Once the plates were loaded, she began eating. In silence.

Damn it. She intended to actually sit there and say nothing. A few minutes passed
and nothing. Not aword. Mathias felt the anger rising in him.

“Mina, | want to explain that call you overheard earlier.”

She placed her fork down on her plate and delicately wiped the corners of her mouth.
“No need. | understand completely.”

“No, you don’'t.” Mathias dropped his silverware on the plate, aloud clang echoed
through the room. “Damn it, Mina, | need to explain.”

Mina calmly placed her napkin on the table and scooted back. Once standing, she
turned toward her bedroom. In silence, she walked in and afew seconds later, returned
with a deep blue shawl over her shoulders. “No. You don’t. That cal is none of my
business. Now if you don’t mind, | am ready to go. Dinner was great, but I’ m not that
hungry and I’m anxious to get to the opera.”



She dismissed him.

Mathias rose from the table and stalked behind her toward the door. “Mina, come on.
Y ou need to just calm down and listen to me. | was tal—"

“Cam down?’ Minainterrupted. “What do you mean calm down? I’m fine, Mathias.
Do you hear meyelling?’ Sheraised her handsin the air. “Am | throwing atantrum like
ajealous girlfriend? No, I'm not. I'm abig girl, Mathias. One with several years of
experience with other men.” Minawaved a hand at the door. “Now if you don’t mind,
can we go?’

“What other men?’

Mina laughed then. Laughed right to hisface. “Oh, please. Like I'm awilting virgin
waiting for my flower to be plucked? Believe it or not, Mathias, | have had several men
and none have affected me in the least. They were merely something for me to pass the
time and enjoy.” She waved her hand a him. “And I’m sure | will enjoy you too.”

“Enjoy me?’

“Yes. Enjoy you.”

His mouth dropped open in shock. Had she just insinuated she would use him for
sex? Mathias grabbed her arms and pulled her to him roughly. “Listen to me, Mina. It's
not what you think. Y ou are who | want. Now let me explain who was on the phone.”

Mina pulled free of his grasp and turned toward the door. “Like | said, there’'sno
need to explain. I’'m not interested in explanations. I’ m interested in having a wonderful
time tonight and then we'll see what happens. Now come on, Mathias. Let’s go to the
opera. Okay?’

“Thisisn't over, Mina.”

Without looking back at him, Mina softly replied, “It isfor me, Mathias.” She
squared her shoulders and opened the door. “Now please, let’sjust go.”



Chapter Thirteen

When they arrived at the opera house, Mathias exited the car and gave the keysto the
valet. Before he had the chance to help Mina out, one of the ushers beat him to it.
Mathias made it around the car just in time to see her step out. Her small foot came out
and he caught sight of her calf and upper thigh as she held her dress out of the way. The
blue chiffon grazed her skin and caught his eye. He followed the fabric asit fell and
swayed around her legs as she stood. When he looked at her face, she had a dlight smile,
but there was alook of hesitancy in her eyes.

He closed the door and pulled Mina s hand through his outstretched arm. To his left,
he felt Talon about ten steps ahead and Tre trailed them on his right. Good. He needed
them there to keep an extra eye out.

Once inside, Minawalked toward the crystal bar and ordered a glass of champagne.

Mathias asked for tonic with [ime and once the drinks were handed over, he guided
her to the side of the room to watch the crowd. With his heightened gifts of sight and
smell, he could detect anything in the vicinity that posed a danger. As of that moment, he
couldn’t sense anything out of the ordinary.

He turned to Mina. “ So. Are you going to speak to me this evening or will we be
watching the operain tense silence?’

Minasmiled back at him. “Of course I'll speak to you. What isit you'd like to talk
about?’

Sensing atrap, Mathias rolled his eyes. “Y ou know what | want to discuss, Mina. |
want the opportunity to explain who | talked to on the phone. Y ou have the wrong
impression and you' re angry about it.”

Her lips pressed together. “1 am not angry, Mathias. And like | said before, | don’t
want to hear any explanations. | inadvertently walked in on a private conversation that’s
truly none of my business. | would just rather forget about it and enjoy the evening.”

“Mina, | wastalking to afriend. Sheisafriend, Mina. I’ ve known her since | was a
child. We grew up together. She is nothing more than afriend.”

“Whatever you say, Mathias.”

The lights flickered, signifying the opera was about to begin. Mathias took Mina's
arm and led her to the elevators.

Trewaited for them there. Asthey approached, his eyes widened at the sight.
“Damn, Mina. You look fantastic.”

Mina smiled wide. “ Thanks, Tre.”

Mathias growled under his breath and shot Tre alook that could kill.

“Sorry, man. Just speaking the truth.” Tre ushered Minainto the elevator and waited
for Mathiasto get in. “I’m not the only one who thinks so, either. Half the men in the
room were watching her.”

Mathias quickly turned to scan the room. “Who looked at her?’

“Calm down. They were just taking in the view.”

Minastood in the back of the elevator with a smirk on her face. She enjoyed this,
damn it.

Scowling, Mathias ordered, “ Just get us to our seats, Tre.”



The elevator doors opened and Mathias led Mina past several alcoves. Each had dark
emerald green curtains covering their entrances. Beside each opening was a brass plate
with writing on it. Each alcove was named and Mathias led her to the Wolfe Suite.

He parted the curtains and she sucked in a breath. Mathias turned to stare into the
suite. He' d seen it many times, but this was Mina sfirst and he wanted tonight to be
special for her. He had no idea why her happiness had become so important to him. It
was her safety he was responsible for and he needed to remember that. But watching her
walk into the suite, her hair shining in the soft light, her mouth rising into a genuine
smile, Mathias realized making this woman happy was something he desperately wanted
to do. Inside the small room were two chairs covered in emerald green velvet, padded
foot rests, a small bar to the left side and little gold opera glasses on top of each seat
cushion. The room was illuminated by two tiny wall sconces giving off a golden glow.
When he looked back at Mina, he saw the awe in her expression. She walked toward the
railing and peered over. He knew the view was spectacular. The stage was right below
them to the right. They were so close she would be able to see every nuance of the faces
of the performers.

Minaturned and gave him a genuine smile. “ Thisis beautiful.”

His chest instantly warmed. He so wanted her to enjoy herself and experience
something new with him. Her earlier frustration was immediately replaced with wonder
and he could see in her eyes that she was excited at the evening to come. He found
himself hoping she wanted to share it with him as well. Since setting his eyes on her only
the day before, the need to please this woman had become forefront in his mind. But his
feelings for her were coming dangerously close to crossing the line with the king and if
he didn’'t pull himself back, he knew there would be hell to pay.

He smiled back. “I’m glad you're pleased.” Moving toward the small bar, Mathias
reached behind and grabbed another bottle of champagne. “Would you like another
glass?’

Mina handed him her empty flute and nodded. “ Sure. Thanks.”

He poured the drink and handed it to her. Her fingernails had been buffed and
polished alight shade of pink. The same color as her toenails. He cocked his head and
truly looked at her as she sipped her champagne oblivious of his presence. Her eyes
sparkled with excitement and she looked delicious. Her hair was long, lush and
shimmering in the glow of the dimmed lightsin the small suite. He wanted to bury his
nose at the nape of her neck and inhale her scent while running his hands through all that
gorgeous hair.

Mathias looked down at the gown Mina had chosen. The design was perfect for her.
Perfect for her shape and coloring. The black and blue combination brought out the
paleness of her skin and the cut of the dress only enhanced her voluptuous curves. She
only wore her pendant and small diamond studs in her ears so her jewelry was minimal
but perfect. She was perfect. She kept scanning the rows of people below them, probably
wondering who they were, and as they looked up at her he could only imagine who they
thought she was. She looked like royalty.

The box seats were owned by only the most wealthy and successful in Europe.
Looking in the suite next to theirs, he recognized the Prime Minister. They nodded at
each other politely. The Wolfe Suite had not been occupied in quite some time. Roderick
was not one to take in a show too often. Isla usually came with her son or another friend



just to keep the seats filled. She was also very fond of the opera.

The lights finally dimmed all the way and Mathias motioned for Minato take the
seat closest to the stage. She lifted the small opera glasses and sat. When the music
began, she was still sparkling with anticipation. He just watched her. Watched the lights
from the stage play off her lovely face. He longed to touch her. Hold her hand. But he
knew better. She would succeed in driving him mad. He had to remain cool and collected.
Maybe by the end of the night, she would listen to him. For now, he just leaned back and
watched the actors on stage.

* k% * %

When intermission came, she had finished the entire bottle of champagne and needed
to use the ladies' room. Mathias walked her to the area and watched her go inside. He
waited out in the lobby where Talon and Tre joined him.

Tre slapped Mathias on the arm. “ So how’ sit goin’” with Mina? She enjoying
herself?’

Talon shoved Tre aside, samming him into the wall and stood next to Mathias. He
leaned in and pointed in Tre' s direction. “Betty here cried right up to intermission. When
the ladies hit those high notes, he just tears up.”

“Would you shut the hell up, Talon. And quit callin’” me Betty. Do it again and no
more cinnamon rolls for breakfast.”

“0Ooohhh, you play dirty, Betty. You know | love those.”

“1"ve had enough of your shit, Talon.”

“Enough boys.” Mathias broke them up. “Y ou two can kiss and make up later, but
for now, | want you both keeping your eyes peeled. Something’ s up. | can fedl it.”

When Mina went to the ladies room, Mathias noticed she was swaying just a bit.
Great, another stellar move on his part. Get the king' s daughter drunk.

After leaving the ladies’ room, instead of heading toward him, Minawalked straight
to Tre and Talon. She sauntered over and looped her arm in Talon’s. “Y ou boys ook nice
tonight.”

Talon patted her hand but quickly unlooped her arm from his. “Hey, little one. Y ou
don’t look bad yourself.”

“Thank you.” Minareplied with asmile.

Mathias watched Mina scan the crowd. The room was filled with Munich’s elite.
Beautiful gowns, sparkling diamonds and rich men.

Mina smiled and patted Mathias on the arm. “Excuse me, won’t you. I’ [l be right
back.”

Mathias reached out and grabbed Mina's arm. “Where are you going?’

Eyebrows quirked, Minalooked down at his hand wrapped around her arm.

He immediately released his grasp.

She looked back up at him and plastered on another one of her fake smiles. “I’m just
going for another glass of champagne. Do you mind?’

“Don’t you think you' ve had enough for the evening?’

Minaglared. “1 think | know my own limits, Mathias.”

She turned and her gown flourished out behind her.

Mathias watched her walk toward the bar. Damn, she was too beautiful for her own
good. Running his hands through his hair, he let out another long sigh.



Talon looked over at Mathias and sighed along with him. “Remember what | said,
Mathias. Don’t do anything stupid.”
“Shut up, Talon, and just keep an eye on her. I’m going to the men’s room.”
Talon crossed his huge arms across his chest. “No problem.”
*

“Mina. How wonderful to see you. When you said you were coming to the show
tonight, | meant to tell you | was attending as well with my son.”

Mina smiled back at Vaencia. “You look absolutely gorgeous, Vaencia. You have a
son?’

“Why thank you, liebling. Look.” Vaencia extended her arm. “He' s approaching
now. Let meintroduce you.”

Minaturned and sucked in a breath. This man was her son? Mina didn’t think
Valencialooked aday over thirty, but she had to have been with a son who looked like
this. He was dazzling. Tall, dark and luscious. His hair was shaved close to his head and a
dark goatee set off his stunning face. He headed straight for them and Mina suddenly
warmed.

She couldn’t stop staring. He looked like an advertisement for sex. Mina absently
licked her lips and felt she couldn’t look away.

His black eyeslocked on hers and didn’t waver. Once he reached them, he
immediately grasped Mina s hand and brought it to his soft lips. “ Please introduce me,
Mother.”

Valencia beamed with pride. “Mina, thisismy son, Luca. Luca, thisisMina... I'm
sorry, but | don’t know your last name.”

Mesmerized, Mina continued to stare into Luca's eyes. “Roarke. My last nameis
Roarke.” She didn’t break eye contact with Luca as she spoke. She felt hypnotized. She
felt soft.

Lucasmiled. “Nice to meet you, Mina Roarke.” He continued to caress her hand
with his. “How isit you know my mother?’

Still in adaze, Mina shook her head dightly to wipe away the fog in her brain. “Um
... she helped me pick out my gown for this evening.”

Luca gave her ahungry stare, his gaze taking in every inch of her body. Without
looking away from Mina, he spoke to Vaencia. “ Excellent choice, Mother.” He kissed
Mina s hand again and she felt the tingle move al the way up her arm into her chest.
What was this man doing to her brain? Her body? She felt so strange.

Still staring into Mina s eyes, Luca moved his hand to her waist and tugged her
closer to him.

She let him.

“Would you like to join mein our box suite for adrink, Mina? | would love to get to
know you better.”

Minafelt dizzy. Maybe she had drunk too much tonight. That had to be it but hell,
this man touched her and she let him. Why? Something wasn’t right with this. She felt
her heart begin to race.

Lucawrapped his arm fully around her and guided her away from the crowd. “ Come
now, Mina. I’'m sure we can find something in common with each other.”

Mina’ svision blurred. She wasn’t in control of her body. She moved on autopilot
and someone else maneuvered her. She couldn’t even bring herself to speak much less



stop her legs from moving with Luca's.

One minute, Luca smiled down at her, and the next she was being harshly pulled
backward. Off balance, Mina started to fall. Huge hands grabbed her and pulled her
upright. She looked up. Talon. His arms wrapped around her and his face was red with
fury. But he wasn't looking at Mina. He stared right at L uca who was now sporting agrin
that sent shivers down her spine.

She felt another set of armstighten around her and pull her from Talon’s arms.
Looking up, she saw Tre's concerned face as he too stared over her toward Luca.

Her head felt like a bowling ball on top of her neck and she couldn’t control her
movements. Tre pulled her against his chest and she watched as Talon placed himself
between Minaand Luca.

“Back up, asshole,” Talon ordered. “Now.”

L uca continued to smile at Talon. “Come now, Talon. That’s no way to greet an old
friend. How have you been?’

Talon flexed his hands and dropped his head dightly.

Minalooked from one man to the other. They knew each other?

“Where's Mommy-dearest, Lucy? Still doing her bidding?’

Minarolled her head to the side, trying to find Vaencia, but she was nowhere to be
seen. How did a gorgeous red-head in a bright yellow gown disappear that quickly?

Lucalaughed and rolled his eyes. “ Still the smart-mouth prick | see. Well, | guess
thisis my cue. Until next time, brother.”

With that, he slowly strolled away.

Talon turned and helped Tre steady Mina. “Can you walk, little one?’

Unable to answer him, Mina stared blankly into his concerned gaze. He placed his
arm around her waist to steady her and looked over at Tre. “We need to get her out of
here. Now.”

Talon swept Minainto his embrace and wove his way through the onlookers toward
the elevator. He made a beeline for the elevator, but was cut off by Mathias shoving past
Tre and furiously grabbing Minaout of his hold.

“Merde sainte! What happened to her?’

In unison, both Talon and Tre replied, “Luca.”

“Jesus Christ,” Mathias barked. “1 leave for five minutes and you let that maniacal
bastard get near her. | should kill you both right now.”

“Later,” Talon growled and hit the down button on the elevator.

Once they reached the main floor and exited the elevator Talon immediately stopped
midstride. “They’re all over the place, Mathias. And they’re closing in.”

“Fuck.”

“Y eah. We need to move. Fast.”

* % * %

Minawoke up feeling foggy about the events of the evening. She remembered seeing
some of La Bohéeme, but how had it ended? She rubbed her eyes and tried to focus on her
surroundings. Looking around, she soon discovered she was in her hotel room. How did
she get there? And why was she still in her gown?

Closing her eyes again, she rubbed her hands on her forehead to try and fend off the



huge headache pounding behind her eyes. She must have had way too much champagne
to not remember the end of the performance. Had she passed out or something? “Great,”
she groaned to herself. That was all she needed. Being drunk and stupid in front of
Mathias and his sidekicks.

Minarolled to her side and curled into aball. That could not be good for her ten-
thousand-dollar gown, but she didn’t care. Her head hurt and the night had not gone as
she had planned. Not at all. Damn that champagne.

“Good evening, sunshine.”

Mina s eyes shot open. Hell.

Mathias sat perched in what |ooked like a freaking throne at the end of her bed. Had
he been watching her the whole time? Probably. What an ass.

“What happened?’

“What happened?’ Mathias echoed. “Well, where to begin.” He leaned back in the
chair and steepled his fingers under his chin. “Let’s see now.”

Mina leaned up on her elbowsto get a better look at him. Histie and jacket had been
thrown on the floor next to him and his shirt was unbuttoned to the middle of his chest,
revealing alight dusting of brown hair covering his skin. His hair was mussed like he had
been running his hands through it all night. He looked tired but her mouth still watered at
the sight of him.

Ass.

God, she did not want to hear this. Not from him. She let herself fall back against the
pillows and threw her arm over her eyes.

“First of al,” he began, “you acted like a child about not letting me explain the
earlier conversation you overheard. Then you ignored me during dinner, followed by
drinking way too much champagne. Then to end the night off, you flirt your way right
into the hands of the very man that wants your father dead. How’ s that sound?’

The word “flirt” got her attention. Mina sat up again and stared him down. “What do
you mean flirt? | didn’t flirt with anyone.”

“No?’ Mathias rose from his chair and walked toward her. He sat on the side of the
bed and took Mina's hand in his. His gaze softened as he looked down at her.

“Because you were angry with me, you put yourself in a position of extreme danger.
And that is completely my fault. | never should have taken you out after | knew of his
presence here.”

“Who are you talking about?’

Mathias continued to hold her hand and rubbed his thumb over her wrist. “I'm
talking about Luca. The man you were flirting with tonight.”

“1 was not flirting,” Mina snapped and slapped his hand away from hers. “1 was just
talking to him. The man doesn’t ook like someone who would want anyone dead. And
please, enough with the melodrama. Using the word ‘dead’ isabit harsh, don’t you
think?’

“Not harsh enough for Luca. I'm serious, Mina.” Mathias' face hardened. “The man
isalunatic and | want to know how you ended up talking to him.”

Minarubbed her face again with her hands. “Can | have some water or something,
please? | fed asif | have cotton ballsin my mouth.”

Mathias left the room and retrieved a glass of ice water. He gave it to her and
repeated his question. “How did you end up talking with him, Mina?’



She gulped down the water and wiped her mouth with her hand. “He’ s the son of the
woman that picked out the gown this afternoon.”

His brows drew down. “Hilde?’

“No. Valencia”

“What?’ He jerked and roared. “ Jesus Christ, Mina. Why didn’t you tell me?’

“What for, Mathias? She was just awoman working in a boutique and she helped me
pick out agown. How the hell was | supposed to know who her son was?’

Mathias rose and stalked away from the bed. “Lucais bad enough, but you actually
spoketo Vaencia?’

Mina's brows furrowed in confusion. “Y eah. Why? What’ s wrong with her?’

Standing at the foot of the bed with veins popping out of hisforehead in fury,
Mathias answered her. “ She is the leader of the worthless fucks who want to take your
father down, and she definitely does not work in a boutique. Lucais her son. Her lackey.
Her errand boy. A man who has no scruplesin what he does for her. Hell, Mina. He could
have killed you. Or worse.”

“Uh ... | hateto break it to you, Mathias, but | don’t think there is anything much
worse than death.”

He walked back to Mina and sat, shoulders slumped. “Y es, chére. Where Lucais
concerned, thereis.”

Minawas silent. A creepy feeling washed over her. “ All he wanted to do wastalk to
me. He offered me adrink and that’ s the last | remember.” She rubbed her hands up her
arms, fending off the goose bumps popping up. “Did he drug me?’

“Something like that, yes. Y ou were damn lucky Talon saw him when he did, or |
would have lost you.”

At his statement, she blinked in surprise. He said he would have lost her. Mina
reached for him. Grasping the edges of his sleeve, she brought him into a hug.

He wrapped his arms around her and squeezed tight. He put his hand on the back of
her head and pressed her into his chest. “I won't lose you.”

She warmed inside at this statement. His embrace was strong and protective. She felt
safe. Warm. Almost loved.

Wait ... he aready has a woman.

Minaimmediately released her hold and scooted off the bed.

“What’ s wrong?’

“1 don’t poach, Mathias.”

“Poach? What are you talking about?’

Mina put her hands on her hips and squared her shoulders toward him. “Poach. Y ou
know ... mess around with someone else’s man. | don’t do that. | was angry earlier and
told myself | could go through with thisbut | can’t. It’s not me and | can’'t do that.”

Fists balled at his side, he stood and faced her. “Damn it.” He scowled. “1 told you,
it'snot what you think. She’s afriend from my childhood. We're friends. That's al.”

“But the way you were talking to her. The words sounded so ... so intimate. Like
you were lovers. Why should | believe you?’

Mathias walked toward her and grabbed her arms. He backed her up against the wall
and pinned her against it.

She felt the weight of his body pressing against her and she immediately tried to
push him away, but it was like trying to shove a brick wall.



Nose-to-nose, he stared into her eyes. “Y ou want to know why you should believe
me?’

Mina shook now, but she wasn't afraid of him. She was afraid of what she felt for
him.

Without warning, he crushed his mouth to hers. He pressed even harder into her
body and she felt him. He was hard and ready. She opened to him and the kiss became
deeper. More aggressive. More carnal.

Just as she began to melt against him, he ended the kiss as quickly as he had started
it. She gasped for breath now. Totally turned-on by hisinvasion. Minalooked into his
eyes and she could see his hunger. His anger. His chest rising and falling quickly. He
kept looking at her mouth as if he wanted to devour her.

With the tip of her tongue, she licked her bottom lip.

He went at her again. Harder thistime. Faster.

Minaraised her arms and wrapped them around his neck. She ran her hands through
his hair and held him close. Not letting him pull away again.

His hands ran down her sides and around her waist, then lower to grasp her ass.

Mina moaned into his mouth and arched her back to rub her breasts against his chest.
She needed more friction. More touching. More everything.

He broke the kiss and his lips trailed down her neck. Licking and sucking her skin.

She let out alow moan and let her head drop back to give him better access. Thetip
of histongue grazed her collarbone and he went even lower. He sucked the top of her
breast and then cupped it with his hand to bring her chiffon-covered nipple to his mouth.
He sucked on her through the fabric and she felt the heat of his mouth.

Still fisting his hair with her hands, Mina held him to her and looked down to watch
his mouth work over her. God, he knew what he was doing, because she was getting wet
just by him holding and sucking her breasts. Watching him do it made her even hotter.

When he moved from one breast to the other, she moaned, “Mathias.”

He stopped and looked up at her. His eyes were molten and his words came out
bresthless. “Say it again.”

Herolled his hips against hers, pressing his hard cock into her belly, letting her know
what she did to him. He kissed her lightly on the mouth and whispered to her. “ Say it.”

Mina breathlessly gave him what he wanted. “Mathias.”

“Now tell me you want me.” He licked her bottom lip with the tip of histongue.
“Tell me.”

Minadidn’t hesitate. “1 want you.”

Mathias touched his forehead to hers and closed his eyes. “Dieu m'aide.”



Chapter Fourteen

Minafelt her entire body shiver as Mathias bent down to remove her heeled shoes.
She watched him gently unbuckle each one and slowly remove them. His hands then
traveled upward under her dress to caress her calves and then her thighs.

God, this man was like nothing she had ever experienced. Wherever he touched her,
he left heat behind, making her melt beneath his hands.

He stood and turned her to face the wall. She placed both hands in front of her to
brace herself against his weight. Bending his knees, he pressed himself against her,
letting her feel his hardened cock on her lower back. She put her face against the cold
plaster wall and closed her eyes. She couldn’t wait much longer.

Mathias reached up to move her hair and put his mouth on the nape of her neck. He
sucked and nipped her tender skin. His hands rested on her hips and his fingers dug into
her skin, guiding her to match his rhythmic movement.

Minagroaned. “Please, Mathias. Don't tease.”

“No teasing, baby,” he whispered. “1 just want to feel you.”

She removed her hands from the wall and reached back to place them on his thighs.
She guided them up to feel him, but he quickly moved out of her reach.

“Not yet, love. You first.”

At that statement, he dlid his hands over her stomach and continued upward to grasp
the top of her dress. His fingers dug into the delicate material, ripping both straps from
her shoulders. He pulled the dress over her breasts. The sound of the expensive fabric
ripping should have made Minacringe, but at that moment, she could have cared less that
he had just ruined the straps on a ten-thousand-dollar dress. She just wanted his hands on
her skin and whatever it took, she was fine with. When he freed her breasts from the
gown and began pinching and rolling her nipples between his fingers, she pressed her ass
into his sizable erection. The wetness between her legs soaked into her panties.

Minaheard Mathias let out alow growl as he bit down on the delicate skin between
her neck and shoulder.

She shuddered deep inside and she actually thought she was going to come. She
pushed more into him and the tingling started. Her breath shortened and she closed her
eyes. She felt the burning pressure between her legs start to build and she let out alow
moan. Dear mother of Jesus. She was going to come.

Mina moaned as Mathias slowly released his mouth from her skin, licking his way
up her neck. He put his mouth to her ear and whispered, “ That’ s it. | want you to come,
Mina. | want the sound of my voice to make you come.”

Minathrew her head back and screamed out. The orgasm hit her violently and fast.
Never in her wildest dreams did she ever think she could climax with just words.

This. Man. Is. A. God.

Mathias wrapped his arms around her and clamped down again on her skin with his
mouth.

She continued to yell out and convulsein his hold, letting him know the power he
had over her. What he could do to her just by telling her to do it.

When her shuddering stopped and her breathing slowed, Minafelt Mathias' mouth



leave her skin. Histongue lapped at her neck and then behind her ear, sending shivers
down her spine.

As Mathias continued his explorations, Minafelt his hands move to the zipper of the
dress. She felt asmall tug, then heard his growl of frustration, his mouth and tongue still
driving her to distraction. At the next hard tug, Minalet out a gasp.

Mathias stilled instantly. “What’ s wrong?’

She turned and looked over her shoulder. “The zipper must have gotten me.”

Mathias bent down and kissed the skin on her back, his tongue moving in small, lazy
circles. “Better?’

“Mmmmm.”
Mathias continued to lower the zipper. “Now turn around for me, baby. | want to see
you.”

Mina s legsfelt like noodles from the explosive orgasm she had just experienced, so
moving would not be easy. She placed her hands on the wall in front of her and pushed
back, resting her head against his expansive chest.

He dlid his hands over her body and cupped both her breasts. “Turn round.”

Mina suddenly felt self conscious. No man had seen her fully naked in awhile. She
was still uncomfortable with her body and the idea of standing ailmost naked in front of a
man as beautiful as Mathias was a bit daunting to her. It was bad enough she stood there
in nothing but a pair of skimpy panties with her double D breasts hanging oui.

“Why don’t | go put on a nightgown or something?’

Mathias chuckled and tightened his hold on her. “I’m trying to get your clothes off,
Mina, not add more.” He leaned down and kissed her neck once again. “1 want to see
you.”

Mina was actually nervous. Maybe even abit shy. She didn’t want Mathias to not be
attracted to her. She wanted him to want her. All of her. She was so used to men being
attracted to her on the outside because she never let any of them inside. Never let them
really know her. All they knew was she was playful, attractive and bold.

She thought about what Chloe would say to her at that exact moment. In her mind,
Mina could hear Chloe setting her straight. If he doesn’t love you the way you are, screw
him. Like he's perfect or something.

Trouble was, he looked pretty damn perfect to Mina.

Never could she remember when she had wanted a man this badly. But wanting and
trusting were two different things entirely. And for Minato do this, she would have to put
her trust in Mathias. Someone she had only known for afew days. Trust was something
she only reserved for one person in her life. And more than just afew days were involved
in building that trust.

Minadidn’t trust anyone other than Chloe. She had always been there for Mina,
since they had met that fateful first day of college. Chloe was the only person who would
alwaystell Minathe truth aswell as do whatever it took to protect her physically and
emotionally. She trusted Chloe with her life.

She continued to wonder if she could trust him. Her gut told her to let go and put
herself in his hands, but her mind still tried to protect her dwindling self-confidence.
Since her mother’ s death, Mina was not the brazen, self-confident woman she had been
before. She felt beaten. Defeated. Betrayed.

until now.



Right now, Minafelt wanted. Needed.

Even though Mina and Mathias were new to each other, there was something unique
building between them. Something strong. And right now, she was willing to explore
what that was. But in order to do that, she would to have to give him her trust.

Slowly, she turned in his embrace and faced him. She looked into his emerald eyes,
expecting to see disappointment. What she was met with was his devastating smile.

Minawatched his gaze travel over her body, up and down, sideto side. He took in
every inch of her.

“Dieu. You're beautiful.” Mathias smiled and placed his hand on her cheek. “Now
I”’m going to show you why you should believe me when | tell you | want only you.”

Mathias slowly raised his handsto cup her breastsin his pams. His hands were large
and shefit him perfectly. He didn’'t squeeze. Didn’t massage. Didn’t move. He just held
her gently. Looking at his hands holding her.

He bent his head, gently laid his cheek down on top of her breasts and closed his
eyes. He inhaled her scent and let out a slow groan. “Mine.”

Minafelt her eyes stinging with tears. Her stomach knotted tightly. He had won her
over. And he had done it with a single word.

Mathias turned his head and buried his face between her breasts and kissed her.
Once. Twice. Then rose to meet her gaze. “Mina.”

She couldn’t answer him. Hell, she couldn’t breathe much less speak. She was so
overwhelmed with emotion all she could do was ook back into his adoring eyes.

Mathias skimmed his hands down her body, splaying his fingers across her ribcage.
Moving down, he caressed her skin carefully. Smoothing his hands over her slowly.

He reached down and lifted her leg, placing his mouth on the top of her right foot,
kissing hisway up. When he reached the one area she wanted the most attention to, he
stopped and leaned down to start on her left foot, kissing hisway up.

Minalet out a protesting moan.

Mathias reached under the lace of her panties and pulled. Slowly, he lowered them
down her thighs, her calves and then he lifted each of her feet to take them off.

He placed a soft kiss on her belly, making her shiver with anticipation. He slowly
stood, grasped her hands with his, led her back to the large bed and eased her down on
the edge. Standing in front of her, he began to undress.

Never had a man actually stripped in front of her. He was completely on display, and
again she started to feel shy. Why? She had no clue, because she had definitely seen a
man’s penis before, but she was visibly shaking with nervousness. She felt asif she
watched porn and had gotten caught. A kid getting busted with a cookie in her hand five
minutes before dinner. Telling her mom she didn’t color on the walls when she was
holding a crayon.

He had kicked off his shoes and was slowly unbuttoning his shirt when she couldn’t
take it anymore.

Minadlid off the bed and walked to him. She reached up and moved his hands out of
the way so she could finish what he started. After each button was released, she followed
the opening of his shirt with her mouth. With the first touch of her lipsto his chest,
Mathias growled low under his breath and fisted Mina' s hair in his hands. He guided her
down as each button was undone and she ended up circling his belly button with her
tongue.



Not wanting to bend over while being buck naked, Minawent to her knees, undid the
clasp of hisdress pants and slowly brought down his zipper. This was one big man.
Immediately, excitement charged through her. Whatever nervousness she had been
feeling went flying out the window. She grasped the band of histight boxers and brought
them down along with his pants. When he stood there as naked as she was, she finaly
looked up at him from her kneeling position.

Looking upward at aman like him was an awesome sight. He watched her with dark
emerald sensual eyes. His chest heaved with shallow breaths. His head was framed with
his dark wavy hair hanging around his shoulders. His mouth was open, inviting. She
brought her gaze down past his hard abs to hisimpressive cock, straining in front of her
face. Mina couldn’t resist reaching out and tracing it with her finger. At her dight touch,
abead of cum appeared at the head. She leaned in and licked it off with the tip of her
tongue and tasted him.

She looked up at Mathias to see his eyes closed and his head thrown back. The veins
in his neck strained and he appeared to be hanging onto his control by athread. Mina
liked that. To bring aman like Mathias to his breaking point within seconds of just
touching him gave her the needed confidence to finish what she had started. She leaned in
again and placed the tip of her tongue at the base of his cock, licked hislong length, and
circled around his engorged head. She flicked under the ridge and heard him suck in his
breath through gritted teeth. Slowly, she sucked in the head of his cock and took him to
the back of her throat. His size proved to be something she had never experienced before,
but that only excited Mina more. He was silky smooth and rock-hard. Deliciously
responsive to her teasing tongue. Mina pulled back and tongued the broad head of his
cock and then engulfed him once again. Sucking him in and lodging him at the back of
her throat. Then she swallowed. Hard.

“Son of abitch, Mina!”

Mathias immediately gragped Mina by the hair and pulled her off. Y ep. That was the
line and now she knew what she had to do to crossit. Perfect.

He looked down at her with clenched teeth and aferal look on his face.

Mina gave him a seductive grin. “Did you like that?’

Mathias let out an animalistic growl that made Mina shiver in anticipation. He
reached down and grasped Mina under her arms and lifted her to her feet as though she
weighed nothing at all.

“Tell me what you want from me, Mina.”

She raised her hands, brushed her fingers over his dark chest hair and moved closer.
Shefelt histhighs against hers, his hardened cock on her belly, her nipples against his
warm skin. Looking into his eyes, she seductively whispered, “1 want your mouth on me,
Mathias. | want your hands on me. | want you inside me.”

He smiled down at her. “Y ou want alot, don’'t you?’

Minasmiled back. “I want it all.”

Mathias moaned lowly as he leaned in and touched his head to hers. “And you shall
haveit.”



Chapter Fifteen

Mina s heart raced. Her eyes were closed, hands diving into Mathias' s long, dark
hair, she was forehead to forehead with a god of a man and he wanted her. Just her. And
he wanted her now. She had thought about this moment since the second she saw him in
the forest the day before. Wondering what type of alover he would be. What he would
taste like. How he would touch her. He had turned her on the moment he spoke. And
Jesus, just the scent of him made her mouth water.

Shettilted her head and licked Mathias’ lower lip, then brought it into her mouth to
suck. Helightly and seductively kissed her back for what seemed like an eternity.

They stood there, in the middle of the bedroom, in an opulent hotel suite, just
exploring each other’ s mouths. Gently brushing their bodies together to feel the heat
between them.

His hands moved all over her, learning each curve and where she was the most
sengitive to his touch. His fingertips grazed her hardened nipples and she moaned in
response to his tender stroking. She arched her back, pressing her breasts closer, hoping
he would become more aggressive. More forceful. Minaliked a man to take what he
wanted. Not torture her through teasing.

She ran her hands down his taut back, pressed her body closer to his and pleaded,
“Mathias. Please. Touch me. | want more.”

He trailed his lips down the pale skin of her neck. “1 know, chere. And I'll giveitto
you. Soon.”

Minadug her nailsinto his ass and pulled him closer. “I’m not used to asking,
Mathias.”

Mathias lifted his head and looked directly into Mina s eyes. His smile was gone.
Possession filled his gaze. “ After tonight, you won't be asking another man for
anything.”

That shut her up quick. She froze in place and stared. Did he just tell her she was not
allowed to be with another man after tonight? What the hell was he thinking? And why in
the world did she like that idea?

With her hands still digging into the tight muscles of his ass, Minawasn't sure how
to react to his blatant statement. His words should have offended her. They should have
annoyed her to the point of laughter, but instead she warmed to the thought of being
possessed by him. Belonging to him. Dominated by him.

She wastired of always being the tough one. Always being the one in charge. For
once, she wanted to be taken care of. Pampered. Loved. Having Mathias do those things
for her felt right. She wanted it.

Minawas ready for her dream. Ready for the man she used to imagine while sitting
out on the deck back home. The last month had been hard, and the more she thought
about where her life took her, she wanted to be a part of something special. Roderick’s
money was alife guarantee and not working was even nicer, but she also craved a
partnership. A relationship with aman. Since she’ d never really had one, she was curious
about what made arelationship work. Did she have what it took to be with just one man?
She wanted to think she did. Especialy if the man were Mathias.



Tracing her jaw line with his finger, Mathias’ voice rumbled from his chest. “You're
mine.”

Minasmiled at the thought. Belonging to him would be nice. Very nice. She would
just have to do something about him teasing her sexually and it would be all good.

She leaned back and looked up, once again trying to gauge what he was thinking.
Was he truly serious? She was sure he probably had women crooning over him wherever
he went. Who was she kidding? The man was colossally gorgeous. So why her? Why
now? They had just met. How could he be so positive about a decision like this? Unless
... was he playing her? Just saying these things to get her into bed?

Wait. What was she thinking? She was the one that wanted to fuck his brains out and
was basically begging him to do it. Why would he think he needed to give her sweet
words and endearing promises when she was pretty much a sure thing? She was so
confused.

“What do you want from me, Mathias?’

Mathias reached down, planted his hands firmly on her ass and lifted her to him.
“Wrap your legs around me, Mina.”

She did as she wastold. She felt his stiff cock dide against her swollen sex and she
moaned at the brief contact. God, she wanted more.

“I’m going to make love to you until you scream. Until you know you’'re mine. No
man will ever touch you again. Only me.” He stared through her soul with his hungry
emerald eyes. “I’ [l mark you so every man who sees you knows who you belong to.”

His declaration made her tremble. Her stomach twisted in a nervous knot. She
tightened her legs around his middle to feel more of him. She couldn’t speak. Hell, she
couldn’t think because of the wave of arousal overtaking her. Minajust kept looking into
his beautiful green eyes wondering why he felt so strongly about her. What was so
special about her?

