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A beautiful stranger sleeping on his couch.

His chest heaved. A low growl escaped his lips. Rubbing his sweaty palms against his jeans, the sense of possessiveness overwhelmed him, so much of it, it spilled out of him.

On her side, her body turned toward him, her head on a blue cushion. Deep auburn hair spilled around it in waves. Dressed casually in a pair of jeans, a green blouse, her shoes, a pair of flats, lay on the floor in front of her.

Beautiful. No other way to describe her. Utterly, mind-bogglingly beautiful.

Petite, a slim waist, and rounded hips. Her face stunning: cheeks flushed, nose small and pointy, lips shaped in a perfect bow. Her dark hair seemed silky and thick, and she had the longest lashes—lashes that made him wonder what color her eyes were.

Taking a step closer, he pulled in a breath. Shivers ran through him. Holding back a groan, his jaw clenched.

Breathtaking.

Captivating.

Marvelous.

No longer a mystery, the haunting scent was hers.

It wasn’t just her scent, it was her. Bewitching, everything about her fascinated him.

His body pulsed. The desire to hold her, comfort her, protect her, claim her coursed through him. Powerful, confounding, and indescribable. Even now, staring at her he was drawn inexplicably. He couldn’t put it into words, and he couldn’t ignore it. But he knew why he couldn’t control it.

She was his fated mate…
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Dedication

To my readers.

For you, I am eternally grateful.

Thank you for making my dreams come true.


Chapter 1

A precious pupa, a doll, he thought, when his gaze landed on the small child standing feet from him. The spitting image of his sister, a replica with long, black hair in waves, round dark eyes, and pouty lips.

The child flung herself at him and shrieked, “Uncle Jake!” She wrapped her little arms around his legs tightly.

Her grief struck him, rendering him immobile. Shocked, he tried to move, but his limbs refused. He tried to speak, but no words resonated.

When she released him, he finally summoned the strength. He rested his weight on one knee, getting a closer look at the oval face that resembled the sister he’d lost.

“You know who I am?”

She nodded, her dark hair moving, partially covering her beautiful face. When she placed her small, shaking, cold palm on his face, on instinct, he tucked her hair behind her ear and placed his hand over hers, warming her fingers.

As he stared into those intelligent, round eyes, reality overwhelmed him. His sister and her mate were dead, leaving him, an angry, bitter man to care for their precious daughter, Annie, a four year old he’d never met, but who somehow recognized him.

Tears filled his eyes and threatened to spill.

“It’s okay, Uncle Jake. You can cry.”

How could a child in need of consolation try to comfort him, a man, who had no love to give?

In a split second, the answer came to him: no matter how much he isolated himself, when loss came, it would still tear him to shreds, uncovering what he’d buried, showing him he had more love than he ever thought. A bittersweet revelation.

He’d wasted years creating a wall around him, and only wounded himself in the end. Now, he couldn’t turn back time and tear it down.

Jacob would never share one more day with his sister. He’d never hear her voice or her laugh, never hold her or tell her he loved her. He’d never get the chance to thank her for being a wonderful sister or apologize for being a heartless brother.

For so long, he lived thinking his life ended when he lost the woman he loved. It hadn’t been the case, and it wasn’t the case now, either.

He had a doll, a pretty pupa to care for.

Shamelessly, he let the tears blurring his eyes fall, destroying his shield. The tears fell and fell for all he let his anger cost him. His niece’s eyes welled. His heart clenched. His strength faltered. A new flood of tears dripped down his face. Hers fell, too. She wrapped her arms around his shoulders, and he in turn encircled her tiny body in his.

“I’m here, Annie.” His face buried in her hair, he whispered, “I vow to take care of you. I’m a shred of a man who knows nothing, but you’ll be safe. I promise.”

She sobbed against his chest. As his own silent tears continued to spill, he carried her away.

He had no will to enter the home where his beloved sister and her mate had been slaughtered. All he’d come for—his niece, and all he left with.

****

Jacob left the demon plane as he’d entered, through the portal Benjamin opened. His mind and emotions in shambles, he had no desire to speak to anyone. The portal allowed him just that, leading him back to where he’d left on his floor at the demon compound, a fifteen-story building in Manhattan where he resided with the king, queen, and four other demon warriors.

Centuries ago, the Malums started their revolt in the demon plane. They called them Hellions then and were thought to have been defeated. They hadn’t been. Led by the demon king’s twin brother, David, they left, grew in numbers, and started killing innocents in the mortal plane. Their goal: to kill off mortals and dominate the immortal breeds. It seemed now they’d grown enough to infiltrate both planes. That didn’t bode well for the Guardians, those who’d entrusted themselves with battling Malums, protecting mortals and immortals. Jacob, as a Guardian, realized this, and yet his mind was elsewhere, on his niece.

He didn’t know how he would care for a child. Her safety came first. That he could provide. Day by day, he’d figure out the rest. His top priority—find a way to comfort her. As he stepped through the portal, two figures came into view: a worried and distressed Ashley, an Elemental he’d become friends with, and her soulmate, the warrior angel Clyde.

Ashley rushed to him. “Jake, I’m so…” Her gaze landed on the small fragile child draped across his chest, and her voice trailed off.

Annie wiped her face and turned to look at Ashley. “You’re not a demoness.”

“No, I’m not, sweetie.” Ashley smiled. “I’m an Elemental.”

“I don’t know what that is.” Annie turned toward him, brows drawn.

“This is Ashley. She’s part of a new breed of immortals, pupa. She and her sisters can control the four elements: earth, fire, water, and air.”

The prophecy, Novum Genus, the new race, predicted the Elementals were either the salvation or destruction of life. The Guardians hoped having them on their side would help them defeat the Malums once and for all. They knew of five in existence. His queen, Jenna, and her sisters, yet they’d been separated as children, and the Guardians had only located three of them: Jenna, Ashley, and Jocelyn. This, he wouldn’t tell his niece.

Annie wiggled out of his grasp. He crouched and set her on her feet. She then treaded toward Ashley, who bent over to Annie’s eye level. Jacob closed the distance until he stood beside his niece.

“I’m Annie, and you are very pretty.”

Ashley’s smile widened. “I’m not nearly as pretty as you.”

Turning her head slightly to Clyde, Annie asked, “Is he yours?”

Ashley stifled a laugh then, nodded.

“He’s…” She brought her hand to her mouth. “He’s not like me or Uncle Jake either.”

Clyde took a step toward her. “I’m Clyde, and I’m an angel.”

Her eyes widened. She turned her stunned expression back to him for a millisecond before returning her attention to Clyde.

Her joy and excitement hit him. Astounded that what she felt so powerfully, could bring him such comfort.

“Do you have wings?”

“Yes, I do.”

Annie turned toward him again, smiling widely. “Can I see?” Her face still flushed from her tears. “Uncle Jake, can I? Please.” She clasped her hands in front of her.

He stood motionless for several seconds, his niece’s pleading eyes upon him. Was there harm in it? No. The angel could despise him for being friends with his mate, Ashley, but he wouldn’t hurt Annie.

“If it’s okay with Clyde, you can.”

Annie turned to face the angel then stepped toward him. Clyde took her hand and led her a few feet away, giving Jacob and Ashley privacy to speak. Clyde then began unbuttoning his blue-collared shirt.

Ashley closed the distance between she and Jake and whispered, “I’m so sorry. I…I can’t even…Jenna didn’t tell me about your niece. I had no idea. We came as soon as we heard.”

“Ash, it’s fine.” He spared a look in his niece’s direction.

Clyde had turned his back, letting her admire the tattooed wings which would sprout when Clyde desired. Annie squealed in delight. She ran her small hand against Clyde’s back.

“Jake, I just… I am so sorry—”

He looked at Ash. “I know. I am, too.” He cleared his throat. “You don’t have to worry. You two should be on your honeymoon. Hell, you waited long enough…”

Ashley held up her hand, making a forceful gesture he’d never seen before. Among her sisters, she was mild tempered.

“Don’t even.” She placed her hand on his forearm, then released a breath in frustration. When her eyes met his again, they were filled with tears. “How could I stay away at a time like this, Jake? After everything you did for me. After…”

He shook his head. “Don’t.”

As a demon, he was an empath and had the ability to read, feel, and project emotions. His own suffocated him. He barely held it together, for Annie. The grief emanating from her, unbearable. He’d been walking on thin ice since he lost his first love. He’d just lost his sister, her mate—the only family he had left. Now, he had to raise their daughter. A daunting task.

Ashley was his friend. If she broke down, no way he’d hold his own, and he needed to. For Annie, he couldn’t afford to lose it, not now when she was distracted, enthralled by an angel who despised him.

Glancing toward his niece, he watched the angel turn toward her, both knees still planted on the floor.

“I’m going to show you now, but they’ll come out quickly,” Clyde told his niece. “Don’t get scared, okay?”

“I promise.”

A moment later, seven-foot silver wings sprouted from Clyde’s back. His niece yelped.

In panic, Jake materialized between her and the angel and picked her up. Cradling her against his chest, he rubbed his hand down her back. “It’s okay, pupa. It’s okay…”

She pulled away from him. “Are you scared for me, Uncle Jake?”

Yes. He hadn’t had time to read her. He’d just heard her squeal and panicked. “I thought you were afraid.”

She arched a dark brow. “He is an angel, isn’t he?”

He nodded.

“Then he won’t hurt me. He can’t because he came from heaven.”

Jacob nodded, then released her, thinking he needed to learn to distinguish her squeals.

Her attention went back to Clyde. “Can I touch them?”

Clyde smiled. “Yes, you may.” His niece placed her hand over Clyde’s right wing and ran her hand along it. “Wow,” she whispered.

“She’s beautiful,” Ashley said, closing the distance between them.

He nodded. “She’s a replica of my sister.”

“You’re going to raise her yourself.”

A statement, not a question. He wouldn’t have expected anything but Ashley’s full support.

“Yeah. I don’t know how, but I will.”

She turned fully to him. “You’ll be amazing, and you know if you need anything at all, I’m here for you, Jake. I’ll help you in any way I can. Both Clyde and I will. Everyone will.”

He appreciated her. Always did and always would. Locking gazes with her, he forced a smile. “Thanks, Ash, but right now, you should be on your honeymoon.”

“Are my parents in heaven?”

His gaze shot to his niece. He tensed, pulse beating frantically at the base of his neck. Dread raced through him, making it hard to breathe. His gaze met Clyde’s for a long moment.

“Of course,” Clyde replied.

The breath rushed out of him.

“Will I see them again?”

Clyde shook his head.

“W-why not?” Annie’s voice shook.

His heart clenched.

“Because their time on Earth is done, Annie.” Clyde cupped his niece’s cheek. “But they will always be with you in your heart.”

Pain and sorrow sliced through Jacob. Annie’s grief and he felt it tenfold along with his own.

It wasn’t fair. A child should never have to suffer such a loss. Now, she was left with a warrior. Helplessness filled him. Not knowing what to do, he stood frozen.

His niece’s small frame trembled slightly, and instinct took over. Materializing beside her, he lifted her. The moment he did, her head fell against his chest. She sobbed and shivered against him.

Clyde placed his hand over Annie’s head. In seconds, her sobs quieted, and her eyes drifted close.

“What the hell?” His temper rose. “What did you do?”

“She hasn’t slept. She needs to.”

“Is that all you did?”

Holding his gaze, Clyde admitted, “I eased her pain…a little.”

“Why you would…” His words trailed off. It didn’t matter. Taking a breath, he said, “Thank you,” and meant it.

“No need, Jacob.” Clyde’s eyes softened. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

He nodded. “So am I.”

Materializing in the spare bedroom next to his own, he carefully laid Annie on the bed and tucked her in, then walked toward the living room. Since he left, his queen, Jenna, had joined Ashley and Clyde.

“Jacob.” Her eyes filled with tears. “I’m sorry for your loss. I—”

“I know.” He was already tired of hearing the words, but supposed he should get used to them.

“Do you need anything?”

He ran his hands through his hair wondering where he should start. “I…”

Annie had nothing in his home. What did a four year old need? Food, clothes, a toothbrush, what else?

“First, I think she’ll need clothes,” Jenna said. “I can pick up some for you. We can remodel the room next to yours—”

“Remodel?” Why would his queen think of remodeling at a time like this?

Ashley’s gaze went from her sister, Jenna, to him. “Well, yes, Jake. She needs her own room and furniture more suitable for her age and gender.”

He hadn’t even thought of that.

“Some toys, too,” Jenna added. “She’s four, so you have to start thinking about schools for her unless you want her homeschooled.”

“And you need groceries,” Ashley added.

“I have food, here, and—”

“Yes, but kids like mac and cheese and yogurt, Jake,” Ashley pointed out, again softly.

He sighed, feeling as clueless as he’d ever felt.

As if sensing his thoughts, Jenna quickly added, “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to stress you out. A lot goes into raising a child, a lot none of us knows, but you’ll learn. And we’ll all help you along the way.”

He appreciated it. None of them had experience with children. And of all of them, he was the least suited to raise a child. They all knew it, and still, they offered their full support.

“I’ll handle the clothes and get you some groceries. We’ll do the rest as it comes.”

“I’ll help Jenna,” Ashley added.

“No, Ash,” he said, bluntly. He didn’t want to hurt her feelings, never wanted that, but he had to put his foot down. “You let Jenna deal with this and go back to your honeymoon.”

She parted her mouth to argue.

He cut her off. “It’s going to take me a while, Ash. Annie isn’t going to heal overnight. She’s in a new place. I think the best thing for her now is getting used to me, getting used to us, me and her, us. Give us a week. Get back to your honeymoon; we’ll be here when you get back. Jenna can help me with whatever I need, okay?”

Finally, she agreed, but begrudgingly and with tears in her eyes. One less thing to worry about. Maybe, just maybe, Ash could forget him and have some fun.

As he watched them go, he shook his head, knowing in his gut that wouldn’t happen. Not one of them would forget about Annie, about him. Despite the fact he was a bitter, angry, pain-in-everyone’s-ass all of the time, they cared, more than he wanted to admit. He never let himself think about it before, but now, it was impossible to deny.

****

A piercing wail jolted Jacob awake. One thought prevailed. Pulse racing, he jumped out of bed.

“Annie!”

Materializing in the spare room where he’d laid her to sleep, he found her sitting up in bed; tears marred her rosy cheeks. Her emotions hit him—fear, dread, and panic.

His chest squeezed. He sat on the bed beside her, his hand pushing her hair from her face. “Pupa, what’s wrong?” His voice soft and shaky.

“Uncle Jake!” she shrieked, extending her arms toward him.

He pulled in a breath. She was safe, and still his own fear wouldn’t release him. Immediately, he embraced her, rubbing her back softly. “What’s wrong, Annie?”

She met his gaze, rubbing her tear-streaked face. “I didn’t…know where…I was…” She sobbed. “It’s dark…I didn’t know…”

“Shh…I’m here, pupa,” he soothed her, cursing himself for not thinking she’d be afraid to find herself in an unfamiliar room. “I’m sorry. It’s my fault.”

Pulling away from him, her sobs quieted, and her eyes widened. “It’s okay, Uncle Jake. It’s not your fault.”

He heard her stomach rumble and chuckled. “You hungry?”

She nodded. He picked her up and headed into the kitchen. Nearly three a.m., way past her bedtime, but she missed dinner, and he didn’t have the heart to force her back to bed hungry.

“What would you like?”

“Ice cream.”

“Would your…” Not wanting to remind Annie her mother was gone, his voice trailed off. Before he thought better of it, he found himself saying, “Sure.”

Opening the freezer, he spotted a gallon of ice cream and silently thanked Jenna. She’d kept her promise and bought clothes for Annie and groceries, then put them away.

“Chocolate?”

Annie’s eyes widened. She nodded, smiling.

If only he knew of a way to keep that smile on her face. That smile, he could live off.


Chapter 2

“Val.”

Valerie’s gaze darted to the threshold leading into the living room and met Glen’s stare. A soft smile spread across her lips. He closed the distance between them, leaned down, and placed a peck on them.

“Hey you. Where have you been?”

“You know…running errands.” He plopped down beside her and wrapped his arm around her shoulders. “Want to catch a movie tonight?”

“Sure. Do you have anything in mind?”

“Why don’t we play it by ear?”

She nodded and bit her tongue. She didn’t need foresight, the ability to see glimpses of the future, a rare gift some witches were blessed with, to know she’d stay in tonight.

Like her, Glen was an immortal, a warlock from an all-male coven in Jersey. Handsome, tall, and lean with dark eyes, he often made plans he couldn’t or wouldn’t keep. She’d known it from the first time she laid eyes on him without her other esteemed gift of psyche-sight, the ability to discern key elements of a person’s character at first glance.

To the rest of her coven, her family, her sisters—eleven witches who often teased her for her inexperience and inactive love life, she and Glen made the perfect pair. They repeatedly advised her she needed to loosen up, enjoy life for all it had to offer, especially and most importantly, the opposite sex.

When Glen asked her to dinner, she hesitated at first, told him she had to think about it. Her biggest fear, one she’d never admitted to anyone: falling for a man who wasn’t hers. Her sisters found out he asked her out and bugged her until she gave in and began dating the handsome warlock. The first date turned into two and three and four. Still, she didn’t see him as more than a friend, and she realized his feelings for her were superficial. He made it clear she wasn’t his mate—the one woman destined for him, the woman immortal men spent their lives waiting for—their perfect match. She didn’t see the point of a relationship with a man not destined for her. What if he found his mate? What if she did? But her sisters told her with time she’d grow fond of him and fully enjoy the perks of being attached. A part of her hoped they were right. A bigger part of her hoped they were wrong.

Six months later, she hadn’t fallen for Glen. Maybe he irritated her with his broken promises. More than likely, knowing she wasn’t his, that deep-seated fear wouldn’t let her.

Besides, she wanted a man that captivated her at first glance, as it was said immortal men felt when they first laid eyes on their fated mate. She supposed she had to agree with her coven: the reaction she expected wasn’t reasonable.

By immortal standards, she was young and knew little of the world. But one thing she knew, irrational fear or not, she didn’t belong with Glen. Still, she couldn’t find a way to end the stagnant relationship. Broken promises aside, he was sweet and good to her, and she didn’t want to hurt him.

“You okay?” His voice drew her away from her dreary thoughts.

“Yeah,” she lied.

They sat together for several moments. He glanced at his watch as he often did, a sure sign, he wanted to leave. Not five minutes later, he told her he had to meet with his brother and left.

Hours later after the sun set, Glen called and broke their date. Something had come up. It always did.

“Let me guess. That was Glen breaking yet another date?”

Glad for the company, she turned from her position on the couch and spotted Shari, her adoptive mother. She didn’t look like a mother. Like most immortals, Shari stopped aging at twenty-five, though she was more than four hundred years old. Tall, thin, and beautiful, all her sisters were in their own way.

“How’d you guess?” Her voice laced with sarcasm.

“Don’t need foresight to guess. It’s routine by now.” Shari sat beside her. “You know, you can just break things off with him…”

Val bit the side of her lip. “I have to. I mean it’s obvious I’m not his.”

“That’s not why I think you should break it off.”

She smirked. She knew what would come next, but played dumb. “Why else?”

Shari chuckled. “You’re a hopeless romantic. It’s one of the things I love about you.”

No use denying the truth. “I know,” she muttered under her breath.

“I don’t think you’ve yet realized, but you can have valuable and meaningful relationships with men who aren’t fated to you. We live very long lifetimes… Do you want to live that long alone?”

“Not alone. I have you and the rest of the coven. You’re my family—the only family I’ve ever known.”

Shari smiled. “And that’s the way it’s supposed to be, but we’re talking about male companionship here. You can fall in love with someone who isn’t fated to you. I have…” She winked. “Many times.”

“Yeah, but what if—”

Shari’s gaze softened. “What if he finds his mate, and you’re in love with him?”

Valerie nodded.

Shari grabbed her hand and squeezed. “What if he’s in love with you, and you find your mate?” She shrugged. “Love is a gamble. Life is a gamble.”

Val nodded.

Shari tilted her head slightly, her knowing gaze pierced hers. “Don’t live afraid, Val. Take chances. Live, fully and completely. And love…You’ll never regret it.”

After a brief moment of silence, Shari said, “Besides, the probabilities of you finding your mate or him finding his are slim to none. Think about it… Casey is six hundred, and she’s never found her fated.”

Casey claimed she didn’t want to find her fated. Valerie couldn’t understand why, but knew Casey felt that way. “I suppose…but…”

The front door opened, and three others from their coven waltzed in: Dianne, Hanna, and Casey.

“Speaking of the devil,” Shari said loudly, grinning broadly.

“Are you talking shit again?” Dianne glared, playfully. “Always running your mouth.”

“If you’re referring to shit as the truth, then yes,” Shari snapped quickly. “But it wasn’t about you. I promise.” She raised her hand in scout’s honor, then laughed.

The three dropped their shopping bags on the floor and took seats around them. Dianne in a blue and green armchair she’d picked out that everyone else hated. Casey on the arm of the love seat, and Hanna sat Indian style on the coffee table.

“What were you talking about?” Hanna asked.

Casey analyzed her freshly manicured nails. “Glen, of course. She always has that frumpy, depressed look when he’s mentioned.”

Dianne placed her feet on the coffee table beside Hanna. “Break it off yet?”

Valerie shook her head.

“What are you waiting for? The guy’s obviously not interested.”

Hanna reached over and kicked Dianne’s feet off the table.

“Ouch! I didn’t mean it in a bad way.”

Her words stung, but Valerie didn’t take it to heart. One of the reasons she loved Dianne: she could always depend on her to spit out the truth without sugarcoating it.

Shari cleared her throat. “Then perhaps you should rephrase.”

Dianne’s charcoal gaze darted toward Valerie. “I’m sorry. What I meant was he…ignores you and…you shouldn’t be ignored.” She glanced at Shari, then Hanna as if asking whether she’d come across less harsh.

“I thought you guys thought we made the perfect pair.”

Casey smiled. “He’s a warlock. You’re a witch. He’s handsome. You’re gorgeous—”

“You have similar backgrounds, and you make a cute couple, but if he doesn’t treat you right, then what’s the use in wasting your time?” Hanna explained.

“I thought you guys wanted me to gain experience with men and…”

Dianne shrugged. “You should test the waters, explore, but if the guy doesn’t rock your boat, throw him out on his ass.”

“Date several guys at a time, not just one,” Casey added nonchalantly.

Hanna sighed and waved her hand in dismissal. “What they mean to say is if the guy doesn’t give you the attention you deserve, like if he cancels plans on a whim, let him go. You deserve better.”

She nodded, then mouthed, “Right.”

“Let’s have some drinks and watch a movie,” Shari said. “Get your mind off that warlock.”

Dianne jumped off her seat. “Oh, I’ll order pizza. I’m starved! What will it be, ladies?”

“When aren’t you?” Casey flipped her long blonde hair. “And why do you ask if you’ll only get what you want anyway?”

“Cheese and pepperoni it is then.” Dianne grinned and fished her phone out of her pocket.

Valerie couldn’t help but smile. She was glad Glen had cancelled. On a Friday night, there was nowhere else she’d rather be.

After the movie, everyone scattered, heading for bed. Valerie couldn’t sleep, not just yet. Since talking with her coven, she knew she had to end things with Glen, but her nerves were already getting the best of her.

Sighing heavily, she promised herself she’d have a talk with Glen soon. To get her mind off it, she picked up a book and read until she drifted to sleep.

****

An explosion shattered the windows of the coven’s home in New Jersey, the impact shooting shards of glass throughout, piercing Valerie’s skin and jarring her awake. She screamed. Her instincts forcing her to move, ducking behind the couch, she gasped when pain radiated through her leg.

Oh God, her sisters. Her pulse raced. Fear clogged her throat. Frantic, she scanned the room filling quickly with smoke. Debris lay scattered around her.

“Shari! Hanna!” Her voice shrill. “Maggie!”

She coughed, then on shaky hands, she tried to slide away from the scattered fires. Pain radiating up and down her leg, she glanced down, noticing a large piece of glass protruding from her thigh. Pulling it out quickly, she flinched and muffled a groan.

Another explosion sounded, nearly shattering her eardrums. Debris flew around her. More flames sparked to life. Smoke thickened around her, quickly filling the room anew until she could barely see. With each passing second, her heart pounded harder, faster. Adrenaline coursed through her.

“Dianne! Amy!” She coughed, attempting to drag herself farther inside the home.

Nothing. No voices. No sounds but those of the raging fire.

Then another explosion rocked the house, louder and much more powerful than the last. The force of it threw her against the fireplace. Her back and head slammed against the stones. The air in her lungs whooshed out. Pain exploded, every inch of her in agony. Too much to bear.

“Save them.” She meant to scream it, but her voice came out muffled and hoarse.

She couldn’t fight it anymore, the pain, so much of it, overwhelming her. Her eyes drifted closed.


Chapter 3

Valerie stirred hours later, groggy and aching. The events of hours before hit her in a rush, making her lose her breath. Her eyes snapped open. She shot to a sitting position in an unfamiliar bed. Breathing deeply, still she smelled the stench of smoke. Coughing, she warily scanned her surroundings.

The room was large and impeccably decorated. The walls a lovely pale violet matching the comforter draped over her and the curtains.

A thin brunette appeared at the threshold of the room. Valerie tensed. When their eyes met, a sympathetic expression flashed across her face.

“I’m Ashley. I’m an Elemental.”

A figure appeared behind her, a male with dark disheveled hair and piercing blue eyes. “I’m Clyde, a warrior angel. You’ve met my soulmate, Ashley. You’ve heard of the Guardians?”

She had overheard her sisters speaking of them before. Not just of the Guardians, a league of immortal warriors who battled Malum Inmortalis, rogue immortals, but of the war brewing between the Malums, immortal breeds, and mankind. Wanting to know more, she’d asked, but her sisters refused to answer, telling her she was too young to worry.

Valerie tried to speak, but couldn’t. Her throat on fire, instead, she nodded.

“We are part of that league. We hunt rogue immortals, Malum Inmortalis. The Malums attacked your coven last night. We found you and brought you to New York.”

The Malums? The rogues her sisters told her she shouldn’t concern herself with had done this? “W-where—” she croaked.

Ashley neared. “Try to save your voice. We’ll explain everything we can. First, just know you’re safe at the demon compound, the home of the demon king who founded the Guardian league centuries ago.”

Her chest tightened. “My c-coven—”

The male shook his head. “I’m sorry. You are the lone survivor.”

For some reason, she glanced at the brunette whose eyes welled with tears.

An ache filled Valerie even as she tried to deny what she felt inside as true. She no longer sensed the magical presence of her sisters.

“N-no.” She shook her head. Denial yet, instantly, tears welled in her eyes and fell.

“I’m so sorry,” Ashley whispered, her voice broke.

“No!” she tried to scream, but her throat hurt so much it sounded like a growl.

They couldn’t be gone. She couldn’t lose her family, the ones who’d raised and sheltered her for more than twenty years after her parents abandoned her.

Tears fell, streaming like a river down her face. “Shari and Hanna and Dianne…a-all of them?”

Ashley nodded. “I’m so sorry.” Her own tears spilled over. Quickly, she wiped them away. The male wrapped his arm around her.

Valerie’s ache deepened, searing a hole in her chest. “But they were just with me! I couldn’t be the only one. I…I have to see them. I have to make s-sure!” Her voice rose and broke, sounding hysterical. “Take me back, please!”

“You know they’re gone. You feel their magic inside you.”

The angel was right, and yet she didn’t want to believe. She stilled, placing her hand over her chest. Like a flicker, the magic of her sisters welled and pulsed inside her where their presence had once been. So much magic and yet she felt hollow. Grief slicing through her, her breaths grew shallow.

She knew then, despite her attempts at denial.

Her sisters were gone. She lost everyone she’d ever cared for in a split second.

She cried out, hating the magic running through her veins.

“I am terribly sorry for your loss.” The angel’s compassionate eyes held hers. “There was nothing you could’ve done to save them—nothing at all.”

I should’ve died with them, with my family! She clutched her chest, that emptiness filling with agony.

“You lived for a purpose. Don’t let this tragedy determine the rest of your life.”

Her grief spilled out of her. She sobbed loudly, not caring who heard, who witnessed.

The angel took a step in her direction. Before she could move away, he placed his hand over her head. “Rest now.”

Her lids heavy, she grew weak. When darkness claimed her, she welcomed it. The pain finally faded.


Chapter 4

Jacob watched. Sometimes, it seemed like that’s all he did—watch Annie. Right then, he watched her play with the dolls Jenna bought her. Sensing no grief in her, he sighed.

It had been three days since her life turned upside down. Every night, she awoke in tears, burdened with reality—her parents were gone. Her sorrow wedged deep inside him, superseding his own.

Her grief was natural. He just wished there was more he could do to console her. He wanted to erase her pain, so for the first time in his life, he found himself wishing he wasn’t a demon, but an angel, who he’d seen had the power to do so. Bearing the pain for her was the least he could do, and yet, he didn’t have the power to do that either.