With fluid strides, Mathias carried her over to the huge bed and set her down gently.
He reached behind his back and unwrapped her legs from his body.

Minalay back and watched him.

He pulled her feet up to the edge of the bed and placed them there. Her knees bent,
he ran his hands down her thighs, spreading them for him. Allowing him to have full
access. To see every part of her body. Mina closed her eyes, feeling the embarrassment
leave her mind to be replaced with complete wanting.

“Do you want to belong to me?’ Hisvoice did things to her that should beillegal.
“Do you want that, Mina?’

She closed her eyes. She was losing herself with him. Her control of the situation
was long gone. What happened to the “fuck him and leave him” idea she had come up
with afew hours ago? Yeah right. Asif she ever had a shot of that happening.

“Open your eyes, baby. Look at me.” His hand caressed her face. “Watch me love
you.”

Damn, he was good. Lust lammed into her with just his voice saying he was going
to touch her. Something about him affected her in away she couldn’t grasp. He made her
ache. Made her body clench in need. Her skin itched to be touched. The essential hunger
for Mathias was overriding her strong bravado to use him and leave him. She reached up
and cupped his face, rubbing her thumbs across his strong jaw.

“Mathias?’



“Yes, love.”

“Just know one thing. | don’t trust easily.”

He leaned down and kissed her softly. “I know, love. | know.”

Minaraised her arms above her head and wove her fingers together. She stretched
and arched, pushing her breasts out as an offering. She was giving herself to him. “1 hope
s0.”

Mathias rose and ran his hands down her chest. Over her breasts. Over her belly.
Down her thighs. He placed his hands on her knees again. Spreading her open to him. He
looked at her body while his hands moved over every inch.

Minafelt her skin warm everywhere his gaze traveled. She forced her eyesto stay
open to watch him. Wondering what was going through his mind. They had become so
enthralled with each other in such a short period of time. What was this going to mean to
him?To her?

“You are exquisite.” His hands dlid down the inside of her thighs and when they
reached the juncture between, he slowly lowered himself to his kneesin front of her. “So
beautiful.”

She didn’'t answer. Shejust kept looking at his face. His eyes. She was wet with need
for him. She could amost feel his mouth on her. The anticipation was killing her.

With alow growl, he licked between the bare, wet folds of her skin. With each swipe
of histongue, he moaned into her.

She felt the vibrations move up her body. His tongue flicked her clit and then circled
it gently. The sensations shot through her, coiling inside. He was devouring her. She felt
her body clench and shiver with the need for release. She needed to touch him. She
needed him inside her. At that moment, she just needed.

Minalowered her arms and ran her hands through hislong, dark hair, holding him to
her body. Encouraging him on. She lifted her feet off the bed and moved them over his
shoulders, digging her heelsinto his back. Feeding herself to him.

Mathias continued feasting on her. Sucking her into his mouth while flicking her clit
with the tip of histongue. He slowly pushed afinger into her and twisted.

“Oh god, Mathias.” She gasped. “More. | want more.”

A second finger did into her. She was panting now. Moaning. Begging him.

Mathias watched Mina s body react. Her hips were in rhythm with his mouth and
fingersinside her. She worked herself on his tongue and mouth. He smiled against her
and continued flicking and licking her clit, sending her into heightened pleasure. His
tongue moved down and lapped at the wetness drenching his hand with his movements
inside her. She was so responsive to histouch and he reveled in that. Every move he
made, she countered it, giving herself as much pleasure as she could.

He gave her onelast flick of histongue and then moved upward and over her. He
brought one of her nipplesinto his mouth and sucked. His teeth grazed the tender flesh
and Minamoaned his name again. His fingers were still inside her. Working her. He felt
her flesh ripple and grip his fingers as he pushed them deeper inside. She was getting
close.

“Mathias. Please. | need to come.”

He released her nipple and ran his tongue up her neck to her mouth. “I’ll tell you
when you can come, Mina. Not yet.”



He took her mouth again and slipped his fingers out of her body. He used her
moisture to rub histhumb over her clit and hold it down gently, applying tiny bits of
pressure.

Minastarted to arch off the bed. Her hands fisted in his hair, pulling his head back to
give her access to his neck.

Shewent at him fiercely. Sucking and licking. Her teeth grazed his shoulder and she
bit down into his hot skin.

He felt a shudder wash through him and saw stars. His animal rose to the challenge.
The need to take her was cresting and his body started to disobey his mind.

She licked up his neck and bit down again. Sucking. Moaning.

Something inside him snapped. His breathing rasped. The feeling was excruciating,
but at the same time he didn’t want it to end. Her teeth on his skin felt so good it hurt. He
had to get inside her now. All of hisinstincts told him to mark her. To take her hard.
Never before had another woman evoked this type of reaction and he had to have her
now.

Mathias had wanted thisto be perfect. Beautiful. He wanted to give Minawhat she
needed. He wanted to make love to her gently. Soulfully. He wanted to whisper words of
love and desire to her al night long while giving her such pleasure she would want to
burst. But when her teeth came in contact with his skin, something inside him shattered.
Helost control and the animalistic need to take her was overwhelming him. The animal
inside him was breaking free.

He moved and stood over her.

Minawhined at his retreat from her body. She was misted with sweat and her skin
was flushed with arousal.

Her eyes were amost like liquid and they looked up at him with complete trust and
wanting. His heightened sense of smell picked up every nuance. Her lingering Obsession
perfume, the lotion she had used on her arms and legs, the citrus smell of her shampoo,
the musky scent of her need for him. His mouth watered. His breathing quickened.
Growling, he reached for her and quickly turned her over. He placed his hands on her
hips and pulled her to him.

The only thing running through his mind was taking her. Now.

“Yes.” Minayelled out her approval and rose on her hands and knees. She threw
back her head and her long hair spread over her back.

Mathias reached out, grabbed a handful of it and pulled. Mina s head arched and he
lowered his mouth to her neck, sinking histeeth into the soft flesh and sucking. His other
hand snaked around her belly and found her swollen clit.

He worked her until she writhed under his hand, moving in the same rhythm.

“Now, Mathias,” Mina pleaded. “Please.”

Mathias pulled away from her neck and yanked on her hair again.

Her head snapped back and she turned to look at him.

He was wild. Sweat rolled down his forehead and chest. He held on to his control by
athread. He felt like an animal. Minasmiled up at him. It would be so easy to lose
himself to her.

With his mouth at her ear, his voice rumbled his demand. “Y ou will not come until |
tell you, Mina. Do you hear me?’

“Yes, yes. | hear you.” She moaned. “ Anything you want. But please, | need you



now.”

“Do you understand, Mina? Say it.”

“1 understand. Please. Now!”

Mathias moved his hands from between her legs and grasped his engorged cock. He
ran the head aong her swollen, wet folds and ground it against her clit. She moved back
against him, moaning with need, enticing him to take her.

He leveled the head of his cock at her opening and surged forward. Roaring, he sank
into her pussy with one thrust, burying his cock to the hilt.

Mathias felt the amost unbearable heat of her. The tightness. He couldn’t get deep
enough, asif he tried to reach inside her soul. Binding himself to her. The urge to mark
her raged inside him, catching him completely off guard. He withdrew slowly, feeling
every tight inch of her and then slammed himself to the hilt, knocking Mina off her hands
and into the mattress.

Mathias reached under her and pulled her body up against his chest. He brought his
hands to her breasts and pinched both nipples as he continued to drive into her. Hard. He
looked down at her flushed face as she leaned back against him, resting her head on his
shoulder. As he watched her glorious body move with his, he knew, regardiess of the
repercussions, he could never let this woman go.

He continued to pound into her asif he couldn’t stop. Mina moaned his name,
begging him not to stop. “ S good, Mathias. Y ou feel so good. Don't stop.”

She raised her hands and moved them behind her head to thread through his wavy
hair.

Mathias |ooked down at her longingly.

“Come for me now, Mina. | want to look at you when | make you come.”

*

When he had entered her, Minafelt a burning shiver surround her body. The feeling
that was moving through her was much the same as when she was lost in the forest the
first night she saw Mathias. Her skin tingled. Her hair stood on end. The pleasure she
experienced when he thrust inside her was almost unbearable, but she wanted more. She
throbbed everywhere. The waves of pure desire continued as he rocked his hips back and
slammed into her again. This time with so much force her arms gave way and she fell
against the mattress.

He brought her back against him. Minalaid her head against his shoulder and looked
up at him. His head was thrown back. His lips curled, revealing clenched teeth. He was so
strong. So beautiful. What was she doing putting her emotions in danger with him? This
man could definitely hurt her. If shelet him.

He simply took her breath away. There was no sugarcoating it. No man had ever
affected her the way Mathias did. She had never allowed it. Still looking at him, she
knew that even if she fought his possession of her, he would win. She would give him
everything she had. Even after she left this country and went back home, she would never
forget him. Never forget what he was doing to her.

Mina grasped one of his hands that covered her swollen breast and guided it down
her belly to her clit. She moved his fingers over herself in the way she liked. She
continued to stare into his eyes as she pleasured herself with hisfingers. Her chest hurt
just looking at him. Wanting him this badly. He was seeing al of her and she let him.

His thrusts became more forceful now and she felt the pressure building within her.



She was getting close. As he continued to plunge inside her, she felt him swelling even
larger than before. He was getting close as well.

“1 want you to come now, Mina. | want to watch you come for me.”

It was as if her body absently obeyed his command. No sooner had he said it, her
body began to convulse, her fingernails digging into his skin, her mouth open, a scream
escaping. She felt the throbbing between her legs and the tingling in her stomach as the
orgasm began to take her over. But thistime was different. Right when she felt the power
of the climax hit, Mathias let out aguttural growl and lowered his mouth to her neck. He
pierced her skin with his teeth and held her to him with his arms and mouth. She was
locked in his embrace. When she should have felt pain, she felt pure lust. Minafelt his
fingers dig into her hips as his body stiffened. His release shot into her, warming her to
the core.

He would definitely leave bruises on her but she didn’t care. She felt his need for
her. His desire for her. Mina' s head spun as she closed her eyes and saw stars behind her
heavy lids. Again, her skin tingled and she felt awave of electricity wash over her. She
tightened around his cock and felt him surge upward again. The sensation was mind
numbing. Never-ending. Her body still convulsed under the power of the orgasm and her
skin was on fire. Almost stinging. She felt molded to him. A part of him. Like she was
melding with both his mind and body. Minafelt his heartbeat against her back and could
have sworn hers mimicked his quick rhythm. Their breathing synced together. She could
smell his skin. The scent was stronger now. More invigorating. Like her senses were
heightened. She felt the air around her. A slight shift of the temperature. The blood
running through her veins.

Minafinally opened her eyes and she felt different. Transformed. Sherolled her head
back onto Mathias' chest and looked up at him. She expected to see awell-sated man
staring back at her but instead, she saw anger. Frustration. Her defense mode quickly
kicked in and she started to move away from him.

She felt his hold on her tightened, not allowing her to move an inch.

“I"m so sorry, Mina.”

Okay. Now she was confused. She'd just experienced atruly spiritual orgasm with a
god-like man and was completely blown away by histouch. Hell, she was still shaking
from the intensity of it and he apologized? “ Sorry for what?’

Hiswarm arms held her to him. Tightly. “I lost control. | wanted thisto be gentle.
Meaningful. Not wild and uncontrolled. | wanted to make love, Mina. Not hurt you. Not
... fuck you.”

Okay. Now she was really confused. “Hurt me? How did you hurt me? Did you think
my screaming was in pain? Jesus, Mathias. That’s called the orgasm of the century. You
were magnificent and | loved every minute of it.”

Mathias released his hold and slowly withdrew.

Shewinced at him pulling out of her body, enflaming her now-tender tissues. But
even that small movement made her nipples harden again. She felt ajolt go through her at
the friction he caused removing himself from her. God, she wanted him again. How could
that be?

He looked deeply into her eyes asif searching her soul. Trying to gauge what she
felt. He looked down at Mina's neck and grimaced.

Mathias leaned down and gently took her lips with his. Kissing her softly. Tenderly.



His fingers feathered over her face, wiping away the stray makeup and sweat. “Lay back,
Mina. I'll get you atowel.”

He gave her a quick kiss and walked naked toward the bathroom.

Minalay back on the bed and watched him walk away. She pulled the fluffy down
comforter over her body. Why had he just apologized? She' d loved it. Hell, she had been
moaning his name and screaming her lungs out. Hadn't he noticed?

Mathias returned with awarmed, wet washcloth and started to pull back the
comforter.

Mina stopped him. “Uh ... I’ll doit.” She pulled the cloth out of his hand and pushed
it under the comforter. She cleaned herself up and threw it across the room. She looked
up at him and he watched her every move. “What?’

Mathias lowered his head and sat on the edge of the bed. “I’m sorry, Mina. | truly
am. | just lost control. | wanted you so badly | couldn’t wait. | wanted this to be special
for you. Memorable.”

Mina softened at his admission. She reached out and brushed the hair from his face.
“Mathias. Believe me ... it was more than memorable. What you gave me was the time of
my life. | enjoyed every moment of being with you. | wouldn’t have had it any other way.
And if you want the truth, | want you again. Right now.”

She threaded her hand through his hair and brought hislips to hers. She licked his
lower lip and tugged it between her teeth. “What you did to me, for me, with me was
astonishing. And | want it again.” She kissed him. “And again.” Another kiss. “And

again.”

Mathias put his hands on her face and kissed her gently. He lowered her back onto
the mound of pillows, continuing to kiss her mouth, her neck. She was his. They would
be mated. Some way. Somehow. He would figure out away to stay with her. To always
be with her. He was falling in love with this woman and he had just met her.

Thiswas what his father meant when he told Mathias about his mother. Xavier used
to tell Mathias that when they’d first met, his mother had hit him like alightning bolt. “I
saw her and | knew | had to have her. She became my life.”

Mathias knew what he had done was forbidden. Not only was she human, she was
the king' s daughter. Completely off limits. But he wanted her like he had never wanted
anything in hislife. She was his, athough now he would surely be punished for his
insolence. He would not let her go. No one would take her from him unless they killed
him first. She was bound to him. His mate.

Looking into her eyes, he gave Minaasmall smile. She was his strength. Hislife.
His lightning bolt. His Mina. “And you shall haveit.”



Chapter Sixteen

Luca entered the room with awatchful gaze. His mother was not happy and there
was no telling how she would handle this latest setback after witnessing his defeat at the
hands of Talon. Once again, Talon had gotten the best of Luca and once again, he had
failed his mother.

“Ah, son. | see you made it back in one piece.”

Lucaturned slowly to see his mother lounging on awine-colored chaise facing the
open doors that looked out over the Tyrrhenian Sea. Vaencia s home in Gaeta, Italy, was
her favorite one. The view over the ocean calmed her. The heat of the sun soothed her.
Lucawas glad for those elements at this moment. Disappointing his mother once again
was not what he had planned.

The sun was setting and at the sight of her lying on her side facing the water, Luca
could appreciate the beautiful woman who was his mother. Her bronzed-brown hair
shimmered in the sunset and her tanned hand draped over the gold-embossed arm of the
chaise. Her nails were impeccably polished and each finger was adorned with audacious
rings. As he walked closer to her, he caught sight of the serpent ring on her thumb. His
stomach immediately clenched. He hated that one. It always left a mark.

The breeze hit him and he smelled the salt and brine of the ocean below. Sheer
golden curtains framed the open doorway nearby and they billowed above her in the
wind. She looked like a painting. Like a Greek goddess. Hell, if that were only true it
would be easier to earn her love. She may have looked like a goddess, but he knew her
true soul was more like Medusa than Hera.

He walked around the chaise and stood directly in front of his mother, blocking her
view of the sea. “| see you are pleased | am not harmed. I’m all warm inside knowing you
care. Where are my cookies and milk?’

Vaencia s narrowed gaze slowly rose. The anger he saw in her eyes should have
made him wince, but he was used to her fury. Used to her blaming him. “Don’t push me,
Luca”

Lucamoved to the side of the chaise, grasped his mother’ s hand and brought it to his
lips. “Oh, | wouldn’t dream of it, Mother.”

She quickly slipped her hand out of his grasp and away from his mouth. “What you
will be dreaming of isaquick death if you fail me again.” Her gaze narrowed. “I want
that girl. She means something to Roderick and | need her.”

Lucaturned toward the open doors and walked out onto the balcony. He looked
down at the white boulders lining the shore and then watched the water crash over them.
“I'll get her for you, Mother.”

“Luca. You are my son. My heir. A part of me.” Valenciafollowed her son onto the
balcony overlooking the ocean. “Y ou will be the salvation of the Valtaif we can just
figure out why the offspring do not survive the birth. Y our seed will bring us success.”

Lucalooked down at VValencia and noticed the fury was gone from her eyes and the
emotion was replaced with something softer. A look he longed for and rarely saw. He
wanted Valenciato love him as ason. Not as the answer to the breeding problem. Luca
clenched hisfistsin frustration, knowing he would never fully gain the motherly love



from Valencia he so craved. “ Christ. Isthat all | am to you? A cock that won't run dry?”’

Valencia pinched the top of Luca s hand and made him flinch at the sting she left
behind. “ There was something about her, Luca. Something special. | sensed she was
human but also something else.” Vaenciaraised her hands and placed them on Luca's
face. “ Something like you.”

Luca’'s eyes widened. “What are you talking about?’

Vaenciasmiled warmly at her son. “She is meant for you, Luca. She was created for
you and now sheis here. | feel it. Y ou have to take her. We need her for you to continue
the Valtic lineage.”

“Luca.” Valencialooked up into her son’s shocked eyes and tried to soothe him.
“Listento me. | know sheislike you. Sheis here for you. Only you. With her, you can
create arace of Valtathat the world will never defeat. Sheisyours. You must go and
clam her. Do you understand?’

Lucawas still stunned at the idea that there would be awoman worthy of him. In
recent years, he had often defied his mother by taking as many Valtic women as he could.
He always made sure to pull out before coming inside them, not wanting to risk any
chance of a pregnancy. Sex had become away of silently challenging his mother’s
influence.

Once he'd tired of Valtic women, he crossed the line and began seducing human
women. Luca started becoming rough with them. Even violent sometimes. He would play
with them like a cat with amouse. He saw women as something to own, something to
fuck.

He had resolved himself to the life he currently lived. Lead the Valtic army, do his
mother’ s bidding, jack off in a plastic tube three times aweek and fuck as many women
as he could find without Vaencia knowing.

Except for the maternal love he felt for Valencia, Luca never considered actually
loving another woman in the way a mate was required to be loved.

He thought about Mina. How she looked. How she acted under hisinfluence. How
she smelled. Felt. Would feel lying under him while he pounded into her, making her
scream.

Lucawould find out. He stiffened with resolve. He would find her and take her away
from Mathias. Take her away from Talon. He would take her.

He opened his eyes and |ooked back over the Tyrrhenian Sea. The sun’s dwindling
light was almost fully extinguished by the black of the night and he could just make out a
lone fishing vessel coming back into port. Luca grinned as his gaze followed the boat
over the water.

“What are you smiling about, Luca?’

“She will be mine, Mother.”

Valenciasmiled at her son. “Yes, Luca. Sheisyours. Now go and get her for me.”

Vaencia had no idea what she was missing until Minawalked into their lives. When
she learned of a constant presence of the Royal Guard in Washington State, she had sent
her own spies to check it out.

For years, she waited and wondered why. Then she received word that Mathias,
general to Roderick, had been spotted escorting a human woman through Staufen. This
same woman had also been shadowed by several other Coteri members while still in the



states and even on the flights to Germany. If Mathias was dedicating his time, she had to
be someone of importance. Protecting her. He had to be doing this on orders from the
king. Which meant this woman was special somehow. Why else would Roderick order
one of hismost powerful generals to protect a human?

Again, Vaencia had no idea until she came face-to-face with Minain the boutique
the day before. When she looked into Mina s eyes, she felt it. Felt the similarity straight
through to her bones. A hybrid. Half human, half Coteri. Once she realized what she was
dealing with, the plan laid itself out in Valencia s mind. Get Minato buy the dress and
then wait. Wait for the zipper to catch her lovely, pale skin to give Valencia the needed
blood sample to prove what she was certain she already knew.

Vaenciacurrently awaited a call from one of her trusted guards stating they had
retrieved the dress from the hotel suite that Mathias and Mina were occupying. If her
original plan had worked and L uca had succeeded, Minawould be there in Italy with
them. But because of Talon and Tremayne, he had failed. Again.



Chapter Seventeen

Mathias made good on his promise to make their night together slow and gentle.
After taking Mina again in her bed, they enjoyed each other in the shower and again on
the couch in the living room. Mathias then carried her to the bedroom and gently placed
her under the sheets. Once he had covered her naked body, she immediately fell asleep.

He had lain down next to her and just studied her face. She had a sprinkle of freckles
going over the bridge of her nose, making her look like alittle girl. Her lips were full and
reddened from their time together. He noticed her mouth moved in her sleep as though
she suckled a baby bottle. Her lips pursing and moving. Her full cheeks were pink and
warm and her eyelashes were black and reached for miles. With her eyes closed, they
actually touched her high cheekbones. He smiled and continued to listen to her sleep. Her
breathing was calm and deep. She was well sated and that pleased him.

He dared not close his eyes because he knew Talon and Tre would want to discuss
what happened. They needed to go over what happened the night before as well as how to
get Mina back to Staufen safely. Now that Mathias knew Luca was involved, he was not
happy with the whole situation. Luca was a nightmare. Crazed. Once he got something in
his head, he didn’t give up until he had it.

He gently dlid out of the bed, leaving Minato her well-needed sleep. Mathias spotted
Talon and Trein the living area as he exited the bedroom, silently closing the door
behind him. He let out along breath as he walked into the kitchen. Things had
irreversibly changed. What now?

Talon and Tre followed Mathias into the small kitchen. Talon stood staring at
Mathias with his hands on his hips. “Coffee,” he demanded.

Talon was not someone to mess with in the morning. To function properly aswell as
not kill anyone looking at him the wrong way, he needed at |east four to five cups of
strong, black coffee to calm him. He hadn’t shaved and there were dark circles under his
eyes from the long night keeping watch. He looked like the walking dead.

“I'll getit, Talon. Go sit down.” Mathias needed time to gather his thoughts.

“Fuck. | need coffee,” Talon grumbled.

Trelaughed as Talon stalked into the living room. “He acts like alittle bitch all day
if he doesn’t get what he wants.”

Talon slowly turned his head and looked back at Tre. “Not another word, ball sack.”

Tre held back a smile and mimicked zipping his lips shut and Talon let the one-
finger salutefly.

“Both of you shut the hell up. I don’t want you clowns waking Mina.” Mathias got
the cups and started pouring. He returned to the living area and handed both men their
coffee. Mathias sat and took a large gulp.

Talon lifted hisfeet to the tablein front of him and reviewed what he knew. “From
what | saw, Mathias, there were about fifteen of those Valtic fuckers circling the opera
house and about five in the main lobby. Out of the five, three were Valencia s personal
guard and one was female. Probably Luca’ s latest plaything. They knew to go after Mina
though. Knew what to watch for. She's atarget now.”

Mathias let out a frustrated breath. “No shit. Now how do we get her back to



Staufen? Any ideas?’

“1 could fly her out,” Tre suggested.

Talon kicked Trein the leg. Hard. *Y ou dumbass. She doesn’t know about us. | think
she’ d pretty much shit ameat axe if she saw you transform and offer her aride.”

“Sorry. Forgot. Shit a meat axe? Ouch.” Tre turned back to Mathias. “Why doesn’t
she know about us but Roderick wants her protected? Isn’t that kind of against what we
do with humans? L et them get close to us?’

Mathias rubbed his hand over his unshaven face. “Yeah, Tre. Itis. I'll just tell you
that Roderick has a special interest in this particular woman, and we have to make sure
she stays safe. That’s al you' re getting right now.”

Talon stood and headed toward the kitchen. “| say we just put her in the car and
drive her back like nothing’s up. We're here to back you up. | can give afew of the guys
acall to scout the way home and set up camp along the route to make sure theroad is
clear. Let’sjust give those Valtic fucks the finger and drive right past them. Quinn and
Seager can take recon. They're good. And fast.”

As he passed by, Mathias held his cup above his head so Talon would get him a
refill. “Y eah. We could do that. Getting her back there isn’t the problem. It’ s leaving her
in town that I’m worried about.” Mathias ran his hand over hisfacein frustration. He
knew Roderick’ s reaction would not be a good one regarding the presence of the Valta,
but it would be nothing compared to what he was going to do once he realized Mina had
been marked. “ Shit. | need to call him and let him in on last night.”

Talon returned from the kitchen and handed the filled cup back to Mathias. “The
boys can stay in town and keep an eye out for her. She'll be fine. There is no fucking way
the Vatawould try to take her out of Roderick’ s backyard. They’re too stupid and not
that good. Call the king and see what he wants us to do.”

Mathias flipped out his phone and dialed Roderick’s private line. This situation was
not something Mathias wanted to report to the king. Not only had he trusted him with his
only child, but allowed Mathias to take her to Munich for what he thought would be a
nice, sight-seeing trip. The excursion had ended up being a complete cluster fuck.

“Roderick. There's news.”

“Well,” the king replied, “from the tone of your voice, it's not good news. Is Mina
safe?’

“Yes, sire. Sheisnow. There was an event last night and Minawas witnessto ...
well, a few nuances of our race.”

“What the hell happened, general? And don’t leave the least detail out or I'll know.”

Theice in Roderick’s voice chilled Mathias to the bone. “ Y es, sire. | accompanied
Minato the operalast evening and there was a kidnap attempt.”

“What,” he roared. “Who the hell touched her?’

Mathias paused and swallowed. He knew what Roderick’ s response would be. He
would want someone' s head on a spike and Mathias prayed it would not be his. He felt
Talon’sand Tre' s stares boring into his back.

“Vaenciaand Luca”

“What! Get her back to me now,” he ordered. “Now, damn it. | haven't even spoken
aword to her yet and that bitch and her son went after her? How did they know about
her?’

“l have noidea, sire. | called in Talon and Tre and they are escorting us back. Quinn



is currently running recon on the roads back to Staufen and Seager is at the hotel awaiting
our arrival. Talon was the one who thwarted the attempt. He should be praised for his
actions.”

“Where the hell were you, general?” Roderick accused. “ She is your responsibility,
Mathias, and you let this happen. Y ou have much to answer for when you return. Just get
her to me now.”

“Yes, sire. How do you want me to handle her questions about Luca and Vaencia?
She'll want answers and she is quite an intelligent woman, Roderick. | don’t think 1’1l be
able to keep her pacified with half-truths.”

“Just tell her enough to satisfy her curiosity until sheisreturned to me. | will tell her
all she wantsto know. Now move, genera. Bring me my little girl. Unharmed.”

“Yes, sire.”

Mathias flipped the phone closed and turned to Talon and Tre. “ Shit, boys. We need
to get going. Call the men and let them know we are on the move and for them to keep
their eyes open.”

Talon immediately straightened and cleared his throat loudly, looking over Mathias's
shoulder. “Good morning, Mina. Did you s—What the fuck is that?’

Mathias turned to see Mina stop short and immediately looked down at herself.
“What's what?’

Jumping from his chair, Mathias quickly realized what Talon had seen. He looked
back toward him. “Fuck. Talon, just wait a minute.”

Talon's eyes shot from Minato Mathias. “You fucking idiot,” he roared. “Y ou
marked her?’

“Taon,” Mathias growled. “Remember who you' re talking to.”

Talon reached over, grasped Mathias by the shirt. Nose-to-nose, heyelled in
Mathias' face. “1 know who I’ m talking to. She's human, you fool. Y ou can’t have her.
Do you know what you’ ve done?’

Torn between the need to protect Mina at all costs and wrenching his friend off him,
Mathias planted his hand against Talon’s chest and fisted his shirt, holding him in place.

Minadove forward and grabbed Talon’s arm. “Let him go, Talon,” she screamed.
“Get off him.”

Without looking at her, Mathias addressed Mina. “Go back into the bedroom, Mina.
I’ll handle this.”

Minastood her ground. “Like hell 1 will! What is going on? What did he see?’

“Back in the room now, Mina,” Mathias barked.

Talon had his hands on Mathias' arms, trying to drag him across the room away from
Mina. “It’s not bad enough that the Valtic bitch tried to take her but now you fucked her?
Areyou insane?’

They were grappling with each other and Mina started to panic. These men were
huge and the damage they could do to each other would be horrifying.

Tre stood and reached for Mina's hand. “Please, Mina. Come with me. Y ou
shouldn’t be here now. Do what the general says.”

Mina pulled her hand away from Tre and leapt toward the two huge, growling men
standing in front of her. They were both shaking with fury, trying to get at each other.
“Let go of him, Talon! What the hell iswrong with you?’ She looked over at Tre then.



“Wait ... he said human. What did he mean I’'m human? And what do you mean general ?
He' sageneral?”

Mathias spoke low and even. “He saw your neck, Mina. | marked you. Something |
shouldn’t have done. Now go back into the bedroom before | lose what little control |
have left. Tre. Get her back in that room. Now.”

Mina planted her feet in the carpet. “I’m not going anywhere until this stops. Let him
go, Taon!”

Tre reached for her again. “Come on, Mina. He' |l explain later. Please.”

“No.” Minashouted and pulled out of Tre's grasp. She moved to grab a hold of
Mathias' arm to pull him away. At that moment, Talon's elbow pushed up while
wrestling positions with Mathias and connected square on Mina' s cheekbone. She went
flying toward the wall.

Minadidn’t come in contact with the wall. She didn’t fall. The impact to her face
didn’t knock her out. It barely registered as painful. What it did do was piss her off. Mina
flew toward the wall but ended up landing in a crouched position facing al three of the
men. She felt the warmth of blood move down her cheek where Talon’s arm had
contacted with bone.

“Oh Jesus,” Talon warned. “Look at her.” He released Mathias, raised his handsin
surrender, and slowly backed away from Mina.

She turned and looked at Mathias and Tre. Her eyes bore down on them. They too
had their hands raised and were stepping back.

Minawatched them. Tracking them. Following their every move. She could hear
their quickened breathing. See the tiny movements of their eyes, feel their erratic
heartbeats. Fury built inside her. Her muscles twitched at the ready. She felt as though
she were ready to strike out at them in a nanosecond.

“Minga, baby. Calm down. It’s all right,” Mathias gently crooned. “It's me, love. Just
stay still.” Mathias stopped moving and slowly dropped to his kneesin front of her. His
hands were still raised and he showed her she wasin charge. “It’s okay, baby. Just stay
cam. I'mall right.”

Mina had no idea what was happening. Unbridled rage boiled inside her. The need to
protect was forefront in her mind. Not to just protect herself but to protect Mathias from
Talon. All of her senses felt heightened. She tasted blood in her mouth. Probably from the
blow she received by accident. That taste fueled her. Driving her anger. In her mind, she
knew Talon hadn’t struck her on purpose, but she was still seething with the need to
strike. To protect.

“Mathias,” Talon spoke lowly. “We have to get her calmed down. She doesn’t know
how to handleit.”

The minute he spoke, Minarose and let out afera growl toward him. She was
furious. Ready to attack.

Mathias raised hisfist in the air to aert the men behind him. “ Shut the fuck up,
Talon, or she’sgoingto rip you apart.”

“She'll try.”

Mathias turned and glared over his shoulder at Talon. “And you would knowingly
strike her?’

Talon lowered his gaze to the floor. “No. | wouldn’t.”



“Then shut the hell up!”

Mathias was in shock looking at her. He was in sheer disbelief. She cocked her head
to the side but continued to keep Talon in her sights. How could this be happening to her?
Did marking her do this?

Mina crouched down, her hands grasping into the plush ivory carpet. Her fingernails
had lengthened into deadly claws. Mathias could see the enhanced musclesin her arms
twitching, getting ready to strike. Blackened stripes started to appear on her skin. Over
her face. He looked into her eyes. He knew her Coteri blood had come to life. Her now-
yellow, dlitted eyes. Her tiger eyes. Golden with brown flecks around the edges. They
were honed in on Talon. Watching his slightest movement. Ready to rip him apart with
the now inch-long canin€e’ s protruding from her mouth. Her pink tongue rolled over her
new gleaming fangs. She was partially transformed. Jesus. She was Coteri.

“Mina, baby. Look at me.” Mathias moved one of his hands toward her. Slowly.
“Mina. Look at me, love. Not him. It’s over. Y ou can calm down now.”

Mina blinked at the sound of his voice. He could still see her chest quickly rising and
falling with her quickened breathing. Her hands were still working the carpet below her.
Fingers fisting the luxurious nap now being shredded beneath her newly formed claws.

Mathias crooned to Mina. “Come on, baby. Come to me.” He wanted to calm her
enough to break her gaze from Talon. If given the chance, she would tear open his throat,
but they had to settle her enough for the transformation to cease and reverse. Her
emotions were overriding her, and she wasn’t used to having her body deceive her this
way.
Minalet out asigh and looked into Mathias' eyes. She immediately softened and lost
her taut stance. She finally sat down and reclined to her side, still looking up at him.
“That’sit, baby. Just lie with me.”

Mathias leaned in and lay down next to her on the floor. She quickly curled into his
chest and closed her eyes. Herolled his head toward the other two men. “ Get the hell out
of here. Now.”

Tre grabbed a hold of Talon’s jacket and pulled him to the door. “ Get movin’,
dickhead.”

AsTalon turned to retreat, he looked back at the scene before him. For once, he
didn’t have aresponse. No smart retort. He just moved back silently and walked out the
door without a word.

* %k % %

A couple of hours later, Mathias walked out of Mina s bedroom to find both Talon
and Tre sitting in the living area once again. This time, there was no friendly banter. No
name calling. Only silence.

He had sat in that bedroom with Minawatching her. Waiting to see how long the
transformation back to her human form took. It hadn’t taken long after she had passed
out. Her breathing had been erratic for awhile, but once she wasin a deep sleep, she
relaxed and her body returned to normal.

Jesus, how was he supposed to explain what had happened? She had absolutely no
idea of the existence of their race. Now to find out she was a part of it would blow her
mind to pieces. The night before, he had gained her trust. Shown her how he felt about
her. How much she meant to him. That he didn’t want to ever let her go. Now that trust



and emotion would be put to the test when she remembered what her body had done.
How it had betrayed every one of her beliefsin the human race. How she had been
betrayed by her father, her mother, and ultimately, him.

He had just found her. Taken her as his. Made the decision that he wanted no one
else. Marked her as his mate. He had waited decades for a mate and now hewasin
danger of losing her because of her special ability that no one could or would explain to
her.

Mathias sat and ran his hands through his hair and sighed heavily. “ Go ahead, Taon.
I’ll give you five minutes to say whatever you have to say. But know this, after your five
minutes are up, you won'’t say another word about Minato me again. Y ou feel me?’

Talon didn’t move from thewall. “| feel you, general.”

“Then you better start talking because the clock is ticking.”

Talon walked toward Mathias and stood in front of him. “Y ou broke the law,
genera. Y ou touched a human woman with sexual intent. Y ou subjected her to our ways
and to our culture. By law, | should remove you from your rank and take you into
custody.”

Mathias raised his head and looked Talon in the eyes. “ Are you?’

Talon sighed, pulled out achair and straddled it. “Look, Mathias. Y ou may be
general of the Royal Army but we have been friends for decades. | consider you a brother
and you know it. But what you did ... what you did was wrong. Even now, after seeing
what happened when her emotions took over, you had no way of knowing she had Coteri
blood. Why? Why did you do it? Take her. Mark her.”

Mathias dropped his head again and sighed. “| have no fucking clue, brother. |
couldn’t control myself. | couldn’t fucking control it. All she did wastouch me and | was
lost. Like the damn woman was inside my head. Now all | can think about is keeping my
mate safe. Protecting her.”

Raising his handsin disbelief, Talon glared back at Mathias. “A mate? Areyou
high? Y ou have had more women than both Tre and | can count and never once did you
mark any of them. Y ou never even considered it. They were a scratch to your itch.
Nothing else. Why her, Mathias? What makes her so damn special? We risked our
damned lives for her and we deserve some answers. So cut the shit and let it loose. What
exactly is she to the king?’

Mathias stood and walked to the windows, giving Talon his back. The sun was high
in the sky. It should have been adifferent kind of day. One where that beautiful woman
in the next room could wake up in his arms and snuggle close. One where there was no
law preventing him from being with her. One where no one was after her. So much for
that kind of day.

Mathias didn’t want to answer Talon. What he felt for Minawas none of his fucking
business. He just knew she had become a part of him in avery short time and he was
ready to give up everything to just be with her. If the king wanted to kill him, so beit. He
would leave the military and find something else to support them. Hell, they could move
back to Washington and he could enter into society there. Making sure she was safe for
therest of her life. Making alife together. Making babies.

“You can't have her, Mathias. It’ s forbidden.”

Mathias tensed at Talon’s statement and fought to keep his voice calm and even.
“She’' s mine. No one takes her from me. Y ou saw what happened. She's not completely



human. That means the law doesn’t have anything to do with this. She’s mine, Talon. Just
try and take her.”

“Jesus, Mathias. Y ou can’'t have her. This girl obviously means something to
Roderick. He'll kill you. Now quit stalling and spill it. Why did he have you guarding
her?” Talon walked to stand beside Mathias. “1 picked it up last night when she got out of
the car at the opera house. There was something different about her. It just felt like
something was off. | didn’t sense it before but right then, | knew.”

Mathias ran his fingers through his hair. He turned and Tre was standing by the
couch with his hands on his hips staring him down. “ Spill it, Mathias.”

“Fine, you fucks. She’'s Roderick’s half-breed daughter. Not only is he going to dlice
my throat for putting her in danger, but to top this shit off, he’s gonna castrate me for
marking her. I’'m afucking dead man walking. Happy now?’

Both Talon and Tre were silent. A new first. They both stood there, just staring back
at Mathias.

Tre walked to the couch and sat. “ A half breed? The king himself broke Coteri law
and bred with ahuman?’ He turned toward Mathias and looked him dead in the eye.
“Minaisthe Roya Princess of the Coteri and you just marked her.” Shaking his head,
Tre continue. “Oh, you are fucked all right.”

Talon let out alow whistle. “Holy shit, Mathias. Y ou are so fucking dead.”

Mathias rolled his eyes. “Yathink? Y our perception sometimes amazes me, Talon.”

“You dtill can’t have her, Mathias. She's royalty and you know how that goes.”

Mathias turned back and looked at Talon again. Fierce and determined. “ She's mine.
No matter what Roderick says or does. Y our five minutes are almost up, Talon. Anything
else?

Talon stood and walked to Mathias' side. “Y eah, there is. Go take care of her. She's
awake. | can hear her moving around. We'll be out here calling the boys and making the
plan. Y ou got some explaining to do, brother.”

* % *x %

Minastood in front of the mirror in the bathroom, staring at her neck. Jesus. This
was one hell of ahickie. She remembered the little pink freckled circles on her neck like
when she was in high school. Not this monstrosity. There were even teeth marks. Had he
bitten her? She didn’t remember. All she remembered was about six incredibly explosive
orgasms the night before.

“Holy shit,” Minamuttered to herself while running her fingers over the bruised
flesh. “How the hell didn’t | feel this?’

She then looked at the bruise that was slowly turning red and purple on her cheek.
She knew Talon didn’t strike her on purpose. What was killing her was not knowing what
had happened next. She just remembered getting hit and then waking up in her bed alone.
Why the hell were they fighting? Talon had reacted to seeing her neck, but what was the
big deal? The mark was just a hickie and they were both two consenting adults. So what
if she and Mathias had done the nasty the night before. It was the best sex she had ever
experienced and she felt satisfied. Loved.

Was sheredlly loved? Did this man, one she just met afew days ago, really have the
feelings for her that he professed last night? He had not said the word “love” but his
endearments for her made her believe he felt something more than just physical. And the



wonderful part was she too felt something more. Something substantial and new to her.
Shefelt true affection. A connection with a man. Someone who started to mean a great
deal to her.

But how could this be happening? It had only been afew days. Could people develop
arelationship this quickly? Hell, she didn’t know. She had never had one before. She
knew people who professed love at first sight really did exist. Maybe it does, but she just
never allowed herself to find it. Was this love? It was sure stronger than she had ever
thought she would feel about someone else. Even before they made love, he was
constantly on her mind. Since the night she sensed him in the forest, he had been the
center of her world. And amazingly enough, she liked it. Her chest constricted. Jesus,
what the hell was wrong with her?

Before he said aword, she knew he was there. She could smell him. His scent hit her
the minute he walked into the room. Her mouth actually watered at the idea of seeing
him. She felt herself tingle and her nipples hardened in anticipation. Mina knew Mathias
was hear. She turned and faced the doorway of the bathroom and waited for him to come
into view. He rounded the corner and looked her dead in the eyes when he came forward.
He dlid his hands around her neck and into her hair, bringing her to him for along, hard
kiss.

“Areyou al right, love?’

Minadlid her hands around his waist and pulled him closer. “I’m okay. Just
confused.” She reached up and placed a soft kiss on hislips. “What happened? Why were
the three of you fighting?’

Mathias reached behind himself and grasped one of Mina s hands. “Come over and
sit down. We need to talk.”

Minatimidly walked behind him. Her defenses slowly started to rise. “All right. You
start.”

Mathias sat Mina on the bed and pulled a side chair next to the bed to face her.
“Mina. There are some things that need to be straightened out before we see your father.
Y ou need to understand what happened this morning. And last night.”

Great. He regretted what they’ d done last night. She felt the blood run out of her
face. Wonderful. Just what she needed. A guilt-filled lover. The onetimein her life she
lays her trust in someone and he is going to throw it back at her. She felt herself start to
put up the walls, trying to protect what little ego she had left. Damn. She was really
starting to like the feelings she had for him. She liked the warm, snug feeling this
morning when she woke up after anight filled with lovemaking. Her body was blissfully
sore and she could still feel him with her. On her. Inside her. She wanted to hold on to
that. She wanted more. She wanted him and now he was going to throw her away.

“Yeah ... um ... what did Talon mean when he said you couldn’t have me because |
was human? What the hell was that?’

“Taon shouldn’t have said that in front of you. And yes, that will be one of the
things | explain. First, | want you to tell me what you remember about this morning. Can
you do that for me?’

Mina crossed her legs on the bed and leaned forward. “Um. Sure. There’ s not much,
though. | guess | blacked out when Talon accidentally hit me. | remember coming out of
the bedroom and him freaking out about the hickie you gave me. Then the two of you
grabbed each other in a testosterone-induced fit and he accidentally smacked me. | woke



up afew minutes ago and washed my face. Then you camein. That’sit.”

“Mina, that was seven hours ago. Y ou have been out most of the day.”

Minafelt a shockwave run through her. “W-what?’

“Seven hours ago. Y ou’ ve been asleep since this morning. | et you sleep because
your body needed to rest. Something has happened to you, love, and | need to explain it.”
Mina started to get worried. She felt the nervous lump in her stomach and throat.
What she wouldn’t do for a Valium right now. Her hand went to her throat in panic.

“What’ s happened to me, Mathias?’

Mathias let out along sigh and dropped his head into his hands. “I' m going to start at
the beginning, Mina. I’'m going to tell you the story of your father and of your heritage.
I’m going to say things you will find extremely hard to believe, but you need to just
listen. Just listen. Then you can ask me whatever you like. Just trust me.” He looked up
and met her gaze. A wrinkle grew between his brows. “1 would never say or do anything
to hurt you. Do you believe me?’

“Let me have a cigarette.”

“No.”

“Just one and then you can have my undivided attention. | am freaking out here,
Mathias. Y ou make it sound asif | have some kind of hereditary disease or something. |
need to calm down. Just let me have one.” She waved her hand toward the side of the
room. “1’ll go out on the balcony.”

“No,” His hand gripped hers. “Y ou cannot leave my side. Ever. That’s just one of the
things | have to explain.”

Minawas completely taken aback by hisreply. “Wait aminute, Mathias. Ever? |
can't ever leave your side? What the hell is that supposed to mean? And you can go to
hell if you tell me | can’t have a cigarette now because you just blew that one, buddy.

Y ou're scaring the hell out of me.”

Minawalked over to her crumpled-up backpack in the corner of the room and dug
out her stash. Cigarette in hand, she stepped over to the balcony, opened the doors, and lit
up.

“Mina... thisisthelast time | alow you to do this to yourself. Understand?’

Allow?

Squinting, Minatook along drag. “Y es, master. | understand.”

Mathias sighed. “At least stand to the side. | don’t want you in full view.”

Minaturned and looked at him. “Full view of what?’

“Mina. Do you not remember what happened last night? Lucatried to take you from
me. | won't let that happen again.”

Sick to death of not knowing what was happening, Minatook afina drag, flicked the
cigarette over the balcony and walked back to Mathias. “Fine. Will you please tell me
what you need to tell me? Like who isthis Luca guy and why would he want to take me?
Who is he to me? I’m getting alittle scared, Mathias.”

Mathias reached out and brought Mina close, hugging her to his chest. “Do you
know how much you mean to me? | would never let anything happen to you again. |
swear to you. Now why don’t you go take a shower and get dressed? Once you are
comfortable, I'll tell you everything.”

Mina squeezed into his protective embrace and closed her eyes. Dear god, he felt
good. Warm and strong. She inhaled his scent and tried to relax. Her walls were dropping



down again. Thank god. She should call Chloe. Mina needed her touchstone. The one
person who could put anything into perspective.

Mathias released his hold and Mina walked over and grabbed her purse. “I'll just go
shower and get dressed. Get me a coffee?’

“Whatever you like, love. I'll be right back.”

She liked his term of endearment for her. Love. Did he mean it? Did he feel it? With
asmile, she walked into the lush bathroom to shower and dress. Suddenly, thinking about
loving him was easy. In such a short time, this man had gotten under her skin. Broken
down her shields. Earned her limited trust. What was next? She still had to meet with
Roderick. Her heart raced. Jesus. She would soon be standing in front of the enigmathat
was her father.

Minablew out a breath. She would deal with that when it happened. Now she wanted
answers. Why did she feel this way? Why did she pass out for seven hours? Why were he
and Talon fighting? Was Mathias being truthful about his feelings?

Even though these questions swam inside her head, making her dizzy with
confusion, she still felt a sort of calm wash over her. Her senses seemed heightened. Her
connection to Mathias strong and vibrant and seeming to be on another level altogether.
Asif they were bound by both mind and body. He would take care of her. She felt that
inside her skin. She knew he would protect her and make sure she reached her father
safely. She laughed at that thought. Never had she placed her life in someone else’s
hands. Never had she allowed a man to mean this much. Why this man? Why now?



Chapter Eighteen

Minadiaed Chloe s cell number and was directed to her voice mail. Her fingers
tightened around the phone. Shit. “Hey, Clo. Still in Munich, but some weird shit is going
down. Some guy named Lucatried to kidnap me at the operalast night. Why, | have no
freaking clue, but I’ m getting a little scared here. Mathias and Taon kept me safe, but
why the hell would someone want to take me? What is my father into?’ She leaned a
shoulder against the wall. “On alighter note, | had the best sex imaginable with my hot
bodyguard. Dear god it was earth-shattering. Y ou should see the hickie he left on me. |
even let him see me naked.” She chuckled. “Damn it, | wish you were here. I’ m going to
meet my father in the morning. Should be interesting. He has alot of explaining to do.
I’m alittle scared, Clo. | know I’'m rambling on and on, but so much has happened and |
really need you. Call me back, okay? Love you.”

Mina closed her phone and held it to her chest. Chloe was probably out starting her
new life without her. Great. New job. New friends. New life. One without Mina. Oddly
enough, she didn’'t feel as hollow as she had in the past when thinking about Chloe
leaving. Maybe she had found some needed strength in the last couple of days being on
her own. Maybe this trip was the best thing she could have done. Maybe that man in the
other room would be her saving grace. Maybe. If shelet him.

Mina showered, dressed and walked out into the living area. Both Talon and Tre
were talking on their phones, pacing the room. When Talon saw her, he halted and stared
into her eyes with obvious apology. She could immediately tell he was sorry for what had
happened and she felt for him. Even though he was a giant of aman, Mina sensed Talon
had a heart of gold. He appeared to be this menacing biker dude with a permanent scowl,
but she had seen another side of him. A caring side. She knew he would be a good friend
if she alowed him to be. Minawalked to his side, leaned up, gave him awarm kiss on the
cheek and smiled into his eyes. He bowed his head in acceptance and continued his
conversation about the tedious trip home. He was forgiven.

*

Watching the exchange, Mathias stood in the kitchen doorway. It was apparent Talon
was taken with Minain the way he almost smiled at her. He was proud of Minafor
absolving Talon of hisactions but he didn’t like the kiss. She shouldn’t be touching
another male. Ever. He would have to explain this fact to her now that she was his mate.
He was not one to tol erate anyone touching what was his. Watching her walk tentatively
toward him, he silently hoped she would be accepting of hiswishes. Minawasn't exactly
what he would call obedient. But that was one thing he was thankful for. He wanted her
just the way she was.

She looked beautiful. Almost as beautiful as she had the night before, lying
underneath him, moaning his name in her climax. Her hair was long and curling down
her back. A black sweater hugged her voluptuous breasts and the designer jeans accented
the seductive curve of her ass. The clothing she had purchased the day before
complimented her lush curves and the heeled boots from V ersace were the cherry on top.
He desperately wanted her again, but he had to tamp down the arousal. He needed to
explain what had happened and give her some answers.



Mathias was a bit nervous playing this role. He had expected this part of the reveal to
be done by Roderick. Telling Mina of her heritage and how it was going to affect her was
the king’ s responsibility. Now, because Mathias had marked her, claimed her, Luca had
tried to take her and she had partially transformed, he needed her to understand the
urgency of the situation and why they needed to get her back to Staufen safely.

She reached for him and wrapped her arms around his middle, pressing herself close.
Mathias leaned down and covered her mouth with his. Softly. Slowly. He wanted to savor
the moment before he had to reveal everything. He wasn’t sure how she would react and
this may be the last time she would allow him to touch her.

Slowly she returned his kiss, winding her fingersin hishair and pulling him closer.
She was so soft. So delectable. He wanted to take her again and again. Wanted to feel her
wrapped around him. Feelings of love and adoration rushed through his brain as she
continued to kiss him. His chest constricted with his emotions. This kiss was quickly
turning him into the animal he was. A low grow! built in his chest. His blood hammered
through his body and he inhaled her scent.

He could smell her arousal and he became more and more wanton. He knew Mina
was wet for him. Her middle rubbed against his now fully erect cock and he could till
feel the ecstasy of being inside her. Taking her slow and then hard and fast. She had liked
them both. Screaming his name and climaxing all around him. Her soft core tightening
like avise, milking him dry. He had never felt that much sensation with any other
woman.

Shewashis.

Mathias heard a loud cough from the living area and he reluctantly released Mina
from their kiss. Talon stood with his hands on his hips watching the entire exchange.

“General, | think you need to have your conversation now. Quinn ison hisway and
Seager is staying in town to case the hotel for our return. We don’t have much time.”

Minamet Mathias' gaze. Her eyes were glazed over with arousal, but there was
something else. A pang of fear. He knew she needed information, but he also knew she
was scared of what she would hear.

Mathias grabbed her hand and headed to the bedroom. He closed the door behind
them and led her to the bed. She removed her boots and crawled to the center of the
mattress, crossing her legsin front of her. Readying herself for the great reveal.

He sat in the same chair he had occupied for most of the day while watching her
sleep. Reaching out, he took one of her hands and brought it to his mouth.

“Mina | need you to just listen. Reserve judgment. Open your mind and just listen to
me. Can you do that?’

Mina quickly nodded her head in agreement.

“Remember, love. | wouldn’t risk you for anything, and | don’t want to frighten you
in any way. Some of the things | say will be unbelievable. Just know that | am telling you
the truth and that you mean a great deal to me. Do you believe me?’

Mina cocked her head to the side and gave Mathias a dlight smile. “Y ou know,
Mathias, | actually do. Now just tell me what | need to know.”

He kissed her hand again and then placed it back in her lap. “Good. Just remember
that.”

Mathias leaned back in the chair and took along, slow breath, readying himself.
Preparing himself to freak the holy hell out of Mina, because he was completely sure she



would jump up and run screaming for the door before he finished.

“Now I'm not what you would call a scholar on the subject, but | will do my best.
Islawould be much better for thisand | am sure your father has already planned on the
two of you meeting.”

Seeing the confusion in her eyes, Mathias quickly clarified. “Islais what you would
call an academic. A researcher. A historian. She knows all thereis to know about our
heritage and will be a great resource once we have returned to the palace.”

“Palace? What do you mean palace, Mathias?’

“Shit. Okay. Just let me start at the beginning, all right? | promise I'll try and answer
all of your questions. Just let me get through this and we will go from there.”

“All right. Go ahead.”

Rubbing his hands down his face, Mathias let out one last breath and began
explaining to Mina where she came from.

“First of al, our race is called the Coteri. We have been in existence for centuries
and our purpose is to keep peace between nature and man. In order to do that, we exist in
both the human as well as the animal world.” Noticing her brows coming together at his
use of the word human, Mathias reached out and placed his hand on hers. “Mina, our race
is not completely human. We embody certain attributes of the animal world which makes
us... wdl ... special.”

At the last word, Mina sucked in a breath. “Oh holy hell.”

“Now let me continue, Mina. We have the ability to harness certain characteristics of
animals such as sight, smell, strength and shape. We can shape shift, Mina. Using our
emotions, we shift into certain animals. Few of us have a choice as to what animal
category we can shift to. Some shift to only certain mammals while others can shift to
both mammal aswell as bird form. Mina? Are you listening to me?’

“Um ... listen, Mathias.” Her voice trembled. “| appreciate your level of imagination
and all, but I think | need to get back to my hotel in Staufen now. Why don’t you let go of
my hand and I'll just grab my bag. Okay?’ Mina started to slide off the bed.

Mathias blocked her attempt to leave.

“Mina. Please. Y ou agreed to hear me out. | warned you some of thethings 1’ d say
would be unbelievable, but please ... let me finish. | swear to you | am not deceiving you
inany way.”

“Mathias. Let go of my hand. Now.”

He was losing her. He felt her erect her defenses against him. She was closing him
off. Shutting him out. She thought he was insane and she had every right to. He was
sitting there telling her he could shape shift. Something she was probably only aware of
through watching horror movies. Of course she thought he was insane. He couldn’t lose
her. He wouldn't lose her, but he also couldn’t force her to believe him. She wastoo
strong for that.

He reluctantly let her go.

*

Mina swiftly scooted off the bed, quickly pulled on her boots and grabbed her bag.
She turned to look at Mathias. Jesus. She'd just had the most amazing sex ever with a
complete nutball. And to make matters worse, she had allowed herself to have feelings
for said nutball. Actually pictured herself being with him. Had even thought of stayingin
Germany to get to know him better and see what happened between them. Well, so much



for that little dream.

Mina opened the bedroom door and tried to make a quick getaway. Unfortunately,
she till had to get past two very large men blocking her path to the only door that led out.
Shit!

Talon uncrossed hislegs and quickly stood. “Well, that was fast.”
Mina hurriedly walked around Talon and headed for the door. “Not fast enough for
me.”

Mathias came out of the bedroom and barked, “ Stop her. Mina, you're not going
anywhere until you hear me out.”

In what seemed like a microsecond, Tre suddenly appeared in front of the door with
a shoulder leaning on the jamb. “ Sorry, Mina. The general saysyou stay.”

Minawhirled and stared Mathias down. Her temper rose along with her fear. “Who
the fuck are you people, anyway? Y ou can’t make me stay here, Mathias! Y ou are out of
your ever-loving mind if you think | will believe anything else that comes out of that
mouth of yours. How could you say the beautiful things you did to me last night, then
feed me this crazy story only hours later? I’m not stupid, Mathias! Now call off the dogs
and let me out of here.”

Talon smirked over his shoulder at Mathias. “Y ou told her we were dogs? What the
fuck, genera?’

“Not now, Talon.”

“Fine.” Turning back to Mina, Talon gave her awicked smile. “But just to set the
record straight, Mina, I'm abird man myself. I've never liked the idea of licking my own
balls, but Tre over there, has a pretty good reach, if you know what | mean. Don’t cha,
Scooby?’

Tre shot Talon the finger. “Fuck you, man. Y ou wish you could do what | do.”

Mina covered her face with her hands and stomped her boot into the carpet. “Oh,
Jesus. You too? You are al fucking nuts. At least | didn’t sleep with all of you.”

With that statement, Mathias roared, “Y ou will never sleep with another man aslong
as| draw breath, Mina. Never. Do you understand?’

“1 understand you and your puppies here are out of your skulls, and I am not staying
here aminute longer.” Her breaths came out in short bursts. This couldn’t be happening.
None of thiswas true.

Talon turned back to Mathias and lifted afinger to his own face. “Did she just call
me a puppy?’

“Shut up, Taon!” Mina and Mathias shouted in unison.

Mathias stalked toward the door. “Mina, you' re not going anywhere until you hear
me out. Y ou promised you would listen and, by god, you will listen.”

She was turned now, facing the door and trying to get past Tre. Like therewas a
chance in hell that was going to happen. Mathias shouted, “Mina, look at me.”

Minaturned. “Let. Me. Go.”

Within seconds, Mathias transformed right in front of her. She watched as his skin
began to disappear, only to be replaced with dark fur. His eyes, no longer the gorgeous
green she had longingly stared into the night before but now shifting to a golden hue. His
beautiful body contorting and changing. She heard the popping of his bones as he
changed shape and size to accommodate his new form. Once al movement stopped, she
looked at the shape that was |eft behind. There hewasin al hisglory. The black cat from



her hotel room staring her in the eye.

Mina gasped. “Holy Mother of God.”

Shefelt her legs buckle and before she realized it, a strong set of arms lifted her and
moved away from the cat now sitting where her lover once stood. Never taking her eyes
off the animal, she was placed on the couch where she shifted her body over the back
cushions to watch the black feline start to stalk toward her.

The cat wound its body around the corner of the sofa and hopped onto her lap. Mina
let out aloud yelp and brought up her hands to protect herself.

Talon’s hand gently moved over her knee. “He won't hurt you, Mina, but there was
no other way you would listen.”

The cat leaned down to Talon’s hand still on Mina, bared his small pointed teeth and
hissed.

“Oh, sorry, Mathias.” Talon quickly removed his hand and stood over Mina.
“Believe him, Mina. The fact you exist will only bring our races closer together. Listen to
him. Please.”

Minalooked down at the large black cat sitting on her legs. He was staring right back
with his golden eyes. Thiswasn’t real. No fucking way. They must have drugged her or
something. This couldn’t be happening. She shook uncontrollably and her mouth was
bone dry from her shortness of breath. She scooted up the couch and ran her hands
through her hair. The damn cat was just sitting there, staring, with hislong tail waving
behind him.

“You were in my hotel room, weren’t you?’

It raised its small paw and patted her belly.

“Y ou watched me get undressed, didn’t you?’

His dark, shiny head dropped as he laid his ears back, appearing guilty.

“Holy shit,” Minawhispered to hersalf. “This can’t be happening. Thisisn't rea.”

“It'svery real, Mina,” Talon whispered next to her. “We're all very real.”

Minaturned and looked at Talon standing next to the sofa. “Y ou’ re this way too?”’

Talon gave her asmall smile. “Well, not exactly that way. | usually choose a more
manly type of animal. Never akitty cat.”

The black cat on her lap let out alow hiss.

Minalooked back at the cat. Hell, it wasn't acat. It was him. She felt asif she had
just dropped down the rabbit hole and there was no way of escaping. What the hell had
she gotten herself into? Shewas aredlist. She didn’t believein al of this hocus pocus
shit. Thiskind of stuff only happened in dreams. Fantasies. Really good romance novels.
Not in the real world.

Taon laid his hand gently on her shoulder, breaking the spell. “Come on, Mina.
Let’s get you back into the bedroom, and Mathias will tell you what you need to know for
now. Islawill take care of the rest.

Mina absently stood and the cat—M athias—hopped down to the carpet in front of
her. Talon turned toward the bedroom and pulled her along with him. And please don’t
cal meadog again.” His head nodded sideto side. “It’sinsulting.”

Mina and Talon followed Mathias/the cat into her bedroom. She sat on the bed and
watched Talon walk out.

“Remember, Mathias, make it quick. We don’t have much time and Roderick is
waiting.”



Talon shut the door, leaving Mina alone with what she till could not believe was
Mathias. A man who had turned himself into a cat and snuck his way into her hotel room
in Staufen. The same man who had apparently slept on her chest as a black cat. The same
black cat that apparently was really her lover who was not human but some race she
never knew existed. Mina needed to wake up. This had to be adream. Thingslike this
just didn’t happen to normal people. Well, she wasn’t exactly normal, but she had aways
thought she was at least a human being.

She rubbed her shaking hands along her jeans and wondered what to do. What to say.
Thiswasn’'t amoment that had a particular theme to it. She knew how to handle a
“morning after” moment, a*“whoops—my boob is showing” moment, but a“my lover is
a shape shifter” moment was not one she was too familiar with. And after all that had
happened in the last hour, Mina found herself wondering where Mathias' clothes went
when he shifted. And wasn’t that a hell of athing to think about at atime like this.

In answer to her question, she watched as Mathias' body began to contort and stretch
back into his human form—fully dressed. If it hadn’t happened right in front of her, she
would never have believed it. She kept her gaze on him as he reached out to take her
hand. Instinctively, she bolted off the bed to the other side of the room.

“No. Don’t,” Mathias pleaded. “Don’t run from me, Mina.”

His voice softened. “Please don’t be scared of me, Mina. I’m the same man who
spent the entire night loving you. Loving your body. The same man who wants you. Will
always want you. Nothing has changed. | have never wanted awoman as much as | want
you. | don’t want to lose you. Not after all of this.”

Mina stared back, wide-eyed and flushed from fright. “What are you?’

“1 am Coteri. Asyou are.”

“l can't do that.” Her arm waved at his body. “I’m not like you.”

“Yesyou are, Mina. Your father is our king. The ruler of our race. He and your
mother had a relationship together. A forbidden union. We are not allowed to take a
human as a mate, so when your father impregnated your mother, he broke one of our
most sacred laws. Y ou are his daughter, Mina. Part of him. Part Coteri. Y ou can do this.”
He paused and then looked down at the floor. *Y ou have done this.”

Mina stepped back, placing her hand on the wall to keep upright. Dizziness had
wracked her head at the thought of being something other than human. “What? The hell |
have. | think | would remember turning into an animal, Mathias.”

“No, Mina. You have. This morning when Talon grabbed me. Y ou feared for my
safety, and you allowed your emotions to take over. Y our body transformed. Y ou became
your strongest, most comforting Coteri form. A tiger.”

She turned toward him again and put her hands on her hips. “ So if emotion can
change me, then why am | not on all fours right now?’ She waved her hand along the
length of her body. “Because | am completely freaked out right now and nothing is
happening.”

Mathias walked toward her, but Mina put up her hands to stop him. He obeyed her
command and stood where he was. “It doesn’t work that way, Mina. Y ou are aware of
your emotion right now, but you have no idea how to control the transformation. What
happened this morning was instinct. Y ou thought | was in danger so you transformed to
protect me, knowing you couldn’t stop Taon in your human form. Mina, please. Just sit
and let me explain. We don’t have much time. Y our father iswaiting for you and the



Valtaare on our heels. Please.”

A singletear tracked down her face. In amost a whisper, Mina asked Mathias, “Does
it hurt? You know ... to change?’

“No. It doesn’t hurt, Mina.”

“1 should be telling you how freaking nuts you are and trying my damndest to get the
hell out of here, but | told you | would listen so | guess | will.” She wrapped her arms
around her middle. “That little show out thereis also a pretty good reason why I’ m till
here. There’ s no arguing with that. But please tell me one thing. Is what happened
between us real or was that just something you thought would be an added bonus?’

Mathias slowly walked toward Mina, reaching for her. “You and | are very red,
Mina. Nothing | said to you was fake. | meant every word. Every kiss. Please let me hold
you, Mina. Let me feel you again.”

Minaremained unmoving. Amazingly, she still wanted him. She still felt her blood
stir when he was close to her. He had made his mark on her and she wanted to be his.
Mina slowly nodded her head.

Closing the gap between them, Mathias ran his fingers through her glorious hair and
lightly pressed hislipsto hers. They both kept their eyes open, watching each other. He
ran the tip of histongue over her lower lip, drawing it in his mouth where he gently
suckled it. Minalet out alow moan as he let go of her lip. “Let mein, baby.”

Mina surrendered. She couldn’t take it. Just one touch from him sent her into flames.
She had just watched this man change into a cat right in front of her and suddenly al she
could think was that they had way too many clothes on at the moment. Why was her
brain not working? She had a good head on her shoulders. A smart woman. She had
graduated with a 3.6 GPA. Never had she allowed a man to cloud her judgment. Rule her
mind. But that was exactly what Mathias was doing. Breaking down her walls with his
mouth. His hands. His wonderful words of endearment.

Finally, her eyes closed and she let go of her fear. Her body melted into his and she
released herself into his hands. He kissed her deep and long. Her body tingled in response
to his touch as though he owned her. She didn’t want to walk away from this man. He
had a hold on her both physically aswell as emotionally. Never had she experienced this
before. Never had she given herself freely and openly. She was scared out of her mind.
For reasons unknown to her right now, she somehow knew he would take care of her.
Make sure she was safe.

Mathias ended their kiss and just smply held her, his hand on the back of her head
pushing her cheek into his chest. She could hear his rapid heartbeat and knew he was as
scared as she was. She closed her eyes and just felt him hold her. Tight. Close.

Minasniffed and rolled her head to look up at Mathias. “So, I’m not human?’

“Mina. You are half Coteri. A beautiful race who comes from nature. One who holds
avery important position in the survival of the human race. Y ou should be proud to be a
part of it, but | realize you still need a better understanding. Let me try to explain a bit
more, all right?’

Minanodded and allowed Mathias to lead her to one of the high-backed chairs
against the far wall of the bedroom. Once seated, he began at the beginning. Explaining
that the Coteri race came into existence centuries ago, and since then they had kept their
presence a secret from the human race. For obvious reasons, they took great strides to not
be discovered, but yet lived within the human society to remain informed of the world's



events and challenges. They made sure they could do everything in their power to assist
with the betterment of man and nature.

Hetold of Valenciaand her defection from the Coteri decades before and her
formation of the Valtic army. The Valta wanted to rule over rather than live amongst the
humans and it had then become the Coteri’ s charge to protect them against Vaenciaand
her plan for domination over the world and its human inhabitants. In detail, Mathias a so
explained the evilness of Luca and his treatment of women over the past years. Using
them as playthings as well as trying to breed with them to create a new race to defeat the
Coteri army. He described Luca s special ability for mind control and how he had gotten
Minato come with him so easily.

As Mathias continued to enlighten Mina on her heritage, she sat in stunned silence. It
was like aterrifying fairytale. Her father was a king. She had the ability to transform into
animal form. She wasn’t human. She was special. Jesus.

Mathias also informed her of recent kidnappings and explained why the Coteri was
on high alert. Their warriors and scouts were all over the world trying to stop the Valta
from taking young women and using them as incubators for impregnation. This was why
it was so important to get her back to Roderick safely. If Valencia knew of her real
heritage, Minawould be target number one and the entire Valtic army would be after her.
Mina held the key as to how their race could breed with the humans and Mathias would
do everything in his power to protect her.

Hetold her of his status as a genera here in Germany and his relationship with
Roderick after his own father had passed away. Roderick had taken him in and treated
him as a son and Mathias was |loyal to the bone. Minaraised her hand and touched her
neck, wondering about the significance of the mark. Mathias covered her hand with his.
“Yes. He will want to kill me for this, but you are mine, Mina. No oneistaking you from
me.”

Mina closed her eyes and lowered her head. “How can you say something like that?
We' ve only known each other for afew days. How can you be so sure?’

Mathias placed afinger under her chin and raised her head. “ Since the moment | saw
you in that forest, | have wanted you. | have never wanted another woman as | have you.
Never felt as strongly before. | don’t know what it isand | really don’'t care. All | know is
that | never want to lose you. You are mine.”

Minalooked into his beautiful green eyes and got lost in them. She felt exactly the
same about him. He had invaded her mind the second he spoke. He was al she could
think about. She wanted him so badly she ached with need. And that scared her to death.
But she was in no way ready to share her feelings with Mathias. She needed some
semblance of protection and independence. She wasn’t ready to put her heart on the line
only to get hurt.

Millions of questions swam through Mina s mind about her mother, about Roderick,
and obviously about her own feglings for Mathias. She was starting to go crazy. She
desperately needed Chloe.

A light knock at the door brought Mina back to redlity. “What isit?’ Mathias
snapped.

Talon entered the room. “ Time to go, general. The boys have cleared the way and
right now there are no obstacles. We need to get her out of here.”

“Fine. Give usten minutes.”



Mathias stood and pulled Minato his chest. “Come on, baby. Let’s get you packed
SO we can get you back to the palace.” He placed a short kiss on her forehead and led her
across the room to the closet. They packed her thingsin silence.

After everything was in order, she turned to look at the room once again. The room
where they had made love. The room where she had given her trust and possibly her heart
to this man. The room where she learned her life had been alie from day one. Where she
learned she was not completely human. The room that changed her life forever.

Mina noticed the gown from last night draped over the trunk at the end of the bed.
She walked over and pulled it off. “Shouldn’t we take this?’

Mathias smiled. “ Considering | ripped the straps | would say it has no further use. If
you like, we can aways buy you another.”

Mina placed it back on the trunk. “Maybe one of the cleaning ladies could sell the
fabric or something. Maybe help them out. I'll just leave it here.” She ran a hand down
the beautiful chiffon one more time. She had been Mina Roarke in that dress the night
before. Just plain old Mina, ex-insurance adjuster, currently twenty pounds overweight,
missing her best friend and her dead mother. Now she was Mina Roarke, Coteri-hybrid,
walking into only god knows what. Minalooked at the ceiling and silently prayed.
Thanks Mom. Appreciate the heads up on all of this. I’'m “specia” al right.



Chapter Nineteen

Thirty minutes later, Mina was speeding down the highway with Mathias behind the
wheel of the McLaren. Talon and Tre were following in alarge black Mercedes SUV.
What had she gotten herself into?

All she had wanted was a few answers after her mother’ s death. Maybe a little
adventure and the opportunity to gain some independence, since Chloe was obviously
starting a new chapter in her life and leaving Mina on her own. No way had she ever
figured she would wake up this morning, after sharing a night of incredible sex with a
man who could shape shift and a kidnapping attempt by another shape shifter who could
control minds. Not to mention that apparently she had partially transformed herself.
Mathias said she had morphed to atiger form. Her eyes had gone gold, her teeth
elongated into fangs, claws had erupted from her fingertips and her skin had become
striped with black markings. Conveniently, she could remember none of that episode, so
she was forced to take the word of three men she had just recently met and who were
currently apart of her non-human king father’s army.

Her mind started pounding with the weight of al the questions she still had. Why
had she not transformed earlier in her life? Plenty of timesin the past she had allowed
emotion to rule her actions. Mina had always been a very passionate and strong-willed
woman. When she had something to say, she usually said it. Damn the consequences, but
she would not sit idly by and be weak. Her mother had inadvertently helped mold Mina
into the woman she was today—tough, strong and independent. Y et since her mother’s
death, Mina had felt anything but those things.

Up until now.

Mina looked down at her hands and wondered how claws could have come out of her
skin and there wasn’'t amark on her now. She rubbed her finger across her teeth and tried
to imagine just how big they’d grown. A tiger. Why had it been atiger? She loved tigers
and had always felt sorry for them when she saw them at the zoo. They were too
powerful to sit in an enclosed area. They needed to be in the jungle where they belonged
and not in some zoo with fake boulders and a false waterfall. The more Mina thought
about it, the cooler she thought the situation was. A tiger. A strong, ferocious animal that
ruled its domain. All of thiswas just too incredible to believe. Ridiculous actually. But if
she was going to survive this with her sanity intact, she needed to be open-minded
enough to listen.

Now sitting in the plush |leather seat next to Mathias, speeding down the wooded
road toward Staufen, all she could wonder was what he thought. What did he want? Was
he serious when he said she was his? Why had he said the monstrous hickie on her neck
was hisway of claiming her and what did that mean? She squeezed her thighs together,
feeling the tingling between them at the memory of his mouth on her. Why was she
getting aroused just thinking about him kissing her? Hell.

Mina looked out the passenger window, hoping to hide her current state. The
intensity of her feelings for this man scared the hell out of her.

Mathias placed a hand on her thigh. “Areyou al right, Mina?’

She startled at his touch. The heat could be felt through her jeans. “Yeah. I'm fine,



considering what’ s going on.”

“We'll be back at the palace in afew hours so just try and relax. Nothing will happen
toyou.”

Minaturned in her seat and faced him. With everything going crazy around her, she
was amazed at herself that all she could think about was touching the man sitting next to
her. He had just said they were heading to a palace and her father was a king. She should
be freaked out beyond belief, but right now all she craved was him. She wanted to drink
him in. Wrap herself around him. Smell his scent on her skin. Feel him moving between
her legs as he made love to her again and again. Her whole body ached for him. What
was it between them that made her hunger so strongly? She felt out of control regarding
Mathias. All of the questions she had suddenly disappeared. All but one. Could she
actualy love this man? Was that truly possible so soon?

She covered his hand and laced her fingers with his. “It’s pretty hard to relax with
your hand on my thigh, Mathias.”

His fingers gripped into the flesh of her denim-covered leg.

Mina saw the flexing of hisjaw as he clenched down. Bingo. He wanted her just as
much as she wanted him. Her stomach started to churn with desire. Minalooked at the
speedometer and saw the car was going around ninety-five miles per hour. Too fast for
her to do what she wanted to do. Even though the idea of reaching over, unzipping
Mathias' pants and taking him deeply into her mouth was exhilarating, she didn’t want to
end up wrapped around one of the gorgeous evergreen trees that lined the road if he lost
control of the half-million-dollar car.

So instead, Mina thought about asking some more questions. Nothing like getting a
man to talk about himself to learn something about him. “How long have you been
ranked agenera?’

“Two years.”

“What does it entail 7’

His grip relaxed on the steering wheel. “I am head of the Royal Army herein
Germany, and | handle all of the security for your father and for the palace. | also oversee
the training and placement of the younger soldiers.”

“How did you get the job?”’