He hadn’t grieved. All he did—worry about Annie. The reason he watched her so closely. He worried how much she grieved, worried whether the simplest decisions he made were the right ones. Constantly, he wondered whether his sister would have made the same ones. He wanted to honor her memory by raising Annie like she would have, but he would never know.

His biggest fear: the thought Annie would become like him—a fraction of the person he’d once been because of loss. He hoped, despite the odds, he could teach her to move forward, look past what happened even if he never had.

Ashley sat beside him, interrupting his disheartening thoughts. “Hi.”

“Hey.”

“I see she’s enjoying her new toys.”

“Yeah, she is.”

She folded her hands into each other. “Can I tell you something without you taking offense?”

He nodded, wondering how she could say anything to offend him. Anyone else, he’d probably bite their head off, but not Ashley. She was timid, sweet, and his friend.

“I think you should try to bring some of her stuff from home just to provide some familiarity. I think it could help her adjust better. I mean…what she’s been through…the change would be difficult for any child. If she had something to remind her of the life she had before…especially pictures…”

Originally, he’d thought it better to start fresh with no reminders of the past, but Ashley had a point. His niece would remember regardless. There were things she needed to remember, especially the fact she had loving parents, who’d never wanted to leave her.

He nodded.

Ashley placed her hand on his shoulder. “You’re doing a great job, Jake.”

He released a breath in frustration. If he’d been doing a good job, he would have thought of her suggestion first. He was way out of his league, a man with one foot off a ledge, but he wouldn’t give his niece up—never. The blood that ran through him coursed through her, too. The only remaining reminder he’d once had a vivacious and curious sister. If it meant tearing himself in half, he’d learn to raise her daughter, his precious niece. He had faith, only in that.

“I have no idea what I’m doing.”

“It doesn’t look like it, Jake—not to me or Clyde or Jenna or anyone else…and no parent knows what they’re doing the first time around.”

A parent—exactly what he was, yet the word had never crossed his mind. Maybe because he didn’t want to admit what the word implied, his niece’s parents were gone. About time he did. He needed to come to terms with the fact his sister wasn’t coming back, so he could move on and help Annie do the same.

****

It had been days since Val’s life changed forever.

The deep gash on her leg, numerous bumps, bruises, and a series of smaller cuts had healed. As a witch, her skin was tougher, stronger than a mortal’s and healed quicker, too, though not as quickly as other immortal breeds. She could’ve concocted a potion to heal just as fast, but she didn’t have the will.

A deep and searing pain too terrifying to seem real clung to her. She lost everyone she’d ever loved—her family, her coven—the sisters who’d raised her. Nothing she could do to erase the ache.

She slept and slept. When she woke, she tortured herself remembering the last moments she’d shared with them. Her gift of foresight had failed her at the moment she’d needed it the most. And so, she’d lost her faith in magic and especially, in herself.

What would she do now? Where would she go?

“Valerie.”

She shifted her attention away from her depressing thoughts and met Clyde’s stare.

“I brought someone to meet you.” He stood aside allowing a petite brunette resembling Ashley to step forward.

“Hi, I’m Jenna, Ashley’s sister.” She neared. Her hand went to her chest. “I’m very sorry for your loss. I can’t imagine what you’re going through.”

“Thank you…and thank you for letting me stay here. Ashley told me this is your home.”

Ashley, at her side for days, brought her breakfast, lunch, and dinner, and often sat by her and talked, sharing all sorts of things about her own sisters and her mate.

Valerie listened half-heartedly, grateful for the genuine concern and attempt to get her mind off her grief. At times, it proved a great distraction. Other times, it reminded her of the family she had and lost.

“You’re more than welcome to stay here, Valerie.”

She shook her head. “No, I’ll leave—”

“I wouldn’t recommend it,” Clyde interrupted. “You were spared for a reason. You have a gift not many witches possess—foresight. It’s the reason the Malums targeted your coven.”

“But…I could’ve been killed. I—”

“Your home was protected with spells. Those powerful spells wouldn’t have allowed anyone to enter who meant any of you harm. It’s why they used explosives. If they’d wanted to kill all of you, they would have blown up the entire house.” He paused. “I believe, as do the other Guardians, the Malums’ intent was to kill off your coven so you’d inherit their abilities. Then they’d take you, a witch with the combined strength of eleven and the gift of not only psyche-sight, but foresight.”

“But they didn’t need to…to do that. They could’ve gone after me when I wasn’t home.”

“You rarely leave.”

A fact: she’d rather read indoors than do anything else. Her sisters often teased her about it. Hearing it now, a brutal, stark reminder they’d never tease her again.

Her eyes narrowed. “How do you know?”

He cleared his throat. “I’m an angel.”

Then it occurred to her. This was her fault. Because she never left her house, they had no choice but to kill her sisters.

Her heart squeezed painfully, making tears well in her eyes. She didn’t even try to hide it.

“You can’t think that way.”

Her gaze shot to Clyde, the angel, who, she realized, could read her thoughts.

“Your mind.”

Same difference.

“No. Reading thoughts is just that. Reading your mind is a little more. I know everything that’s ever happened to you. Everything you’ve ever said, done, thought with just one glimpse.”

Crap. Now, he knew more about her than anyone else?

“Technically, I know more about you than you know about yourself. Beings, immortal and mortal, have a tendency to hide truths from themselves.”

Annoyed with their one-sided conversation, she snapped, “Can you stop that?”

When she regained her composure, she insisted, “I could’ve been killed with the explosions.”

“There’s something else.” He paused. “When we found you, a spell guarded you.”

Tears in her eyes fell down her cheeks. She had been right. Her family died because of her, and even so, they’d protected her with their dying breaths.

“No, you aren’t to blame, Valerie. You couldn’t have changed it. If you want to blame someone, blame the Malums.”

Not a comforting thought, but it wasn’t Clyde’s fault. She hated Malums for destroying everyone she’d ever loved, but hate wouldn’t bring them back. And nothing anyone said would either. More tears fell without a single sound before she turned away and buried her face in a pillow.

She felt the presence of Jenna drawing near, then felt the warmth of her touch on her shoulder. “Valerie, you shouldn’t do this to yourself. Your coven wouldn’t want you to suffer like you are.”

“I k-know…” Her voice broke. “I know I have to move on, but I-I don’t know how.”

“We can help you. We’ll take it day by day. The first step is getting out of this room.”

“I…know, but today I-I…” A sob tore from her throat. “I…c-can’t…maybe tomorrow.”

Jenna nodded, and then they left.

****

The next morning, the ache of her loss and grief still dogged her. Despite it, Valerie knew the time had come, now or never. It had been days since she’d done anything but mope. She had to move on with her life, and, as Jenna said, the first step was getting out of bed. Reluctantly, she did. She showered and dressed, wearing borrowed clothes, then headed into the elevator and toward the kitchen for breakfast. Among the many things Ashley talked about was the layout of the fifteen-story building where she stayed, so she knew where to find the kitchen and dining room. As the doors parted, she scanned the area. Barren, she strode toward large double doors, briefly wondering where everyone was.

Past the doors, a chef’s dream kitchen with dark wood cabinets, an island, marble countertops, two gas stoves, two ovens, industrial-sized refrigerator, and another set of double doors at the end. Still, the room was empty of life.

The elevator doors parted. An unmistakable air of animosity swirled, unlike anything she’d ever felt before. The anger weaved into her, making her flinch with its power and strength. A chill shot through her. She fisted her clammy hands, fighting the urge to squirm, trying to convince herself she had nothing to fear. The Guardians had saved her, taken her to their safe house. No one would hurt her, not there.

Heavy footsteps neared. With every step, her heart thumped louder and louder, her breaths grew shallow. Just outside the double doors, the steps ceased. She held her breath. Abruptly and with force, the doors flung open. She muffled a yelp and instinctively created an illusion, disguising herself and her scent.

Then she saw him.

A monstrosity of a man, tall, broad-shouldered, every inch of him muscled, tense, and ready to strike. His features as menacing as they were chiseled and masculine: a strong brow and jaw, a pronounced nose, thick lips with hair as black as night, and eyes nearly as dark.

Trouble, her gift warned.

And despite the warning, the strangest sensation came over her, one she’d never felt. Even as her hands trembled, she had the urge to trail them along his chest, then lace her fingers through his dark, overgrown hair.

You’re in trouble, Val.

His dark gaze found her, so much anger in those eyes. The breath rushed out of her. She felt herself go pale. Taking several steps away, she bumped into the countertop behind her. Her hands reached behind her, trying to grab onto something, anything.

“You are?”

The hostility in his voice made her cringe. She swallowed past the lump in her throat. “I-I’m Valerie.”

His gaze trailed down her body, then met hers again and narrowed. He took a threatening step in her direction and inhaled.

Without another word, he turned and walked away. Her gaze followed him until he disappeared through a set of double doors.

Leave, leave now.

Taking several deep breaths, she tried to calm her shattered nerves. She finally summoned the strength and fled.


Chapter 5

What the hell was that scent? Jacob scratched the back of his head.

The scent captivated him days ago, and he couldn’t get it out of his mind. He’d even dreamt of it, excruciatingly sweet. He couldn’t figure out where it came from, and it drove him mad.

Hints of it had taunted him for days. He’d scented it on Ashley and Clyde and just yesterday on Jenna. Only moments ago, he smelled it again. It had been stronger then and evoked the strangest reaction in him—desire, such a strong carnal desire, it left him stunned. He hadn’t felt desire for centuries.

But it seemed the scent belonged to no one. He’d thought with certainty he would’ve discovered it today, but the only person he’d come in contact with had been the rescued witch, Valerie. When he neared her, the scent vanished as quickly as it had overwhelmed him.

He didn’t have the answer he craved.

Jacob shook his head to dispel the scent, forcing himself to focus. He had Annie and couldn’t waste time on frivolous thoughts—a scent that taunted him for days.

****

Her pulse continuing to pound wildly at the base of her neck, Valerie darted into her room, closed the door behind her, and leaned against it.

Her emotions for a male she didn’t know and feared baffled her.

Never had she feared a man before laying eyes on him. Never had she encountered a male who captivated her from first glance.

She waited years to feel like she had when her eyes met his. Desire so pure and deep, it hadn’t yet released her.

Time and time again, she’d insisted there was no point in dating a man who didn’t fascinate her. She found one, and yet she had to stay away.

Her gift’s warning rang in her head. Figures for a man who wore anger like a shield, and yet she was inexplicably drawn, fearing him as deeply as she craved him. That craving only made her fear him more.

One look and she knew he was a man she could fall for. But she couldn’t fall for a man who’d never be hers, fully, completely. Not before, especially not now after losing everyone she’d ever loved.

A knock on the door made her jump. Immediately, she pulled away from the door and turned toward it. “Y-yeah?”

“It’s Ashley. Can I come in?”

She exhaled. “Yes, of course.”

The door opened. “Good morning.” Ashley smiled. “Do you want to grab some breakfast with us?”

No. Valerie did not. She could not bump into him, whoever he was, again. She had to stay away. “I…uh…”

“Angel.”

Valerie caught sight of Clyde a moment later, his hand clasped in a little girl’s, a beautiful girl with big, dark eyes and dark hair in waves. “Annie wanted to see you.”

Ashley’s face lit up when the girl neared, wearing a white dress and a pair of matching sandals. “Hi, sweetie. How did you sleep?”

“Good.” Her gaze darted toward Valerie.

Valerie smiled at the girl, surprising even herself. For a while, she thought she’d never smile again.

The young girl returned the smile. “Hi, I’m Annie.”

“Hi, Annie. I’m Valerie. You can call me Val.”

Her brow furrowed. “What are you, Val?”

Not fully understanding the question, she hesitated.

“I’m a demoness. Ash is an Elemental.” She said “Elemental” slowly, pronouncing each syllable. “And Clyde is an angel. So what are you?”

Understanding now, she smiled. “I’m a witch.”

Annie’s brows shot up.

Val quickly added, “But I’m a good witch.” She raised her hand. “Scout’s honor.”

Annie covered her mouth, then giggled.

She couldn’t help but laugh softly, too. Seeing the beautiful girl laugh, being able to cause that reaction, gratified her in a way she hadn’t thought possible. Baffling. Then again, she had no experience with children. Maybe that’s what making a child laugh brought you—joy.

Before she knew it, the moment ended, and Annie turned toward Ashley. “I want a braid, but Uncle Jake doesn’t know how to do it right. He looked it up on the internet, but he still can’t figure it out.”

Ashley chuckled. “Well, let’s give Uncle Jake a break today, huh?”

Valerie watched the exchange wondering who Annie was. Ashley had never mentioned a child or a brother named Jake. Valerie doubted Clyde had siblings. Angels didn’t mate; they were created, not procreated. Then again, maybe it was possible. After all, Clyde and Ashley were mated.

Ashley began braiding Annie’s hair. Annie explained, “Uncle Jake says he’s going to paint my room today, then he’s going to build the new furniture, but he says I can’t help because I’m too little.”

Ashley tied the braid with a band. “And what color is Uncle Jake painting your room?”

Annie turned toward her.

“Pink and he says I can’t be there either because the fumes…I don’t know what that means. I think he’s worried about me getting hurt, and I told him I’m strong because I’m a demoness, but he won’t listen and let me help.”

“I could talk to him about it unless…” Ashley’s eyes twinkled. “You know what I think?”

Annie leaned into Ashley. “What?”

“I think your uncle wants to do all the work so he can surprise you.”

“But I already know what everything looks like…”

Ashley shrugged. “That’s very true, but you don’t know how it will look like together…Maybe he wants to see that beautiful face of yours light up when you see it for the first time.”

“So what will I do all day?”

“Umm…let me think.” Ashley smiled. “Would you like to go to the park?”

Annie clasped her hands together excitedly and nodded.

“Maybe Valerie can come with us?”

Annie turned to her, her eyes as wide as saucers. “Will you? We can get on the swings.”

She couldn’t find the strength to refuse the enthusiastic girl and agreed.

Maybe, Valerie hoped, she could make her smile again and bring some joy her way, too.


Chapter 6

A beautiful day, the sun high in the sky, a few scattered clouds and a light breeze. Valerie closed her eyes and enjoyed the sun’s warmth on her skin.

“Val!” Annie dashed toward the swings. “Come!”

Valerie smiled and headed in her direction.

“You can swing next to me.”

She nodded, then pulled a stray strand away from the child’s face and tucked it behind her ear, coincidentally grazing the side of her face.

An image assailed her.