Mathias chuckled. “It’snot a‘job’ per say, but something | have wanted for a
lifetime. My father was friends with yours. | grew up at the king’ s feet and he took a
liking to me. Since my father was a part of Roderick’s council, | was always around. One
day, your father walked through the halls of the palace and he saw me arguing with a girl.
At thetime, | was very young, but | had also just witnessed her kissing another boy. | was
so angry, | started yelling and flailing my arms all around her. Roderick saw the whole
thing and came forward to intervene. He sent the girl on her way and then took meto his
private study. | was so scared | thought | was going to shake right out of my clothes. He
told meto sit in agiant leather chair placed right in front of his huge desk and then
admonished me for al of the things | had done wrong in that situation.”

Minainterrupted, one eyebrow rising. “Y ou mean my father counseled you on how
to treat awoman? How ironic.”

“Mina. Y our father worshiped your mother. It’s not my place to tell you of their
relationship, but you need to talk to him about it. Remember, Mina, there are certain
details you'll learn about the Coteri. There are rules we don’t question or rebel against.”



Mathias squeezed Mina s thigh again. “But, there are certain people who can make us do
both of those things. Uncontrollably and very willingly.”

Minalooked at his hand on her leg and then back up to his beautiful face. His eyes
said it all. He had broken one of thoserules ... for her. “Mathias, | want to know all about
you and the Coteri, but you have to understand how difficult thisisfor me. | mean, come
on. Finding out I’'m not completely human is something | never thought | would hear.
And now I’'m thinking about things I’ ve never imagined | would even consider. I’'m just a
little out of my element, and | really need Chloe with me right now.”

He stole aglance. “Why Chloe?’

“She’'smy best friend, Mathias. The one person who | can count on. The one person
who | know will aways be there for me.”

“1 will always be there for you, Mina.”

Her heart clenched at his words. Mina closed her eyes and squeezed Mathias' hand.
“1’m beginning to believe you, Mathias. And that is very hard for meto say. I’ ve never
believed in aman before. I’ ve never allowed myself to.

“1 saw how my mother was at certain times of the year and more often at night while
she was alone. Or thought she was alone. She would just stand at the window and stare
out over the water, alook of utter despair on her face. She tried to hide that part of herself
from me, but even asayoung girl | knew she thought of my father and the love she lost. |
vowed to never let aman gain that kind of control of my heart. And | never did. All these
years, | have never had a serious relationship with aman and I’ ve never regretted it. | got
what | wanted and then walked away, heart intact. And then you walked up to mein the
middle of the forest and all that changed.”

Minareached over and wove her hand through Mathias' long, dark hair. “1‘m not
sure exactly what I'm feeling right now. All | know is| don’t want to be away from you.
| want to be with you.” Her voice lowered to a husky purr. “I want you.”

At her admission, Mathias slowed the car, veered to the shoulder of the road and
stopped. He quickly picked up his phone and dialed. “Everything' s fine, Talon. Hang
back for aminute.” He turned to face Mina and gently cupped her face with hislarge
hands. “Mina. You're mine. | want you too, and | won’t share you with anyone.
Understand?’

He threaded his hands in her hair and brought her mouth to his. The kiss was soft and
passionate. She felt her body melt at his touch and let out a soft moan. He opened his
mouth on hers and dlid histongue inside to touch hers ever so softly. Minaran her hands
inside his leather jacket and felt the warmth of his body. She clutched the material of his
swesater and pulled him closer. The kiss had started out slow and loving, but it quickly
turned into something stronger. Mathias' breathing quickened and he was trying to pull
her closer to him. The gearshift was in the way and he grunted in frustration. “Damn
sports car.”

He leaned over the center console and lifted Mina as closely as possible. Continuing
the devouring kiss, his hands roamed down her arms and over her breasts. Breaking the
kiss, Mina s head dropped back. “God, | want you, Mathias.”

Shefelt hislips on her neck and she closed her eyes, reveling in his touch. His
tongue traced the mark he' d left on her the night before, sending shivers through her
entire body. She turned her head, allowing him access, and was rewarded with alow
grow! of satisfaction from him.



Mina brought her fingers down to the hem of his sweater and delved underneath to
feel his soft, heated skin. Just as she began to slide them up his taught stomach, Mathias
gripped her wrists, effectively stopping her sensual assault.

“We have an audience, baby. | think we need to put this on hold until we get you
back to the hotel.”

Breathing heavily and with her eyes still closed, Mina whispered, “What audience?
It'sjust you and me, Mathias.”

Mathias raised his head from her neck and pointed out the back windshield with his
thumb over his shoulder. “Tre and Talon are getting afull show, chére. We need to get to
the hotel.”

“1 thought you were taking me straight to Roderick.”

Mathias growled lowly. “Not when | want inside you this badly. We can stop off at
the hotel for you to change, and of course, let me make love to you thoroughly. Then 1’1l
take you to your father.”

Mina hesitated then lifted her gaze to Mathias. “Isthere love in the Coteri culture?’

His brows furrowed in confusion. “What do you mean, Mina?’

“Do the Coteri fall in love and get married?’

Mathias smiled and lightly kissed her forehead, the bridge of her nose, her cheeks,
her chin. “A relationship between a Coteri male and female isfor life. Once they mate
and mark each other, nothing can separate them.”

Mina s hand went to the bruise on her neck. “Is that what you did to me? Mark me?”’

Mathias looked into Mina seyes. “Yes, love. That'swhat | did.”

She looked down at his neck. “And | should mark you if | want you too. Right?’

“Since you are not full Coteri, I’'m not really the right person to ask. That will be
something for Islato answer.”

Shelooked at Mathias' eyes, dark with desire. She ran her hands over his face.
Learning every line and curve. Hislipswere full and still wet from her kiss. She ran her
thumb over hislower lip and she felt her heart in her chest. Her blood surged through her
veins and her skin prickled with excitement. She slowly smiled. “Good. But maybe we
can do some experimenting on our own?’

Mathias' gaze grew even darker as he palmed the back of her neck. “Oh, yeah. I'm
all for that, love.” He pulled her toward him for a blistering kiss that ended much too
quick. “Let’s get back to your hotel.”

* %k % %

Lucalay in alounge chair out on the deck of his home soaking in the sun. The ocean
beat against the rocks below and was slowly lulling him into a stupor when Gino walked
in with asmall package. “It’s here, Luca. Where do you want it?’

Without moving, Lucaresponded, “In the study, Gino. I'll deal with it later. What
about the other item | asked for? Isit here aswell?’

Gino moved and stood at Luca' s side, blocking the sun to his already tanned body.
“Yes. That oneis currently waiting in your bedroom. Should | make other
arrangements?’

Lucaturned his head and faced Gino. “No. That'll be al. Now get out of my light.”

Without replying, Gino retreated back into the house.

Luca smiled dightly. He had what his mother wanted and a prize to boot. Mina's



dress was now in his study. Evidence of her DNA was on the zipper, thanks to the small,
sharp catch Vaencia had sewn into the lining. And after abit of investigation on the part
of the scientists they held, they would know what she was. As an added bonus, a helpless
young human brunette was currently tied to his bed for his afternoon amusement.

Life was good.

* % * %

The drive to the hotel seemed to take an eternity. All Mina thought about was
running her hands and mouth all over Mathias' body and giving him the same pleasure he
had given her the night before.

When they finally pulled up in front of her hotel, there was an extremely large man
looming out front. Mathias stopped the car directly in front of him and instructed Minato
remain inside. No problem. She knew what was going on and she didn’t want to take any
chances.

After afew minutestalking to Tre, Talon, and the other giant standing outside,
Mathias finally opened the car door and extended his hand to help Mina.

Once on the street, Talon immediately came behind her and stood very close. His
size amost enveloped her. She looked up at him from over her shoulder and he gave her
alittle wink. “Get used to it, little one. Thisis my post when you're out in public.”

She flashed him asmile. “It's okay, Talon. If | wanted anyone at my back, it would
be you.”

Talon bowed his head, looking a bit embarrassed at her statement. Did he actually
blush?

“You know, Talon, the more I’'m around you, the more I’ m absolutely sure you
would be perfect for Chloe.”

Talon almost stumbled backward at her statement. “Who?’

Minafelt abit shocked at his physical response to her statement. “Y ou know ... my
girlfriend, Chloe? Remember | told you about her when we were at the hotel bar in
Munich? Y ou would be perfect for her. Y ou wouldn’t scare her in the least.”

Talon put his hands on his hips and stared down at Mina. “Now what’ s that supposed
to mean?’

Mina smacked him teasingly on hisarm. “Don’t get so defensive, Talon. | meant
because you're so big. Chloe has had her share of big men and that’s how she likes
them.” Mina gave him a quick wink.

Talon's eyes darkened. “Her share, huh? Maybe | would like awoman with a bit less
experience?’

Minalaughed. “Hell, Talon. Once you saw her, you’ d change your mind. All men
want her. She's a gorgeous redhead with akiller bod and she’s smart asawhip. You'd
love her.”

Before Taon could respond, Mathias reached out and grabbed Mina’' s hand and
tugged her to his side. He walked her to the man who had been standing in front when
they arrived. “Mina, thisis another one of my soldiers, Seager.”

She looked up, way up, in order to meet the man’s gaze. Sudden recognition hit her.
This was the same man who had been on the plane with her from Heathrow to Munich.
The same beautiful man who had hel ped the older woman to her seat after she had spilled
coffee dl over Mina. Her mouth opened to speak but nothing came out.



Seager smiled down at her. “Yes, Mina. It'sme.” He lowered his head in asmall
bow. “It’s nice to formally meet you.”

All Mina could do was nod in response. She let her gaze travel over him once again.
Long dark hair, tanned skin and a gorgeous face that looked to be from American Indian
descent.

Jesus. Were all Coteri men this beautiful? Chloeredly, really needed to be here. It
would be like watching her at one of the semi-annual Victoria's Secret sales. Wild-eyed
and crazed to grab what she wanted.

Mathias opened the hotel door and Seager walked in before them.

Minafollowed and the rest of the men came in behind her.

Seager gave Mathias his report. “ The building is secure, general. | have two men on
the roof and afew others on the rooftops around the hotel. | will remain at the front of the
hotel and Tre can take the rear.”

Talon chuckled. “Yeah. Tre likes taking the rear.”

Tre took aquick swipe at Talon but missed. “Will you just fuck off, Talon?’
Ignoring them, Mathias clasped Seager on the shoulder. “Nice work. Now, Mina
needs to get cleaned up and packed. Then we'll take her to Roderick.” He looked over at
Talon. “Grab her bags, follow us up and keep watch in the hall. We'll be ready in afew

minutes.”

The men did asinstructed and Mathias guided Mina up the small staircaseto her
room. Once there, he unlocked the door and went in before her. He motioned her to
remain with Talon and he began checking every corner of her room. Once he was
satisfied, he held out his hand to her and smiled.

Her stomach went into knots as she placed her hand in his and walked into the room.
She still didn’'t quite know what to think of this entire situation. She had only just arrived
in Germany and now she was about to give herself over to a man she had only known for
afew days. But looking into his eyes, she knew she would be safe. There was something
between them. She didn’t know how to explain it. But as she walked into his embrace,
she knew she didn’t care. She wanted this man. And for possibly the first timein her life,
she would let her emotional walls crumble and let him take her...body and soul.



Chapter Twenty

The door to the hotel room snicked shut and Minafelt nervous now that they were
alone again. Like avirgin on prom night. She wasn’t afraid of him, but there was
something else eating at her. Looking at him now, she saw atall, beautiful, loving and
menacing man who was sowly moving his hands up and down her back while squeezing
her in his embrace. But what would he feel tomorrow? Would he still want her? Would it
always be like this? Always hungry and adoring? Loving and devoted? She didn’t know
and that scared the shit out of her.

This entire situation was filled with action and intrigue. In only afew days, she had
experienced one hell of a shopping trip, the opera and a kidnapping attempt. She learned
her father was the king of a race who was not completely human. She had actually
transformed into an animal and watched her lover do the same. There was no way what
they had together could survive the mundane of regular life. Everything between them
was fueled by action and excitement. Mina knew how that worked. People relied upon
each other in life-threatening situations, and their emotions were heightened to the point
of saying and doing things they wouldn’t normally do. But when reality was thrown into
the mix—Ilike getting up early for work or grocery shopping—the proverbial honeymoon
was over and they were never the same.

Mina had never done this before. Never wanted to be with just one man. Being with
Mathias meant she would have to let him inside, and that had always been a place Mina
guarded with everything she had. Watching her mother live every day of her life without
the man she loved had been pain enough for Mina. There was no way in hell she could
allow herself to be placed in the same position with Mathias. She was on a precipice and
needed to make a decision. She wanted him, but did he really feel the same?

She looked up into Mathias’ eyes and studied his face intently. What was he thinking
right now? Was he truly meant for her, or was he just bullshitting her with the mated-
mark thing just to get her into bed again? She hoped for option one.

Mina slowly backed away from his embrace and crossed her arms over her chest.
Her gaze went to the floor in front of her and she let out along breath. “Isthisreal,
Mathias?’

Minalooked up and wondered how she was going to get through this without getting
hurt. She was already in too deep. Her voice trembled now. “All of this between us.” She
motioned between them with her hands. “Iswhat you feel real, or isit just areaction to
the circumstances we're facing?’

Mathias closed his eyes and sighed. “Why would you think that, Mina? He walked
toward her and placed his hand on her face, tipping her head back to look into her eyes.
“Everything I’ve said to you isreal. All of the protection | have given you is hot because
| was ordered to or the circumstances we're facing. It’s because of what | feel for you.
Because of what you mean to me.”

She felt his thumb brush over her lower lip. “Y ou’ re mine, Mina, and nothing will
change that. Nothing will ever happen to you aslong as|’m alive.”

His thumb brushed over the mark he had left on her neck. “1 know you don’t
understand the ramifications of this mark but know this—it’s not given lightly. It'snot a



whim that came from a night of passion. It was given to you freely and with complete
devation. | have never once thought about marking another woman, and | will never
touch another in desire for aslong as | breathe. | know you don’t understand right now.
But once you speak with Roderick, | hope you will come to trust what | am saying to you.
You arewhat | want. All | want.”

Minaremoved his hands from her face and walked toward the small dressing tablein
the corner of her room, needing the space. “Y ou think that now, Mathias, but when all of
thisis over and life goes back to normal, whatever that means for the Coteri, you' |l think
differently. I'm not like you. | wasn't raised with the knowledge of the Coteri. I'm my
own person. For Christ sake, my mother was right. I’'m special and | hateit. | always
have, but at least now | understand why she always used that vile word to describe me.
Hybrid would have been just too harsh.” Minathrew her purse on the floor and stripped
out of her coat. She looked back at Mathias. He stood in the middle of the room with his
fistsat his side, his chin down and his eyes dark. He didn’t look happy at all. Even angry
he was beautiful. Her heart was breaking. “| can’t do this, Mathias. | just can’t. | want
you desperately, but | just don’t know how to do this.” A single tear rolled down her
cheek and dripped onto the wood floor. “I’m scared.”

Mathias closed the distance she’ d put between them. He put his finger under her chin
and lifted her face to his. “I’ve never done this either, Mina, and I’ m just as scared as you
are. | don't know how this works, but we can figure it out together. | know nothing of
what it’ s like to be in the human world, and I’'m sure there’ salot for me to learn. Just as
there is much for you to learn about your Coteri heritage. Let’s just agreeto learn
together. To stay together. To be together. That’s al I’m asking right now. Just open up
and let yourself fedl. Trust what your heart istelling you. Trust me.” He lowered his head
and kissed her softly on thelips. “Trust me, Mina. I'm scared too but | want you. Only
you.” He kissed her again, longer and deeper thistime.

Minafelt her body go weak with need for him. She returned his kiss and wove her
hands into his hair. Shetrailed her lips down his neck and lightly sucked. She wasn't sure
how or when to mark him, but she still wasn’t ready to do it. From what Mathias had told
her, doing that would be like slipping aring on hisfinger. She just needed to take this one
step at atime.

Mathias dlid his hands underneath Mina's sweater and ran them up her ribs, cupping
the underside of her breasts. “Mina. | need you, chére.”

Minalet out a soft moan against his mouth and pulled his head back to look at him.
She panted heavily and her hands held tightly in hislong hair. She looked directly into
his darkened eyes and another tear fell down her cheek. “Please don't hurt me, Mathias.
Please. | don’t know if | could handleit.”

“You are apart of me, Mina. | would never hurt you. Just trust me.”

She continued to ook into his eyes. Trying to silently find areason to walk away
from him. To save herself the obvious grief and pain this man would cause if he were
playing her. Tears continued to flow down her cheeks as she studied him. She had never
cried like thisin front of anyone except Chloe.

God, Minaneeded her right now. She felt her stomach tighten at the need to see her
best friend. Chloe would know what to say. What to do. And Minawould trust her. Trust
what Chloe would tell her to do. But Chloe wasn’t here and Mina hadn’t spoken to her
for the last two days. The decision was now only Mina's. What should she do?



Everything she saw in Mathias eyes, his mannerisms, his way of being around her,
the way he loved her, screamed to trust him. To be with him. But her head wouldn't let
her bring down the walls even if her heart were willing. She had to make a decision. And
she had to do it al on her own. Should she stay hard and guarded, or should she jump at
the chance of having something wonderful ... even if just for a short while? She took a
leap of faith.

“Kissme, Mathias.” With their mouths fused, Mathias slowly moved them toward
the bed.

Minapulled Mathias' coat from his shoulders and reached for his sweater when he
stopped her. “Lay back, Mina. Let me undress you. | want to see you.”

Mina stopped her groping and lowered her hands. She took afew steps backward
until the backs of her legs hit the bed. She sat and scooted to the middle of the mattress.
She pulled her hair up off her neck and lay back on the bed.

He smiled and walked toward her. She laid trust in him and he was overjoyed with
her gesture. He reached down and removed her boots. Her jeans were next and then her
sweater. She lay in front of him like ajuicy offering to the gods. He wanted to just divein
but knew he should take histime. Thiswould likely be the last time they would be able to
be alone without the wrath of Roderick over their heads, and Mathias wanted to enjoy it.
Wanted to savor it.

Mina s breasts spilled out of the top of her bra. When she raised one of her knees and
spread her legs wide for him, he felt his mouth go dry. No matter what view she had of
her own appearance, he would always remember what she looked like now. Soft, warm
and completely gorgeous. His.

Mathias stepped back and began to undress. He reached over his head and grabbed
his sweater. He slowly pulled the leather from the loops on his pants and let it drop to the
floor. His zipper was next and he noticed Mina starting to move on the mattress.

She squirmed and writhed with need, and again he smiled at her response. She
wanted him as much as he wanted her. He dropped his pants and bent down to remove his
boots at the same time. When he stood, he was completely naked.

Mina s gaze immediately traveled down his broad chest to his engorged cock, now
standing at attention against his stomach. She licked her lower lip and then brought it
between her teeth. That little movement made him crazy. Flexing hisfingers, Mathias
crawled onto the bed and positioned himself over her.

She opened her legs to cradle his body to hers. Minalinked her ankles over his lower
back and rose to rub against his erection. “Make love to me, Mathias.” She lapped at his
neck, ending with awet kiss behind his |eft ear. “Nice and slow.”

With alow growl, Mathias leaned down and kissed her. She moaned with need and
moved her hips against him again, driving him mad. He reached down and placed his
hand over her breast, playing with her already extended nipple. He pinched and rolled it
between his fingers, making Mina groan with approval. “Y ou like that, baby?’

“God yes, Mathias. | want more.”

Mathias reached up, pulled the straps of her bra over her shoulders and freed her
breasts from the confining cups of fabric. He immediately took her nipple into hiswarm
mouth and flicked it with histongue.

Mina cried out and wove her fingersinto his hair, holding him in place. He released



her breast, hislips traveling down her abdomen. He rolled his tongue in her navel, and at
the same time ran his hands down the inside of her thighs. He grabbed her panties and
slowly pulled them down her legs.

Mathias rose to his knees and sat back on his heels. After pulling her panties from
her feet, he looked down at her. Face flushed, hair covering the pillow, body writhing
seductively on the mattress, almost begging him to touch her. She looked as wild as any
animal he had encountered. And she was al his. His gaze traveled down her body and
when he saw the wetness pooling between her legs, he couldn’t control his need to touch
her. He used his thumbs to gently spread her open for him. “ So wet for me.” Not able to
wait another moment, he leaned down dlipped histongue inside her. “ So sweet.” He
whispered.

Minalet out alow groan. “God, Mathias ... please.”

Her hips rose to meet his mouth. An offering given freely and he took it. His tongue
massaged her clit while he thrust two fingersinside her body, €eliciting a scream from
deep within her chest. Her body bucked and moved over the bed, but Mathias stayed with
her, working her into afrenzy. He couldn’t get enough of her. She was al over him and
he wanted more.

Rising, Mathias placed Mina s ankle on his shoulder and moved the other around his
hip, opening her to his gaze. He looked down and watched as he worked a third finger
inside her and moved with deliberate sSlowness. As she tightened around him, he twisted
his hand and curled hisfingersinside, sending her over the edge.

Mathias felt Mina s body stiffen and her screams echoed off the walls around them.
Heimmediately replaced his hand with his mouth, catching her release on histongue,
reveling in her taste. This was what he wanted for the rest of hislife. Thiswoman, at his
mercy, melting under him.

Mathias slowly moved his mouth away and rose over her body to look down at her.
A singletear fell from her eye and rolled into her hair.

“1 think I'min love with you, Mathias.”

Mathias sucked in a breath and waited for her to deny what she had just said. Waited
for an excuse as to why she would refuse to go with her gut and continue to keep him at
an emotional distance. He waited. She didn’t deny it. Didn’t refute her statement. She just
kept looking up at him. Another tear fell from her eye and rolled into her hair.

Mathias leaned down and licked the salty moisture from her face. “1 certainly hope
so because I’'m never leaving your side.”

Mina actualy smiled up at him.

Shocked at the turn of events, he was afraid to say anything to cause her to change
her mind. As another tear tracked down her face, she pulled him down for along and
passionate kiss. He loved the way she kissed him. So hungry, but slow and full of desire.
Asif shewas putting all of her emotion in that single moment.

Mina pulled her mouth from his and looked upward at him with a coquettish grin.
“My turn.”

At that, Mina pushed against his chest and used her legs to turn him to his back.

He let out a surprised grunt. “What the hell, Mina?’

She saw the shock in hisface and laughed. “I took kick boxing and MMA classes
back at home with Chloe.”



Mathias crinkled hisface in confusion. “MMA?’

Mina leaned down and licked his neck. “I’ll explain later.”

She continued to lick and suck at his neck while letting her hands roam over his
expansive chest. She moved her mouth over his already hard nipple and sucked.

Mathias wove his hands in her hair and groaned in approval.

Mina continued down his chest with her tongue and loved the way he moved
underneath her. Mathias moved his hands to her shoulders and gently pushed her down,
letting her know what he wanted.

She leaned up and looked down at him. His size was impressive and she wondered if
she could successfully do all of the things she wanted to do, but quickly decided she
didn't care if she did. She just wanted him in her mouth. Tasting him. She looked up and
saw he watched her as she had watched him. She gave him a seductive smile and leaned
down to lick thetip of his cock with her tongue.

Mathias stiffened underneath her and sucked in his breath in anticipation.

Mina smiled again and moved her tongue underneath the broad head, sliding down
his shaft, around the base, then moved back up. Feeling every inch of his hard length.
One of her hands encircled the base of his cock, the other caressed his balls while she
teased the small dlit at the head.

Mathias let his head drop back and groaned. “ God, Mina, you' re killing me.”

Minalightly chuckled and sucked him completely into her mouth. She wrapped her
tongue around him and moved her mouth down to the root of his shaft. She kept him
there, moving her mouth in circles, so the head of his cock pressed against the back of her
throat. She no more got him where she wanted him when he reached down and pulled her
up over him.

“Enough,” he growled and flipped her onto her back.

Mathias hooked her legs over hisarms and lifted her hips high. With one stroke, he
buried himself inside her. They both cried out at his entry.

Mina clenched herself around his cock, feeling the size and length of him. He threw
his head back and pulled out of her. She groaned in protest and Mathias thrust back
inside, moving her up the mattress and bumping her head on the wooden headboard.

She continued to watch him as he looked down where they were joined. Hisfingers
found her extended clit and began massaging her. If he kept doing what he was doing, she
wasn't going to last much longer. She felt another orgasm creep up on her and her skin
began to tingle. Looking up, she pleaded, “Don’t stop, Mathias. Y ou’ re making me come
again. | need to come again. Please.”

He looked down at her, his hair falling down his face, asingle bead of sweat running
down histemple. “Come for me, Mina. Now. Come for me again.”

Mina’'s body gave in and she was racked with the convulsions of another monstrous
orgasm. How did he do this to her with just the sound of his voice? She screamed out and
ran her fingernails down his back, scoring his skin.

Mathias quickly pulled out of Mina’'s body and flipped her over onto her stomach.
He reached around her hips and brought them up, so she was on her hands and knees. He
leaned over her body and wrapped his arms under her breasts and spoke softly in her ear.
“Mina.”

Minawas till recovering from her climax, so she was softly limp in hisarms.

“Yes?



“Lean up and hold on to the headboard for me, baby.”

She reached for the headboard, wrapped her fingers over the edge and poked her rear
out toward Mathias, letting him know she wanted more.

He moved behind her, dlid his cock over her clit and her slick opening. Teasing her.
Finally, positioning himself at her opening, he leaned over her and laced his handsin her
hair. Pulling her head back on his chest, he looked down at her and thrust forcefully
inside. “You belong to me, Mina. You're mine.”

Minalet out ashrill cry. “Yes.”

He began pumping inside her and moving his hands over the front of her body,
teasing and fondling. He hooked his arms under hers and placed his hands on her
shoulders, holding her in place. He continued thrusting hard behind her and growling out
her name.

His chest moved against her back and she felt his coarse chest hair rubbing against
her skin. She felt him coming close to his climax. He grew larger inside her and the
pressure she felt started to take her over. “Oh god, Mathias, do it. Do it now!”

His thrusts quickened and his mouth came over her neck. She felt his body stiffen
and then his teeth sank into her skin.

Mina cried out and reached her hands over her head to cradle Mathias to her neck.
She felt no pain. Only pleasure as her own climax slowly rolled over her. She clutched at
him, milking him and a thought entered her head. She and Mathias had never discussed
protection during sex. Well, too late now.

She bent her head down against the headboard.

He slowly released his mouth from her skin, licking and soothing as he moved over
her. He laid her down on her side and wrapped his leg over her while till holding her in
his arms. His hand moved to her hair and he began playing with along curl. “As much as
| would like to just fall asleep with you in my arms, we need to get moving. Roderick is
probably frantic with worry.”

Minadidn't move. She just wanted to feel him behind her. Holding her safe. “I
know.” She sighed.

She immediately felt a presence and she bolted up.

Mathias followed her and enclosed her with hisarms. “It’sjust Talon. You'll learn to
read the difference after you' ve worked at it for awhile.”

Minaturned and looked at Mathias. “What do you mean I' [l learn the difference?
What did | just feel ?”

Mathias moved a curl away from her face and smiled. “Y ou're starting to feel what |
feel and vice versa. The more we are together, the closer we become emotionally. The
marking binds us together in more than just a physical way, Mina. We'll eventually be
able to feel each other without touching.”

Minalet her gaze fall to his chest. “When you say ‘eventually’ you mean when |
mark you. Right?’

“When you take my blood into your body, yes.”

Mathias wove his fingersinto her hair and played with her curls.

“You mean what | felt was Talon out in the hall?’

“Yes. Heis pacing now and completely annoyed. He thinks we' re taking too long,
but | really think he's jealous.”

Mina looked back up to him. “ Jealous? Why?’



Mathias sat up, pulled the quilt off the floor and wrapped it around Mina' s body.
“Talon has been alone for avery long time, Mina. As have . He sees me with you and |
think it angers him a bit. He wants his life to remain the same, but at the same time, he
craves apartner. A mate. He just doesn’t know how to handle it, but eventually he'll
figureit out.”

Mathias climbed off the bed and dragged Mina with him. “Now get cleaned up and
changed, chére. We need to go.”

Mina smiled up a him. She actually felt happy. Content. “All right. Give me about
twenty minutes and I'll be ready. Where will you be?’

Mathias had already started to dress. “I’m going out to talk with Talon and the others
to make sure all is secure and we're straight on the plan to get you back to the palace.
You stay right here, and I' [l be back in twenty. Okay?’

“All right. I'll be right here waiting.”

Mathis pulled on his sweater. “1’ll be right outside, Mina, so let me know if you need
anything. Twenty minutes and we're out of here.”

“Okay.”

He leaned down and planted a hard kiss on her lips.

She tried to get him to give her more than akiss, but he smiled and backed up
instead.

“Don’'t get me started, woman. We need to leave. Get cleaned up and I'll be back.”

Minawatched him walk through the door and close it tightly behind him. She hadn’t
even realized Talon would be in the hall the entire time and she blushed at the thought of
him hearing their lovemaking. Oh well. As Mathias said, Talon was a big boy and he
could deal with it.

Her clothes were strewn all over the floor, but she wanted to at least ook presentable
for her meeting with Roderick. She needed something nice but also something that made
her feel strong. Since her luggage till had not yet arrived, she walked over to the
shopping bags Talon had carried up earlier and dumped them on top of the rumpled bed.
Surveying her choices, Mina grabbed a pair of jeans, a thick, mocha brown sweater and
some killer Versace brown boots.

She quickly started the shower and cleaned her hair and body as fast as she could. In
marathon time, she put on a bit of makeup, dried her curls and got dressed. Now that she
was done getting ready, the realization of the moment hit her. She was about to meet her
father. The man who haunted Juliafor most of her life. Mina s stomach turned into a knot
and she bent over. Jesus. How was she going to do this?

Minalooked over at her purse. She needed a cigarette to calm her nerves. Just one
wouldn’'t hurt and she would sit on the window sill and blow it outside so Mathias
wouldn’t know. She quickly grabbed the pack she had stowed at the bottom of her bag
and opened the window. She threw her leg over the edge and put her head outside. The
chilled air made her teeth chatter. She lit the cigarette and took along drag. Ahh. Heaven.

Minalooked around her and saw the awesome beauty of this small town. Everything
was so gorgeous. The buildings, the forest, the old castle ruins at the top of the hill. She
realy did like it here. Minatook another drag and noticed alarge bird circling above. She
exhaled the smoke and focused on the bird moving lower and lower. Mina assumed it
was Tre or someone from Mathias' guard, so she continued to watch the animal circle. As
it drew closer, sherealized it was an extremely large falcon. She smiled and watched the



large wings flap in the wind. He was gorgeous.

Minafinished the cigarette and put it out on the bottom of her boot. She swung her
leg back in and looked out one more time at the falcon. Still smiling, she noticed he came
toward her in avery fast dive. She moved out of the way while the bird swooped into her
room. She backed up against the wall and watched him perch himself on the footboard of
the bed. Mina began walking toward him when all of the sudden her stomach twisted.
Something was wrong.

The falcon didn’t move, but in the next instant the bird was surrounded by blue
flames. They were dancing around hislarge, feathered body but never touched him. The
old footboard was engulfed and the flames quickly jumped to the sheets and clothing.
The room was rapidly being swallowed by the inferno.

Minawas still backed against the wall trying to escape the heat of the flames when
she saw the falcon shift and change into amale form. Jesus. The bird was Luca.

Mina opened her mouth to yell for Mathias.

Luca dove toward her, placing his hand around her throat and slamming her against
thewall. “He can’t have you, Mina. Mother said you were only for me.”

Her eyes widened in revulsion. On instinct, Mina moved and hit Lucain the nose
with the heel of her hand. His head snapped back and she felt his bone crack.

“Bitch!”

The door burst open and Mathias was blocked by the blue flames. Mina could see the
panic in his eyes and she charged toward him, not caring of the heat that seared her skin.

Lucalunged and wound his arm around her throat, pulling her against him,
effectively shielding himself from both Mathias and Talon. “1 don’t think so, Mina.

Y ou’re mine now.”

Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted Mathias screaming through the flames and
she knew she had to get away from Lucain any way possible. Mina brought her hands up
and raked her nails across his face. Blood poured from his skin. She looked down and the
fingernails she thought she had damaged him with were now claws. Her gaze met Luca's
and his eyes widened in shock.

“What are you?’

*

Mathias watched in horror as Luca slammed Mina against the wall. He had to kill
that bastard once and for all. Talon moved in behind and hollered for him to move.
Suddenly, Talon tore the bedroom door off its hinges and threw it over the flames
blocking the threshold, temporarily giving them away in. As Mathias moved forward, he
saw Mina claw Luca across the face. Shit. She was changing and would have no way to
control it.

He lunged forward, but Lucatwisted away, pulling Minawith him. Raising his index
finger, he addressed Mathias, “ Careful, general, or I’ll snap her pretty little neck right in
front of you.”

Mathias slowed but kept moving forward. He looked at Mina' s face and almost lost
all control. She was changing right in front of him. Her eyes now glowed gold, and black
stripes began to appear on her skin.

Luca smiled and looked down at Mina. She was in the process of opening her mouth,
now filled with sharpened teeth, to take a bite out of hisarm. He placed his palm on her
temple and she immediately sslumped in his grasp. Luca continued to hold her l[imp body



in front of his, protecting himself from Mathias and Talon’ s assaullt.

Talon moved to the side, trying to flank behind Luca.

Mathias stayed in Luca’ s sights, keeping his attention forward. “ Give her to me,
Luca. You have no ideawhat you are messing with.”

“Oh, | beg to differ, general. | know exactly what I’m messing with. She'smine
now.” Lucalooked over his shoulder and toward the window behind him. A second later,
the wall blew out where the window once was, throwing Talon out and down to the
deserted alley behind the hotel.

Mathias dove forward but before he could get his hands on Mina, Luca was leaping
through the hole in the wall with Mina s body dangling at his side. Mathias helplessly
watched as L uca changed midair into a monstrous vulture, holding Minain its clutches.

He dove out after them, cursing himself for not having aviary capacity. Landing on
top of the SUV, he screamed at Tre and Seager. “ Get the fuck up there. Luca has Mina.”

Tre quickly turned around. “Fuck!” He transformed into his falcon form and took
immediate flight. Talon came up behind him in eagle form and both gave chase. They
were quickly overtaken by Valtic soldiers transformed into vultures. They attacked Talon
and Tre, grasping them with their long iron-tipped claws, and brought both men to the
ground, holding them there.

Mathias ran toward them now, determined to kill every one of those fuckers. He kept
his gaze on the sky and spotted L uca soaring higher and higher. Getting farther and
farther away. Mathias began chanting to himself, “No! No! No!” He reached the open
field with Seager and Quinn following behind. They went after the vultures with
everything they had. They were completely outnumbered but it didn’t matter. They used
every skill they had and ended up crushing the Valtic soldiers into the ground.

Mathias turned back around. “ Get her, Talon! Now!”

Talon's body remained in human form, hisinjuries bleeding out heavily. He put his
hand over his side, looked over at Mathias and shook his head.

Mathias ran to him. “Now, damn it. Go.”

Talon uncovered the large cut revealing the blood-soaked wound. “1 can’t, Mathias.
It'siron. | can't.”

Fury ran in waves over his body. He had limited shifting abilities and none of them
allowed flight. Mathias turned and scanned the sky. “Fuck.” He saw nothing. They were
gone.

His body went numb. He slowly dropped to his knees, but kept his eyes skyward,
still scanning. Hoping. Mathias threw back his head and let out a blood curdling scream.
He clawed at his own chest, causing blood to seep through his clothing. His eyes gold
with fury, his teeth long and sharp. He was partially transformed and he couldn’t control
himself. He couldn’t feel her. Couldn’t sense her. He was dying.

Talon stayed behind Mathias, but wavered on his feet due to the cut.

Trewalked up, limping aswell from an iron cut to the leg. “ They knew who was
here and who could transform to the air. They were ready for us, Talon.”

Talon heaved asigh. “1 know.”

Quinn came up behind them and skidded to a halt. “Oh, Jesus. Look at him. What the
hell happened?’

Talon turned and faced Quinn. “Turn away brother. He' s not our general any longer.



His mate is gone and only Roderick can control him now.”

Quinn’s eyes went wide. “Mate? He mated a human?’

Talon ran ahand down hisface in frustration. “All is not as it seems. Now go and get
Seager. Check to seeif any of those Valtic fucks are till aive. If you find just one, bind
him and put him in the back of the truck. I’ |l take care of the interrogation.”

“Got it.” Quinn bound off quickly to assess the prisoner situation.

Still stiff from the already-healing gashes in his side, Talon dowly walked toward
Mathias. The general was silent now and slowly rocking on his knees with his gaze still
looking toward the sky. His arms and chest were covered in his own blood. He didn’t
make a sound, didn’t say aword, and none of them would approach him for fear of
immediate death. Mathias was not himself any longer. His mind was now under
transformation. Not a man now, but awounded animal. Bent on destruction. Fueled only
by the thirst to kill. To claim what was his. Only Roderick would be able to control
Mathias now. And when Roderick found out about the marking, the men all knew what
the outcome would be.

Talon flipped open his phone and hesitated to dial. He had to call the king and let
him know the situation. “Fuck.”

Tre turned and leaned against a nearby tree. “ Remember to ask for medical. Their
claws were tipped and we need the bleeding stopped.”

“No fucking shit, Tre. Asif | would forget I’'m gushing blood from my side any time
soon. Y ou wanna make the fucking call to theking ... be my guest.”

Treraised his hand and dropped his head. “No thanks, bro. Y ou can have the honor.”

“Then shut the fuck up and watch him.”

Talon knew once he made the call to Roderick all hell was going to break |oose.
Both Mathias and Roderick would not be contained. They would only be appeased with
blood. Luca's blood.



Chapter Twenty-One

Talon looked over his bloodied shoulder and spotted Killian stalking toward the
carnage that was spread out behind the small Staufen hotel. The powerful general of the
Pacific Northwest had always had it in for Talon. Ever since he had bedded Killian’s
niece a decade ago and never saw her again, the general had been asword in his side and
never let Talon forget that he held a grudge. The man was walking strength and even
towered over Talon’s six four height. Killian was the only man Talon had to literally look
up to and this was not a day he wanted to deal with the general’s hatred of him. Talon had
some explaining to do and unfortunately, it was Killian who had come for answers.

The area behind the hotel had been trashed, but thankfully the building backed up to
the forest. If not for that, there would have been some massive attention from the human
townspeople the Coteri didn’t need right then. The back of Mina s hotel room had been
blown out, atotaled SUV that had broken hisfall when he was thrown from the blast,
Mathias lying almost comatose and bleeding, and the kicker was, they had lost the king's
daughter.

They had failed.

Talon had failed.

He blew out a breath and faced the medical team once again. He winced as the docs
began treating one of the many injuries he had suffered trying to retrieve Mina. His eyes
stung from the blood and sweat dripping into them. How had the Valta known that was
where they would be? No one knew but the king and the team traveling with them. The
knowledge of their location had not been communicated with anyone and to add insult to
injury, no one knew they would be stopping at the hotel. Just going from Munich straight
to the king. Something was wrong with this whole thing. He felt it. His gaze traveled to
Quinn and Tre, both being treated for their own wounds. No way they would turn. No
way. But who? How?

Without warning, Talon felt alarge hand engulf the back of his neck, viciously
squeeze and pull him back to slam his body against the crushed SUV.

Killian.

Angry.

Fuck.

“1"m the lucky one who gets to clean up your shit, Talon. Roderick isin arage and |
had to do everything | could to convince him to stay away.”

Talon tried to twist out of Killian’s hold, but the much older and experienced general
had full power over the situation and kept him pinned against the vehicle.

“How could you let them get her, Talon? Y ou’ re supposed to be the strongest
Mathias has. Explain,” Killian ordered. “Now.”

Talon raised his hand and swiped it across his abdomen. “Do you not see the gash in
my side, Killian? Y ou try and fly with blood pouring out of you.” Sarcasm poured off
every word. “I tried, damn it. Harder than you know.”

Talon’'s eyes shifted and landed on Mathias. He felt the rage build inside him at his
friend’s pain and loss. He had to get Mina back before Mathias gave in and was lost
forever. He knew he had to tell. They all needed to know.



“He marked her, Killian. They're mated.”

Killian released his hold and twisted Talon to face him. “He marked her? Jesus. Does
Roderick know?’

“No.”

“Shit.”

“Yeah. Sucksto be me doesn't it?”

Killian turned and started pacing. “All right. Let’s concentrate on the situation.” He
ran his hand over hisface. “Any surviving Valtics?’

“Yeah. Two. And they’re mine.”

“Fine. You do the interrogation. I'[| stay and do damage control. This place needs to
be cleaned up fast. At least the owners are Coteri and they will control any onlookers
who may have witnessed the blast.”

Killian turned and looked at the damaged hotel again. “Y ou guys were lucky her
hotel room was off the back of the building. That blown wall could have landed in the
street instead of the alley.”

He removed his coat and threw it on the hood of the SUV. “I’ [l make sure we get
Mathias back to the palace and meet you there. Start the questioning without me. But
remember, Talon, don’t kill them.”

Talon gave Killian a one sided-smile. “1’ll try.”

* % * %

Jesus, her jaw hurt. The pain woke Minaout of her stupor and she tried to bring her
hand over to her mouth but couldn’t reach. Her arm was tied over her head. She tried the
other hand and found it was also tied. Minatried to open her eyes, but she couldn’t.
Something covered her face. Oh god. Luca.

Minafelt herself begin to panic. Where was she? Where was Mathias? Why was she
tied down? She tested her restraints but couldn’t move.

Thetip of afinger touched her calf and began to move up her leg.

Minafroze.

The finger moved up the outside of her thigh and stopped. “Nice and smooth.”

Minajumped and pulled at her restraints with al her will. She would not let this
happen.

“You won't succeed, Mina. | know what you are and you can’t transform, either. The
restraintsareiron. You're at my disposal, so you might as well get used to it.”

“Goto hell,” Minabarked. “You'll haveto kill mefirst and fuck my cold body
before | let you get anywhere near me, you sick bastard.”

“Ooh. A tough one. | like alittle challenge, Mina. | love when women fight back. It
just makes me all the more hungry.”

The blindfold covering Mina's eyes was suddenly pulled from her face.

She turned away and squinted at the bright lights hanging directly above her. The
room was small and the walls were a dull blue. Minalooked up at her handsto find they
were shackled with some kind of metal cuffs attached to awrought-iron headboard. Her
legs were held in the same way. At least she had on clothes. Granted, they were not the
same clothes she had on this morning, but she felt better knowing she was covered. Her
jeans and sweater had been replaced with along, white linen gown that buttoned down
the front.



She looked over and saw him standing over her. Looming. Looking. “Get the hell
away from me,” she yelled.

Grinning, Luca made his way around the small bed and faced Mina. He was dressed
in all black and looked menacing. “Y ou know, Mina,” he crooned. “I thought you were
special. Different. But based on your reaction at your hotel this morning, you’ re nothing
but a Coteri whore who, for some reason, isimportant to Roderick. | thought you could
be my mate. The mother to my children. But now I’ ve decided to let you be my
plaything. Just for abit.”

Mina shuddered at his statement. Special. That fucking word again. Evenin the
whacked-out hands of the enemy, she was till being told she was special.

Luca smiled fully thistime, showing his perfect white teeth. He put his finger on
Mina swrist and moved it down her inner arm.

She fought him off as much as she could, but he still kept touching her.

“You'll get used to my touch, Mina. With Mathias gone and Roderick frantic
wondering where you are, fucking you is going to be such a pleasure.”

Mina s eyes went wide. “What do you mean with Mathias gone?’

Luca now laughed. “He slong dead, Mina. No one will come for you. You'll remain
here until | tire of you. Then who knows. Maybe I’ [l give you to the guards. Or better yet,
deliver your used body to the Coteri palace steps. That would drive Roderick insane and
I’mall about that.”

Heart pounding at Luca’s claim, Mina s eyes narrowed. “He is not dead. And he's
going to tear you apart. Let me loose and I’ ll fucking tear you apart myself!”

“Ah, Mina. All in good time. But right now, | think | like you just the way you are.
At my mercy.” Lucatrailed hisfinger over her breast and around her nipple.

Mina screamed out and wrestled with her restraints.

“So responsive to me. | like that.”

“Fuck you!”

“No, dear Mina. I’'m going to fuck you. Merciless and hard. And you are going to
loveit.”

A single tear dropped down her face as Minaturned her head and threw up on the
side of the bed. She coughed and gagged at the mere idea of him continuing to touch her.
Bile burned the back of her throat and her stomach continued to heave until there was
nothing left. She turned her head toward him and spat in his face.

Luca flinched and wiped his cheek with the back of his hand. “Don’t think alittle
mess will keep my hands off you. Now ... where to begin?’

Oh god. He was going to rape her. Panic started to fill her head and Mina began
shaking. “Don’t you fucking touch me. Oh god,” Mina pleaded.

“God won't help you now, Mina. No one will. Now just lie back and enjoy.”

Mina bucked and reared away from his hands, but to no avail, he kept touching and
rubbing her body. She was going to get sick again. Maybe if she puked on him he would
leave and she could try and get out of here.

Asif hearing her thoughts, Luca reached for the scarf and tied it over her mouth. “I
won't cover your eyes, dear Mina. | want you to watch what | do to you.”

Minatried to bite Luca s hands.

But he was stronger and he successfully gagged her with the scarf. He trailed both
hands down her chest and cupped her breasts. Minalet out a strangled cry, but that only



made L uca smile more. He teased and pinched her nipples until they were hard. Once
distended, he placed his mouth over one nipple and sucked it through her gown. Hard.

Hard enough to cause tear-jerking pain. Mina cried out again.

“You like that, Mina? Y ou like it rough?’

Mina shook her head.

“Too bad.” Lucalaughed. “I likeit rough.” He leaned down and brought her nipple
into his mouth again. Only this time he clamped his teeth down on the sensitive tissue
and began pulling side to side. He shifted both hands to her shoulders and held her down
as he tortured her delicate flesh.

Minalet out a sob against the gag and fought against her restraints, trying to get
away from him.

“Now that’smorelikeit.”

Lucareleased her breast from his mouth and looked up at Mina. “Perfect.” He
mumbled. “ Just perfect.” He glid his hands down her stomach and reached for the hem of
the gown.

Minajumped and tried to pull her hips away. Her screams were muffled by the gag
across her mouth.

Lucawas openly laughing now. His eyes glittered with excitement at her response.
He slowly pulled up the gown to reveal her body naked from the waist down. “Nice. |
like a shaved cunt. So soft and smooth. All the better to eat you, my dear.” He quickly put
his hands on her knees and roughly wrenched her legs wide open, causing Minato suck
in asurprised gasp. Luca climbed onto the bed and in between her legs, giving him a
bird’'s-eye view. He put one of his knees on the inside of one of her thighs and pressed
her down, holding her in place.

Minafelt his knee dig into her flesh and burn into her bone. He was bruising her.
Purposely. Thiswas what he liked. What he got off on. Pain and screaming. Bruises and
marks. He was sick. Twisted. Mathias was right. She’ d had no idea what kind of danger
she’' d been in that night at the opera.

Lucaleaned down and licked the inside of her thigh.

Mina s body convulsed as she gagged again. He put his other hand on her opposite
knee and pushed harder, stretching her legs until she thought she was being split in two.

“Nice view down here, Mina. Nice and juicy.” Hetrailed his tongue along the inside
of her leg.

Her stomach began to convulse again. Thankfully, she didn’t get physically sick. The
scarf over her mouth would have caused her to choke on her own sickness. Her stomach
continued to seize and she struggled for breath as he dug his teeth into her inner thigh,
pulling and biting hard. Mina’s legs went stiff and she held in a scream. That’s what he
wanted. He wanted her to scream. To fight. To feed his need for power over her. Well he
could just fuck off and die because she wasn't going to give it to him. No matter what he
did to her body.

He opened wide, bit down hard and sucked. Mina gritted her teeth and held her
breath. She would not scream. When he moved his fingers to her opening and shoved two
inside, Minajumped at the invasion, but didn’t make a sound. Thiswas really going to
happen and nothing was going to stop him. He would hurt her. Rape her. Maybe even kill
her. Oh god, where was Mathias?

Luca reached up and ripped the gown away from her chest and latched his teeth to



the underside of her left breast.

He bit and sucked until Minathought he was going to rip her flesh. But still, she
remained silent. She tried to keep Mathias' face in her mind and Luca continued to
molest her body. She remembered all the words of love and devotion Mathias had spoken
to her over the past few days. Remembered how she felt about him. How she had fought
herself from giving in to him. She now realized she loved him and if she ever got out of
here alive, would never tell him what happened in this room. The knowledge would kill
him.

Minarolled her eyes back and started breathing through her nose to calm herself.
Tried to go somewhere inside her mind so she wouldn’t remember what L uca was doing
to her body.

Lucaroughly removed his fingers from inside her. He grabbed her face and squeezed
hard. “What are you doing?’

Minadidn’t open her eyesto look at him. That’s what he wanted. Luca wanted her
terrified and she refused to give him what he wanted. She relaxed her body and tried to
empty her mind. She was a strong woman and no man would own her unless she allowed
it. The only man she belonged to was Mathias and no matter what Luca said or did, she
knew she had to fight to survive. She had finally found a man she wanted to belong to.

She felt the sting of his hand crack into her face. Mina's head snapped sideways with
the blow but she didn’t react. Didn’t scream.

“Look at me, damnit,” he ordered. “What are you doing?’

Lucaripped the gag away and crushed his mouth to hers, forcing his tongue inside.

She didn’t move. Didn’t react. She just laid there and tried to stay calm. She hoped
her mouth tasted like vomit.

Hisleft hers. She felt hisfingers tracing the mark on her neck.

“You dut. You let him mark you.”

Minafelt something cold on the skin of her neck. A knife.

“l don’'t think I like this mark on you Mina. Maybe | should just cut it off. What do
you think?" Luca grazed her skin with the tip of the blade. Tracing the mark her lover had
left. His mark on her body and her soul. Something that right now meant everything to
her.

He pressed the tip of the blade down and pierced her skin where Mathias had so
lovingly placed his mark. He moved the knife lower and cut again.

Minarolled her eyesto the back of her head and began singing “ Somewhere Over
the Rainbow” in her mind.

Lucareared up and smacked her again across the jaw, knocking her head to the side.
Pain exploded through her face. She refused to react. That’s what he wanted. To see her
pain. To experience her fear. She would give him nothing. No sound. No flinch.

Lucareleased her face and climbed off the bed. “I think I’ ve had enough for one day.
Y ou need to be cleaned up. I'll be back to finish you later.”

Minadidn’t look at him. Didn’t move.

She felt swallowed by the silence in the room. Where was he? What was he planning
to do to her now? She had to keep thinking of Mathias. Of Chloe. She wasn't going to die
in thislittle blue room without seeing them again. She would fight. But how long could
she last?

A strangled cry left Mina s mouth as she heard the door close. She frantically



scanned the room trying to find him. He was gone. She had at |east stopped him for now.



Chapter Twenty-Two

Roderick stood at the windowsill looking down over hisroyal lands. Lands he had
worked most of hisreign protecting. Lands that would one day belong to Mina. The
daughter he' d absently loved since the night of her conception. Worry weighed heavily
on his shoulders and he itched to join the search to find Mina.

He knew Killian's argument in convincing him to stay in the palace was valid, but he
was about to explode with fury. He felt histalons start to dig into the palms of his hands.
The urge to shift was strong since his emotions were running rampant, and it was al he
could do to remain in his human form. Hislittle girl was gone. He had never spoken to
her. Never touched her. Not held her in his arms as he had planned. She was gone, and
right now, he had to wait. Wait to hear the reasons why Mathias had not protected her.
Wait on the explanation of what happened and how Luca had succeeded in taking her
from one of the few men Roderick actualy trusted fully.

Roderick turned and moved back into the center of his study. Hands on his head, he
bent down to try and calm himself. He took a deep breath and closed his eyes. How had
Mathias let this happen? Roderick had trusted him with the most precious thing in his
life, and now Minawas gone and he had no idea why, how or where.

At the sound of the door opening, Roderick turned to see Isla standing there, regal
and lovely. “I see Killian must have signed over hisfirst born to force you to remain
inside the palace walls.”

Roderick wasin no mood for her jesting. “ Tell me what you know, Isla, and do it
quickly. | believe you may be the only person I'll allow near me until Minais returned.”

Islaturned and closed the door gently. She glided over to Roderick’s side and placed
her hand on hisarm. “Talon is questioning the two remaining Valtic warriors. Mathias
was quite affected by Mina' s abduction.”

Roderick spun around and glared down at I1sla, feeling his rage begin to boil over.
“Affected?’ he bellowed. “He better be damn more than affected, Isla. | expect him to do
whatever it takes to retrieve her and deliver her safely to me. Damn it, | want my
daughter here and unharmed.”

Islaturned to sit at the large table centered in the room. She was poised and calm and
that enraged Roderick even more. She should be panic stricken and just as furious as he
was at the events that had occurred. The rightful heir to the throne had been kidnapped by
one of the most ruthless members of the Valta, a man known for his violent exploits
toward women, and Islajust sat there looking cool and serene.

“Are you going to tell me what happened or do | have to guess?’ Roderick barked.

Islarolled her handsin her lap. “ Calm yourself, Roderick, and I’ll tell you what |
know. Y ou know when you get this way you tend to react too quickly and lose sight of
the objective.”

Roderick threw up his hands in frustration. “Objective? | would think the objective
here would be the safe return of my child, but please, tell meif I'm wrong in this.”

“Sarcasm will get you nowhere with me, Roderick, so watch your tone. Y ou may be
king, but I’'m the one with the clear mind at the moment. Rest assured, we'll retrieve
Mina, but you need to listen to what | have to say to you. It means a great deal and will



affect your decisions with regard to Mina sreturn.”

“Fine.” Roderick snapped. “What isit?’

Islainhaled deeply and closed her eyes asif readying herself to deliver aterrible
blow.

Roderick’ s blood ran cold in anticipation toward what she was about to tell him, and
he felt the trepidation rise in his chest. Please let Minabe alive. He had failed Juliain so
many ways, but please let their child be alive. Roderick knew he would not be able to
bear the death of their daughter when he could have protected her more fiercely.

Isla’ s eyes opened and she pinned Roderick with her stare. “I can feel her Roderick.
She'salive, but I'm not sure for how much longer.” At Roderick’s attempt to stand, Isla
raised a hand to keep him in his place. “Once Talon completes his questioning, we're
sure we'll have alocation, and with Devereux and Killian leading the attack, we will
have her back.”

Roderick’s brows drew together at the news. Why would Mathias not lead the
search? “What do you mean Dev and Killian are leading the attack? Where' s Mathias?
He should be the one commanding the rescue.”

“Mathiasis not himself, Roderick. He isin no shape to lead the Royal Guard. Dev
has taken over and Killian will assist.”

“Was heinjured in the raid?’

“No.”

“No?’ he shouted. “That’sit?” Roderick swept both hands in front of his body in
frustration. “ That’s all you're going to say, I1sla? | ask about the condition of my royal
general and you tell me nothing?’

Again, Islaclosed her eyes and dropped her head. “He's mated, Roderick. HE's
marked her.”

Roderick rose sowly from the chair. Hands fisted at his sides, he looked down into
Isa’ s dl-knowing eyes. He felt his entire body begin to shake with rage. “What?’

Islaboldly stood her ground. “Y ou heard me, Roderick. Minais his. Her abduction
and the pain sheisfeeling is affecting him and his ability to function. He' s lost,
Roderick.”

For the first time in decades, Roderick didn’t know what to say. He knew he should
be an angry father protecting his daughter, but it had been hisideain the first place to ask
Mathias to watch over her. He had secretly envisioned Mina coming home and Mathias
playing alarge part in her happiness, but never did he think it would happen so quickly.
Hell, he had fallen in love with Juliain amatter of hours. Why would it be so out of the
realm of reality for Mathias not to do the same?

Deep down, Roderick realized he had assigned Mathias to protect Minafor several
reasons. He was the strongest of the Roya Guard, atrusted general and was all but raised
by Roderick after Xander’s death. But now that he knew they were mated, he started to
admit to himself maybe that was what he had wanted all along. Mathias and his sister
were the closest things Roderick had to children and he practically raised them at the
request of their father on his death bed. He couldn’t ask for a better union. But damn
Mathias for doing this without Roderick knowing. Without his blessing.

Fully determined to see Mathias and snap him out of whatever state hewasin,
Roderick started for the door.

Islajumped up and fled after him. “Roderick. Don’t kill him.”



Not slowing his pace, he sarcagtically replied, “Not until she’s home.”

* k% % %

Wiping away the blood splatter with his sleeve, Talon smiled into the face of the
Valtic warrior who was currently not talking. He had spent the better part of the last hour
beating the skin off the face of one of the two Valtic soldiers he and Quinn had managed
not to kill. Tre fooled with the other one in the next room, but Talon doubted he got
anything out of him. The one currently slumped in front of him had taken a hell of a
beating as well as abranding on his back. To his credit, he didn’t say aword about
Mina s whereabouts.

Talon looked over at Quinn standing in the back of the room. “Go get some water
and wake up this fucker.”

Talon walked across the hall to see how Tre was coming aong. The room was dark
and small, but he immediately caught sight of Tre' sfists. They were bloody and torn, but
fire still burned in his eyes. Even though Tre's subject was currently balled up in the
corner of the room, bloodied and passed out, Talon could see Tre wasn't near finished.
He reached out and clasped a hand on Tre's shoulder. “Hold up, Tre.”

Tre froze and whipped his head around. “Y ou got something?’

“No, but | want to talk to you.”

Talon led him back into the hallway and ran his bruised hand through his hair. “Y ou
gettin’ anywhere?’

Trelooked at his boots and sighed. “Nope. You?’

“Same. But | have an idea. Let’s seeif two bags of shit are better than one.”

“Huh?’

Talon grinned. “Just go get him and follow my lead.”

“Whatever you say, boss.”

Once they had both Valtic soldiers in the same room, they proceeded to sit them in
metal chairs, tie their anklesto the chair legs and their hands behind their backs. Talon
had also attached a copper collar around each of their necks to prevent transformation.
With all of the movement and activity, both prisoners had woken up and watched the men
intently, trying to seeif they could escape. Talon chuckled to himself at that thought.
Like these two idiots could get past him.

When they were secured, Talon stepped in front of them both and smiled. “Okay,
boys. We are gonna play alittle game. It's called Truth or Die. | ask you a question and
you tell methetruth. If you don’t, you die.” He paused for effect. “Y ou boys got that?’

One of the Valtic soldiers spat at Talon’s feet and slurred, “Fuck off.”

“Not an option. But since you still have the ability to speak and your partner here has
abroken jaw, I'll start with you.” Talon bent his knees and looked the soldier in the face.
“Don’t even think about spitting on me again or I’ |l feed you your own balls. Now where
isshe?’

The soldier said nothing, just glared.

Talon straightened and looked back at Tre. “Now see, that’s not how the gameis
played. I'll give you one more review of the rules.” Talon reached down and grasped the
soldier’ s face with his hand and squeezed. “| ask you a question and you tell the truth. If
not, one of you dies.”

Talon let go and pushed the soldier’ s head back violently. “Now. Again. Whereis



she?’

Raising his head and looking Talon in the eye, the soldier smiled. And nothing else.

“Well damn, Tre, looks asif we're gonna have to kill one of em’. Which one will it
be?

Tre walked up and stood next to Talon and rubbed his chin with hisfingers. “Do you
really think we should actually kill one this early? How about we just castrate one with
my pocket knife and see what happens?’

Talon snorted. “Fuck that. | want to kill one of them, not play with their balls.”

“Fine, fine. You kill one of them. Then what? What if the other one doesn’t talk?
Then we lose our chance.”

It was obvious neither one of them was going to spill any Intel on Mina's location,
but Talon’sflair for getting what he wanted was famous.

“Fuck chance.” And with that statement leaving hislips, Talon’s arm bolted like
lightning toward the chest of the Valtic soldier with the broken jaw. Within seconds,
Talon'sfist penetrated his chest plate, through his sternum and was buried deep within
his body. Quickly and without repentance, Talon withdrew his still-beating heart and
shoved it in the face of the other soldier who now screamed.

“You seethis, you prick. You're next unless you tell me where sheisright fucking
now.”

The screaming soldier bucked back in his chair and ended up landing sideways on
the floor in apool of his partner’s blood. It splattered on his face and his eyes had gone
wide in complete terror.

Tremayne reached down and curled his fingers around the Valtic’s neck and
squeezed. “Tell. Me. Now.”

The soldier squealed hisreply like a schoolgirl. “ She’ swith Luca. She’swith Luca.”

Talon threw the now-still heart across the room and it squished against the bricks and
plopped on the cold floor. He bent down and placed his boot on the Valtic soldier’ s balls
and pressed. “Where.”

The soldier gargled. “ The sea cliffs. Underground. Low tide. Y ou have to wait for
low tide to get her. She’'sthere.”

Tre increased the pressure on his throat. “What fucking sea cliffs? Where?’

Still gagging and struggling, the soldier willingly answered, “ Gaeta.”

Tre then loomed over him. “He took her to Valencia' s?’

“No. His home. Underground. Seacliffs. Low tide.”

Talon looked down at Tre. “Isthat enough?’

Tremayne nodded and removed his hand. Smiling, Talon lifted his boot and ammed
the heel into the man’ s throat, crushing the life out of him. Two down and hundreds to

go.

* k% % %

“Get up, general. Now!”

Roderick stood at the foot of the cot where Mathias had been placed by the medical
team. He propped his boot on the end and kicked, shoving the cot to the side.

“1 said get up!”

Eyes open and glazed, Mathias didn’t move.

Mathias had been unresponsive since returning to the palace, letting himself go



because he believed Minawas truly gone. Someone had to break the spell.

The king walked to the side of the cot and looked down. Confused at what he saw, he
turned to Killian. “Why does he have two crosses around his neck?’

“We assumed one was Mina s since we found it in the rubble at the hotel. The
minute he caught sight of it, he attacked the clean-up crew to get it back.”

Both of the infinity crosses hanging from Mathias's neck were intertwined and
twisted to the side. Roderick sensed one was Mina' s and bent to touch it. When his hand
reached out to grasp the silver, Mathias lunged.

Roderick landed flat on his back with Mathias' fingers stretched around his throat,
constricting his breathing. A rough growl erupted from Mathias' chest. “Don’'t touch
her.”

Killian jJumped to the side and tried to remove Mathias' hands from the king’ s throat.

Very calmly, Roderick grasped Mathias' wrists and effectively removed his hands
from around his throat. He gracefully stood and backed Mathias up against the wall,
pinning him there with his arms. He leaned in and was nose-to-nose with the snarling
general, showing no fear. “You didn’t ask for permission to have her, Mathias. She' s still
mine. My daughter. The only way | will alow you to claim her isif you go and get her.”

Mathias stopped struggling against Roderick’ s hold and held the king’ s stare.

Roderick felt Killian move in behind him and murmur over his shoulder, “Mathias.
Listento him.”

Roderick continued to stare into Mathias' eyes, silently communicating. He tried to
enforce hisinfluence onto Mathias in amental game of control. After what seemed like
an eternity, Mathias reluctantly lowered his head. “Yes, sire.”

Roderick loosened his grip on Mathias and reached down with one hand, gripping
Mina s cross pendant. “Thisis mine until you return her to me.” Roderick yanked the
chain from Mathias s neck and palmed the cross. “Y ou are one of my strongest generals.
One of the few men | trust with my life. | knew you as a child and now you are by my
sideasaman.” Roderick let go of Mathias' arms and took a step back. “Now be the man
| know you are and bring her back to me. Go and get your mate, Mathias.”

Mathias raised his head and narrowed his gaze on the king. “Yes, sire.”

The door burst open again and everyone turned to see Talon striding in. His face was
splattered in blood and his fists were mangled from the beatings he’' d doled out to the
Valtics. “Well, thank the fuck you're finally awake,” Talon drawled as he nodded to
Mathias. “We know where sheis. Let’'sgo.”



Chapter Twenty-Three

Mina s entire body stiffened when the handle turned and the hinges squeaked as the
door to her prison was shoved open. She smelled him. Sour and evil. He was back for
more playtime as he called it. She remained unmoving.

The last couple of hours, Mina had tried to shut out the pain and soreness of her body
aswell as keep the thought of Mathias being dead out of her mind. He wasn’'t gone. She
felt it. He was not dead as L uca so sickly tried to convince her. He would come for her.
She knew it. But he better hurry the hell up.

Lucawalked around the end of the bed and came up beside Mina. He reached down
and moved the hair out of her face and rubbed her bruised cheek with the pad of his
thumb. “Ah, Mina. | see you're ready for another round. Good. Very good.”

Minaturned her head away and closed her eyes. She was determined not to put up a
fight like he wanted. Screaming and begging was what got him off and she wasn’t going
to do anything to encourage him.

Lucawrapped his fingers around her face and jerked her head back toward him. She
immediately closed her eyes. She didn’t want any of this burned into her brain as an
image that could later wake her in the middle of the night screaming. His touch and voice
were enough to make the devil cringe.

“No more waiting, Mina. Mathiasis gone and you are all mine to do with as| wish.”
He loosened his grip and moved his hand to her throat, pressing down.

Mina sucked in as much air as she could and held her breath. She knew he wouldn’t
kill her. He wanted to violate her too badly to let her die now. “Y ou think not to scream
but | know better. When I’m done, you’ |l be echoing to the heavens with your plesas. It
will be absolutely exquisite.”

She couldn’t help it. She had to do it. It wasn’t in her nature to take shit from anyone.
Especialy men. Mina opened her eyes and looked directly into the face of the devil
himself. “Go to hell, Luca. Y ou have nothing I'm afraid of. Too bad you’ re threatened by
me and had me tied up. If you really wanted afight, you'd let me loose and we' d see
what kind of man you really are.”

For an instant, his hand around her throat loosened and his eyes widened. He was
actually contemplating her challenge. Her pulse jJumped in anticipation. Would he let her
loose to fend for herself? She pushed a bit more. “I'll kick your dickless ass and you
know it. You're nothing. If you were half as powerful as you make yourself out to be,
you wouldn’t have to tie women down.”

Luca slowly released his grasp around her neck and continued staring down into
Mind s eyes.

His expression had now changed from the menacing prick he thought himself to be
to something that almost looked frightened and intimidated. She was getting through to
him. Beating him at his own game. She hadn’t taken two semesters of psych for nothing.

He looked up at her wrist restraints and then quickly back to her eyes.

He was actually thinking about it. Mina pushed again. She smiled at him. A crooked
smile. He backed up a step and turned away, giving Mina his back. She was getting to
him. She made him doubt himself. Playing him. She would win.



Without a single word of warning, Luca swung around and landed a full-fisted punch
to the left side of Mina s jaw. She grunted at the impact and saw stars. She could taste
and smell her own blood leaking out of the side of her mouth.

Lucawasimmediately in her face, nose-to-nose. “Y ou finished with your little game
now, Mina? Because I’ m ready to fuck.”

She spit the blood out of her mouth and felt the teeth that were knocked loose. God,
thiswas it. She could do nothing else but just lay there and take it. He was going to beat
and rape her to his black heart’ s content and then throw her away. Her mind immediately
went to Chloe. Her friend. Her sister. She wanted her. Needed her.

L ucareached down and ripped the now-stained white gown down the middle,
exposing her breasts and stomach. She followed his gaze down her body and found her
torso was covered with newly formed bruises and cuts from his teeth and the knife he so
easily used earlier. He seemed to drool over the marks he had already made in
anticipation of what he was going to do next. He ran a single finger down her sternum
and back up again, tracing the blue and purple marks all over her middle. “ So smooth.”

She looked over at hisface. Big mistake. He was almost smiling. Evil, sick fuck that
he was.

Luca grabbed the hem of his shirt and pulled it over his head, revealing a deeply
tanned, muscle-bound torso.

How could someone so evil till ook like a Greek god? Minadidn’'t want to see any
more. She turned her head toward the wall and closed her eyes, but when his hand
roughly came between her legs, she jumped and let out an involuntary yelp. “That’s it.
Scream for me, Mina.”

He violently shoved several fingersinside her and turned hiswrist, forcing her to bite
her lip, stifling the scream bubbling up her throat. His hand moved forcefully between her
legs and he ran the other over her bruised breasts.

Minafelt the musclesin her legs and arms wrench while pulling on the restraints.
She tried to tamp down the panic rising inside her but to no avail, her body started
shaking. Tremors rocked her so hard her teeth began to chatter. Her breathing shortened
and tears ran down the sides of her face. She was completely out of control of her body as
well as the situation. This was one of her worst nightmares—to not be in control.

Luca abruptly stopped and removed his hands from her body.

Mina heard the buckle of his belt and the zipper of his pants. Oh god. He was
stripping.

She felt the side of the bed lower when he placed his weight on it.

He was actually humming to himself as he scraped his fingernails over her already
bruised breasts. He positioned himself in between her spread legs and began running his
rough hands up and down her thighs.

She tried to pull away from him as much as she could, but he gripped her legs hard
and pressed them down into the bed. More bruises. A little whimper escaped her lips and
Minaregretted it immediately. That only fueled his frenzy.

Herose and laid his chest on hers. He was cold. Clammy. Disgusting.

Minafelt thetip of histongue on her neck and she froze.

He began sucking on her skin, marking her with blood bruises all over.

Her head thrashed uncontrollably now. She had to get away from him. Hewas al
over her and shewaslosing it. “No. No.”



He reached up and clamped his hands on either side of her head to keep her still and
then sank his putrid mouth onto hers, trying to force hers open with histongue. She
immediately thought about biting it off, but he must have had the same thought at the
exact moment, because he rose and looked down at her, smiling. One eyebrow lifted and
he clicked histongue as if he had caught her with her hand in the cookie jar.

Luca sfingers doveinto Mina's hair, then and he roughly pulled at the roots. She felt
his thigh between her legs rubbing up against her roughly. She was dry and raw and she
knew he would rip her open at any moment. She even considered peeing in the bed to see
if that would disgust him enough to leave her alone, but she decided against it. She could
completely see him sitting up and urinating al over her in retaliation. She was humiliated
enough without being a human toilet.

He pulled his other leg over and began to position himself to ram inside her.

She sucked in a breath, readying herself for the pain she was going to have to endure.
Mathias. Where was he? She tried to reach him with her mind. Please Mathias. | need
you. Help me. Come for me now.

Luca reached down and grabbed his penis and rubbed it against her opening, trying
to create some form of lubrication for entry. He finally spit into his own hand and ran the
salivaaong the head of his cock to make it easier for him.

Minatensed and froze. Thiswas it. She was going to be raped by the devil. She
raised her head and looked straight into Luca' s eyes. She was frantically pulling at the
restraints and bucking wildly, trying to get away from him. She was too panicked to
remember not to givein to Luca s hunger for afight. All she could think about was trying
to get away from him. Mina's breathing was strained and a pleading scream left her lips,
“Noooooo.”

He smiled back at her.

Lucareared back to slam into her and a knock sounded at the door.

Her head snapped to the side, eyes now watching the door, praying someone would
save her from him.

Lucaroared with frustration. “Get the fuck lost. Now.”

The door opened and a lean, dark-skinned man appeared. He kept his gaze to the
floor but walked in with confidence. “My apologies, Luca, but your mother has called for
you. She expects you immediately. Y ou need to leave now while thetideis low.”

Luca s hands were squeezing the tops of Mina s thighs so hard she thought she felt
his nails break the skin. Luca turned and looked at the small man standing there. “Now? |
have to leave now? Are you fucking kidding me, Gino? Now?’

The man named Gino didn’t raise his head but confidently replied, “Yes. Now. She
expects you immediately and | have been asked to escort you to the boat for departure.
Now.”

Lucaremoved his hands from Mina' s legs and sat back on his heels. Heran his
fingers through his hair and sighed. “Jesus fucking Christ and her timing.” He looked
down into Mina s horrified eyes and dlightly smiled. “1 guess you will just have to wait
for me now won't you, Mina? Don’'t worry, sweetness, I’ Il be back soon.”

Still trembling uncontrollably, Minafelt the bed move and he stood over her with his
hard penisin her face. She immediately turned away, but Luca grabbed her head and
turned her back. “Y ou want ataste, Mina? Just alittle taste?’

Minalooked up at him. Determined to make him think he hadn’t gotten to her, even



though she was frightened out of her mind, she opened her mouth wide and licked her
blood-stained teeth. She chomped her teeth down hard and grinned. “Yeah. I'd likea
little bite.”

Lucatook a quick step backward, raised his hand and smacked her hard across the
face. “Maybe | won't forget the gag next time, Mina. Remember that.”

Minaturned back toward him and spit a mouthful of blood at him. “Next time, my
ass. You'll never fuck me. Never. He'll come for me and when he does, heisgoing to rip
you to pieces.”

Luca chuckled as he pulled his pants back on. “Right. A dead man is coming for you.
Keep hoping, Mina. | like it when awoman still has hope. It makesit all the sweeter
when they suddenly realize while I’'m fucking them to death that hope islong gone.” He
turned and grabbed his shirt and walked toward the door. “Lead the way, Gino. And leave
her as sheis. | don't want her cleaned until I’m finished.”

Minaturned away as the door was slammed shut and the locks engaged.

A broken sob escaped her chest and she couldn’t stop shaking. “Please come for
me.”

* % % %

Roderick watched as his men moved around the main table in the study, discussing
their plan of action. They had the location, but still needed to work out the details of the
rescue. After reviewing the terrain and possible locations for the caves, Talon, Mathias,
Dev and Killian filled him in on their plans. There were two areas on the coast that best
fit the description the Valtic soldier had given Talon. They couldn’'t investigate until low
tide, so their travel time would be a benefit. By the time they reached the Italian coast,
they would be able to scale the cliff walls and locate the caves. Since there was more than
one area, they decided to split up. Talon would gather his unit and search with Mathias
and Killian while Quinn and Tre would accompany Devereux with their own unit in tow.
It was iffy asto what they would find. They were unaccustomed to that particular area of
the country, but they would not stop until they found Mina.

The scouts Talon had sent returned with good news. In searching both areas, they
had spotted a make-shift dock in front of one particular area of rocks. Perfect for aboat to
secretly land. Roderick was impressed as he watched Mathias take control and
immediately set the plans in motion for every member of the guard to concentrate on that
one site. Even though Devereux wanted to at least check out the other location, Mathias
was set and would not budge. Mathias was sure she was there and they needed to get to
her asfast as possible.

Roderick’ s confidence expanded as he listened to Mathias outline their plan. Mathias
would have Talon and afew other men fly the perimeter while he and Seager would lead
the rest of the unit down the cliff’s edge. Once at the cave, they would all gather and
move in, swords swinging. Mathias made the orders clear: kill anything in their path and
get Minaout alive.