A woman resembling Annie, dark hair in waves around her oval face. Her dark eyes wide with fear when she whispered, “Hide, Annie. Remember, always…always…” Her voice broke. “Mommy and Daddy love you very much.” A tear slid down her face. “Uncle Jake will come for you. He’ll take good care of you. I promise, baby.”

Heart tightening in her chest, Val stilled. The foreign memory faded. Her eyes welled with tears, sympathy spilling from her. Every inch of her body ached to console the child who, it seemed, had lost both parents. The darling girl, an orphan like her, now lived with her uncle, a demon named Jake.

“Why are you sad?” Annie asked.

Shaking her head, she barely managed, “N-nothing.”

Not a second later, she felt the heat of a hand on her arm. “I’m going to borrow Valerie. She’ll be right back.”

Forcing a smile, she straightened and walked beside Clyde. A distance away, he whispered, “It’s true.”

Her gaze shot to Annie who now swung beside Ashley. “What?” Her voice shaky.

“Her parents were killed.”

She swallowed. “I…I shouldn’t have seen that. I’ve never had the gift of hindsight.”

“Which one of your sisters did?”

Tears welled. She angled her body and face away. She wasn’t embarrassed by her pain or tears, didn’t care if Clyde witnessed it. It most likely wouldn’t be the last time since she was staying at the compound, but she didn’t want Annie to see her cry.

“Shari.” She looked past him. “She always said it was a waste to see the past because it couldn’t be changed.”

“It’s not a waste. It’s a gift just the same. Now, you know.”

Meeting his gaze head on, she pointed out, “But I shouldn’t know. It’s a family matter. I have no right to know.”

“If your gift allowed you to see it, then it is something you needed to know.”

****

Valerie spent the morning at the park with Annie, Ashley, and Clyde. They ate lunch at a sub shop.

It felt nice to get out, and she was glad she agreed to go with Annie. The time she spent with her, Valerie had gotten her mind off her grief. She hadn’t forgotten what happened or her sisters. She could never forget, but the anguish she endured for days had diminished.

As the day passed, she figured out why. Clyde had been right. She needed to see Annie’s memory. She needed to witness Annie’s strength and resilience. They shared similar losses; while Val had grieved for days, refusing to get out of bed, wasting away, Annie had been smiling, laughing, and living. The beautiful, bright girl made her realize there was another way to live after tragedy—living to the fullest and honoring those you loved and lost. Annie, unbeknownst to her, inspired her to move on.

In hindsight, no wonder Valerie felt such joy making Annie laugh, why she hardly thought of her grief the entire day.

As the four of them strode into the elevator at the demon compound, Val knew the best part of the last several days had come to an end. When the elevator stopped on her floor, she regretfully said goodbye. Annie lunged at her, giving her a hug. She laughed, thrilled. Another memory assailed, her laughter died suddenly.

Annie, scared and frightened, instantly relieved when she caught a glimpse of a man—tall, broad shouldered, dark hair and eyes.

“Uncle Jake!” Annie shrieked then flung herself at him, wrapping her little arms around his legs.

The male didn’t move, didn’t speak. Annie finally released him. Only then did he bend over and rest his weight on one knee.

“You know who I am?”

Annie nodded and placed her small palm on his face. He placed his hand over hers.

“It’s okay, Uncle Jake, you can cry,” Annie said, sadly.

The image dissipated.

Valerie gasped. The man in the memory—the warrior she’d met hours ago, a demon entrenched in fury, the same man she feared as deeply as she craved.

Annie pulled away. “Why are you sad, Val?”

She stroked her hair and swallowed past the lump in her throat, ignoring the ache in her chest. “I’m sad to have our day end. I had so much fun with you, Annie.”

Annie smiled widely. “We can play tomorrow.”

“I would love that.”

Valerie took a step away from the elevator, and the door closed.

As she walked into the large living area, she glanced around the beautifully decorated room. Alone, the pain of her loss surfaced. Tears threatened. She sighed, fully aware she had to leave unless she wanted to cry again.

She retrieved her wallet from her room, silently thanking Ashley and Clyde, who had secured it for her, then strode downstairs. About to open the door leading outside, a towering male appeared. Gasping, she took several steps away.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to frighten you.”

She took a deep breath, attempting to calm her nerves.

The attractive male with dark hair and matching eyes extended his hand to shake hers. “I’m Nathan.”

He was a demon, she knew instinctively. Immortals of mature age could discern the breeds. She hesitated then, shook his hand. “I’m Val—”

“Valerie.” He smiled. “I know. I’m one of the Guardians, a new recruit.”

“It’s nice to meet you.”

“The pleasure is mine. Where are you headed?”

“I-I was going shopping.”

“Mind if I come along?”

She quirked a brow. “Why?”

He chuckled. “For your protection, of course.”

She took a step away. “Thanks for the offer, but I can take care of myself.

He took a step forward. “I’m sure you can, but I’ve been given orders. I can’t let you leave alone.”

She lifted her chin defiantly. “And who may I ask issued these orders?”

He smirked. “My king.”

“I don’t even know your king. Why does he care what happens to me?”

The smile disappeared from his face.

“If I wanted, I could bring you to your knees with a flick of my wrist, so why don’t you move aside?”

His expression hardened, steeling himself, but he made no move to stop her. “Do as you wish.”

She sighed, hating the thought of going shopping for clothes especially undergarments with a warrior in tow, but she didn’t have the heart to injure the poor guy either. “Fine.”

He had the gall to smirk. “I had a feeling you didn’t have it in you.”

Her cheeks flushed, this time in anger. “I take it back. You’re not allowed to come.”

His eyes widened. “I apologize if I offended you. I didn’t mean to. I meant…” He sighed then, mumbled under his breath, “Damn.”

She reached out with her wrist.

He held up his hands in surrender. “Please, don’t…I’m just trying to do my job.”

“Maybe, but I need underwear because all of mine was burned, and I really don’t want anyone watching me pick them out,” she blurted, then blushed.

“Damn,” he again whispered under his breath. “I’d get one of the females to accompany you, but their mates wouldn’t allow them out alone either.”

She read the sincerity in his voice and saw it in his eyes. It wasn’t his job to comfort her. A warrior would hate having to follow her as much as she hated having him tag along. “I’m sorry.”

He shrugged. “Don’t mention it.”


Chapter 7

“Uncle Jake!”

Annie’s flushed face came into view. He smiled. She rushed to him. Kneeling, he caught her in his embrace, hugging her tightly.

“Did you have…” His question trailed off when he caught a whiff of the scent lingering on her, the one that haunted him. “Uncle Jake?”

Maybe he was losing his mind. Maybe the lack of sleep. He shook his head, refocusing his thoughts. “Nothing, pupa. How was your day with Ash and Clyde?”

“It was sooooo much fun! We went to the park, and we were there for a loooong time. Ash and Val got on the swings with me and then the monkey bars, and we had lunch, and I had a sandwich called a sub. It had meatballs and cheese!”

Val? “Who’s Val?”

“Valerie. She’s really nice and really pretty, but she gets sad sometimes. I don’t know why.”

His gaze shot to Ashley then Clyde.

“She’s really sweet, Jake, and also great with Annie. You should meet her.”

Not his top priority. Luckily, he’d already met her and didn’t have to say so. “I have. Thanks for watching her today.”

Clyde nodded. “No problem.”

His attention returned to Annie. “Want to see your room, pupa?”

Smiling, she nodded.

“Close your eyes.”

He waited until she did then, carried her into her room. At the threshold, he set her on her feet and whispered, “Open your eyes.”

The moment her eyes opened, her face lit up. He knew she’d like it. She’d picked everything from the color on the walls to the furniture to the frilly, pink rug to the plush toys and books. The reason he hadn’t expected to feel the magnitude of utter surprise.

Releasing a breath, he grinned. The manual labor and hours of Jenna making him rearrange furniture over and over again until she thought it was perfect was worth it. Just to see the smile on Annie’s face and feel the pure, undiluted happiness he felt running through her.

She turned to him, smiling, and threw herself at him. He kneeled in time and caught her. Her chest slammed into his. Her arms wrapped around him.

He laughed, returning the hug.

When she pulled away, she whispered, “Thank you so much, Uncle Jake. I love it.”

Overwhelmed, staring into her familiar round eyes beaming with joy and gratitude for such a simple act brought him a profound sense of fulfillment.

“And I love you, pupa.” The words he hadn’t said in more than a century spilled from his lips easily, leaving him dumbstruck.

Not a lie. Jacob hadn’t realized it then, but he loved the child the moment he laid eyes on her. Even the pictures his sister sent over the years wrought emotions in him he’d never been able to understand. They were merely pictures of a child he’d never met.

Still beaming, she said, “I love you more, Uncle Jake.”

His heart melted.


Chapter 8

“Why didn’t you buy the red dress?”

Valerie shopped with Nathan for several hours and had to give him credit. He did his best to give her space especially in the undergarments area.

Turning to him, she met his gaze head-on. “It’s not a good color for me, and—”

“Who told you that?”

“I…” She looked forward and started walking. He followed suit. “No one. It’s just too…It draws too much attention and—”

“And that’s bad?”

She shrugged. “I…um…” No, not bad, just not her. Besides, she was a homebody, hardly ever went out. She doubted that would change now. “I don’t wear dresses much.”

“Why?”

“Because…”

“Don’t tell me you’re one of those women.”

“One of what women?”

“You know…insecure when they shouldn’t be.”

Was she insecure? Not really. There were things about her she would change if she could, but didn’t everyone feel that way? “Well…”

He laughed. “You are one of those women. You shouldn’t be. You’re very beautiful.”

She stopped midstride. Her eyes wide, staring at him.

He turned to her, holding his hands out. “I’m just being honest.”

She fought the urge to laugh, then gave up and chuckled. “Do you really think I’d attack you for saying I’m pretty?”

“Uh, no, but…” He shrugged. “I never know what to expect with women.”

What? Hard to believe. Nathan was attractive in a very obvious way, tall and broad shouldered with dark hair and matching eyes. Weren’t women always fawning over him?

“I never know what to expect with men.”

He smiled then added, “You should buy the dress.”

“Where on Earth will I wear it?”

“You have met Jenna?”

She nodded.

“She’s my queen. She hosts what she calls ‘get-togethers’ for the Guardians frequently. I’m not very familiar with the term because I’d never been outside the demon plane until recently, but I think it means large, lavish parties.”

She laughed aloud. “It means just the opposite.”

His brows lifted. “It does?”

She nodded. “I suppose I should buy it then.”

“Yes, you should, and you should buy the black one, too.”

Her gaze snapped back to his, regarding him carefully.

“Every woman needs a black cocktail dress.”

Her brows furrowed. “How would you know?”

“Even demon warriors have mothers.”

She smiled.

She bought the red dress and, at Nathan’s insistence, several others. Before she knew it, she’d let her guard down, and he seemed to as well. They chatted and talked easily for close to an hour. She continued to shop, then they headed back to her temporary home.

“How many others live at the demon compound?”

“Full time?”

She quirked a brow. “Full time?”

He chuckled. “There’s my king and queen, Lucas and Jenna, who live on the top floors. Jenna’s sister, Ashley and Clyde, whom who’ve met also live there. But Lucas’s brother, Cain and his mate, Olivia, spend half their week at the compound and the other half at the werewolf estate.”

“Why?”

“Olivia’s a werewolf. She’s the sister of the alpha, Landon, who’s mated to Jocelyn, Jenna and Ashley’s other sister. She and Landon stay at the demon compound from time to time. Beside them, there’s Hades. He’s another new recruit. Benjamin and Jacob.”

“You mean Jake?”

“I guess Ashley mentioned him.”

No, she hadn’t. Ashley talked about her sisters, her mate, and her sisters’ mates, but never Jake. “Why would you say that?”

“She’s the only person who gets away with calling him that…” He shrugged. “I suppose she’s one of two. I’ve heard his niece calls him that, too.”

“Oh,” she mumbled.

“You’re scared of him.” A statement rather than a question.

“Why would you say—”

“Because I can sense it.”

Duh! She knew demons were empaths. “There’s no use denying it then.”

“No, and there’s no reason to be scared either.”

“If you say so…It was just…I ran into him, and he was angry, really angry, and I felt it.”

“That’s him.”

So he was like that all the time.

Her insight, her gift, was right. It had never been wrong before, but still she hoped for Annie’s sake. She couldn’t imagine how someone with such animosity could raise a child.

He glanced in her direction. “Demons feel emotions, but we can also project them. Some use the ability to instill fear. They believe they can use it to their advantage in battles.”

She supposed that was a useful tool, but why did Jake project his anger when he wasn’t in battle? She wanted to ask, but refused to show any more interest.

“How many times have you met him?”

“Just once. This morning.”

“Then you’ve the gift of psyche-sight.”

“I do,” she admitted. “Didn’t you know?”

He shook his head.

“I figured everyone knew.”

“Why?”

“Clyde knows. He knows everything about me including my thoughts.”

“He’s an angel. I don’t think anyone knows the extent of their abilities. But he won’t tell us everything, only what we need to know. He’d respect your privacy.”

“Good to know.” She drew in a breath and pointed out, “Wouldn’t you consider my abilities a ‘need to know’?”

“The only thing we need to know is you aren’t allied with Malums. We know they’re looking for you. You need protection, and we can provide it, so we are.”

Her heart tightened. He’s noble. Not just him, but the Guardians, too. “Thank you. And I am sorry about before.”

“No need to apologize, Valerie.”

They reached the demon compound. He opened the door for her, and together they walked into the elevator.

“Are you headed to dinner tonight?”

She hesitated. As much as she dreaded going back to her room and spending the night alone, she didn’t want to see the angry demon warrior. The illusion she created meant chances were he wouldn’t recognize her, but he would recognize her name. She didn’t want to find out what he’d do when he discovered she deceived him.

“I doubt he’ll be around. He usually eats in his apartment with Annie.”

“I don’t know—”

“If he’s not there, I’ll come get you myself.”

She agreed. The elevator halted on her floor. He handed her the shopping bags, which he’d insisted on carrying. In doing so, his fingers grazed hers. A memory flooded her.

Five moons shined in the sky. Nathan gazed up at them, and then his gaze settled on a blonde. “You are stunning.”

As if struck, the blonde took several steps away and glared. Then without a word, she turned and walked away. He ran his hands through his hair in frustration, cursing under his breath.

She knew then. He hadn’t lied.

“You okay, Val?”

Her gaze met his. She nodded. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

****

“Valerie?”

She folded the tip of the page at the top of the book she spent hours reading, closed it, and headed into the living area.