* % *x %

They arrived afew hours later and low tide was set for early evening. They were
about twenty minutes away. Mathias gave Talon and Tre anod to begin the air



surveillance, and Devereux and Quinn readied the rest of the guard for the ground assaullt.
Thirty men. All there, willing to risk their lives for his mate.

Almost time.

Asthe men prepared for the upcoming battle, Mathias stood alone looking over the
cliff’s edge. The wind brought the smell of the ocean and for a brief moment he closed
his eyes and concentrated on breathing evenly. He needed to keep his anger in check. He
wouldn’t accomplish anything if he let his fury take him over. He needed to remain
clearheaded and focused. He couldn’t afford to make any mistakes on this. Minawas his
only objective. Get her out. Get her home. Keep her safe for the rest of their lives.

Mathias had always thought his life was good. Fulfilled. He was successful in his
position, he had asister he dearly loved, friends surrounding him, and of course,
Roderick. Since his father’ s death, Roderick had been the father figure Mathias needed.
Someone to guide him down the right path of being a respected and deserving Coteri
male. But right now, Mathias felt anything but deserving.

He should have never left her. Thiswas hisfault. Had he stayed with her in the
room, Lucawouldn’t have had the opportunity to take her. She would be safe in hisarms
right now had it not been for hisignorance.

Why did he leave her? He closed his eyes and tried to picture Minain his mind. Her
long, curly hair spread out on top of a pillow, her deep chocolate eyes looking up at him,
her lips curving into awicked smile, the citrus smell of her skin, the feel of her body
wrapped around his. The picture in his mind quickly shifted to the image of her limp
body being held in Luca s huge claws as he flew out the hotel window. Mathias clenched
hisfistsin anger. He should have known better than to |eave her for even an instant. He
of all people knew the target on Mina's back had been huge. With Luca doing the
chasing, the danger to her was tripled. Thiswas his fault.

Devereux came up behind Mathias and placed a hand on his shoulder. “It’ stime,
Mathias.”

Mathias sucked in along breath and let it out low and even. He was focused. He
was determined. He wasrage. “Let’s go get her.”



Chapter Twenty-Four

Vaenciawas standing in the middle of the lab when Luca arrived. She heard the
door snick shut and she spun, anger radiating off her. She stomped toward him and when
she was close enough, her hand rose, swung and her serpent ring bit into hisface. “Y ou,
idiot! Where is she?’

Lucarighted himself and wiped the trickle of blood off hisjaw. “Hello, Mother. Nice
to see you too.”

Valenciadrew back to hit him again, but this time he moved out of her reach.
“Where is she, Luca?’

“Stay calm, Mother. She’'sfine. Sheis safely ensconced in my home, anxiously
awaiting my return. It’sjust like you wanted, Mother. She’ s mine now.”

Vaenciaturned toward him and snarled, “No, you fool. Sheis not yours. She's
Roderick’s.”

Luca cocked his head and looked at his mother asif she had lost her mind. “What?’

“She’ s Roderick’s. Roderick’ s daughter. The blood on the zipper provesit. She'sa
hybrid like you. And | want her here. Now,” she ordered. We need to contain this and
make sure Roderick doesn’t find her. No one knows of your blood line and we need to
keep it that way. We have to find away to breed with the full bloods.” Vaencialet out a
calming breath and came toward him. She tentatively reached out and grasped his hand.
“Have you hurt her, son?’

L uca brought his mother’s hand to his mouth and gave her a chaste kiss. “No,
Mother. Just breaking her in. Having alittle fun.”

“Have you had her, Luca?’

Luca closed his eyes and gave atight smile. “If Gino hadn’t walked in, she would
have been minein all ways.”

“WEell, no more of that Luca. She'stoo valuable. You'll need to wait until | have the
proper testing done. | can’t have her tainted.” Valenciareached up and cupped her son’s
cheek. “I need you to go get her and bring her to the lab. Can you do that for me, son?’

“Anything you wish, Mother. | will have her to you by morning. How’ sthat?’

“Good. Make sure no one follows you and only take your best warriors. | cannot let
her dlip out of our hands. She holds the key, Luca. The key to you having children and we
need her. Unharmed. Understand?’

“1 completely understand, Mother.”

Vaenciareached for her son and brought him into aloose embrace. “Good. Now go
get her.”

* % * %

Mathias, the other generals and the rest of the Royal Guard had reached the bottom
of the cliff with no trouble. But as they made their way toward the mouth of the cave, all
hell broke loose. Valtic warriors started pouring out of the cave and dropping down from
the cliffs above them, defending the opening. So much for a sneak attack.

Mathias smiled and bolted forward, leaving the rest of his men in his dust.



Mathias' father’s sword would not be defeated. Not today. The long, sharpened blade
cut through the Valta asif they were butter. He dliced and stabbed, lunged and drove the
blade into their chests, their necks, their heads. He mowed through them without fear of
death. Mathias was fury. He was vengeance. He was possessed. He could only hope he
would have the chance to gut Lucain the process, but that would be the cherry on top.
Getting Minawas his only objective.

They made their way farther in and were ailmost at the mouth of the cave. His men
fought like a machine. When one moved, the others rallied behind him. They may have
been initially outnumbered by the Valtic scum, but their mission was what drove them.
The king' s daughter was inside that cave and every warrior would give up their lives for
their king. That was their purpose: infinite service to the Coteri and their king. The only
outcome for them was to retrieve her and return her to Roderick.

In an instant, Talon reached around, pulled Mathias to the side and deflected a blow
from a Valtic warrior who had come up behind him. With one swing, Talon took the
man’s arm off at the elbow. Blood splattered across Mathias' face and he quickly dove
down to miss yet another swing from a Valtic sword. He kicked out and brought the
enemy warrior down, quickly dlicing his throat.

Mathias looked up to see Devereux, Quinn and Tremayne fighting with everything
they had. He took a quick scan of the area to watch his blue-clad Coteri warriorslittering
the beach with Valtic bodies. They were steadily moving closer to the mouth of the cave.
Onceinside, the battle would definitely take on another life, since they were unfamiliar
with the layout. Their animal senses would play alarger part once inside, but Mathias had
faith he would be able to sense Mina and get her quickly.

Minutes later, with several Valta detained in iron cuffs for questioning, and blood-
covered Coteri warriors storming up the sand, they entered the tidal cave. Darkness and
stench enveloped their senses. What the hell did Luca have going on there?

Just inside the mouth of the cave, they came upon three passageways. “Damn. Leave
it to Lucanot to have a straight line to his residence.”

Devereux stalked up behind them and moved to the left. “I’ ve got this one.”

Talon turned, mock-saluted Mathias and followed Dev down the shadowed tunnel.

Killian and Quinn moved to the right and made their way down the far tunnel,
leaving Mathias staring down the mouth of the one in the center. Tre stood at his side.
“Come on, general. Mina s waiting. And you know how she gets when she hasto wait.”

They trotted down the middle tunnel followed by about thirty members of the Royal
Guard. No telling what they would run into, but Mathias knew he needed to find Mina,
and fast. There was a minor mental connection formed between them, but since she had
not completed the bond by sharing his blood, it was not as strong as he wished. He knew
she was there, but because he couldn’t get a bead on her location, it started to drive him
mad. He slowed and alowed Tre to take the lead in order to try and concentrate on
Mina s presence.

There were several chambers off the main tunnel and they searched each one. Some
were living areas while others were separate bedrooms. None of them were opulent
enough to be Luca' s. Entering alarge room obviously used for training, Mathias felt a
breeze next to hisleft ear. He looked behind him to find an arrow sticking out of the wall
behind his head. Damn! Too close.

Tremayne immediately jumped in front of Mathias, tossed his blade and ended the



Valtic archer that almost took out his general. Another battle ensued within the tunnels.
Bodies and blood flew in every direction, but once again the Royal Guard was victorious.
There had been no need for transformations during the battle as their swords had done the
majority of the damage. Transforming would only hinder their fighting skills, but if
pushed into a corner, Mathias knew he could claw hisway out of anything if he
transformed.

Wiping blood off his blade, Mathias turned to Tre. “ She has to be here somewhere.
Seeif Talon or Killian have anything.”

Tre picked up his sat phone and dialed. After speaking to both men, he faced his
general. “Nothing showing Mina has been here. Talon did say he’d found Luca's
personal quarters and took the liberty of trashing it. Other than that...nothing.”

Fuck. Where was she? Mathias ran a shaking hand through his now blood-soaked
hair and turned toward the door. He knew she was there somewhere. He shoved a
decapitated body out of hisway with his boot. “Let’ s keep going.”

The tunnel seemed endless. They had to be in the middle of the mountain by now,
but Mathias hadn’t sensed anything definitive. They reached afork in the tunnel and both
men turned to look at each other. Son of abitch. They didn’t want to separate any farther.
Their numbers would be compromised. But there was no other aternative. Mathias
lowered his head and let out a frustrated breath.

At that exact moment, a shiver went up his spine. He snapped up his head and |ooked
down the corridor to hisleft. The hair on his arms and neck stood up. “ There.” Mathias
took off in adead run, not waiting on anyone. He sensed her. She was alive and he tore
directly for her.

A dagger whispered past Mathias ear and landed in the chest of a Valtic warrior
who had been poised to attack. Mathias turned and nodded his thanks to Tre and
continued running, not caring what lay ahead.

Tre caught up with Mathias and ran at his side, deflecting anything coming at them.
Mathias just ran, his sword swinging next to him in his hand. His focus was only on
Mina They finally reached a door and Mathias placed both of his hands on the cold
metal. “ Oh god.”

Tre turned and ordered the rest of the guard to form lines and keep off any attacking
Vata

Mathias began working the locks, breaking and shoving as needed. Finally, the
heavy door was heaved open. He lost all feeling in his body at what he saw.

Minawas laid out flat on top of abed. She was strapped by her wrists and ankles to
the four corners and her body was covered with blood. The gown she wore had been
ripped away, exposing most of her torso. He couldn’t see her face, but he could see her
chest rising and falling with breath. She was alive.

Mathias lunged forward and whipped around to the other side of the bed.

Tre quickly moved in next to him.

Mina's face was covered with her blood-crusted hair. Mathias' hands hovered over
her body but he didn’t touch her. He looked down at her and an all-consuming rage began
to build inside. Her body was covered with bloody bite marks and bruises. There was
more blood pooled between her legs, staining the sheets and the mark Mathias had so
lovingly left on Mina s neck had knife slashes around it. Luca had done this. Luca had
hurt her. Lucawas going to die ... dowly.



Mathias mumbled under his breath, “Oh, baby ... | am so sorry.”

“Mathias. Y ou have to release her arms and legs. We gotta get out of here. Now.”

Mathias didn’t acknowledge Tre. He just kept scanning Mina s body, taking
inventory of the damage as though he tried to burn it into his brain. His hands il
hovered over her body as he hesitated to touch her.

“General!” Trey barked. “Now!”

Mathias snapped up his head and looked at Tre. He didn’t know what to do. He
couldn’t bring himself to touch her knowing all of thiswas his fault. He hadn’t been there
to protect her. To keep her away from Luca' s sick games.

Tre's hand landed on Mathias' shoulder. “Move, Mathias. I’ll get her.”

Mathias grabbed Tre and threw him to the side of the room against the wall. “Y ou
will not touch her.”

“Fine, general. | won't touch her. But you need to get her off that bed right now, or
we won't get her out of here alive. You have to get her uncuffed and moved.
Understand?’

Mathias turned toward Mina s battered body. “I got it. Give me the cutters.”

Tre handed Mathias a pair of metal cutters and he began snapping the chain links to
release her limbs. He didn’t want to risk cutting the metal at her skin for fear he would
hurt her further. She already had bloody wounds from fighting against the restraints, so
they would remove the cuffs later. As he kept cutting, he suddenly saw Mina s hand
move. Mathias stopped working on the chains and reached over and moved her hair out
of her face. His stomach lurched at what he saw. Dear god, she had been beaten badly.
Her eyes were swollen shut and her nose and lips were bloody and cut. One of her cheeks
was aready bruised blue and her neck was covered with reddened hand prints. Lucawas
going to die for this and Mathias was going to take his time killing him. One cut a a
time.

“Mina, baby. I’m here now. You're safe, love.”

Minainstinctively moved away from his voice and began fighting off histouch. She
was frantic and screaming. Her hands going at his face, trying to hurt him.

Mathias gently grabbed her wrists and held her arms back. “Baby, listento me. I'm
taking you home now.”

Mina kept fighting him. Her head rolled, flailing around and she kept screaming and
fighting. “No! Get off me.”

Tre held out asyringe. “Take thisand giveit to her. She'll need to be sedated. She's
too out of it to hear you.”

Mathias looked back at Tre. There was no way he would be able to inflict additional
pain. She was already beaten bloody. God forbid, probably raped. He couldn’t bear
hurting her further. He closed his eyes and murmured to Tre, “You do it.”

Tre reached over, bit off the top of the syringe, sank the needle into Mina’s bruised
thigh and pumped the sedative into her blood stream.

Mina s body quickly relaxed and she was soon unconscious again.

Once she was free of the restraints, Mathias slipped his hands underneath her legs
and shouldersto lift her against his body. This was his fault.

Eager to get Minaout of this hell-hole, he quickly followed Tre out of the room. As
they entered the dimly lit corridor, Mathias heard Tre on his phone. “Y eah, we' ve got
her. Start heading back to the entrance. We'll be out in five.” After along pause, he heard



Tre continue. “Y eah, bro. It's bad.”
Mathias tightened his hold on Mina, quickening his pace. She's going to be fine, he
kept saying to himself. He had to believe that because he could survive with nothing less.



Chapter Twenty-Five

Minalay on awhite sandy beach in a blue bikini and she looked amazing. Her
normal swim attire was a tank top and shorts, but damn this two-piece was hot. She
looked over at the water’ s edge as Mathias emerged from under the turquoise blue waves.

He rose out of the water and fingered his wet hair out of his face. His chest glistened
in the sunlight and his body flexed everywhere with every step he took toward her.

It was kind of funny to see him like this. Cats don’t normally like the water. She
watched him stalk toward her like an animal to its prey and she was more than happy to
be his. Her stomach began to tingle with anticipation. Her fingers absently clenched in
the sand. She smiled wickedly at him, wondering what he had in mind for her.

When he reached her, he knelt down beside her and began rubbing a white washcloth
soaked in cool water down her body.

She closed her eyes and let her head drop back against her lounge chair, marveling
that this beautiful man took care of her. The cool cloth felt so good on her hot skin.

He moved it over her face and down her neck. He stopped only briefly to untie her
bikini top and then resumed moving the cool cloth over her breasts and swirled it over her
belly.

The breeze blew over her moistened body, causing her nipplesto harden and little
goose bumps to rise on her skin. She looked back at Mathias' face and she was startled to
see he had tears running down his now bruised and soot-covered cheeks. She reached up
and wiped the tears away from his eyes and cupped his face with both of her hands.

He looked down at her and kept saying, “1 am so sorry baby. | am so sorry.” Mina
immediately became confused.

“Sorry for what? What happened, Mathias?’

Mathias grasped her hands in his and just kept repeating he was sorry as he rocked
back and forth on his heels.

The hold he had on her hands steadily tightened and became rough, almost crushing
her fingers. She began to pull away from him to try and release herself from his hold, but
he was just too strong.

He kept chanting, “I’m sorry, baby. I’'m sorry.”

Minafelt the panic set in and her body began reacting. She started fighting him with
everything she had. His grip tightened on her hands and he tried to pull her off the lounge
chair onto the sand. She kicked, screamed, twisted and fought with her legs, but she
couldn’t get him off her.

When Minalooked up into his eyes again, it wasn't Mathias she saw. Luca. Smiling
and salivating at her nakedness. He pushed her back down into the sand and mounted her
body. “Timeto play, Mina.”

“N000000000.”

Minawoke up screaming and flailing, trying to kick the sheets from her body. She
slammed her head against the headboard behind her and scurried to the side of the bed.
She was no longer in the same blue room as before and she wasn't tied up. Mina reached
up and felt her face. Her right eye was still swollen and her lower lip was fat and cut. She
looked down at her battered arms and legs. There were bruises and bite marks all over



her, but the cuffs on her wrists and ankles were gone. Mina slowly lifted up the hem of
the gown. The higher the fabric went, the worse the injuries got. When she reached the
tops of her legs and saw the large bite on her inner thigh, she squinted her eyes shut and
yanked the gown back down. That bastard was going to pay for what he’d done to her. If
it wasn't Mathias or Roderick killing him, Minawould make sure she would tear his
throat out herself. No matter what, she would make sure to watch him die.

At least she was decently covered up in aclean gown. She had to get out of there
before Luca returned. There was no way in hell he would be interrupted again, and Mina
didn’t want to even think about what he would succeed in doing to her the next time.

Mina quickly scanned the room and saw the medical equipment next to her bed.
There was a monitor of sortsand an |V bag that had been toppled over on its stand. She
followed the tube from the floor and saw it was inserted in her inner arm. She reached
down with her still-shaking hand and yanked the tube out. No telling what they were
pumping her up with. Blood spurted out, but she quickly grabbed the sheet and covered
the bleeding.

The room was extremely large and filled with natural sunlight from the numerous
windows on the far wall. The walls were gray stone with severa sconces mounted all
around. It had modest furnishings, but her eyes focused on the royal blue tartan hanging
on the far wall. It was wrapped around an elaborate silver rod and depicted a falcon with
itswings spread. Falcon. Her bird.

She had to move. She had to get out of wherever she was and get back to Mathias.
Shewasn't safe.

Dragging the sheet behind her, Mina carefully dlid off the bed onto her shaky legs
and padded over toward the only door she saw. She kept looking all around her for
anything she could use to protect herself when she heard loud stomping coming toward
the door.

Shit.

The door burst open. Two women came in and tried to reach for her. Minamay have
been beaten, battered and almost raped but she wasn’t currently chained to a bed. She
was going to do anything she could to get the hell out of there. With both hands, Mina
pushed the taller woman back and she landed flat on her ass. The short, blonde pulled out
asyringe and dove for Mina. Both women collided and hit the floor. The syringe was
inches away from her neck, but Minalifted her knees and shoved the blonde off. Mina
twisted her body around and she scampered to the corner of the room. Hands up,
crouched and ready for battle, Mina dropped her head and prepared for the assault. She
felt power building in her chest. Her skin began to tingle and her vision became dlightly
blurred. Now was not the time to pass out. The blonde stood in the middle of the room
with the syringe in one hand and her other up and open, asif trying to calm her. Yeah
right. No calm here. Minawould kill her to get out of here.

The tall one began to speak but Minadidn’'t hear athing. Her ears were ringing so
loud from the fall to the floor al she saw was the woman'’s lips moving. Mina shifted
back and forth on her feet, preparing to dart toward the door when she noticed both
women suddenly shudder and immediately move back. That’s when she felt it. Felt him.

Minakept her eyes on the door and saw him come around the corner.

He skidded to a halt when his eyes met hers.

My god. He was actually here. He had come for her. Relief swept through her body.



She was safe.

Mina s legs gave out and she plopped down on the cold floor, still looking up at him.

He didn't move. Didn't speak. He just looked into her eyes.

She dowly raised her hand and reached for him, gently whimpering his name.

It all happened in low motion. He reached out as he dropped to his kneesin front of
her. His hands dlid under her arms, pulled her into his lap and cradled her body against
his. He gently rocked back and forth as he chanted into her hair, “I’m so sorry, baby. I'm
SO sorry.”

Just like in the dream.

Mina closed her eyes and relaxed against his chest. She dug her fingersinto his shirt
and held on for dear life. Mina sobbed against his neck. “Don’t leave me, Mathias. Get
me out of here.”

“I won't, love. I’'m here. Y ou’re home now.”

Minaheld him tight and whispered, “Kill him for me.”

Mathias pulled her closer and kissed the top of her head. “I will, love. I will.”

The tears began to flow down both of their faces as they cried together huddled on
the floor. Nothing would separate them again.

* % *x %

Asthe boat entered the dock, Luca knew something was wrong. Usually at least ten
guards stood watch on the cliffs as well at the mouth of the cave. He scanned the area
around him, none were there. No one was there.

Luca sprinted up the rock-covered path and into his previously unknown hideaway,
leaving Gino and the rest of hiswarriors back in the boat. He had the strong feeling he
would be moving soon. The tide the evening before must have washed away any
evidence of abattle, because he couldn’t smell anything or anyone in the vicinity as he
made his way up the cliffs toward the entrance. He should have been able to sense his
guards but there was nothing. No one.

Son of abitch.

When he entered the mouth of the cave, he immediately raced toward Mina's
chamber. The farther he ran, reality set in. She was gone. They had found her and taken
her back. Fucking Talon. Fuck!

Luca kept running through the winding paths within the mountain. The deeper
within, the thicker the smell of death became. He should have never left. Never let his
mother simply order him around. If it hadn’t been for her interruption, he would have
taken Minain twenty different ways by now as well as branded her brain and body as his.
But nooooooo! Valencia spoke and he always listened. Fuck that. From now on, that
bitch could fend for herself, or treat him as the equal he had proven himself to be.

As he made his way deeper into the mountain, L uca spotted the bodies. Blood was
everywhere. How could all of them be dead? He had at least a hundred soldiers here. No
way had Talon killed them dll.

L uca reached the chamber and kicked open the door. No Mina. Nothing. Luca felt
the rage inside him. He wanted to fuck. He wanted to kill.

Luca walked down the catacombs to his private residence. As he neared his rooms,
he noticed the bodies of his Valtic soldiers had been carefully stacked around the door.
Fucking Talon and his little messages.



Lucakicked past the bodies and entered his room only to stop cold in his tracks.
Everything in the room had been trashed and destroyed. Heads, arms and legs were piled
in the center of the room. His century-old bed was crushed and broken, but none of that
held his attention. The message above his bed was what had his interest. Written in blood
on the wall were two words. Two words he had recently spoken to Talon. If it was the
last thing he did, Luca would shove those two words down Talon’ s throat and rip out his
heart in the process.

You Lose.



Chapter Twenty-Six

Minawoke up and immediately felt him. His arms were wrapped tightly around her,
holding her completely against his body. She didn’t jump or panic. She knew he was with
her and would be always. She knew she was safe. Warm and safe. Finally.

She looked up to find Mathias staring down at her. She smiled back at him and
reached to run her hand through his hair. “Do you know when | first met you, | wanted to
chop off your hair?’

Mathias chuckled. “Why?’

“1 thought you looked like an arrogant romance novel cover model.”

“And now?’

“Now | like the feel of it too much to cut it. | like running my hands throughit.
Using it to pull you closer to me.”

Mathias slowly leaned down and kissed Mina on her nose and tightened his hold.
“Mine.”

Mina smiled and cuddlied closer. “Yes. I’'m yours.”

They both lay there just feeling each other. Letting each other know they belonged
together. Mina knew with what had happened as well as how she felt about Mathias, she
was never going back home. She couldn’t. There was nothing for her there other than
Chloe, and Minawould find away to persuade her to move.

It felt so good to be with him. To just feel him wrapped around her. But she knew
she needed to talk about what had happened, and find out how he had gotten her out of
that hell-hole. She needed him to know Luca hadn’t done what she knew Mathias thought
he had done. Now was as good atime as any.

“Mathias?’

“Yes, love.”

“Tell me what happened.”

“Not now, Mina. Just rest.”

Mina pulled away and sat up. She winced a bit at the soreness in her body, but she
didn’t want Mathias to see her pain. She looked at him sternly and replied, “1 know you
think | don’t need to hear thisright now, but | really do. Thisisn’t something | want to
dwell on forever. | need for you to know what happened to me. And | need answers as
well. | don’t want anything between us. I’ m stronger than you think, Mathias.”

Mathias ran his fingers across her bruised cheekbone. “1 already know how strong
you are, baby. Believe me.”

“Then tell me how you found me?’

Mathias leaned back on the pillows and let out along sigh. “How about this. Let’s
get you into the shower and fed. Then we can talk. Sound okay?’

“Only if it'sabath. A really hot one. And only if you come with me.”

Mathias leaned in and kissed her softly on the cheek. “I’m not leaving you.”

Minawatched Mathias walk to the bathroom. She heard the water begin to run and
wondered how she had ended up where she was. Just days ago, she had been homein
Washington, grieving the death of her mother and now she wasin an entirely different
world. She had afather now. A lover now. Her life was inexplicably changed forever.



She rose from the bed and walked to the bathroom. She was still sore from her
abduction, but she tried not to let Mathias see her wince in pain. She stepped onto the
cold tile and looked at the tub. It was brimming full of soapsuds and the room smelled
like citrus. Her favorite. Mina smiled and turned her head to find Mathias standing still,
watching her. There he was. In al his magnificence. Splendidly naked. The man she felt
safe with. The man she loved.

Mathias came to her and sowly bent to lift her in hisarms. He gingerly placed her in
the hot, soapy water and then dlid in behind her. He gently washed her hair and her body,
but she wondered what he was thinking when he ran the sponge over her bruised legs.
She could sense he was somewhat uncomfortable touching her where she had been
injured or anyplace intimate on her body. She didn’t like that one bit, but could
understand his hesitation. She had just been through hell and there was no way he would
want to make her uncomfortable and touch her intimately. No matter how badly she
needed or wanted him to.

They got out of the tub and Mathias towel dried her body and her hair. He helped her
into a clean set of pajamas and back into the bedroom. She sat on the bed, cross-legged
with her head back and her eyes closed, enjoying Mathias tenderly brushing her hair. She
didn’t ever want to move. She was so relaxed and calm with him. She felt secure.
Complete.

Without warning, Mina whispered to Mathias, “He didn’t rape me.”

Mathias stopped brushing her hair and remained silent.

“Hedidn’t rape me, Mathias. He just hit me. That's all. What he did will heal.” Mina
turned and faced Mathias. “He didn’t rape me, Mathias. Did you hear me?’

“1 heard you.”

“Then why do you have that look on your face? Y ou look like you want to tear down
thewalls.”

Mathias put down the brush and cupped her face with his hands. “Baby, he took you
from me. | thank heaven above he didn’t have you but he still took you from me.
Touched you. Hurt you. For that, he is going to suffer and die a very slow death.”

Mina put her hands over his. “And I’m going to be there when it happens.”

Mathias nodded his head and slowly moved toward her. He again hesitated when his
mouth was almost on hers. Minalooked up into his eyes and smiled. “Kiss me, Mathias.
It'sal right. | won't break.”

Mathias tenderly grazed her lips with his. He didn’t want to push her, but he needed
to feel her against him. Under him. He kissed her again, needing the physical connection.
She held his face to hers. She opened her mouth on his and licked his bottom lip.

“Kissme.”

His control crumbled. Forgetting her bruises, he crushed his mouth on hers and
buried his hands in her hair. Mina moaned with need and wrapped her arms around his
neck, pulling him against her. He gently lowered her to the bed and positioned himself
over her. He tore his mouth from hers and looked down at her. Mina's eyes were
darkened with desire and she panted, running her hands up and down his chest. He knew
he shouldn’t do this now. Not after what she' d been through. She was still battered and
bruised, but it had been too long since he’' d been inside her.

Minawrapped her legs around him and rested her ankles on his lower back. She



started to unbutton her shirt.

By the time she had reached the last one, Mathias realized there was no way he could
stop himself now. He would just have to be very careful not to be too rough. But damn,
he wanted her. Bad.

She pulled the two halves of her shirt away from her body, revealing her bruised
breasts.

Mathias turned his head away and closed his eyes. Even though the power of his
desire for her was unchained, he didn’t know if he could touch her. She was hurt. Still
sore and swollen from the beatings she had taken at Luca' s hands. That fucking bastard
was going to pay for every mark he had put on her.

Minaput a hand on Mathias' s face. “ Open your eyes and look at me. Not the marks.
Not the bruises. Look at me.” She rubbed his cheek with her thumb and smiled. “I want
to feel you, Mathias. | want to know | belong to you. | know you won't hurt me. It's al
right. | want this. | want you.”

He looked down at her filled with the knowledge she was hislife. His soul. His
reason for being. “Baby, you're hurt. | can’t do this.”

She pulled him down and kissed him lightly. “Then take away the pain, Mathias.
Make me forget.”

“Baby ... your father wants...”

She placed her finger over hislipsto silence him. “Please, Mathias.” She dug her
heelsinto his back and ran her fingers up his chest, lightly grazing the skin with her nails.
“1 need you.”

She had just been through probably the most traumatic experience in her life—other
than the death of her mother—and she looked up at him full of passion and complete
desire. How could she be doing this? She had strength in her he wasn’t even going to try
and comprehend. This was his woman. His mate. Strong and brave. Damn. This woman
owned him. He couldn’t deny her.

He lowered himself next to Minaand stared at her bruised jaw. Hisfingers lightly
stroked the swollen area and moved to her neck.

“Mathias, close the shades please. It’stoo light in here.”

He quickly sat up. “Areyou al right? Is something wrong?’

“I"'m fine. Just close the shades for me please.”

Mathias slid off the bed and closed the shades. He turned toward her, pulled off his
sweater and kicked off his boots. He dlid next to Mina and laid a kiss between her breasts.

Even though the room was now dimmed, he could still see the marks. The damage
that had been done to his mate’' s body in his absence. In hisfailure to keep her protected.
He realized why she wanted the shades drawn. She didn’t want him to see what was done
to her. Didn’t want him upset. She had been beaten bloody and almost raped and she lay
there making sure he was comfortable. As he ran his hands over her stomach, he knew
from this moment on, he would never live without her. Never leave her. Always protect
her. Protect their children. Never again would this happen to her. He would die protecting
what was his. And she was his.

Mathias pulled down her pajama bottoms and grazed her hip with his mouth, kissing
and licking. “You will tell meif | hurt you, Mina.”

“Youwon’t hurt me.”

Mathias leaned up on his knees to pull the pants from her legs and he caught sight of



the bite mark on the inside of her thigh. High on the inside of her thigh. He froze at the
thought of another male that close to her body.

Minaquickly grabbed his arm to get his attention. “No. Y ou look at my eyes ...
remember? It’s still me, Mathias. | just have afew bumps and bruises.”

Fury flashed through him. “Bumps and bruises?’ heroared. “Thisisn’t afucking
bump or abruise. It's afucking bite mark, Mina. That bastard bit you and you want me to
make love to you like this? Y ou want me to not notice the brutality that went on for two
fucking dayswhile | couldn’t find you? All of thisison me. My failure to keep you safe.
| can’t do that, Mina. | can’t hurt you.”

Minarose and let her hand fly, slapping right across Mathias' face. “ Stop!”

Stunned into silence by her reaction, Mathias stilled and stared at her fury-filled face.

Mina slapped him again, harder.

His head jerked to the side with the blow.

“Did you hear me, Mathias? Stop this now.” She cupped his face with her hands and
jerked him toward her. “I need you to make wonderful, slow, sweet love to me. | want to
know all of that horror is over, and you' Il be the only man who will ever touch me again.
| need to feel the connection with you. Feel you loving me.” A single tear tracked down
her beautiful face. “Now, if | can get over the shit behind al of these bites and bruises on
me, then you can too.” Her voice trembled now. “Make it go away. If for just awhile.”

Mathias reached under her arms and gently laid her down on the mattress next to
him. He rolled over and seated his body in between her thighs, lacing his arms
underneath her knees, bringing them up against her chest. He deliberately rubbed his
erection against her inner thigh, leaned down and slowly kissed her deep. He pulled his
mouth from hers and looked back into her eyes. “Remember when you asked me if Coteri
fal inlove?

Minanodded.

He placed his hand on her forehead and pushed her glorious hair away from her face.
“Not very often do we find a mate, a partner like the one | found in you. You liveinside
me, Mina. I’'ll love you forever.”

And with that, Mathias proceeded to give Minawhat she wanted: wonderful, slow,
sweet love. He was gentle and deliberate. Paying attention to every part of her body.
Loving her asif she deserved to be loved. She was right. The bruises and marks would
fade, but he would always remember what Luca did. How he wasn’t there to protect her.
Mathias held her tightly at that thought. Never again would he leave her.

Mathias pulled out of her body and turned her over onto her belly. He reached under
her arms and lifted her to her knees with her back against his chest. He quickly thrust
back inside her and Minalet out alow moan. His hands caressed her stomach, her
breasts, her shoulders. He moved her hair to one side and began trailing kisses down her
neck. Minalaid her head against his shoulder and guided his hand down between her
legs. “1 need to come, Mathias. Please.”

Something inside him snapped and he felt his eyesroll back in his head. He felt his
teeth elongate and his body began to tingle with the innate need to claim her. The need to
mark her was unbearable, but he couldn’t hurt her. Not now.

Hisfingers swirled around her clit as he thrust his cock deep inside her. She moved
with him now, giving as much as she got. Her body started to pulse around him and he
knew she was close. Mathias |eaned down and grazed his teeth along her shoulder and



Minalet out ayelp of pleasure. “Yes, baby. Doit. | want to feel it.”

“l can't hurt you, Mina.”

Still moving quickly against him, she raised her arms over her head and ran them
into his hair, pulling his face to her neck. “Make me yours. Please.”

Mathias was quickly losing what little control he was barely holding on to. Mina
ground her ass against him as he slammed deeper inside her. Her fingers gripped his hair
tightly as she moaned along with his thrusts. He leaned down and inhaled her scent.
Jesus. The smell of her skin was going to end up killing him. Hislips trailed across her
neck and to her shoulder. She was ready. Pulsing around his cock, straining to come any
second.

Her fingernails dug into his scalp. She was there. Mathias licked the juncture
between her neck and shoulder. Over hisfirst marking. It was still red with cuts from
Luca. Fucking bastard. Closing his eyes, he inhaled again, smelling citrus and Mina,
effectively wiping the image of Lucafrom his mind. She was his.

He opened his mouth and sank his teeth into the already sensitive skin on her neck
and held her to him. Minalet out ayelp and immediately came around him. Her body
shook so hard Mathias wrapped his arms around her middle and held her against him. He
tasted her blood in his mouth and he clamped down harder as he came inside her.
Holding her. Filling her. Praying he was creating alife inside her.

Mathias was still shaking and convulsing from his climax as he released her neck
and licked the blood from her skin.

Once released, Mina quickly moved and spun on him. Facing Mathias, she pushed
him on his back, straddled him, and slid down on his still hard cock.

His eyes almost popping out of his head, Mathias grabbed her hips and held tight. As
if he was going to stop her.

Sherode him hard and fast asiif still unsatisfied. He leaned back watching her. Long,
dark hair bouncing against his thighs, her beautiful breasts swaying as she moved. Her
moans were getting louder and her movements getting faster.

Mathias felt her clench against him and knew she was going to come again. He
threaded hisfingersin her hair and pulled her head down so he could watch her face as
she climaxed around him.

Mina opened her eyesto look at him and he was shocked at what he saw. No longer
were they the gorgeous brown he was lost in every time he looked at her. They were now
gold and speckled. Fierce. Tiger. Holy Christ, she was shifting. He quickly slashed at the
skin on his neck to draw blood. Her eyes immediately focused on the red mark. Mathias
clenched his handsin her hair and looked directly at her. “It'sal right, baby. Let go.
Come for me now.”

*

At hisdemand, Minathrew her head back and came fiercely around him, screaming
and digging her claws into his shoulders and grinding her body down on his cock. Her
head snapped forward and she instinctually sank her mouth over the slash at his neck,
tasting blood. At the first nuance of the copper taste, Mina ground harder against
Mathias, groaning at the sensations she felt for the first time. Her teeth clenched the
muscle in his shoulder as she moved him deeper inside her. Her entire body was flushed
and tingling with awareness. The bonding was happening. A shockwave of pleasure
coursed through her body. She was weightless, but at the same time the pressure of her



climax held her to him. Eyes rolling back into her head, Minainhaled deeply, scenting
everything around her. She had completed the bond. She had taken his blood.
Instinctively she knew they would be forever bonded as one. Just as Mathias had told her.
Always able to speak to each other in their minds, always aware of each other’s
emotions, always able to find one another. Forever together.

Mathias gripped his arms around her as he came once again, filling her with his seed.

They were mated.

Minareleased her hold and leaned back to look into his eyes. The tiger inside her had
subsided. She was filled with an almost overwhelming sense of peace and happiness.

Mathias |eaned up and licked her lips, then kissed her soundly.

Mina groaned and leaned into his body for support.

She pulled her head back and tried to stifle a yawn, then looked down at Mathias
with agrin. “You're mine now, mister.”

Mathias laid her down in bed, covered both of their bodies and held her close.
“Always. Sleep now. Y our father wants to see you soon.”

“Don’'t leave me, Mathias.”

Mathias squeezed tighter around her. “Never. Y ou’re home now, Mina. Sleep, baby.”



Chapter Twenty-Seven

For the next day and night, Mina found herself connecting more and more with
Mathias. They talked, ate, laughed and made love. He told her stories of when he was a
boy, and she shared some of her better stories of her times with her mother. They talked
about their favorite things as well as what pissed them off. Unbelievably, they both had
huge pet peeves about people who were late and slow drivers in the fast lane. But they
both loved mint chip ice cream, a good steak and Crown Royal.

After having a huge meal consisting obvioudy of steak and ice cream, they were
finally ready to rejoin the world. Because they were now mated, Mina had healed at an
incredibly fast rate. The Coteri blood in her came alive. Her cuts were now just pink
marks on her skin and the colored bruises had faded.

Minafelt much better knowing she wouldn’t be awalking billboard showing
everyone what Luca had done to her. They wanted to keep that part of the rescue as
private as they could. All of the men who had been in her presence during the mission
had been sworn to secrecy by the king himself. The realm and its inhabitants already
knew who she was and that she had been taken prisoner and survived. They didn’'t need
the details of her time in captivity. It was going to be hard enough to have them accept
her as ahybrid as well asamember of the Royal Family.

Hand in hand, they both walked quietly toward the center of the castle. Minafelt her
body humming with energy. It felt asif she was going to burst out of her own skin.
Mathias had explained it was her Coteri blood coming to life. The mating between them
had awakened that previously dormant side of her and now she felt the same thing a
young Coteri would feel when their innate powers cameto life. There was no telling what
she would be capable of doing once she fully accepted her Coteri side.

Mina squeezed Mathias’ fingerstighter at the thought. He turned and smiled down at
her. “1t’ll be fine, Mina. Don’t worry.”

Mina marched toward a father she had never met, had millions of questions
swimming in her head, held hands with a shape shifter who just happened to be a genera
of her father’s Royal Army, and she had fallen in love with him within days of meeting
him. Great. She could just see herself walking up to Roderick and saying, “Hey, Pop!
Nice to meet cha. Thanks for sending this hunk of a man/cat to watch over me. He's
really great in bed.”

“Don’'t worry? Mathias, have you forgotten what | have on my neck? What we did
yesterday? Don’'t you think he's going to be just a bit ticked off at this?’

“Yes, Mina. He' s not going to be exactly pleased, but he won’'t say aword to you.
Y ou are his daughter. He has waited the last twenty-eight years to see you. Our mating
won'’t stop him from loving you.”

They continued through the stone hallway, and suddenly the corridor opened into a
gigantic atrium. The ceiling was adorned with silver etchings and a single mural spanning
the entire space. The painting showed animals and children running through a dense
forest by moonlight. The colors were vividly deep and took Mina s breath away. As she
looked around the room, eyes wide and mouth gaped open, she noticed al the ornate
furnishings against the walls and the tartans hanging down between doorways that led to



the numerous hallways spanning through the castle into the mountain it was built into.
There were three massive fireplaces within the room and they were al roaring with
flames. Everything looked so regal. So formal. Untouchable. Mina secretly hoped that
would not be the case with Roderick.

Mina stopped walking and jerked her hand to stop Mathias. “ So what does that mean
for you? What' s he going to do to you?’

“What do you mean?”’

Mina pried her gaze away from her new surroundings and looked up into his
gorgeous green eyes. “Y ou said he wouldn't say aword to me. Where does that |eave
you?’

Mathias' free hand moved the hair from Mina's forehead and he bent down to give
her a soft kiss. “Don’t worry about me, chere. I'll be fine. Y our father is areasonable
man. It'snot asif I'll get forty lashesif that’s what you're thinking. We'll talk it out and
it will befine”

“It better be, Mathias. He may be my father in blood, but he has no rights over me.
He gave those up when he sent my mother back to the states without him.”

Suddenly, arich, deep voice boomed behind the both of them, echoing off the
colossal walls of the room. “Independent, just like your mother. | expected nothing less.”

Minafroze. Shefelt her face pale at the sound of his voice.

Ho-ly shit.

Mathias squeezed her hand with his, leaned down and whispered in her ear, “Mina.
Y ou need to turn around. The king is addressing you.”

Mina looked helplessly back up at Mathias and whispered back, “How the hell can
you be so damn calm. How did he hear that?’

The voice boomed again. “I can hear you now, young lady. Now turn around. | want
to see my daughter’s face.”

Minadropped her head and swore to herself. Was she really ready for this? Did she
really want to come face-to-face with the man who had slowly torn out her mother’s
heart? The man who had knocked Julia up and left her to raise his child on her own? The
man who chose to remain absent from her life?

Screw it. She had fallen in love with a shape shifter, been kidnapped by a psychopath
and had discovered she wasn't wholly human. She could handle this.

Mina unlaced her fingers from Mathias' hand and slowly turned on her heel to face
Roderick. She looked up and saw him standing at the top of a gigantic flowing staircase.
It reminded her of the scene in Gone with the Wind when Scarlett O’ Hara stood at the top
of her stairs at the end of the movie yelling after Rhett Butler to come back to her. The
only difference was the carpet wasn't rich red like the movie but a brilliant royal blue.
Standing at the top was the man who had broken her mother’ s heart.

She focused on Roderick’ s face.

His hair was jet black with adight sprinkle of gray throughout. His skin was tanned
and wrinkled around his dark eyes as though he spent years staring into the sun. He wore
all black. That must be the thing around there. He looked rough, regal and very
handsome. She could now understand why her mother found him fascinating. In just the
few seconds she had laid her eyes on him, she felt entranced. Like she was somehow
being drawn to him.

Roderick moved like a predator down the stairs toward her. He was smooth and



graceful, but at the same time, menacing. She sensed raw power coming toward her and
she was his child. Jesus. Julia must have been completely floored by this man when she
met him.

Mathias moved to stand behind Mina and placed his hands on her shouldersto steady
her.

Roderick stopped right in front of her. Never breaking eye contact. He continued to
look directly into her eyes and then roamed his stare over her face. Taking her in. His
hand rose up and he traced the bridge of her nose with hisindex finger. “Y our mother’s
nose.”

Mina quickly jerked back from his light touch.

He reached into his front pocket and pulled something out. “ Allow me?’

Mina s brows came together in confusion. “Allow you to what?’

“Allow me to return something that’s yours.”

Minalooked down at his hand and then back to hisface. “What isit?’

Roderick took a step toward her and opened his large fist. “It’ s the necklace | sent
your mother for your sixteenth birthday. Y ou lost it during your unfortunate abduction.”

Minawas shocked at his description of what had happened to her. “Isthat what you
cal it? Unfortunate?’

At her tone, Mathias lightly squeezed her shoulders.

Roderick replied gently, “Unfortunate iswhat | would call it if | wasin front of my
council or my people. Since I’m standing in front of my only child, | will amend my
statement. Y ou lost it when that worthless bastard snatched you away from Mathias.” He
raised an eyebrow. “Isthat better?’

Minarested her hands on her hips and cocked her head. “Much.”

Roderick stepped forward and raised his hands to reattach the necklace around her
neck. Minamoved her head to the side to give him access to the clasp. Mathias gently
lifted Mina s mane of hair from her neck to allow Roderick better access. He locked it
together and let the cross rest in the middle of her chest. He then reached over and
grasped atendril of her hair and rubbed it between hisfingers. “Y our mother’s hair.”

Minawatched as Roderick’s gaze traveled over her face, almost examining her with
his gaze. Before she could adjust her hair to cover her neck, and the obvious mark, his
eyes narrowed and his jaw clenched.

Oh shit.

Roderick sguinted and then like lightening he pinned Mathias with a murderous
stare.

Mina s blood immediately began to boil and she went into protection mode. With her
index finger now firmly pressed into Roderick’s sternum, she let him have it. “Now you
listen to me and listen good. Y ou may be the king around here, but you are also the SOB
who left me and my mother alone for the last twenty-eight years with no explanation to
me whatsoever. What | do with my life is my business and until you have proven your
worth, you'll do well to stay out of it.”

Mathias dug his fingersinto Mina s shoulders, effectively stopping her tirade.

Roderick continued to stare into Mina's eyes. When his hand rose, she looked to the
left and saw two gargantuan men coming out of the shadows. Coming toward them. Fast.

At hissignal to them, they skidded to a halt, but kept their eyes trained on her.
Apparently yelling at the king was a big no-no.



Minaslowly lowered her hand, but stood her ground, staring right back at him. Not
intimidated in the least.

Roderick smiled. “Y our mother’s strength.” He stepped back and motioned toward
the staircase with an outstretched hand. “ Come with me, Mina.”

Minaturned and looked back at Mathias, silently asking if she was safe to go. He
leaned down and brushed a quick kiss against her lips. “ Go, chere.”

Minareached for Mathias and laced her fingersin his. “Come with me.”

From the landing of the staircase and without turning around, Roderick provided her
with a stern reply she didn’t want to hear. “The general has other things to take care of at
the moment.”

Minaturned and watched her father ascend the stairs like the king he was. She could
actualy feel the power he exuded. She immediately thought the man should have a cape
on or something. She could picture it billowing behind him as he ascended the giant blue
staircase. She noticed aring on his finger as his hand slid up the shined banister. What
was the insignia on it? Jesus, she did not want to do this. How could she be expected to
speak to him after what her mother had gone through? Hell, he didn’t even show up for
her funeral. If he loved her that much, why did he let Julia go? Why was he an enigmato
her and not some fond memory? Why did she want to slide her hand into his and walk
next to him? Why did she keep thinking he smelled really good?

Turning back toward Mathias, she again asked, “Please go with me.”

“1 was not invited, Mina. It's you he wants to talk to. Now go.” He kissed her again.
“You'll befine. Get to know him. Talk to him. That's all he wants.”

She reached up and grabbed the cross resting on his chest. She stared at it and then
down to the one around her own neck. “ These mean something don’'t they?”

“The crossis the symbol of our race. It'swhat you are, Mina. Now go. Quit stalling.”

“Fine. But how will | find you after this?’

“Don’t worry. I'll find you.”

And with that, Mathias turned and walked away from her.

Mina stared after him as he left the room and she felt sick. Where the hell was her
cell phone? God only knew with al of the dramathat had gone down. She needed to call
Chloe. It had been days since she had spoken to her and Mina knew Chloe was probably
going through the roof right about now wondering what was going on.

She looked back toward the stairs and Roderick stood at the top, looking down at
her. Damn it. She suddenly felt like an eight-year-old kid getting called to the principal’s
office. Just sensing his presence made her feel like alittle girl again. She had to snap out
of it. He was the one who needed to give her answers. Twenty-eight years worth.

Mina started walking toward the monstrous staircase, determined to make him
answer everything she was going to throw at him. There was no way she was going to let
emotion take over. He had been a secret long enough. She was going to get answers.

When she reached the top, he didn’t say aword. He just started walking. She
reluctantly followed. They passed several rooms and then finally stopped when they
arrived in front of two colossal wooden doors. He opened them and she remained
standing in the hall. She wasn't completely sure she still wanted to do this.

Minalet her gaze and mind take in the surroundings. The room was a bit
intimidating. There were al varieties of weapons hanging all over the walls of the room.
Some had to be ancient but others looked quite modern. There was a huge map of Europe



on afar wall and another of the U.S. on another and there were little blue pins stuck all
over them. The numerous windows were adorned with deep royal blue curtains and they
went from the floor to the extremely high ceiling.

Roderick walked over and started pulling them open.

It was awelird feeling being in the heart of a mountain as she and Mathias had
walked through the corridors and then to be in a massive room with windows. This place
looked like a castle on the outside, but she knew it was built deep into the mountain for
security as well as secrecy.

Shetentatively took a step into the room. Then another.

Roderick watched her every move. Studying her. Probably trying to see Juliaor
maybe just a bit of himin her.

Minawalked over to one of the windows and looked out. It was early evening and
the sun started to set behind the gorgeous mountains of the Black Forest. She watched as
several falcons flew out into the trees. Now she knew why she was so drawn to that
particular bird. Itslikenesswas all over the castle and adorned several tartans on the
walls. It had to be another symbol for their race. One circled around and flew toward her.
It landed on the wrought-iron railing outside the window. Cocking its head, it looked at
her and spread its wings out as though waving. Weird.

Roderick had silently walked up behind her and when he spoke, she almost jumped
out of her own skin. “Tremayne. He' s checking on you for Mathias.” With aslight wave
of his hand, the king dismissed Tre and the bird immediately took off and flew toward the
trees.

So freaking weird. Thiswas going to take alot of getting used to.

Minaturned and backed away from the window. She began to explore the room,
looking at everything on the walls and adorning the furniture. Everything seemed so
antique or ancient. She wondered just how old Roderick really was. The way Mathias had
explained it, Roderick could be hundreds of years old. Jesus, this was going to take some
getting used to.

Normally when Minafelt like this, she would stretch out on the deck with a couple
of shots of Crown over ice and a pack of cigarettes. Both would easily take the edge off.
What she wouldn’t give right now for a shot, a cigarette and Chloe. This was too much
for her to handle right now. She' d been kidnapped, almost raped, and had incredible sex
with a man—who wasn’'t human—that she'd just pledged her life to after only knowing
him a handful of days. Now she was in the same room as her phantom father and she was
just a bit too freaked out right now. Was it too much to ask for asmall shot of whiskey or
something?

“Not agood idea, Mina. At least not right now.”

Mina whipped around and just stood there with her mouth wide enough that if she
stuck her tongue out, she could probably taste the floor.

Roderick put his hands up in a gesture of surrender. “ Stay calm. There are certain
bonds between us that allow me to read your thoughts if | choose to.”

“Then don’t choose to. Jesus. Y ou people are going to be the death of me with all of
your little tricks. Stay out of my head, Roderick. You're not invited.”

“1 apologize.”

They both just stood there in silence. Mina had a boatload of questions, but she
wasn't sure if she could sit here and listen to his excuses. And she was sure that’ s what



they would be. Not justifiable reasons but damn excuses. She had spent her life believing
he was dead only to find out recently he was alive and well and had chosen not to be with
her and her mother. There was no way to not feel betrayed, regardless of his reasoning.

Y et she had so many questions for this man. Now she was finally standing in the same
room with her father and she couldn’t bring herself to ask him anything. Hell, she
couldn’t even keep eye contact.

Usually Minadidn’'t mind silence. She could wait patiently and make the other
person yield and speak first, but this drove her mad. Roderick was just standing there
looking her up and down and she was getting the willies. She had to say something. She
turned and faced him. “ So, just how old are you, anyway?’

Roderick gave her aone-sided grin. “Isthat what you really want to know, Mina?
My age?’ Hetook afew steps toward her. “I think you have other questions on your
mind. More important things to inquire about than my age.” He continued forward. “Put
it thisway, I’'m much older than | look.” He stopped just inches away. “Y ou are the only
family | have left.” He moved even closer. “| want to know you.”

Minasidled away and walked toward his massive desk, giving Roderick her back.

“Y ou should have thought about that twenty-eight years ago when you sent my pregnant
mother back home to Washington.”

She walked toward the mahogany desk and put her hands on the edge and something
caught her eye. She walked around the desk and looked down at the small frame peeking
out from under the paperwork that was strewn all over the top.

Mina pulled the three-inch frame out and studied it with surprise and fascination.
The frame held adrawing. A child’s drawing. Her drawing. It must have been done when
she was very young. Green and brown crayon lines were all over it. It had been her
attempt to draw atree. There wasasmall M scribbled in the lower corner. Minalooked
up at Roderick, completely astounded at what she held in her hand.

“Yes. It'syours. Your mother sent me many things from your childhood. It was the
only way for me to stay connected to you and Julia.”

Mina's hand shook now. She felt her own heart beating. “Why?’

Roderick slowly walked toward the desk. “Is that what you want to know? Why | let
you and your mother leave? Why | didn’t keep her here?’

Tearsformed in her eyes now. Still shaking, she answered, “Yes.”

“Come with me, Mina I'll tell you everything you want to know. | will answer any
guestion you have. It’ s time you know the truth about me and your mother.”



Chapter Twenty-Eight

Mathias walked down to the training rooms. Hopefully, some of his men would be
there so he could kill two birds with one stone. He needed to speak to them about the
mission in Italy. He wanted to thank them. They had been enormously victoriousin not
losing one single Coteri warrior in the battle. That took skill. That took guts. That took a
lot of fucking stupid guys charging into a battle that in hindsight, Mathias thought was a
total crap shoot. There was no telling what Luca had had in store for them. Hell, the guy
was a psycho. Mathias half expected a three-headed dog or a seven-foot Cyclopsto be
protecting the cave. As many experiments as Luca and Vaencia had headed up, nothing
would surprise him.

The closer he got to the training room, the louder the music got. The bass was
thumping like crazy and Mathias could actually feel it in his chest as he approached the
double doors. He opened them and was blasted with Disturbed blaring from the speaker
system. He figured the room would be crowded with soldiers, but to his amazement one
lone man stood to the left of the mats beating the hell out of a bag.

There was no mistaking who it was. Talon stood to the side of the bag in black
workout shorts and his hair slicked back in alow ponytail. His face was flushed and
sweat poured off his body. His shins and elbows were already red and bruised from
taking swipes at the bag, and looking at the way he punched, Mathias knew Talon's
knuckles would come out of those gloves covered in blood. The six-foot-five, two-
hundred-forty-pound warrior was taking something out on that bag and Mathias was
going to find out exactly what it was.

He walked over to the stereo and flipped the power off, effectively stopping Talon’s
assault on the poor bag.

Talon threw his hands up and yelled, “What the hell, man? Turn it back on.”

Mathias dropped his duffle to the floor and started walking across the mats toward
Talon. “Not now. We need to talk a minute.”

Still hopping up and down on the balls of hisfeet, Talon continued to move and jab
toward the hanging bag. He breathed heavily and looked completely exhausted, but
Mathias knew Talon could go another two hours before calling it quits.

“Come on, Mathias. I'm right in the middle of aworkout. Can't it wait?’

“No.”

Talon stopped jumping and started walking in circles.

Mathias crossed the floor and came within inches of Talon, stopping him in place.
The close proximity took Talon off balance and he stepped back. “What isit?Isit Mina?
Issheall right?’

Still staring into Talon’s eyes, Mathias answered, “ She' s fine. She’ swith Roderick.”

“Then what isit?’

Mathias finally broke his stare and looked down at the mat. He let out along sigh
and looked back up. “I want to thank you.” He paused again and looked at the ceiling,
feeling uncomfortable with the emotions building in his chest. “1 wouldn’t have her if it
wasn't for you.”

Talon stood in silence. Mathias reached out his hand and Talon took it. They gripped



each other firmly as Mathias placed his other hand on Talon’s shoulder and squeezed.
“Thank you, my friend.”

They unclasped their hands and like two little boys who did something they weren’t
supposed to, they shifted their weight on their feet and just stared at the ground. Seeing
them right now, no one would know they were two of the fiercest warriors the Coteri had.

“Anytime, general. I’ve grown kind of fond of her too, ya know. There aren’'t too
many females who can put mein my place, so you better hold onto her.”

Mathias chuckled. “1 plan to, brother. But it may not be as easy as | thought.”

Talon started jJumping in place again. “What do you mean?’

Rolling his eyes, Mathias replied, “ She's with Roderick now. No telling what he'll
do to me for marking her without his permission.”

Talon began to tear the tape around his gloves off with his teeth. One bloodied hand
emerged and he started on the other glove. “Look, man. Roderick is gonna have to deal,
because | don’t see you letting her go anytime soon. And there’ s no way he will remove
you from rank.” Both gloves dropped to the floor and Talon ran a hand over his sweat-
covered face. “He just may make your life miserable for awhile. That's all.”

“Great. Thanks for that.” Mathias turned and made his way back to the stereo and his
duffle bag. “By the way, you fedl like telling me what’s got you beating the shit out of
that bag?’ Mathias grabbed his gloves. Looking over his shoulder with agrin he added,
“Wouldn’t happen to be lady troubles, would it?’

Talon narrowed his gaze on his friend and stalked over to the stereo. He changed
discs and Seether blared through the sound system. “Drop it man. It's nothing.” Talon
returned to the bag to continue his workout bare fisted.

Mathias strode onto the mat. That ook he’d seen in hisfriend' s eyeswas telling. “I
can make you tell me you know.”

Talon'sjaw clenched as he turned back to the bag. Mathias already had a very strong
suspicion just who could have turned Talon so inside out. And he didn’t like his suspicion
one bit. Mathias moved to stand chest to chest with hisfriend. His stance tight as he
crossed hisarms over his chest and stared directly into Talon's eyes. “It’s not gonna
happen, brother. She's not for you.”

Talon took a step back and mirrored Mathias' s pose, crossing hisarms over his
chest. “| said drop it, Mathias. Y ou’ ve got nothing to worry about on that front.”

Mathias studied his friend for a moment then gave a quick nod. “Good. Come on,
Talon. Let’s go acouple of rounds.”

Talon threw hisarms up in frustration. “1 just took off my fucking gloves!”

Mathias continued toward the center of the blue mat. “ Then we go bare fisted.”

Mumbling to himself, Talon turned to follow his general. “ Shit. Thisis gonna hurt.”

* % *x %

Minafollowed Roderick back down the long hallway, past the gloriously large blue
staircase and went deeper into the mountain. She felt the air cool around her and she was
thankful. She had been heated with nervousness since she woke up. It didn’'t help she
could actualy feel the blood coursing through her veins and her skin was still tingling
from the mating. All of thiswas so bloody strange to her. Asit would be to anyone, but it
happened to her.

They hadn’t passed many other people on their way to wherever he took her and it



made her abit nervous. She redlly didn’t want to be alone with him. She didn’t know the
first thing about him. Well, other than he was some sort of mystical king and he was the
reason she wasn't completely human.

They rounded a corner and she saw two of the biggest men she had ever seen
standing next to an extremely large door. The same men who came at her in the atrium
when she’ d dared touch the king.

At their arrival, both men immediately unsheathed their swords, touched the tipsto
the floor and bowed their heads.

Roderick stopped in front of them and motioned Minato come forward. She figured
she was close enough to the goliath men and she stayed where she was. He gave her a
small smirk and then turned back to the men and addressed them. “ Simon, Gabriel, thisis
my daughter, Mina. Sheis to have access to anywhere she desires.” He turned back to
Minaand motioned her forward.

Again, feding like alittle girl, she tentatively walked toward the men.

Roderick gently grasped her elbow and guided her to his side. “Mina, these men are
my persona guard. Thisis Simon and thisis Gabriel. | have known them since they were
children and I trust them implicitly. | hope you can learn to do the same. They are here
for our protection.”

At their introduction, both men raised their heads and looked at her. Dear god, they
were beautiful. Huge and beautiful. The one named Gabriel had shoulder-length slate
black hair and pale skin, but his eyes were the most beautiful shade of blue she thought
she had ever seen. They reminded her of ice. But not cold. Simon had similar hair color,
but his was shorter and his skin was darker, asif he spent more time outside. He too, had
gorgeous blue eyes.

She caught herself staring and blushed with embarrassment. These Coteri men could
rule the world’ s population of women if they all looked like the few she had already met.
Gabriel extended his hand and Mina quickly took it, trying to steel her nervesto
show she wasn’t intimidated or scared. She didn’t want to immediately appear to be the
weak hybrid. His hand literally swallowed hers and she tried to wrap her fingers around

his large palm. No such luck.

He gave her adow smile and finally spoke, “Welcome home, Mina.” Jesus hisvoice
could melt butter. Where the hell was Chloe? She would cream in her jeans if she saw
these guys.

Simon extended his hand immediately after. “ Good to finally meet you, Mina. Just
let us know if you need anything.”

Minafelt a strange prickling to her skin when she grasped Simon’s hand. So much so
she pulled away just as he encased her hand in his. She rubbed her hand on her jeans and
looked back up at him. “Th-thanks. I will.”

The men moved to the side and Roderick walked into the room.

“Thisismy private office, Mina. No one enters here without going through Gabriel
or Simon. We won't be disturbed.”

Mina quickly followed and heard the door close behind her. She looked at her
surroundings and sucked in her breath. The room was enormous. The walls were chiseled
stone and there were sconces lit everywhere, illuminating the room with soft light. A
huge fireplace was to her left and it roared with warmth. Where the hell did the smoke go
from the fire? She was in the middle of afreaking mountain and there was afireplace?



There had to be some elaborate ventilation system or something, because the smoke
traveled over the flamesinto the flue.

Above the carved mantle was another tartan with the falcon embroidered on it.
Within the design, she noticed the infinity cross.

Minawalked toward the fire to feel its warmth, and as she got closer, the objects
resting on the mantle came into focus. She was much shorter than the mantle and couldn’t
see every item placed there. She tentatively reached up and pulled down a silver cup. She
ran the pad of her thumb over the engraving: Willamina Genevieve ~ Daughter. Minafelt
the hair on her head stand on end as her hand began shaking. She placed the cup back on
the mantle and reached for the next item. It was asmall silver box. She opened it and
tinkling music began to play. It was “Baby Mine” from the movie Dumbo. It was what
Julia used to sing to her when she was little. As Mina had gotten older and Julia had
mentally disconnected with her, she used to hear Julia humming the song when she was
alone in her room. Looking down in the box, she saw what |ooked like atooth. “My
god,” escaped her mouth as awhisper. Minaturned and looked at Roderick.

He had moved to one of the chairsin the room and sat in it, staring at her. Watching
her reaction to what she saw.

She turned back and looked at the box in her hand. It wastiny, silver and lined with
light blue velvet inside. A little tooth lay in the middle. She knew instinctively it was
hers. And he had it.

Minaslowly closed the box and placed it back on the mantel. She wasn't sureif she
should continue examining everything he had, but curiosity was killing her. She dlid her
hand along the wood and felt something hard and cold. She grabbed it with her fingertips
and brought it down. It was alarge square of glass and embedded inside it was alock of
hair. Jesus Christ. Was this her little curl encased in glass?

“Yes. It'syours, Mina. Asis everything else up there. Y our bonnet from your
christening, your first pair of shoes, abow you worein your hair. It'sall yours.” Roderick
stood and walked toward her, reaching for the glass square.

Shelet him haveit.

He stared down at it intently. “1 remember when your mother sent this to me. She
didn’t want to cut your hair, but she wanted me to see the color. She waited until you
slept and reached underneath near the back of your neck and cut off a curl. Shetied it
together with abow and sent it to me.” He ran his fingers over the smooth surface of the
glass. “It smelled like you for weeks.”

Unbelievably, Minafelt atear run down her cheek. She wasn’'t supposed to feel sorry
for this man. She was here for answers, not affection. Not arelationship. Not until she
understood what happened. But watching him look at that lock of hair did something to
her. It tore at her chest. He looked like a man with a broken heart. Could she believe that
now? Could she believe him?

Roderick looked over at her and wiped the tear away with his finger and smiled at
her. “Once | couldn’t smell you any longer, | had the curl placed in glassjust asit had
been sent to me. That way, it would remain intact.” He placed the glass back on top of the
mantel and took Mina s still-shaking hand. “Come sit with me. I'll tell you everything
you want to know about Julia and what she meant to me.”

Mina followed him to the couch. She pulled off her boots and curled up in the corner
of the leather cushions. Roderick slipped a bottle of water into her hand and then sat



across from her in alarge leather chair.

With his elbows on his knees and hunched over his own legs, he looked into Mina's
eyes. “| loved your mother with everything | had. The moment | saw her, | wanted her.
She was standing in the tower of the Neuschwanstein Castle on holiday with her friends.
She leaned on awindowsill looking over the forest.” Roderick leaned back in the chair
and looked at the ceiling as though picturing her in his mind. “Her hair blew in the wind
and her eyes were closed. She was the most striking thing | had ever seen.”

He looked back down at Minaand clasped his hands in hislap. “ There was just one
problem with that little scene. | wasn’t in human form. | just happened to be flying asa
falcon. The falcon is my strongest form and one | feel most comfortablein. Y ou will soon
learn all about your abilities from one of our high council members, Isla. She will be able
to help you understand all of the nuances of our race.”

Mina absently nodded and gestured for Roderick to continue.

“Right. Well, | circled around and just kept my eyes on Julia. Watching her. She was
eventualy joined by her friends and she walked away from view. My curiosity got the
better of me and | slipped into another window in the castle and transformed back into
human form. | made my way down and met up with her tour group. | followed her at a
distance, just listening to her voice, watching her movements. She intrigued me. The way
she threw her head back when she laughed out loud, like she was so full of joy. | wanted
to feel that. | felt asif | couldn’t walk away from her. Asif she was mine. She was
supposed to belong to me.

“1 tagged along with the tour group for the next hour or so and when they retreated
back to the bus, | slipped away and followed it back to her hotel in falcon form. Then |
waited. The next time she exited the hotel, | pretended to bump into her and | asked if she
wanted to go for coffee with me. From that day forward, we were together. | knew what |
was doing was forbidden, but she seemed to call to me. Her friends went back to the
states and | reserved aroom for her at the same hotel you stayed in. The same room even.
| would meet her during the day and show her Germany. At night ... well, | won't get too
much into that, but afew weeks later, we discovered Jewls was pregnant.”

Mina put her hand up to interrupt him. “Why was it forbidden? What was wrong
with her?’

“Nothing was wrong with her, Mina. Other than the fact she was a different race than
| was. Y ou see, decades ago we found if we bred with humans, it was a danger to them
and to the child, because humans could not tolerate a Coteri pregnancy. Both the mother
and child would die either during or shortly after birth.”

“Then why did I live? How did Mom succeed?’

Roderick rose from the chair and ran his hand impatiently through his hair. “The
only thing | can think of isthat as our relationship deepened, Juliawould tell me she
thought she could feel me even when | wasn't there. When | would arrive at the hotel to
see her, she somehow knew if | had a good or bad day even before | would utter aword
to her. She said she felt my emotions asif she had been looking through my eyes.”

Minainterrupted again. “But | thought that only happened after the mating had
occurred?’

“It does. That’s what made it so confusing. | hadn’t even slept with Julia at that time.
There was something else causing it. Something on a higher plane that | could never
figure out. She had something that connected with our race, connected to me. Something



that allowed her to adapt to me and survive a pregnancy. To thisday, | still don’t know
how shedid it alone. | think that’s why | ignored our laws and became intimate with your
mother. | knew | shouldn’t, but | had thought if there was some chance she could
somehow be mine, | would risk it. | would have never intentionally gotten her pregnant.
It would have been too dangerous to her. She had told me she was on birth control and |
had assumed that would prevent her from becoming pregnant. But apparently, human
birth control doesn’t work with Coteri men. And after you were born, | was so grateful |
had taken that chance. | didn’t even know if Julia would make it through the pregnancy,
but she was determined to have you. No matter what happened to her or us. She loved
you with everything she had.”

Roderick walked back over to Minaand knelt down in front of her. “I know I’'m
leaving out alot of information, but | will try to make sure you know everything. | have
loved you since the day | found out about you. It has broken my heart al thistime not
being with you, but Jewls and | decided it would be for the best. For your safety aswell
asfor hers. | also made sure you were always under my protection. From the day you
were born.”

Minafelt mesmerized by his touch. His stare. She wanted so badly to just reach out
and hug him but she still needed answers. She held herself back and asked, “Why would
it have been unsafe for us here? Why did you send her away?’

He rubbed his thumb over her cheek and stood again in front of her. “1 didn’t send
her away, Mina. We decided it would be safer if she left and went home. When we began
our relationship, she had no ideawhat | was or what type of title and responsibilities |
had. | confided in her because of my love and devotion to her. She believed me
immediately. She knew there was something mysterious about me and that our
relationship was unique. | told her about our law, and because she was able to become
successfully mated with me, we knew that one day the Valtawould come after her. And
after you. They desperately want to know how to breed with the human race to
successfully gain their own army of power. She left to protect you and | let her go to
protect the both of you. Can you understand that, Mina?’

Mina hesitated a bit. She didn’t want to agree so quickly but she got it. He was
protecting them. Not abandoning them. Her gut turned. She believed him. “Y eah, |
understand.” Mina stood and walked back over to the wall full of shelved books. She
scanned the spines and was surprised to find copies of all of her old textbooks as well as
everything she had to read for her Literature degree. Shakespeare, Dante, Bronte, all of
them were there. Still scanning the books, she asked, “Did you read al of these?’

“Of course | did. | wanted to make sure you were reading substance instead of fluff. |
don’'t normally indulge in reading for pleasure, but | found some of the works to my
liking.”

Minareached for one of the books and pulled it down. It was the complete works of
Robert Frost. Minaturned and held the book up. “Y ou really read this?’

Roderick squinted to see what the spine revealed. “Well, not all of it, but some. Just
enough to make sure it was good enough.”

“Good enough for what?”

“For you.”

Mina put the book back and walked toward the couch. She took a swallow of water
and sat back down and sighed. “ So, what now?’



They both sat there in silence for afew minutes. Uncomfortable silence. She didn’t
know this man and it was obviousto her he desperately wanted to know her. She just
needed time. Time to digest what had happened. Time to figure out what to do next.

Mina continued to look around the room, trying to avoid Roderick’s stare. She felt
completely exhausted and all she wanted was a shower, abed and Mathias. She briefly
closed her eyes.

Roderick picked up on the signal. He stood and reached for her hand. She placed it in
his and he pulled her to her feet. He squared himself in front of her and sucked in a
breath.

Oh shit. What now.

“1 want to discuss one other matter with you before you go, Mina. | want to discuss
Mathias.”

Minaimmediately went on the defensive. “He’ s not up for discussion, Roderick.”

Putting his hands up in surrender, Roderick retorted, “That’s not what | meant, Mina.
Give me achanceto explain. All right?’

“Fine. Explain.”

“Remember the night you first met Mathias?’

“Yeah, | had stupidly followed awolf into the woods and he was out there. Now that
| know what heis, it was probably him messing with me.”

Roderick smiled down at her. “No, Mina. It wasn't him. It was me. | lead you to
him.”

Mina s mouth dropped open at his admission. “It was you?’

“Yes. It was supposed to be Quinn, but | couldn’t resist the opportunity to finally see
you up close, to be near you. Mathias had no idea it was me. He knew you would be
there, but had no idea | had taken Quinn’s place. | had to stay away until | explained your
existence to my council. | needed to make sure they would accept you and what | had
done. | wasn't going to bring you into a hostile environment not knowing how they

would react to you. I’ ve known Mathias since he was young. | see him asason and | trust
him implicitly. That’s one of the reasons | sent him to protect you. | hoped you would
form abond with him. It's something | was confident would happen. | am very happy for
you, Mina. And for Mathias. | couldn’t ask for a better mating.”

Minajust stood there wide-eyed. Her father had set her up? “What?’

Roderick gave her acrooked smile. “Y ou heard me. I'm glad you're with him. | just
hope things will go easy for you. | am extremely thankful our people have accepted the
fact | have achild. There will be challenges later, but I’'m hopeful the Coteri will see you
as one of their own.” He stepped closer and placed his hand tentatively on Mina' s belly.
“And you, Mina, will soon have a child of your own.”

She couldn’t swallow. She couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t feel anything. She went
completely numb. The only response she could actually think of came tumbling out of
her mouth. “Fuuuuuuck.”



Chapter Twenty-Nine

“Mina, honey! It's all right.”

Her face was completely drained of blood and her body was about to collapse on the
hard, cold, stone floor. Pregnant? She couldn’t be pregnant. There was no way. The
doctors had told her that all of the endometriosis she had dealt with in the past would
probably make it almost impossible for her to conceive. She thought about it again.
“Probably” and “amost” had never been prominent in that statement, but all of a sudden,
those two words meant awhole hell of alot. The only reason she was on the pill was to
regulate her periods. She never even thought about the chance of getting pregnant. It had
always been adead issue.

Minareached behind her and she caught the arm of the chair. She slumped down in
the cushion and didn’t blink. Her breathing started to hitch and she felt another panic
attack coming on. Oh god. Pregnant.

Could she hope? Could she believe?

She absently started looking for her bag, instinctively craving a cigarette. Thiswas
one of those times when one was a prerequisite to keeping her sanity. Her hand flailed
next to her and she started scanning the room with her wide eyes.

Roderick knelt in front of her and grasped her hands in his. “Y our bag isn't here,
Mina, and eveniif it was, | wouldn’t let you have what you are looking for.”

“1 know.” She huffed. “Hey wait ... get out of my head, Roderick.”

“1"m sorry, Mina, but you needn’t worry. Thisis wonderful news.”

Mina continued to stare at the floor in front of her. The carpet covering the stone
floor was gorgeous with its blues, whites and grays swirling together. She looked around
the room and noticed all of the colors and fixtures. All beautiful. All one of akind. All
from aworld she knew nothing about. And why the fuck was she thinking about color
patterns now? And just how many major life changes could a single psyche take without
imploding?

She fixed her gaze on the man kneeling in front of her. His eyes were deep and dark.
His face was beautiful and worn. His lips were pursed together and tilted up to one sidein
adlight smile. He wanted to be her father. She knew he told the truth. She could
somehow sense that the man in front of her would do anything for her. Her mother made
agood choice in this man.

Mina grasped one of Roderick’s hands and squeezed. “How can you know this? How
can you be sure I’m pregnant?’

Roderick squeezed her hand back. “Y ou are a part of me Mina. Therefore, I’'m very
attuned to you. Also, a Coteri mating is avery strong thing. It is easily sensed amongst
our people.”

Minalooked back at Roderick. “Wait. You mean | can’'t get pregnant unless|I’m
mated?’

“That’s how it works, Mina. Once two people are mated, they can then start planning
afamily of their own.”

Minareleased his hand and stood. She absently put her palm on her stomach as
though she felt what was currently growing inside her. She walked afew steps away from



Roderick and then turned to look at him. “But Mathias and | were just mated within the
last twenty-four hours. How could you know | was pregnant in that short of atime?’

Roderick stood and faced her. “That’s not possible, Mina. | can sense you have been
with child for at least afew days.”

Mina looked down at the floor again. It had been that long since they had beenin
Munich. Thefirst time they had been together. The first time they had made love. She
looked back up at Roderick. “But ... we weren’t fully mated then. The way Mathias
explained it was | would have to take his blood into my body to become fully mated. |
hadn’t done that until yesterday.”

“He explained it correctly, Mina. A pregnancy doesn’t occur until both people have
committed themselves to each other. But like your mother, you are special.”

“Oh god. Please do not call me special. | absolutely hate that word.”