“Hi, Ashley.”

Ash’s smile widened. “Are you coming to dinner tonight?”

“Oh, I’m not sure yet. I…” She scrambled to find an excuse without revealing the real reason she didn’t want to go.

“It’ll be great for you to meet some of the others.”

“I know, it’s just—”

Clyde appeared beside Ashley and rested his hand on her waist. “Angel.”

Not a second later, Nathan materialized. “As promised…” His gaze went to Clyde and Ash and his voice trailed off. He nodded to them in greeting. “Clyde, Ashley.”

“Hi, Nathan.” Ashley’s smile widened. “Did you come to pick up Val?”

“I did.”

Ashley’s gaze came to Val’s. “So I guess we’ll see you there?”

She nodded. Ashley and Clyde disappeared.

Meeting Nathan’s gaze, she took a breath. “Hi, thanks for coming.”

“I said I would.”

Uneasy, she smiled. “Well, thanks.”

In the elevator, her hands started to shake. “He’s not going to be there, right?”

“I’m positive. He made dinner for Annie and himself.”

It did nothing to soothe her nerves. She exhaled. The elevator door parted. She stepped out and several others came into view. The laughter and chatter dying suddenly, all gazes turned to them.

“Valerie,” Jenna said, closing the distance between them. “It’s so nice of you to join us.”

A demon neared, even taller than Nathan’s towering height. Everything about him evoked fear. Not like Jake, not because he projected it, but because he demanded it: his frame, his strength, and the harsh lines of his face.

She couldn’t help the twinge of fear that rose inside her. Instinctively, she took a step away and felt the warmth of Nathan’s hand on her lower back. Sparing a glance in his direction, he nodded.

The demon snaked his arm around Jenna’s waist. Of course, Lucas, the demon king. Ashley told her about Jenna’s mate, which explained why his presence alone evoked fear.

Demons were the most volatile immortal breed. Some argued the strongest physically, especially when in demon form. The stories she’d heard claimed the last king, Lucas’s father, developed and nurtured the belief they could control their demons. He instilled this belief in his kind, and for that reason, they were no longer as unpredictable as they’d once been. Still, they were feared and avoided. Whether truth or not, Valerie didn’t know. She’d never met a demon until Jake. She didn’t know any demons well enough to make a decision. While shifters, fairies, witches, warlocks, elves, and many others roamed the mortal plane and called it their own, demons had their own and generally preferred to stay in it.

Surprisingly, Lucas smiled. The smile transformed the harsh lines of his face. Only then, she remembered she didn’t have anything to fear from him.

“This is my king, Lucas,” Nathan said in introduction.

Though unnecessary, she didn’t mind the formality.

“His mate, my queen, Jenna, you’ve met.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Lucas,” she said softly. “Thank you for welcoming me into your home.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, and there’s no need to thank me.” He pulled Jenna to him until her back pressed firmly against his chest. He then buried his face in her neck. Jenna smiled.

A woman with golden brown hair neared with another male, who she sensed was a werewolf, trailed closely behind her. The woman wore a pair of jeans, high-heeled boots, and a loose blue top. The top being loose didn’t hide her pregnant belly.

“Jocelyn?” Valerie asked.

Her eyes widened briefly. “Yes.” Jocelyn smiled.

“Ashley’s mentioned you. It’s nice to meet you.”

“She mentioned you, too.”

“And you’re Landon.” His eyes continually gazing at Jocelyn, his fated.

“You bet.”

A demon with blond locks approached, his hand folded in a brunette’s. Both smiled at her.

She drew a blank, having no idea who they were. Thankfully, the demon introduced himself.

“I’m Cain. This is my mate, Olivia.”

“My sister,” Landon added.

Made sense. Nathan mentioned them. “Yes, it’s nice to meet you both as well.”

Nathan introduced her to two more demons, Benjamin and Hades who, like Nathan, weren’t mated, luckily. She would’ve felt out of place being surrounded by three mated couples.

They sat at the dinner table. She watched the attentiveness of each mated male, holding out the chairs for them to sit, serving them first, and gazing at them with their heart in their eyes. A pang of longing rippled through her. She knew in that moment she was right to wait for her fated. It didn’t make sense to be involved with someone…

Glen. Guilt choking her, her chest tightened. She lowered her gaze.

She hadn’t thought of him once, hadn’t considered how he must have felt discovering her home had been destroyed by explosives. He must’ve assumed the worst—she’d died with the rest of her coven.

“Valerie,” Nathan whispered. “You okay?”

She turned to look at him. “Yeah, I just thought of something…”

“Baby, you aren’t eating?”

Val’s gaze snapped to Landon.

Jocelyn’s face flushed. “No.” A quick turn of events, considering not a moment ago she’d been staring at him sweetly. “I’m not hungry anymore.”

“Here we go again,” Cain mumbled under his breath.

“Please, just a little more,” Landon insisted.

“Landon, I said I’m not hungry. You can’t force feed me.”

“But the babies need—”

Jocelyn pulled away from the table, dropped her napkin on her plate, and said, “If you don’t stop, I’m leaving!”

“Just stop, Landon.” Olivia rolled her eyes. “She’s not hungry.”

“Of course, she isn’t.” Jenna jumped into the conversation, sarcasm laced her tone. “You made her eat a bowl of pasta two hours ago.”

Valerie chuckled.

Everyone, even Hades, Benjamin, and Nathan, who hadn’t been involved in the conversation, stopped and looked her way.

Her laugh died. Heat crept up her cheeks. So thoughtless and rude to outright laugh. She just thought it cute how they all acted like a family, teasing or annoyed with each other. Still, she wasn’t part of their family. They didn’t know her, and she had no business butting in, especially if just to laugh. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to…I…”

Jocelyn smiled. “You don’t need to apologize.”

“Yes, it’s better if you find their bickering amusing. It’s all they do,” Clyde said.

Cain grinned. “Ain’t that the truth?”

Landon’s jaw clenched. “I’m just looking out for my mate and pups.”

“The twins are healthy. I told you this morning, and I told you yesterday, and the day before that, and so on.”

Clyde’s eyes narrowed. “If you continue to force feed her, she’ll throw up. I presume you wouldn’t want that, would you?”

He shoved a forkful of meat in his mouth. “No, I don’t.”

“And neither do I…I had enough of that the first trimester.” Jocelyn trailed her hand down Landon’s arm.

His gaze hit Jocelyn’s, and then a vivid, incandescent yellow swarmed his eyes. At immortal speed, he lifted her off her seat, set her on his lap, and kissed her.

Benjamin cleared his throat. “You’re in public, and we have company.”

“Valerie, do you have everything you need in your apartment?”

She looked at Jenna. “Yes, thank you.”

“Ashley and I planned on shopping tomorrow. Do you want to come along? I know you don’t have much here.”

Taking a bite of the lasagna, she swallowed before she spoke. “Actually, I went today. Nathan tagged along, but I’d be more than happy to go with you and Ashley.”

“Great. We can show you some of the city, too, if you like.”

Having lived in New Jersey most of her life, she’d been to the city many times before, but she’d love the opportunity to get to know each of them better. Plus, it gave her something to do, something besides mope. “I’d love that.”

Lucas and Clyde exchanged glances. No coincidence Ashley and Jenna’s mates shared that look.

Ashley smiled, stealing a glance in her mate’s direction. “Of course, it won’t just be the three of us. Clyde or Lucas or both will come with us.”

“There’s nothing we can do about it. They worry too much, so we pretend we aren’t being stalked.”

Lucas stilled, then turned his full attention to his mate. “My heart, you know it’s for—”

Jenna pressed her lips to his. When she pulled away and met his gaze, her eyes softened. “I love that you care so much.”


Chapter 9

Jacob set the plates in the dishwasher, washed his hands, and strode to Annie. She sat in the living room playing with her dollhouse.

“It’s bath time.”

Annie crossed her arms over her chest. “Oh no, that means it’s bedtime soon.”

He chuckled. Still, the sound unsettled him. Now more than ever, he had reason to hide behind anger, but he couldn’t. He had Annie, and everything she did inspired him to be better, to be more than he’d been for decades.

“Yep, but…” He kneeled in front of her. “There’s always tomorrow.”

She shrugged. “I guess.”

“Come, pupa.” He opened his arms, and she went to him easily. It comforted him beyond reason. “Close your eyes.”

He waited until she did and materialized in her room. Retrieving her pajamas and underwear, he then materialized in his en suite bathroom and set her on her feet. He ran the water in the tub, tempering it warm, and poured in bubble bath.

He worried leaving her alone in the bath, but as she’d said, she needed privacy because she was a girl and he a boy.

Still, like he did every night, he asked, “You’ll be okay?”

She nodded.

Reluctantly, with worry heavy on his mind, he headed into his bedroom and sat on the bed. His mind wandered.

It had been a couple of weeks. His life with Annie had become routine. Exactly what he’d strived for. He’d slept little, worrying incessantly about anything and everything and reading parenting books. All the books said children needed routine, and he’d done his best to ensure it.

The reason he insisted on keeping her mostly to himself. He knew she needed to meet the others as well, but all in due time. Most importantly, he wanted to make sure she adjusted to life with him, safeguarding he was the person she ran to when she needed anything. Now, she was his whole world. He hoped he was hers.

It had taken adjustment on his part. He wasn’t accustomed to looking after another’s welfare, ensuring she ate and slept and showered, but it came easily, too easily, almost like it was what he was meant to do with his life. Now, he found it impossible to picture his life without her.

Still, it was time to return to his duty. Hunting Malums had been his purpose for centuries, and he had more reason now than ever. He wanted Annie to live in a world where she didn’t have to worry about rogues.

“Uncle Jake!”

His heart dropped to the pit of his stomach. He materialized in the bathroom and found her wrapped in the towel, shivering.

He exhaled. “All done?”

She nodded. “Can we watch TV for a little while?”

“Yep, but then it’s bedtime, okay?”

“But I get a bedtime story too, right?”

He smiled. “Of course, pupa.”

****

On edge, Jacob paced his room. As he’d done all day, he contemplated what he should tell his niece. Early that morning, he notified his king, Lucas, he was ready to hunt, then he’d arranged for Ashley to watch Annie. He told Annie he would be away that night and Ashley would watch her, but he hadn’t told her what he’d be doing. She’d ask, soon. He’d gone back and forth wondering how much was too much to tell a child about the risks his job entailed.

With a heavy sigh, he strapped on his weapons and strode into the living room. His eyes met Annie’s, and when they did, she asked the dreaded question.

“Where are you going tonight, Uncle Jake?”

Nervously, he glanced around the large room, still deciding what he should say. I’m off to avenge my sister, your mother. He couldn’t bring himself to say that. Even as an inexperienced parent to a four year old, he knew he couldn’t tell her the whole truth.

“Don’t lie, Uncle Jake. I’m a big girl.”

His brows furrowed. “Why do you think I would lie?”

“You have that look.”

He hid a smile. “And what look is that?” Unfamiliar with the joking sound of his own voice.

“You’re looking around like looking for a lie.”

He laughed loudly, then stiffened, startled by the sound. It had been too long since he’d heard it, and all that time, he thought he’d never laugh again.

Kneeling in front of her, he kissed the top of her head. “I love you, pupa.”

She tugged on his shirt with more force than he thought she possessed. He met her gaze just in time to hear her say, “You didn’t answer my question.”

“I won’t lie, pupa.” He swallowed. “There are bad people, and it’s my job to find them.”

Her eyes went wide and round. “You’re going to find the people who hurt Mommy and Daddy?”

As if his heart had been wrenched out of his chest, he found it hard to breathe, to speak, to think. Did he have this parent thing in him? Did he have enough courage to be mother, father, and uncle to a four year old whose parents had been slaughtered by the same enemy he fought? How could he even begin to answer such a question? If he was smart, he’d end it now. Keep her away from the battlefield and let a demon family of good standing adopt her.

Fuck that. No one could care for her better than him. Her blood was his, too.

“I’m going to try.” All he could muster.

She looked away from him, then met his gaze again. “Mommy told me you saved people like a superhero,” she whispered.

Hearing that, he learned something new about his beloved sister—she had been an amazing mother. He wouldn’t have doubted it. Shame that because of his own mistakes, he’d never seen it for himself.

Releasing a breath, the tension lining his back and shoulders dissolved. He couldn’t help but chuckle. “Then why did you ask where I was going?”

She shrugged, unapologetically. “I wanted to make sure.”


Chapter 10

“Valerie?” Ashley sounded panicked.

Val spent the day shopping with Ashley and Jenna. During their trip, they’d talked and laughed, and she had gotten to know both sisters a bit better. A good day, she’d been thankful for the distraction.

Hearing Ashley’s frazzled voice, Valerie remembered something she mentioned that day; that night, she planned to watch Annie. Immediately, she jumped to conclusions, thinking something happened to Annie. Why else would Ashley panic?

Tossing her book aside, Valerie stood. “What’s wrong?”

Ashley folded her hands into each other. “Oh, it’s Jocelyn. She’s having some pain. I have to go, but I’m supposed to watch Annie. I would take her, but…she’s an empath…”

She understood. Annie could experience firsthand Jocelyn’s pain. “I’ll watch her.”

“Would you mind? I mean Jake won’t be back for hours, and I—”

Jake. She hadn’t thought of him. Since she’d heard the fear in Ashley’s voice, her concern had been solely for Annie. What if he returned and found Annie with her? And how did Ashely know of her fear? Right, Clyde. He knew everything.

She squeezed her hands together then, pushed the worry aside. “Go, don’t worry.” She wanted to avoid the angry demon at all cost, and she tempted fate by granting Ashley this favor, but she’d do it, for Ashley, who saved her life and treated her with nothing but kindness, and especially, for Annie. “I’ll watch her.”

“I wouldn’t ask if there was another way. Cain and Olivia are here tonight, but Annie hasn’t met them and—”

She shook her head. “Don’t worry. Like you said, he won’t be back for hours. I’m sure you’ll be back by then.”

Together, they walked into the elevator and ascended, stopping on the floor above hers. She entered hesitantly. The layout exactly like the floor she stayed on. Open concept, the kitchen directly to the right. Large, marble countertops, dark cabinets, and an island with stools separated it from the dining room, directly to her left. Past the kitchen and dining room, a large living area. The flat screen television played a princess movie. Opposite it, a U-shaped brown leather sectional, a large area rug in the middle where Annie and Clyde sat in front of a large pink dollhouse.

Annie raced to her. “Val!”

She smiled. Annie’s small body collided with hers and embraced her. She returned the hug. “Hey, Annie. I came to play with you.”

“We can play with my new dollhouse.”

“Sounds like fun.”

Annie grabbed her hand and led her into the living area, scattered with toys. As Annie continued to tug her in that direction, she turned to Clyde and Ashley. “Let me know how Jocelyn is.”

****

It had been a long night, hunting. His first since he became guardian of his niece. With Annie never far from his thoughts, he’d barely been able to focus. He left her in good hands. Ashley wouldn’t let anything harm her. But still, he wondered what she was doing and worried if she’d eaten or had trouble going to bed, if she’d since woken with one of those god-awful nightmares. More than the worries, since he left her, he hadn’t been able to shrug off the sense something was missing, like he’d forgotten something important. Maybe it wasn’t that he left something behind, but that he’d left someone behind—Annie. Only natural, he hadn’t spent more than a couple of hours away from her. None of those feelings would ever go away. He hoped with time, leaving her became easier.

When it came time for him to go home, he sighed, his mind exhausted with worry more than from the hours he’d spent scouring the streets for Malums.

He materialized in his apartment, and that haunting scent engulfed him.

His pulse spiked. With it, his heart pounded loudly. On impulse, he materialized in the middle of his living room. There, he laid eyes on her.

A beautiful stranger sleeping on his couch.

His chest heaved. A low growl escaped his lips. Rubbing his sweaty palms against his jeans, the sense of possessiveness overwhelmed him, so much of it, it spilled out of him.

On her side, her body turned toward him, her head on a blue cushion. Deep auburn hair spilled around it in waves. Dressed casually in a pair of jeans, a green blouse, her shoes, a pair of flats, lay on the floor in front of her.

Beautiful. No other way to describe her. Utterly, mind-bogglingly beautiful.

Petite, a slim waist, and rounded hips. Her face stunning: cheeks flushed, nose small and pointy, lips shaped in a perfect bow. Her dark hair seemed silky and thick, and she had the longest lashes, lashes that made him wonder what color her eyes were.

Taking a step closer, he pulled in a breath. Shivers ran through him. Holding back a groan, his jaw clenched.

Breathtaking.

Captivating.

Marvelous.

No longer a mystery, the haunting scent was hers.

It wasn’t just her scent, it was her. Bewitching, everything about her fascinated him.

His body pulsed. The desire to hold her, comfort her, protect her, claim her coursed through him. Powerful, confounding, and indescribable. Even now, staring at her, he was drawn inexplicably. He couldn’t put it into words, and he couldn’t ignore it. But he knew why he couldn’t control it.

She was his fated mate, the woman granted to him above all others, his other half. No doubt about it.

She was his.

And he hers.

He couldn’t help what he did next. She was asleep and he didn’t know her, but ever so slowly, he drew closer. A mere foot away, he held his hand over her face, craving with every fiber in his being to feel the softness of her skin against his.

Her eyes snapped open. Painful jolts shot through him. The ache so unbearable it brought him, a demon, to his knees. The current gone a moment later, but the agony didn’t fade. Every joint, every muscle burned.

And still, all he could think about: her eyes were the perfect shade—honey.

As she sat up, she slapped her hand over her mouth. Eyes wide, her jaw dropped open.

He couldn’t help but feel anything but pride. His mate, a witch, was as powerful as she was beautiful.

“Oh God! I’m so sorry.” She stood, then rushed toward him, pausing feet away. “You scared me…”

Taking a deep breath, he ignored the lingering ache, placed a palm on the floor, and stood. At his height, six foot six, he towered over her. “I scared you? What’d you do to me?”

Her eyes rounded. She hesitated. “I’m sorry. I… Well…Y-you’re…intimidating…” She looked away. “And…I mean, imagine waking up and the first thing you see is a demon’s death stare.”

As she talked, she shifted uncomfortably, all new to him, all surreal. He watched her movements and mannerisms carefully, trying to memorize them. Her voice soft and beguiling, distracting him, he wasn’t able to fully listen to what she said, amazed this beautiful creature, a small, powerful witch with beautiful hair and eyes of honey, belonged to him.

He grinned, then shook his head to focus his thoughts. What had she said? Something about… “Death stare?”

She shrugged, wrapping her arms around herself. Her gaze met his for a split second before she released a breath. Her shoulders slumped. “You know when you guys are angry your eyes glow.”

Shit. She thought he wanted to kill her? Not a great introduction. Instead of correcting her, he asked, “Who are you?” He had to know her name.

Her eyes went wide. She tensed, glanced down at herself and mumbled, “Shit.”

Shit? That’s what she had to say? Who was she? Where was Annie? Jesus, Annie! His chest squeezing, he said in a menacing tone, “If you did something to Annie, I swear I’ll…” Jacob shook his head. He couldn’t say it. He didn’t know who she was, but it didn’t change the fact she was his.

Her pretty honey-colored eyes narrowed. “Yeah, I kidnapped her, and then I purposely fell asleep on your couch, so you’d find me.”

A surge of laughter bubbled in his throat. He bit his tongue to keep it at bay.

She caught it though. Her cheeks flushed. “How dare you think that? I would never. She’s sleeping.”

A relief. “Who are you? Why are you here, and where’s Ash?”

“She and Clyde had an emergency. They left me to watch Annie. I’m…” She paused, looking away from him.

He shifted and waited.

Her eyes met his. “Valerie.” She then took several steps away.

He shook his head, and then his gaze raked her from top to bottom. “You’re not Valerie. I met Valerie. She’s blonde and not…” Stunning, beautiful. He couldn’t just blurt that. “You aren’t her.”

She swallowed. “I am her. I created an illusion to disguise myself.”

His heart dropped to the pit of his stomach.

His mate had hidden from him. Why hadn’t she felt something for him from first glance like he felt for her? The recognition wasn’t instant for immortal women, but the mated immortal women he knew felt drawn to their mates. Why wasn’t his?

His eyes narrowed. “Why?” He hadn’t meant to bark, but frustration seeped into his tone.

She clasped her hands in front of her, then took a step away. “I…I was scared at the time.”

He mirrored her, taking a purposeful step forward. “Why?”

“B-because…You were angry. You’re always angry and you’re…mean.”

He couldn’t deny it. The only person excluded from his temper: Annie. He fisted his hands. “I’m angry and mean, and you’re afraid of me, so you created an illusion to disguise yourself from me. Anything else?” he asked through clenched teeth.

She shook her head. “I’m sorry, I was just intimidated—”

Annie wailed.

He didn’t wait for his mate to finish. He hated leaving her, but it’d have to wait.

Annie needed him.


Chapter 11

Valerie hadn’t finished her apology, but forgot about it the moment Annie’s sobs pierced the air. She sprinted toward her room, then stopped at the threshold. His ability to materialize meant he’d beat her there where she found him sitting on the edge of Annie’s mattress, facing the girl. The air of animosity that surrounded him, gone. He tenderly cradled Annie against his chest, rubbing her back softly, whispering to her. Words Val heard loud and clear. Her hearing wasn’t as acute as other immortals, but it was still better than a mortal’s.

“It’s okay, pupa. I’m here.”

Unbelievable, but true.

How was it possible a demon, who chose to live engulfed in anger who’d been incensed with her a moment before, could change so swiftly to comfort a child? Had the insight her gift given her been off-base? Was it all a charade? Who was the real man: the unapproachable rage-filled warrior or the caring guardian?

Annie wailed. “I-I…”

“Another bad dream?”

The girl nodded. “The b-bad men…they were…”

“Shh…Remember what I promised you?” Those powerful hands wiped the child’s tear-streaked face with such gentleness she thought them, him, incapable of.

Annie nodded.

He kissed the top of her head, continuing to rub her back. “No one is going to hurt you, Annie. No one. I will keep you safe.”

“But…what if the b-bad men…hurt y-you? What if…they t-take you, too?”

He tensed and pulled away from the child slightly, staring straight into her eyes. “That’s not going to happen. I will always be here to protect you.”

Valerie’s heart clenched. Her eyes welled with tears, baffled by the man who was not what he seemed. There was love in him, so much of it for a beautiful, bright child who feared being, like her, alone in the world.

With Annie still draped across his chest, Jacob turned and his stare met hers. Once again confounded by what she saw, by him. Not an action, but emotion clearly reflected in his eyes that startled her. His eyes, so dark, yet so expressive…No anger, no rage—only sympathy. Did he know?

Of course, he did. Someone would’ve told him.

She held her breath, hoping and praying the tears in her eyes dried.

“Valerie.” His voice so soft. His gaze then shifted to Annie. “Would you like to share some chocolate milk with Valerie?”

Annie turned her flushed face toward her and nodded.

Together, they walked to the kitchen. Jake carrying Annie, one arm under her butt, the other holding her tight against him. At the counter, with one hand, he pulled out a stool for her to sit on, then settled Annie on the countertop. He opened the fridge, grabbed milk and chocolate, and prepared each of them a glass. He handed the first to Annie, settled the other two on the counter in front of Val, then carried Annie, walked around the counter, and sat next to Valerie, placing the child on his lap. He handed Val a cup of milk, then grabbed his own.

Annie tapped her glass against hers, then against her uncle’s. “Cheers.”

“Cheers,” she and Jake replied simultaneously.

His gaze met hers, the intensity in them forcing her to look away.

“What did you and Valerie do tonight?”

“We played with my dollhouse and watched a movie.” She rubbed her eyes. “And she braided my hair. Valerie can make the fishy braid…like Mommy used to…” Her voice trailed off.

Valerie’s gaze went to Jake, wondering what he’d say or do. But she wished she hadn’t, she caught a distressed expression flash across his face. As it inexplicable as it was, it made her want to comfort him—the male she feared, the man her gift warned her away from.

Trying hard to ignore it, she looked at Annie. “I can teach you. It’s very easy. It just takes practice.”

Annie’s face lit up. “You will?”

She smiled. “Of course, I will.”

“Now?”

“How about tomorrow morning? When we’re both caught up on our beauty sleep?”

“You promise?”

She nodded. “Yes, Annie. I promise.”

Annie yawned. Valerie took a sip of milk, knowing it’d be seconds before Annie fell asleep. A child, undoubtedly exhausted, draped across the expanse of Jake’s chest, comforted by his masculine strength, her little arms tucked against them, her face pressed to him while he rubbed her back…It would put anyone to sleep.

“Thank you.”

Her gaze shot away from Annie and to him.

“You’re welcome.” She then wrung her hands together.

Looking at Annie again, she’d fallen sleep comfortably against her uncle’s chest. Her cue to go, but before she could say anything, she heard Ashley.

“Oh, I…I’m sorry.”

From her position on the stool near the counter, her back faced the elevator. She turned and spotted Ash and Clyde approaching them.

Ash’s gaze on Jake. “I didn’t think you’d be home so soon.”

“I had the early shift tonight. Everything okay?”

Ashley nodded.

In the brief pause that followed, Valerie took her chance. “I should go.” She stood.

Jake followed suit. He opened his mouth to speak, then closed it.

Uncomfortably, she turned to Ashley and Clyde. “Glad everything’s good with Jocelyn. I’ll see you guys tomorrow.” She then turned and walked away. Near the elevator, she remembered something else she meant to say. Turning, she muffled a yelp when she nearly collided into Jake and Annie, still draped across his chest. Angling her head up to meet his gaze, she forgot what she’d meant to say.

“You’ll come tomorrow.”

Even though her heart leapt, she hesitated. She couldn’t believe he’d asked her, couldn’t believe he wanted to see her.

“You promised Annie you’d teach her the fishy braid.”

She released a breath. “It’s called a fishtail braid.”

He smiled, the smile transforming his face, making him look so much more good-looking, unbelievably handsome.

“A fishtail,” he repeated.

And she’d get to spend time with him tomorrow, with him and Annie. What would she wear? God, why was she thinking about that? It wasn’t a date. She shook her head. “I’m sorry about earlier.”

His brows drew together. “Earlier?”

“You know, I—”

“Oh, yeah.” He shrugged then, for some reason, grinned. “It’s forgotten.”

She glanced at Annie, sleeping peacefully draped across his chest and smiled, but not confident or sexy like his, a nervous, shy smile.

Reluctant to leave, she willed her body to move away. After several seconds, she managed it.

“Goodbye.” She turned.

“You mean ‘goodnight’ ’cause we’ll see you tomorrow?”

Turning again, she met his gaze and nodded. “Yes, goodnight.”

****

Jacob watched her walk away, craving her so bad it burned, but he had no choice. He had to let her go. She didn’t know she belonged to him. He couldn’t just blurt it out, so he consoled himself knowing she wouldn’t be far away.

Finally discovering the source of the haunting scent, he’d found her—his fated mate. The revelation after more than five hundred years, after all he’d lost, startling. More so, the fact she’d been within his reach, living in the same building and he hadn’t known.

Valerie.

A stunning witch, beautiful beyond words, beyond comprehension was his, a precious gift. The gift, the woman immortal males waited their endless lives for. Among all the heartache he’d endured in his lifetime, she made it worth it.

He should have known. He’d been entranced by the hint of her scent, hadn’t been able to fight it. Unconsciously, he thought about the scent, dreamt about it, and wondered, but never searched.

Once, a long time ago, he had fallen in love, but never believed, fully comprehended the appeal of fated mates, until he saw her. Now, he knew and understood, the pull, the attraction, what it meant. He and she were destined, fated to spend their lives together. It had taken but a glimpse. With a look, she stole his heart. His beautiful witch bewitched him.

His first love had warned him. She tried to make him believe in fated mates, but nothing had until Valerie.

If only he’d ventured outside his apartment and met the rescued witch. He had opportunities. Ashley wanted him to meet her. Had he, he would’ve discovered she was meant for him. He didn’t know much about her, only she’d been rescued. Even so, he didn’t know why, what they’d saved her from or how. In fact, he hadn’t cared, not until he realized she was his. Now, he needed to know everything.

Remorse filled him. He stared down at the ground and shook his head. If only he’d comprehended the magnitude of the pull and believed in it, he would’ve lived differently. He would have mourned the loss of his first love and moved on. He would’ve never allowed the loss to make him the man he was now: angry and bitter, losing out on time with his sister, time he could never get back. Maybe then, his fated wouldn’t fear him.

He sighed heavily. His gaze darted toward Annie’s sleeping face. He kissed the top of her head and smiled. If he could rewrite his life, he’d change his actions and attempt to alter his temperament, but not the surprises life had thrown at him, not Annie. He wished his sister was still alive. He wanted the best for Annie. Only his sister, her mother, would raise her best, but in the end, he wasn’t bitter about the outcome. She needed him, and he needed her. Annie brought out the best in him.