Roderick smiled slightly and reached out to grab Mina s hand again. “ That’s not
what | meant, Mina. | was only speaking of your uniqueness within the Coteri. Y our
mother also became pregnant before we were fully mated, which tells me she and you
both hold something exceptional inside you that allows you to merge with Coteri blood
easier than an ordinary human woman. That’ s why you need to speak with Isla. She will
try and figure out what it is that you have that allows you to mate and breed within the
Coteri.” Heran his thumbs over the tops of Mina's hands in a soothing motion. “Now
that you are with child, Mina, we may be ableto finally figure out this puzzle. If you are
willing.”

“Aslong asthere is no danger to the baby, I'll help. | don’t want thisto happen to
another woman and she not know what to do.”

“The baby will be fully protected. No harm will come to her.”

Mina's eyes snapped wide. “Her?’

Roderick smiled again. “Him. Her. I’'m just partial to little girls, that’ s all. Whatever
itis, it will be protected and cherished.”

Minafelt her hands trembling. Her body trembling. A baby.

“Okay. I’ll help. When do | meet with Isla?’

Releasing her hands, Roderick turned and strode back to his desk and sat down
behind it. Mina got the feeling he felt much more comfortable sitting behind a desk than
being out in the open. Some men felt it was a symbol of power. Like her previous asshole
boss. He would sit behind that damn desk, lean back in his chair, put his hands behind his
head and bark out orders like afreaking dictator. But Roderick was different. He sat
behind his as though it was part of him. It was covered with paperwork, books, maps and
god only knew what else. She was sure he knew what everything was and exactly where
it was. It was one of those chaotic but organized desks she had never had. She was much
too anal to allow that kind of clutter.

Minafollowed him over and sat on the corner. She fingered some of the papers at her
side, trying not to look directly at him. She was still uncomfortable around him and it
would take time to get over that. She had spent twenty-eight years not even aware of his
existence so it would be awhile until she would feel comfortable thinking of him as Dad.

Roderick finally spoke, “1 would like you to meet with her as soon as you're
comfortable. | know you’re tired and you should rest. Y ou’ ve gone through alot in the
last week, and now that you carry my grandchild, | expect you to remain rested and
healthy. That mate of yours will be overjoyed with the news.”



Mina cleared her throat and raised her hand. “ About that, Roderick. How could you
tell | was pregnant and he couldn’t?’

“You aremy child. Part of me. That’'s how.”

“Okay. Well, | would appreciate you keeping this between you, me and Islafor now.
| don’t want to take any chances with my body just in case.” She absently placed her
hand over her belly. “Plus, | want to be the one to tell Mathiasin my own time and on my
own terms. Isthat okay with you?’

Roderick bowed his head toward her. “As you wish, Mina. Now go and rest. | will
send word to you when you are expected to meet with Isla.”

They both stood and awkwardly faced each other. What was she supposed to do?
Hug him? No. Shake his hand? Too weird. Bow? Hell no. Instead, she just smiled up at
him and said, “Thank you, Roderick.”

Again, he bowed his head. “Y ou are very welcome, Mina. Do you need assistance
back to your room?’

Mina backed away and reached for her discarded boots. She dlid them on and slowly
walked toward the door. “Y es. That would be great.”

Roderick walked in front of her and opened one of the huge doors. “Gabriel, please
escort Mina back to her and Mathias' room.”

Gabriel turned and came to attention. “Yes, sire.”

Minatook Gabriel in once more. Damn, this man was fine. Big, bronze, beautiful.
The three B’s Chloe looked for. Minawas going to have to find her cell phone pretty
quick, so she could somehow get Chloe here. This place was like the Macy’ s store of
men. And although she could enjoy the scenery, there was only one man who stirred her
senses, her heart and her soul.

Roderick stopped Mina at the door and placed his hand on her shoulder. “ Areyou all
right, Mina? Is there anything else you need?’

Minaexhaled and immediately thought of all the questions she still wanted to ask
him, but her exhaustion was winning over her curiosity. “Not right now, Roderick.
Thanks, though. | just want to get back to my room.”

Roderick removed his hand. “Fine then. Gabriel will get you there quickly. Keep in
mind, you will need to learn the layout of the castle, so you can become more familiar
with it.”

He quickly leaned down and placed a chaste kiss on Mina' s cheek. She gasped but
didn’t move away. He smiled. “Good night, Mina. Sleep well.”

Embarrassed and blushing, Mina couldn’t meet his eyes. She walked forward
looking at the floor and replied, “Thanks. | will.”

Minafollowed Gabriel’ s huge form down the long hallway back the way she had
come. Her hand circled on her rounded stomach. A baby. How in the freaking hell had
she gotten pregnant? She was on the pill, had several surgeriesfor her endometriosis and
her OB had told her not to hold out hope on a pregnancy. Ever.

Now within the span of aweek and a half she had found her father, fell in love and
was carrying a child. Hell. If this was what her mother meant by one day you will know
why you are so specia then Minawished Julia could have been a bit more specific.

A small smile formed on Mina s face just thinking about a little baby growing inside
her. Little fingers. Little toes. Mina had always had athing for baby’ s feet. Their little
toes al scrunched up and pudgy. Whenever she had seen any of her friend’ s babies, the



first thing she would do is pull off the little socks and kiss the baby’ s feet. Most of the
time the little child would squirm in her arms at the feeling of her lips on their little feet.
And the smell. Ahh, the smell of ababy. Soft and powdery. Their fine hair, chubby legs
and plump cheeks made Mina just want to eat them up. She had never imagined she
would have one of her own. That idea had gone by the wayside after her fourth surgery at
age nineteen, after Dr. Rainwater had told her there was too much scar tissue to
successfully carry a pregnancy to term.

Rubbing her belly, she wondered what Dr. Rainwater would say today. Considering
it took another species to knock her up. Well, however it happened, Minafelt awed by
the news. She looked back up at Gabriel’s wide back and reached her hand out to hisarm
to stop him.

He turned and looked down at her. “What isit, Mina?’

“Do you have aphone | could use, or is there one around here? | want to call my
friend.”

“Your bag isin your room, Mina, so | assume your phoneisthere aswell. Let’s get
you there so you can check. If it’s not there, | will provide one for you.”

“My bag isin my room?’

Gabridl held out hishand in front of him indicating to Mina he wanted her to begin
walking again. “ Talon returned it after they went through everything inside, checking for
bugs or tracking devices. You'll find everything there.”

“Great. Thanks.”

“Not a problem, Mina. We're not far now.”

Minafelt herself start to walk a bit faster. Just the idea of having her own stuff back
made her feel better. She just wanted to talk to Chloe and tell her everything. Try to get
her to come to Germany to stay for awhile. Hell, Chloe was from money. She could
afford to take some unpaid time off for her best friend. And based on the men circulating
through this castle, Chloe would not get bored in the least.

But Mina also wanted to see Mathias. She was dying to tell him about the baby, but
should she? Would he be happy or think it happened too soon? There was always the
chance her body could reject the pregnancy, but Roderick had made it sound as if she was
safe. She would be al right through the pregnancy. She hoped he was right.

For longer than she could remember, Mina always had the “glassis half empty”
attitude. If it wasn't her asshole boss, it was Julia retreating into her own mind. The
medical problems she had had. Or her inability to trust people. There had always been
something holding her down and preventing her from being completely happy. But as she
followed Gabriel down the stone hallways lined with antique sconces, she realized the
familiar pit in her stomach was gone. Y es, her mother was gone, but Mina knew Julia
would be happy knowing she had returned to Roderick and had agreed to stay with him.
Shewasin love. She was having a baby. She was financially secure. She had a true best
friend she could trust entirely. She was free to be happy. For oncein her life, it was
completely and totally up to her.

Mina smiled again. This time much bigger. She felt her eyes well up with tears and
one dlipped down her cheek. Jesus. She was actually crying in happiness. She looked up
and saw Gabriel looked at her over his shoulder, giving her awink and a smirk.
Somehow, he knew the tear that had tracked down her face wasin joy and not sadness.

Gabriel continued to lead her through the maze of hallways that confused her to no



end. They rounded the corner and entered the large atrium she had been in before with
Mathias. Finally, aroom she was familiar with. She could find her way back from here.
Mina reached out to stop Gabriel and froze at what she saw. Mathias was standing in the
middle of the room with ared-headed woman. A tall, toned, leather-encased, spike-
heeled redhead. Her arms were around his middle and her head was tipped up toward
him. Mina couldn’t see her face, but with an ass like that, she didn’t need to. Minafelt a
familiar churning in her stomach grow.

Betrayal.

Minacouldn’'t move. All of the blood had rushed out of her body. Her fingertips
were numb. Her legs weak. She wanted to run, but she couldn’t make her body move.
She just continued to stand there and watch what happened play out right in front of her.

Gabriel quickly placed his hand at her elbow, gently pulling. “Come, Mina. Y ou can
talk to Mathias about this when he comes to your room. Let’s keep going.”

Minalooked up at Gabriel and just stared. Her mouth open, her eyes wide with
shock. Shaking her head, she answered him in what sounded like a croak, “1 don’t think
s0.”

* % % %

Standing in the middle of the atrium waiting for Mina, Mathias was almost tackled
from behind. Someone had attached themselves to his back, wrapping their arms and legs
around him. He straightened and reached behind him to floor the attacker when he
noticed fiery red hair bouncing over his shoulder. He twisted and grabbed, flipping the
attacker over his shoulder. The lithe body he captured was wriggling and giggling in his
grasp. Mathias immediately felt the warmth in his chest build. “Hey, baby. | missed you.”

His assailant placed awarm kiss on his cheek and then smiled. “I missed you too,
generd. I'm glad you're safe.”

Mathias immediately started to scan the room. He couldn’t let anyone see him with
her, especially with Minain the castle. This was the one secret he had yet to own up to
and Minawalking in and seeing him lovingly holding aleather-clad, six-foot redhead
would not be the way to let her find out.

He looked down into gorgeous emerald eyes and couldn’t help but see the complete
happiness in them. He hated to ruin her joy but he had to get rid of her. Fast. “Y ou have
to get out of here, baby. Minais on her way back and if she see’s you, we're both dead. |
haven't told her about you yet. She needed to meet her father first and feel more secure
with everything she’s recently learned. Now is not the right time to drop this on her.”

“1 don’t want to hide anymore, Mathias. She needs to know about us. The sooner the
better.”

Mathias gently set her on her five-inch heeled boots and grasped her shoulders,
holding her sternly in front of him. “I know we need to tell her about us but not like this.
If she sees us together, she won't understand. Now give me akissand go. I'll find you
later.”

Perfectly manicured hands went to her curvy hipsin aggravation. “ So, you' re trying
to get rid of metoo, huh?’

“What do you mean ‘too’ ? Who did you see?’

Silence.

“Tell mewho.”



Stubborn silence.

Realization sslammed into Mathias at her refusal to answer him. “Damn it, | told you
to stay away from him.”

“Nothing happened.”

Mathias dropped his forehead to hers and growled protectively, “ Stay away from
him. I’'m warning you. I'll kill him if he keeps doing thisto you.”

“1 don’t want to talk about it. Like | said, it’sover so don’'t worry.”

He laid akiss on her forehead and wrapped her in atight embrace. “It better be. No
one messes with what’s mine.”

She blew out an irritated breath and pushed back from him. “No worries about that.
Trust me.”

He could see the unresolved emotionsin her eyes. In her posture. Her body language.
Shewas still holding on to feelings for her first love and he couldn’t do a damn thing
about it. It killed him to see her hurting, but at the same time he felt the anger flushing
over him like aheat wave. He would not alow her to be hurt. She meant too much to
him.

He pulled her in for another hug. “Y ou have to get out of here before you’ re seen. |
can’'t have Minafind out about you like this. She deserves afull explanation.”

She squeezed him tight and leaned up to kiss him lightly. “I missed you so much,
Mathias. Love you.”

He smiled down at her and felt the love he had for this woman warm him. It had
been too long since he had held her. Spent time with her. Mathias realized he had missed
her terribly and letting her go at that moment hurt. But he also knew he needed to tell
Minathe truth. She deserved that much. “Me too. Now go.”



Chapter Thirty

Mina started walking toward Mathias and the redhead. Numb betrayal had turned to
intense rage. The woman’s arms were wrapped around him and she leaned in to ... oh the
fuck sheisn't. That bitch leaned in to kiss him. Minafelt the urge to shove her fist down
thiswhore' s throat, and then kick Mathias' balls into his. Hands fisted at her sides, her
boots clomping on the hard, marble floor, Mina was announcing her approach.

Mathias' head rose and he immediately caught sight of her coming toward him. His
face visibly paled and he immediately removed the redhead from his embrace and pulled
her behind him. Hands raised he started walking toward Mina. “Mina, just hold on and let
me explain. Thisisn't what you' re thinking.”

“Like hell, you bastard.” Mina swung her fist and barely missed hisjaw. She
stumbled forward, righted herself and started toward them again. “What the fuck do you
think it looks like you lying prick?" She was going to kill the both of them.

The redhead spun and looked right at Mina.

What. The. Fuck.

Minafroze in total and complete shock.

“Chloe?

For abrief moment, Minafelt ultimate relief. Her heart actually jumped and she
started to move toward her best friend. Wanting to embrace her and tell her everything
that had happened. Tell her about the baby. About Mathias. About her father. About
everything. Hell, Mina actually smiled when she saw her. Chloe was here.

Wait...

Her smile faded. Her heart stopped.

Chloe put out her arms and started toward her. “Mina, honey. I'm here now.”

How was Chloe here? Mina hadn’t told her where she was. Hadn't told Mathias or
anyone else how to get in touch with her. And why the hell did Mathias have his hands
all over her? Minaraised her hand. “No.”

She looked Chloe up and down just to make sure she saw what she thought she was
seeing. Sure enough, her best friend stood in front of her. In the palace. In Germany. And
why did she have on black leather pants and fuck-me boots? “What the hell is going on?
How are you here? Why were you al over him?’ Minawaved her hands wildly in front
of her. “What are you doing, Chloe?’

Chloe stopped but kept her arms outstretched. Her hands turned up in surrender. “I
know you're confused, Mina, but | ... we can explain everything.”

“We? What the fuck do you mean ‘we'?” She felt her blood pounding under her
skin.

For a brief moment, Mina had forgotten Mathias was even standing there. She
looked over at him, his head hung in defeat and his hands were fisted on hiswaist.
Busted.

“Y ou mean you and that bastard over there? Now it's ‘we' 7’

“Mina, please. Just listen. I'm his sister. Not hislover. His sister, honey. He' s my
brother, which means now you’' re my real sister. Mina, you're my sister now.”

Shaking her head, Minaraised her handsin disbelief. “W-what?’



“Sister. I'm hissister.” Chloe' s excitement was evident in her broad smile.

“What?’" Mina s brows twisted in confusion. “How? Y ou mean you’ ve known about
this all along? Known what | was?’

Chloe took a couple of stepstoward Minato breach the space. “Y es, honey. | knew,
but I had no choice. Roderick sent me to you to watch over you. | couldn’t tell you, Mina.
Hell, | couldn’t even tell Mathias. That was part of the assignment. | was there to make
sure you were protected. No one was to know who you were.” Chloe continued to
advance.

Minathrew her hand up and stomped her foot on the floor. “ Stop.”

Chloefroze.

Minalooked over at Mathias again and saw the pain on his face. The knowledge that
she now knew the truth. The defeat. “Y ou didn’t know she was with me al this time?
When | told you the name of my friend ... that’s when you put it together?’

Mathias' head rose and he met her furious gaze. “No, Mina. | knew she was with
you, but not until | was given this assignment right before you got here. Roderick told me
where Chloe had been and the role she had played in your protection. | had no idea
anything would happen between us. No idea the effect you would have on me. Please,
Mina Just listen to us.”

At that moment, Mina’s heart froze. She felt nothing. She had been fooled. Used.
Taken advantage of. Pitied. Lied to. Betrayed.

Again.

She sguared her shoulders and looked directly at Chloe. “| was a job? Protect me?
My god, you were a part of me and al | was to you was an assignment?’ A single tear
tracked down her face. “Y ou let me go through all that pain. Y ou watched me break
down every day. What about LA, Chloe? Was there even ajob? Oh wait, | wasthe
fucking job. You lied about that too. Y ou let me get on a plane and come over here by
myself knowing | felt like falling apart. Y ou abandoned me and al | ever did to you was
love you like a sister. How could you do thisto me?’

Chloe moved forward again, trying to get close enough to touch Mina. “No! No,
Mina. That'snot it at all. | wanted to tell you, so many times, and | knew you had to
make this journey to Germany on your own so | made up the new jobin LA. Just let me
explainit all to you. Please Mina. | love you.”

In a soft voice, void of emotion, Minareplied. “1 don’'t think so. And | don’t believe
you. Not thistime. How do you expect me to ever believe anything that comes out of
your mouth, Chloe? Everything you said or did was alie. Our friendship was alie.” She
pointed her finger at Chloe. “You are afucking lie!” Sweeping her hand in front of her,
she looked at Mathias then. “ And you too, you bastard. I’ m done with the both of you.
Donewith al of this.”

Mathias started toward her. “Mina. Wait, chére.”

Mina s numb control snapped as she screamed, “Don’t call me that!”

She was shaking now. She didn’t know what to do. Where to go. She turned and
Gabriel was still standing behind her, looking at her with pity. Pity was not what she
wanted. She wanted out of there and she didn’t care where she would end up. She just
needed to get out.

She took off toward the first hallway she saw and left them behind. Their screams for
her to come back were echoing off the atrium walls as she rounded the first corner and



started up aflight of stairs. She had no idea where she was, but she didn’t care. Thewalls
were closing in on her and she was having trouble breathing. Her chest was burning and
her legs ached as she continued to race through the maze of hallways and staircases. She
wanted to get lost. To get away. She couldn’t face any of them. All of them had lied to
her. Her mother, her best friend, her lover, her father. She didn’t have anyone. She was
alone. Well, not totally. She had a baby inside her. One she needed to think of right now.

Breathing heavily, she slowed down and looked around at her surroundings. To her
right, there was a massive door, but with an equally massive lock on it. Shetried it
anyway. The door squeaked open and she flew inside and locked it behind her. Maybe
they wouldn’t find her here.

She leaned her forehead against the cold wooden door and tried to catch her breath.
Her hands instinctively went to her belly. A baby. God, what was she going to do? She
had no knowledge of what this baby would be. No knowledge of her heritage. No one to
depend on. The tears started to flow down her cheeks and splashed on the floor next to
her feet. “Damn it to hell.”

The sounds of pounding footsteps snapped her out of her trance along with the
sizzling feeling flowing over her skin she knew would be Mathias coming closer. Hell.
That’s how he found her. The mating. The bond. “ Shit.”

She backed away from the door and waited. Waited for him to burst through and try
to make her listen to him. To make her understand. She didn’t want to hear it. She just
wanted away from there.

Sure enough, he began beating on the door, begging her to open it and let him and
Chloein. The beating started to get louder and then there were loud bangs. He was trying
to kick the door in. It wasn’t budging. Thank god.

“Go away and leave me alone!”

Chloe started pleading. “Please, Mina. Please just let us explain. Y ou have to hear us
“Open the door, Mina,” Mathias ordered.

“Goto hell!”

The banging continued until Mina put her hands over her ears and dlid to the floor.
Theroom was too dark to see anything and she had no idea how to turn on alight. She
could be in acoat closet for all she knew, but at least the door held.

Finally the banging stopped. She didn’t hear voices. She couldn’t feel him. Thank
god. He was gone. She tried to focus on the room and where she could possibly be. It was
still too dark to see, so she moved forward on her hands and knees back toward the door.
There had to be a switch or something there to light the room. She reached the door and
stood. She ran her hands up and down the walls trying to find anything when the room
suddenly lit up.

Mina quickly turned and was face-to-face with Roderick.

She was so startled she jJumped backward and banged her head on the door. “ Jesus,
Roderick! Where did you come from?’

He came forward and placed his hand on the back of Mina’'s head. “ Areyou al right,
Kétzchen?’

Mina batted at his hand and moved away from him. “I’m fine. How did you get in
here?’

“Look around you, Mina.” His arms outstretched and he turned to reveal her

out.



location. “1 created this room. It has always been mine to move in and out of. Now it will
finaly be yours.”

At his statement, Mina looked over his shoulder and saw what he referred to. “Oh,
Jesus.” Mina absently started walking forward, around Roderick, to take in what she was
really looking at. Thiswas her room. The same room he had written about to her mother
years ago. The room he had made for her and had imagined her living in.

It was gorgeous. Two levels, an open loft with what looked like racks and racks of
dresses. The bed was small. A child’ s bed. All ruffles and lace. Baby dollsall over. A
little tea set on top of a miniature table and chairs. Minawalked over and picked up atiny
tea cup. She palmed it and looked back at Roderick. “Y ou really wanted me here, didn’t
you?’

“Infinitely.”

Mina placed the delicate tea cup back on its saucer and sat on the end of the bed. She
placed her head in her hands and bent over. Mumbling through her fingers, she asked,
“What am | supposed to do, Roderick? Who do | believe?’ A small sob escaped her. “I'm
all alone.”

He walked over to the little table and pulled out one of the miniature chairs. Sitting
in front of her, he ran his hand over her hair. “All of thiswas my doing, Mina. | sent
Chloe to you for your protection. Believe her when she says she loves you. When you
were taken, she was frantic. She would do anything for you, but you have to realize she
was in Washington under my orders. She went there to watch over you, but while there
shefdll in love with you as asister. Asyou have said, sheisa part of you. But you are a
part of her too.” He placed hisfinger under her chin and lifted her gaze to his. “You are
not alone, Kétzchen. Y ou have your family with you now.”

Mina's eyes were reddened and swollen. “What about Mathias? Did you send him to
me to keep me busy too? Iswhat he feelsreal ?”’

Roderick brought Mina’'s hands into his. His large palms engulfed her small hands.
He was warm. “That man would die for you. He gave you his mark. He gave you hislife.
Do you really think he would do that on awhim? 'Y ou know him, Mina. What kind of
Coteri male heis. Do you really think he hasit in him to hurt you? To hurt anyone out of
selfishness?’

He kissed her fingertips. “And do you really think | would let him near my only child
if I didn’t think otherwise?’

That got asmall smilefrom Mina. “I can’t stand this feeling, Roderick. | kept you
away from her. | was the reason she couldn’t be with you and | felt that emptinessin
her.”

Roderick reached over and pulled Minainto an embrace. “Mina, honey. Y ou were
not the reason she stayed away. | was. | wouldn’t risk you or her. | forbid her to return.”
He ran hislarge hands down her back and gave her atight squeeze. Closing his eyes, he
felt whole. “I just thought if you both were safe, then everything would be al right. | told
myself | had to learn to live without the both of you. | never succeeded in doing so. It was
me, Ké&tzchen. Not you. Never you.”

Her sobbing racked her body and she was thankful for Roderick’s arms around her.
His warmth made it easier to let go. She hadn’t cried like this since the day her mother
died. Sometimes agood cry can takeit all away. Make it all better.

She didn’t know how long she cried in his arms, but the tears finally dried and she



found hersdlf lying in his arms, looking up at the rows of dressesin the loft.

Sniffling, Mina asked, “Where did the dresses come from?”’

Roderick smiled down at her and then looked up at the loft. “1 picked them out for
you. One for each of your birthdays. | always dreamed of seeing you in them.”

Mina wiped her eyes with her sleeves and blew out a big breath. She straightened
and ran her fingers through her hair. It was time for her to move on. Time for her to
accept that her mother loved this man with all she had and sacrificed alife with him to
make sure Minawas safe. Time to try and let Roderick into her life and hopefully, into
her heart. “Well, how about | go try on number twenty-eight for you before | get too fat
tofit intoit? 1 have afeeling this baby is going to do a number on me.”

Roderick’ s eyes visibly watered. “Y ou would do that? For me?”’

Mina straightened and stood in front of him. “Sure. | think you and | should start
spending time together to get to know each other better. If | am ever going to call you
‘Dad’ | think | need to know all about you.”

“Dad?’

Mina smiled and turned toward the staircase that led to the upper loft. “Y eah, Dad.
Or would you prefer something else?’

Roderick chuckled. “Dad would be great.”



Chapter Thirty-One

Complying with Roderick’s order to return to his room had been one of the hardest
things Mathias had done in along time. He didn’t want to leave Mina. He had to explain
why he hadn’t told her the truth. He knew she didn’t trust easily and he had the sinking
feeling he had completely lost her when she saw him with Chloe. Damn histiming.

He was happy to see his sister, but he was also scared to death Minawould see her as
well. And at that very moment, his fear became areality.

The look on her face would be burned into his brain forever. She had been so hurt.
So angry. Mathias knew his relentless pacing wasn't going to help, but he needed to keep
moving. Needed to keep thinking of away to get Minato believe him. He couldn’'t lose
her. Not now.

Too lost in thought, he didn’t hear the door to his room close, because when he
turned, Mina stood against it. He froze mid-step and waited. He didn’t want to say
anything to make her run. He was too fearful whatever came out of his mouth would ruin
any chance he had with her. He just looked at her and waited.

Standing in front of the door, one foot crooked to the side, Minatwiddled her fingers
asif shewere nervous. That was agood start. At least she didn’t have balled-up fists
ready to take him on.

Mathias had no idea what to say. Should he drop to his knees and grovel ? Beg for
forgiveness? He had no clue. But standing there not saying anything wasn’t helping
matters.

He began walking toward her and Minaraised her hand to stop him. He immediately
halted. “Please, chére.”

Minaheld her head high. “If you have anything to say, say it from there.”

Mathias uncomfortably shifted from side to side and looked down. How was he
supposed to explain so Mina could understand? Would she even give him a chance?
There was nothing left for him to do but try. “I was under orders, Mina. | never expected
to want you theway | did. | just thought | would keep you busy until Roderick could see
you and that would be it. | never expected to feel what | do for you.”

Hetook a dlight step toward her, and again her hand came up to stop him.

“1 didn’t say anything about Roderick or your bloodline because | knew Roderick
wanted to do it himself.” He ran a nervous hand through his hair. “It wasn't my place,
baby. It was his, as your father. And Chloe being my sister; | wanted to tell you. | did. |
just wasn't sure how. Hell, | thought Roderick might have told you while you were with
him.”

Mina continued to stare at him. “It didn’t come up. We had other things to discuss.”

“Obviously or you wouldn’'t have reacted like you did when you saw her with me. |
would never touch another female in a sexual way. | want you and only you. You have to
know that.” He paused and took another step forward. “Y ou know that, don’t you?’

Minalooked down at the floor and didn’t answer.

“1 am so sorry, Mina. Sorry | couldn’t tell you. Sorry | kept my relationship with
Chloe from you. But I’m not sorry for making love to you.” He slowly started toward her,
not able to stand the distance between them. “For marking you. | want you with me. |



want alife with you. Can you forgive me?’

Minalooked up at Mathias and gave him a small smile. “Roderick explained
everything. | know why you did what you did.”

Mathias moved alittle closer to her.

She immediately brought her hand up to stop him again. “I’m not done yet.”

His hands came up in surrender and he froze in place.

“1 a'so need you to know where I’m coming from on this. | spent my life watching
my mother crave something she couldn’t have with Roderick. That did something to me.
It's very hard for me to drop whatever defenses | have and let anyonein. | let Chloein a
long time ago. Her betrayal cuts me deeper than you can ever imagine and | have to
figure out away to deal with that. But | let you in aswell. And | do understand your
reasons for not telling me about Chloe.” Mina shifted nervously from one foot to the
other. “1 don't know how to do this very well, but I’'m going to try my best.” Mina
inhaled and she looked Mathias dead in the eye. “I love you, Mathias, and | want to be
with you, always.”

His body immediately flamed with life. Yes.

She continued to shift her weight back and forth and now was nervously twisting her
fingerstogether. “I won't be the easiest person to live with and | still have issues when it
comes to trust, but | promise I’ [| work on that.”

Mathias started toward her again, but once again she stopped him with a movement
of her hand.

“Just wait. There’'s one more thing.” She took a deep breath. “1’m going to need you
to be incredibly comforting and supportive, because having this baby is going to do one
hell of ajob on my ego.”

The heat vanished from his body along with what he thought was every drop of
blood he had |eft.

“Baby?’ He rasped.

He dropped to his knees. He pressed his face into her belly and kissed her through
her sweater. He then lifted it so he could press hislips to her warm skin. He was finally
breathing again. “Baby. My baby. Our baby.”

Minasmiled down at him. “Y es. Baby.”

Mathias came to hisfeet and pulled Minato him. He kissed her deep and hard. His
hands tunneling into her hair and holding her to him. He didn’t let her come up for air. He
just kept kissing her. Holding her. He couldn’t get close enough to her. He broke away
and they were nose-to-nose, staring into each other’ s tear-filled eyes. Breathing heavily,
he finally spoke. “It hurts, | love you so much.”

“Areyou al right with this?’

Mathias barked a crazy little laugh. “All right? Oh baby. I’m more than all right. You
are giving me what | never thought | could have. Y ou're giving me a child. Our child.”
He wrapped his arms around her and squeezed her tight. “Y ou realize you are never
leaving my sight, right?’

Mina let out a breathless laugh. “Mathias. Y ou’ re squishing me.”

He quickly let go and put his hands around her arms, holding her in front of him.
“You are not to leave me. Y ou understand? | won’t let anything happen to you or the
baby. Y ou stay with me.”

Mina continued to laugh. “Babe, it'sal right. I’'m in a castle guarded by hundreds of



Coteri warriors. | don’t think anything is going to happen.”

“You’'re damn right nothing is going to happen.” He let her go and started pacing
around the room talking to himself, running his shaking hands through his hair. “We're
going to need twenty-four-hour security, the best doctor here, need to talk to Isla, need to
talk to Roderick.” He quickly turned back to Mina and asked, “What did Roderick say?
Was he angry? Oh shit. | didn’t think of that. | knocked up his daughter before he even
got to see you. Shit. HE'sgonnakill me, isn’'t he?’

Laughing, Minawalked over to him and ran her hands underneath his shirt and
pressed into his chest. “No. He is not going to kill you. He' s pretty happy about it,
actually. He said something about knowing it was going to happen or something like that.
He was kind of cryptic about it, but he was genuinely happy about being a grandfather.

Y ou're off the hook, Daddy.”

“Daddy,” Mathias repeated and smiled, pulling her closer. “I like that.”

Mina smiled back at him. “I like it too.”

“Oh shit.”

Mathias et go of Mina and began pacing the room again. “I forgot about Chloe.

She' s going to Roderick to ask to be sent out on another assignment. She said she
couldn’t stay hereif you didn’t forgive her. She said she had to get out of here. Shit,
Mina.” He turned back toward her. “We need to get to her.”

Mina sat back down on the end of the bed and let out along breath. “Mathias, | have
to take some time and think about this.” She laced her fingers together and placed her
handsin her lap. “ The betrayal from Chloe runs deeper because of how long it continued
and how close we were. | know Chloe did what she was ordered to do, but there' sa
difference between following orders and doing what’ s right.” She looked up at Mathias as
tearsfilled her eyes. “ She was by my side for years, Mathias. She watched me go through
some of the most emotionally traumatic experiencesin my life and had the power to
make things better by telling me the truth. She chose not to.”

Mina wiped the tears from her face and gave Mathias a hint of asmile. “I know you
don’'t understand, but | can’t just forgive her with a snap of my fingers. There’ stoo much
there. Too much history. | can’t bring myself to speak to her right now, much less even
be in the same room with her. Like | said, I’m not an easy person to be with, but thisis
just how | feel. Deep down | still love her like my sister, but | just need sometime. | hope
you can understand.”

Mathias sat down and put his arms around her. “| understand, Mina. | just wish this
hadn’t happened the way it did. And she did want to tell you, love. Right before you
came to Germany, Chloe was ready to tell you everything, but she knew thiswas
Roderick’s duty.”

Minaturned toward him and placed her hands on his face. “ She thought about it too
late, Mathias. And although her betrayal nearly killed me, if al this hadn’t happened
exactly in thisway, | wouldn’t have your baby inside me.” She kissed him softly on the
mouth. “Thisis between me and Chloe. Y ou let us handle it. Okay?’

“Fine. But | need to get to her and stop her from going. Right?’

Minakissed him again. “Yeah, | agree. I’'m not ready to deal with thisright now, but
we can’'t work on it if sheisn’'t here. You're right about that.” She kissed him again. “But
she wouldn’t be leaving right now. It would take some time to make arrangements and
I’m sure Roderick wouldn’t send her out without telling you. Would he?’



Minaburied her hands in his hair and pulled him toward her. She lay back on the bed
and smiled. “We have time, don’t we?’

Mathias reached down and grabbed the hem of her sweater and pulled it up. Smiling
down at his mate, he felt happiness bloom inside him. “Y eah, we have time.”



Epilogue

Roderick leaned back in his chair and plopped his booted feet on the corner of his
desk. Thiswas al he needed. Killian stood in front of him seething with anger at the fact
Roderick had kept Mina a secret all of these years, and what made it worse was she had
lived in the Pacific Northwest the entire time. Killian' s territory.

“Like | have said over and over again, Killian, it was not a question of your loyalty
or your trust. | couldn’t let anyone know of Mina's existence.”

“Bullshit, Roderick.” Killian’s face was red with anger. “Isla knew about her. Chloe
knew about her. Why not me? She was living in my backyard, for fuck’s sake, and you
didn’t have the decency to trust me with her safety. Instead, you left that to alittle girl
and her first assignment.”

Roderick shot out of his chair and stormed toward Killian. With his finger pointed
directly between Killian’s eyes, Roderick growled, “Do not speak of what you do not
know, Killian. Chloe was, and is still, the best at acclimation to the human world. She
protected my child and she did so successfully. Y ou will respect her for at least that.”

Killian remained silent. He lowly lowered his head. “My apologies, sire. I've
overstepped my boundaries and | am truly sorry.”

Roderick lowered his hand and thumped Killian on the forehead. “Cut it out, Kil.
You know | hate that sire shit. Now just forget this, will you? Minais hereand | want to
concentrate on her, not some misunderstanding between you and me.”

Killian rubbed his head and smirked at Roderick. “That seriously hurt.”

Roderick rolled his eyes and sat back down at his desk. “Now when are you leaving
to go back to Washington? | need to seeif you can take care of afew thingsfor Mina
while you're there.”

Killian backed away out of Roderick’s reach before replying, “Oh, so now I’'m an
errand boy?’

A pen flew out of Roderick’s hand so fast Killian didn’t have a chance to duck,
letting it bounce off the side of his face. “ One of these days, Killian, | am going to change
your territory to Antarctica. Maybe that will shut that mouth of yours.”

Killian rubbed his cheek. “ Doubtful.”

Roderick sat back in his chair and crossed his feet on the corner of his desk again.
“So are we done here or do you want to bitch and whine some more?’

“No more bitching. But | do need afavor.”

“What?’

“Since she comes with such a glowing recommendation, | would like to ask for
Chloe' s services for the next couple of months. There have been moves made against
some women's clinicsin the areaand | need someone on the inside.”

That got Roderick’s attention. “What sort of moves are you talking about?’

“Threats. A few break-ins, but the worst was a few weeks ago when two young girls
were abducted from aclinic in Olympia and then the building was blown to pieces.”
Killian winced at what he was about to say next. “A doctor and three nurses were killed
in the blast.”

Roderick ran his hands through his hair and sighed. “And you think sending Chloein



there would help? s this your way of getting payback? Because if it is, let me warn you
... I will not sacrifice her over your ego, Killian.”

“Jesus, Roderick. You just said she was the best at acclimation. | need her. | need
someone inside and because she is awoman, she will be accepted much quicker than
anyone else. You know aswell as| do women are the targets and if she can take care of
herself like you say she can, she'swhat | need. I’ll protect her just like | would anyone
else. At least trust me in that, would you?”’

Before Roderick could utter his protest, the doors to the study burst open and Chloe
stood there. “I’'m going, Roderick, and don’t even think about telling me otherwise.”

* % * %

Stll groggy from the night before, it had taken several rings of the cell phone to
bring him out of his coma-like sleep. He had spent the better part of the evening entwined
with two women and then drank himself into a stupor.

He reached over and grabbed the phone. “What?’

“There’'s movement | thought you should know about.”

He sighed and ran a hand down his unshaven face. “Again ... what?’

“Killian is taking the redhead back to Washington. The one who twists Talon in
knots.”

He sat up in bed and swung his tanned legs over the side. “ Ooohhh. That’ s good.
When are they leaving?’

“They are on their way out now. Minawill be completely ensconced in the palace.
And you're gonna love this part.”

“Just spill it.”

“Apparently breeding with humansis alittle easier than we thought. Mina's
pregnant.”

There was along silence over the receiver. “You still there?’

A spine chilling laugh erupted over the phone. “Oh, fucking perfect.”

“What do you want me to do now?”’

Walking into the bathroom, he turned on the shower and ran his hand through his
tousled hair. “ Stay where you are and keep your eyes open. | need to know everything
about her pregnancy. You'll get double for this one, my friend. Y our payment will be in
the same place as before.”

“Y our generosity only makes me more loyal to the cause.”

“1 know. Keep it that way.”

He closed the phone, ending the call. Pressing the button on the wall, he called for
his assistant.

The little man swiftly came into view in the doorway of the bathroom. “Y ou rang?’

He stripped and stepped into the steaming shower. “Y eah. Get ready to go to
America. Make all the necessary arrangements and make sure no one knows about it. I'm
starting a new game.”

“Anywhere in particular?’

Rinsing the shampoo from his hair, he opened the shower door and smiled. “ Seattle.”

“Consider it done, Luca.”



TheEnd
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