His life had just gotten thrice as complicated, yet he couldn’t find the strength or will to be angry, not any more. He had Annie and couldn’t fathom life without her. Now he’d found his fated—Valerie. Annie came above his needs and desires. She was his life, but for Valerie, there would always be room.

Would she accept him and Annie? His stomach soured.

He should be more concerned with befriending her first since his fated wasn’t fond of him, but not many women would be interested in raising someone else’s child.

Jacob couldn’t worry about that now though. He wouldn’t ruin the moment he found her.

“I hope you don’t mind I left Valerie here with Annie. Joce was having some pain. We thought maybe she’d gone into early labor or—”

He faced Ashley. “It’s fine.”

“Are you sure you aren’t upset? I could understand if you were—”

Clyde wrapped his arm around Ashley. “It’s fine, angel. He’s not angry.”

Jacob’s eyes narrowed. “You aren’t reading me, are you?”

“I don’t need to read you to know she’s yours. You’re smooth.” Clyde smirked. “Congrats.”

Ashley’s eyes went wide. “She is? But I thought you said you met her—”

Ignoring Clyde’s jab, he addressed Ash. “I had, but I…She created an illusion to disguise herself.”

Her jaw dropped. “Why in world would she do that?”

Clyde’s eyes narrowed. “Because when she met Jacob, he’d been stewing in anger, per usual.”

Jacob’s gaze shot to Clyde. He glared. “I’ve been better.”

“When Annie’s around. When she’s not, you’re back to your old ways.”

In his defense, he had a lot to worry about. The angel knew it and purposefully tried to infuriate him, ruin the moment he found his fated. He wouldn’t let him.

Turning to Ashley, instantly, his expression softened. “Why did you apologize to her when you got here? You felt guilty about something.”

“Oh…” She covered her mouth with her hand. After a pause, worry emanating from her, she released a breath. “She’s scared of you.”

“Yeah, she told me.”

“She did?”

“She was sleeping when I got here. When she woke, she shot me with magic, then apologized. She said I was giving her the ‘death stare.’ ”

“Death stare?”

“I guess that’s what she calls it when our eyes glow.”

Ash’s brows quirked. “But your eyes were glowing because you found her, not because you were angry, right?”

“Yeah, I guess to her it didn’t seem that way. She said when we met, she created the illusion because I’m always angry and because I’m…intimidating and…mean.”

“Are you surprised?”

Ashley glared at her mate, and then addressed Jacob. “Oh, Jake, don’t worry. She’ll get to know the real you, and she’ll love you.”

She said it like she believed it with her every breath. He needed that now more than ever. Pure Ashley, so sweet and nice. Of all the immortals living at the compound, she’d befriended him. He still couldn’t fucking believe it. Not for the first time, he thanked God he hadn’t managed to push her away.

“I hope so.” The image of Valerie’s face came to his mind. He grinned. “She’s beautiful…”

Ashley smiled. “Yes, and she’s great with Annie. You don’t have to worry about that, ever.”

He wasn’t much for hoping, had never been, but now, it was all he had.


Chapter 12

Over the sound of the blazing hot water cascading down his back, chest, and head, Jacob heard Annie’s soft cries. He quickly wiped the soap off, wrapped a towel around his waist, and materialized in her room. Her sadness struck him and wedged itself deep in his gut. His heart tightened in his chest.

“Pupa, what’s wrong?”

Tears streaming down her beautiful face, she said, “It’s M-Monday.”

“Y-yeah. It is.”

She cried harder. God! What he’d give so she’d never cry again. He picked her up, unconcerned with the water still dripping down his chest, and held her close. “Annie, please tell me what’s wrong. What can I do?”

“Mommy made me…b-braid on…Mondays.”

Mommy. She missed her mother. He was a warrior, a poor replacement for the family she’d lost. Feeling like an utter failure, he said, “I can get Ash to make you a braid.”

“N-no…” She shook her head. “Ash doesn’t know how to do the fishy braid.”

Valerie. Gently pressing Annie tighter against his chest, he materialized on the floor below his.

Annie continued to wail. Her small body trembling against him, each cry pierced him with agony.

“Valerie?”

Not a moment later, she darted out of the hallway leading into the bedrooms, her hair in disarray, wearing an oversized shirt.

His gaze trailed down her body taking full view of her long, lean legs. Shutting his eyes, he shook his head, trying to erase the image. Annie needed him. He couldn’t lose focus. He had to concentrate.

“Is she okay?” she asked, bringing his thoughts to the present. The concern expressed on her stunning face and voice palpable.

“The braid…My sister used to make her the fishtail braid on Mondays. Can you…Would you mind?”

She closed the distance between them and took Annie from him. Annie went to her easily, wrapping her legs around Valerie’s waist. “Don’t cry, sweetie,” she soothed, walking toward the couch and setting her on it. She kneeled in front of her. “I’ll braid your hair.”

“B-but…what a-about next time?”

A surge of emotion hit the center of his chest. He felt it more so than his very own. So powerful, it felt like the wind had been knocked out of him. Having felt it not ten hours ago, he knew it belonged to his mate.

Valerie’s eyes watered. “This isn’t just about the braid. This is about missing your mommy and daddy, right?”

Annie nodded.

His heart fell to the pit of his stomach. He watched in horror wondering what he should do, what he should say. He hadn’t spoken to Annie about her parents because he didn’t want to remind her they were gone. Valerie did the opposite.

She grabbed Annie’s hands on her lap and squeezed them. “When you feel sad, think about all the good times you shared with them, think about how much they love you. They miss you just like you miss them, and they’re always with you, Annie. You can’t see them, but you can feel them inside you, in your heart.”

If he hadn’t felt her sadness, he would’ve read it from her tone, laced in it. She spoke with such emotion, he knew she believed what she said. The urge to comfort them both nearly crippled him. Still, he couldn’t move. He waited and watched as Annie’s sobs quieted.

Valerie took the sleeve of her shirt and wiped the child’s face softly, then hugged her. She pulled away and smiled. “I’ll braid your hair anytime you want, and I’ll teach you to make all the braids I know.”

Annie smiled. The sadness streaming from her lessened. Valerie’s did too. Only then did he finally pull in a breath.

A pair of honey-colored eyes met his. His mate flushed, her cheeks turning the prettiest shade of pink. He felt it then. It was brief, but no doubt there, desire. Not wanting to make her feel more uncomfortable, he gazed at Annie and grinned. Valerie sat on the couch, Annie in front of her, and began braiding her hair.

A while later, Valerie finished. “There you go. You look beautiful.”

“I have to use the restroom.”

“You can use the one in the hall.”

Annie strode away.

“Thank you.”

When he spoke, she met his gaze for a split second, then buried her hands in her lap. “You’re welcome.”

Jacob sensed a disturbance, a presence. He turned, spotting Nathan, his subordinate. His mate practically naked and Nathan appeared out of thin air in her living room? Why?

Jealously. So much of it, it morphed to rage. His demon didn’t help, egging him on, waiting, wanting, begging to be unleashed. He had to control it, couldn’t lose it. His mate feared him, the warrior who wore anger like a shield. Seeing him in demon form, no matter the reason, would terrify her.

Fighting the urge to shift, he clamped his jaw tight. Then he did the only thing he could. He materialized in front of Valerie, blocking her from Nathan’s view.

“What the hell are you doing here?” he barked.

Nathan didn’t seem bothered finding him there, didn’t express surprise either. Instead, he replied calmly, “I came to get Val for breakfast.”

He called her Val? Why would he call her Val? Were they…Had they…Jacob shook his head. He wouldn’t think of it. If he thought of it, he’d turn. “Leave.” His voice, menacing. “She’s not dressed.”

“Neither are you.”

Wrong answer, only intensifying his anger.

Glancing down, he realized that was in fact true. Concerned for Annie, he’d materialized in Valerie’s apartment with a towel wrapped around his waist.

“I-it’s okay, Nathan. I’ll meet you there.”

Valerie, his beautiful witch, when she spoke, that beautiful voice of hers shook.

Turning, his gaze fell to her. She cowered away, wrapping her arms tight around her midsection. Damn it all to hell. He didn’t even need to feel her emotions to know she was terrified. Of him…

Dragging a hand over his face, he cursed. He took several deep breaths, trying to control the jealous rage that overwhelmed him. As he did, he felt and heard the air conditioning turn on, a blast of cold air from the vent just over their heads hit them. His gaze unconsciously trailed down her body, stopping at her chest. Her nipples hardened and peaked against the oversized shirt.

His mouth watered. His cock swelled painfully. A growl escaped his lips.

That shirt. A man’s shirt. Was that why Nathan had come? Had he had her?

His blood heated, his demon begged.

The reason why he had to control his rage forgotten.

His eyes narrowed. “Whose shirt is that?”

Startled, she jumped. “What?”

“Whose shirt is that?” He pointed at the shirt.

“Umm…” She glanced down at herself, readjusted the shirt, and mumbled, “I-I’m not s-sure.”

Fuck.

Contemplating whether to kill every male within a fifty mile radius, he fisted his palms and took a deliberate step in her direction.

She mirrored him, taking a step away.

“Have you had so many men?” Even as mad as he was, as jealous, he regretted it instantly. Watching her face pale, his stomach soured.

Nathan materialized inches from him, blocking her from view. “Jesus, Jacob! How could…” His voice trailed off.

Nathan defending his mate, protecting her? It was his job! His temper flared again, his demon on the cusp.

His jaw clamp down. “I suggest you leave.”

“Valerie, go change. I’ll wait for you,” Nathan said, his gaze stayed on him.

She couldn’t get away fast enough. Rushing out of the room, she nearly crashed into the couch.

“Have you forgotten you are under my command? I told you to leave, warrior. You should follow orders before I do something you’ll regret,” he threatened. “Demons have done worse under similar suspicions.”

“The shirt isn’t mine. I’m not sleeping with her,” he whispered.

The relief he felt didn’t penetrate before Nathan said, “What type of man would I be if I left now? She’s terrified of you, and you practically called her a whore.”

He flinched. “Why are you here?”

“The shirt is mine.”

Turning, he spotted Clyde striding toward them. “What?”

Clyde shook his head. “The shirt is mine. The night we brought her here, she had nothing. Everything was lost in the fire. Ashley took one of my shirts and dressed her.”

“The fire?”

“Caused by explosions.”

All his fated’s belongings burned in explosive fires? She could’ve died! Had she been hurt? And he’d called her a whore?

“Close.”

Fuck, he made a mess of everything, given her more reason to fear him, given her a reason to hate him. What had he been thinking saying something so cruel to his fated? His jealousy and temper were his demise. How would she ever forgive him?

“Uncle Jake?” His attention snapped to Annie standing at the mouth of the hallway leading to the bedrooms. “Are you mad at Val? I heard you yell at her.” She approached them.

His stomach turned. Kneeling in front of her, he cupped her cheek. “No, pupa, I’m mad at myself.”

“You hurt her feelings. She’s crying.”

His chest tightened. “Shit,” he whispered, then stilled. “I didn’t say that.”

Annie nodded. “Yes, you did. I heard it, but I won’t repeat it. I promise.” She looked behind him, then met his stare again. “You should say you’re sorry and buy her a present.”

He must’ve heard her wrong. “Huh?”

“When Mommy got mad at Daddy, he would say sorry, then buy her a present to make it better. You should get her flowers.”

Flowers? There weren’t enough flowers in the world to show her how sorry he was.

“We’ll be in our apartment,” Clyde said. “Come, Annie.”

He watched them walk away, strode down the hallway, and stopped in front of the only room with a closed door, Valerie’s. He knocked.

“Nathan?”

His temper flared again. He bit his tongue to stop himself from screaming. “No,” he said through clenched teeth. “It’s Jacob.”

Through the door with his superior hearing, he heard a sharp inhale of breath. “I’m not feeling well—”

Open or I’ll break down the door. He thought better of it and said, “I’ll just stay out here and wait until you feel better.”

“Please don’t. Please leave.”

He leaned his forehead against the door, realizing he had no choice but to apologize with a door standing between them. “Valerie, I’m sorry. I was angry, and I said something I’ll never forgive myself for, but please forgive me.”

She didn’t speak, so he took the chance and went on.

“I didn’t mean what I said. I was jealous—”

“Jealous? Of what?”

He swallowed. “I didn’t want anyone seeing you…” Naked. No, she hadn’t been. Half naked? He settled for “…in your state—”

“In my state? What state is that?” Her voice rose, throwing sass, not sounding afraid of him one bit now.

It pleased him. What didn’t please him—she needed a door between them to speak her mind.

“You were practically naked. I could see…” He closed his eyes. The image of her wearing the white oversized shirt flooded him. Her beautiful face, her sleek body, those flawless legs…

His mind ran wild, imagining her face inches from his, her body tucked against his, and those legs wrapped around him. “You could see—”

The door swung open, and the words died on his lips. He lost his balance and fell to the ground.

He cursed under his breath.

She laughed. His head snapped up, gaze on her, and his heart stilled in his chest. A sparkle lit her warm, honey eyes, her smiling face illuminating the room, blinding him. Breathtaking, more beautiful than he thought possible.

She tensed. Her smile faded. Fear mingled with her earlier amusement.

“Laugh.” He smiled. “It’s funny, and I deserve worse.”

She relaxed and smiled. He allowed his gaze to trail down her body, covered with a long robe.

Just a few feet from her, he rose to his knees. “I am sorry, Valerie. I was a jerk.”

Her eyes widened. “It’s fine.”

He shook his head. “No, it’s not. I hurt you. Made you cry.”

She turned her head to the side. “Yeah, but I electrocuted you yesterday, and you forgave me so…”

“It’s not the same.”

She shrugged. “Maybe not, but…”

“Would you forgive me if you electrocute me again?”

Her eyes widened. “What?” Her voice rose slightly. “Do you think I’d get pleasure from hurting you? How will that solve anything?”

“Revenge?”

“The idea of revenge is always better than the feeling afterward.”

“That depends on the reason for revenge.”

“No, it doesn’t. Haven’t you ever heard ‘revenge is an act of passion; vengeance of justice’?”

His jaw dropped. When he recovered, he found himself saying, “Beautiful and wise.”

She flushed, then immediately shook her head. “I forgive you. You don’t have to waste your time flattering me.”

“I’m being honest.”

She took a step away from him. “Stop that right now, Jake.” She tensed. “I mean Jacob.”

He smiled, loving the way his name sounded on her lips. “You can call me whatever you like.”

“Yeah? How about ‘angry demon’?” she retorted, sardonically.

He nodded. “I suppose I deserve that, and it’s true. If you want, you can call me that, but just so you know, you’re the only one who can.”

She frowned. “I’m sorry. That was mean.”

“I deserve it.”

Valerie exhaled noisily. “Get up, off your knees, and get dressed…please.” She turned away from him.

“Not until you forgive me.”

Turning back around, she snapped, “You’re infuriating. I already told you I forgive you.”

“But will you hold it against me, against Annie?”

Her eyes narrowed, flaring to life. “How horrible a person do you think I am?” Her arm shot out. “First, you insinuate I sleep around, then you ask me to hurt you as some sort of payback, and now, you think I’d hold a grudge against an innocent child for something her uncle did?” She spun away in a huff and stormed off.

How did he keep messing this up?

He stood, then rushed to her. “No, I swear I wasn’t trying to offend—”

She faced him, stopping him in mid-sentence.

He barely had time to stop before he knocked her over.

“You are…” She looked around, then finally said, “Trouble.”

Shit. That wasn’t good. “Trouble?”

Turning away, she rushed into the bathroom. He stuck his hand in the doorway expecting her to slam it in his face. Still turned away from him, she flicked her wrist. The door slammed against his hand. Bones snapped.

He groaned in pain.

“Oh God! I’m so sorry! Why did you have to make me angry?”

Next thing he knew, she stood close. “I deserved it.”

She blew her hair out of her face, then snapped, “Stop being so damned condescending.”

His beautiful witch reached for him. Well, for his hand, but still. The moment her hands touched his, a jolt of pleasure ran through him. The single touch comforted him more than anything or anyone in his entire existence, with the exception of Annie. Annie comforted him, a lot, but in a different way.

“Does it hurt?”

“No, not anymore,” he said, honestly.

“God, I’m so sorry. Didn’t anyone ever tell you never to make a witch mad?”

He chuckled. “No, can’t say anyone ever has.”

Her gaze pierced his, and she took a step away. Despite the pain, he tightened his hand around hers preventing her from releasing him.

“I’ve given you plenty of reasons to hate me, but don’t. I said things I didn’t mean and without considering how they’d sound to you. I don’t know you at all, but I want to. Annie likes you.” He shook his head. “Don’t be afraid of me. Don’t avoid me. You have every reason to, but please don’t.”

Her face softened. She nodded. “Okay, Jake.”

“I still feel horrible about it. Can I make it up to you? Maybe make you lunch or dinner or take you out to eat or perhaps a movie?” He hadn’t meant to ask her at that moment, but he was glad he did. The perfect excuse to spend time with her. He’d messed up and needed to befriend her before anything else happened between them.

Her cheeks tinted pink. “You don’t need to do that. I forgive you.”

“It’s the least I can do. I’ll make you lunch while you teach Annie that fishy braid…I mean the fishtail.”

She bit the side of her lip and smiled. “Fine, but only because you’ve exasperated me with your apologies.”

“Works for me.” Reluctantly, he released her hand and turned, took two steps before he faced her again. “I’ll see you at breakfast?”

She nodded.


Chapter 13

The bedroom door closed behind him. Valerie slumped against the bathroom counter. The male hadn’t ceased to surprise her: angry one minute, sweet the next, then apologetic.

Have you had so many men? She cringed.

By far the meanest thing anyone had ever said to her. It hurt, but she couldn’t understand why. She never cared what people thought of her. And he couldn’t be farther from the truth. At twenty-four, she was still a virgin, the reason why her sisters often teased her and encouraged her to date.

Despite what he said and how he acted, she couldn’t hate him. He instantly recognized his mistake and attempted to correct it. There was honor in that.

What stunned her the most wasn’t him rushing to her for help, how he’d acted when Nathan showed up, or how he’d insulted her. Nope.

He claimed to be jealous. Why would he care who saw her in that long white shirt? It revealed nothing. If it had, she would’ve changed. After all, she lacked the confidence to parade around half naked in anyone’s company. She barely wore dresses, for God’s sake.

The shirt was a man’s, but she hadn’t lied when she said she didn’t know who it belonged to, and it hadn’t concerned her. The night her life changed, she’d awoken at the demon compound wearing it. She assumed Ashley had changed her, but never bothered to ask about the shirt’s owner. She continued to wear it because it was large and comfortable to sleep in, and she always preferred long shirts instead of fancy nighties.

Jealous? She balked, shaking her head. He lied. He had no reason. It implied he cared about her more than…No, he couldn’t. He didn’t. He just wanted to soften her, persuade her to forgive him, and he thought flattery the best way. He even complimented her several times afterward…on his knees.

An unsettling sight: an angry, bitter warrior wearing nothing but a towel begging her to forgive him? His eyes so dark, so expressive, showing her just how sorry he was…

The man was trouble. Her gift warned her, and now she knew despite what she believed last night, it hadn’t failed her. He had the uncanny ability to frighten, insult, and infuriate her. Worst, her attraction to him. The way he wore that towel around his waist, his chest bare and chiseled, muscles bulging, and that six pack that made her want to trace her fingers over the ridges.

God, she was in trouble…and late for breakfast if she didn’t hurry.

Dressing in a pair of jeans, a long-sleeved, baggy navy blouse, and a pair of comfortable flats, she headed into the elevator and waited to arrive on the dining room floor. When the doors parted just a sliver, Nathan took one look and headed for her. “Are you okay?”

She nodded.

“Sorry, I left—”

“Don’t worry. He apologized, repeatedly. It’s fine.”

He adverted eye contact, then met hers again. “You know he didn’t mean it, right?”

She studied him, wondering why he would defend Jake after the way Jake acted, not just to her but to him. She’d pegged Nathan for the type that stood for what he believed in and one thing for sure: he believed in respecting women. She learned that the day she met him. A true gentleman: well-mannered and well-spoken, courteous, opening doors, insisting she needed protection, yet making sure he gave her space, too.

“He’s quick to lose his temper, and say things he doesn’t mean, but…”

Lifting a brow, she crossed her arms over her chest. “But?”

“Most men do.”

It left her more confused. Nathan didn’t seem to have that problem. In fact, she never met a man who chose to live basking in anger. Jake did.

She meant to ask, but the elevator doors parted and in walked Jake and Annie, who took one look at the mass of people and turned away, burying her head against his leg, tightening her arm around one of his thighs. Turning, Jake bent down. Placing his hands under her armpits, he lifted her in one swift movement, cradling her against his chest. He then scanned the room. Those dark eyes of his halted when he spotted them and hardened. She had no idea why, after he’d just apologized profusely, he was angry again, but she ignored it. Her attention shot away from him to Annie, who glanced at her and smiled weakly. She returned the smile. It didn’t go unnoticed that Jake relaxed, his eyes and manner softening.

He rubbed Annie’s head then, shifted slightly. Valerie did, too. Everyone had stopped and stared his way, so when Jake snapped, “What?” She knew why.

Ashley handled Jake like a pro. Demeanor cool and calm, she neared him and, using that soft voice of hers, she said, “You forget you haven’t been to meals for a while, not since before…”

He relaxed. “Yeah.”

Ashley looked at Annie. “How are you today?”

Annie’s brows drew together. She turned away, burying her face in her uncle’s chest.

“She had a rough morning,” Jake told Ashley. “Pupa.” His voice soft and tender, he said, “You want to meet some people?”

Face buried against his chest, she shook her head.

He pressed a kiss to her forehead then coaxed, “They’re my friends, and they’re all really nice. They’ve been asking to meet you for a while.”

“No,” came the muffled response.

He moved her slightly, then whispered, “Don’t be shy. We’re just going to spend a little time here and eat breakfast. I think Jenna and Ashley made French toast. Don’t you like French toast?”

She nodded and slightly pulled away to look at her uncle. “Jenna…the queen?”

He nodded. “Yep, Queen Jenna. She’s Ashley’s sister.”

From where Valerie stood, she saw Annie’s eyes go wide. Annie turned fully in her uncle’s arms and looked around the room.

Hesitantly, Jenna approached. “Hi, Annie.”

“It’s really you…I remember when you got married. You had a…white dress and you looked so pretty… I saw it on TV,” Annie said, quickly.

Jenna smiled. “Thank you very much. One day when you get married, if you still like it, I’ll let you borrow my dress.”

Jacob’s arms tightened around Annie. His jaw hard, his whole body strung tight.

A big smile spread across Annie’s lips. Her eyes widened. “Really?”

Jenna nodded.

Annie turned to look at her uncle. “Uncle Jake, can I?”

“What?”

“Can I borrow Queen Jenna’s dress when I get married?”

He released a breath. “That’s a long time from now, Annie. Why don’t we worry about—”

“But Uncle Jake, please. I’ll be good forever. I won’t give you any trouble.”

A pained expression flashed across his face, his eyes going stark with it. “Pupa, you don’t give me any trouble.” He released a breath. “If you like, you can wear Jenna’s dress when you get married…a long, long, long time from now.”

Annie smiled.

Valerie relaxed. She feared him, and so Valerie couldn’t understand why seeing his anguished expression pained her.

Embarrassed she had watched their interaction so closely, she glanced around the room and noticed everyone doing the same, except shock marred their expressions.

Not a moment later, Jake introduced Annie to those she didn’t know: Lucas, Nathan, Benjamin, Cain, and Olivia. Annie shyly greeted each of them. Ashley and Clyde briefly entered the kitchen and returned with an array of food: French toast, eggs, bacon, and sausages. Jenna rushed to get the booster seat. Jacob settled Annie into her seat.

“I want to sit next to Val,” Annie announced.

Val smiled.

His gaze hit her. “I’m sure she’d love to sit next to you.”

She avoided his stare, focusing her attention on Annie, then took a seat beside her. Jake plated French toast and eggs for his niece, cut her toast, and set the plate in front of her. He then proceeded to load another plate to the brim. He dug in like he hadn’t eaten in days.

“Did you miss my cooking?” Ashley teased.

“Yeah.” With a mouth full of food, a wonder she understood.

“Uncle Jake, how come you don’t cook this good?”

Valerie couldn’t help but look their way, so she caught when Jake stilled for a moment, then out of nowhere he threw his head back and laughed. The quiet chattering around the table died suddenly. All eyes shot to him.

“What?” he barked.

“I hear Uncle Jake is a lousy cook.” Cain grinned. “If you need some lessons, I’m available. Or well, I guess you should get lessons from the pro. Right, Ash?”

“You’re a pro, too.”

“Uncle Jake makes good mac and cheese,” Annie defended. “And he cuts my steak for me like Daddy used to.”

Throwing his arm around her shoulders, Jake kissed the top of her head then shoved another forkful in his mouth.

“Will you join us for dinner tonight?” Jenna asked Jake, and the second she did, Valerie felt his stare. So many people in one room, but she felt his. She fought the urge to look into his dark, expressive eyes.

“I’m not sure yet. I’ll let you know.”

****

Jake pulled the clothes out of the washer, ran his hands through his hair, and cursed. Why he assumed he could accomplish this task without help, he had no clue. He should’ve asked Ash. He had been close to, but stopped himself. As of late, he asked a lot of her, and it made him feel like he was taking advantage of her friendship. She’d never think it. No, she was the epitome of selfless, but it didn’t stop him from feeling guilty about it.

“Uncle Jake?”

Dropping the wet clothes on the floor, he materialized outside the laundry room in front of Annie, a doll clutched against her chest.

She drew a curl away from her face. “Are you angry ’cause Valerie’s not here yet?”

Valerie, even her name calmed him. Annie knew. He hadn’t told her what Valerie meant to him, but as a demoness, Annie had the ability to feel what he felt for Val. He had no plans to explain any of it to her, not just yet. First, because he and Val were nothing but acquaintances at the moment. Second, because even at four years old, Annie understood more than she realized. Her parents were mates. What he felt for Val, her parents felt for one another. She knew what they felt and knew he and Val were the same. The reason Annie assumed his anger and frustration related to the fact Val hadn’t yet shown up as promised.

Smiling, he cupped her cheek. “No, pupa. I’m not.”

“When is she coming?”

He and Val hadn’t agreed on a time, but he figured she’d show up around noon. Now close to one, he didn’t know what to think, except hope she arrived period. He wouldn’t let Annie know he was worried. To keep his mind away from that worry, he attempted to distract himself with laundry.

“In a little,” he said and hoped he hadn’t lied.

“You apologized, right?”

Kneeling in front of her, he assured her. “I did. I got on my knees, too.”

Her eyes went wide. She gasped, then giggled. “You did?”

“I was mean.”

“Well, did she forgive you?”

“Yeah, she said she did.”

She ran a comb through her doll’s hair. “You can’t do it again or she may not forgive you again. She’s scared of you.”

His Annie was smart. “I know.”

“Then why did you scream at her? It wasn’t very nice.”

“I was upset because…” His voice trailed off, knowing he shouldn’t tell her. She may know how he felt for Valerie, but she was too young to fully understand why he’d snapped. “It’s grown-up stuff. I’ll tell you about it when you’re older.”

“Get her a present.”

He chuckled. “I invited her to have lunch with us.”

She smiled. “What will you make? It has to be something special.”

“I’m thinking about it as we speak.”

She nodded. “Good.”

Striding back into the laundry room near the elevator, he took one look at the clothes he’d ruined and his frustration flared anew. He retrieved a garbage bag from under the kitchen sink and began filling it with the ruined clothes. Hearing the sound of the elevator ascending and the doors parting on his floor, he turned and spotted Valerie, her scent hitting him a moment later.

He grinned.

“Val!” Annie screeched, rushing to her. Her small body hit Val’s with force, making her step back to steady herself. Annie immediately wrapped her arms around Val’s waist.

She looked down at Annie smiling, her arms around Annie’s shoulders. “Hi, Annie. Did you miss me?”

Annie nodded.

She tapped the tip of Annie’s nose. “Not as much as I missed you.”

“Thanks for coming.”

Her head snapped up, and then her eyes met his. “No problem.” She refocused on Annie. “Are you ready to learn how to braid your hair?”

“Yes, but do you think I’ll learn by today?”

“I’m sure you’ll be an expert in no time.”

They headed into the living room and sat on the couch beside one another.

“I’ll show you on this doll, then you can practice on her, and when you get the hang of it, you can practice some more on me.”

She must’ve felt his gaze. Not a moment later, she lifted her head, her eyes met his. “Is everything all right?”

Yes, perfect, in fact. Valerie and Annie nestled together on the couch. Valerie teaching Annie how to make a braid like mother and daughter. His sister could never be replaced, like he could never replace Annie’s father, but he loved the thought that when Val accepted him, Annie would have a woman around to teach her everything he couldn’t.

Grinning, he nodded.

“Uncle Jake, will my pink dress be clean tomorrow?”

Damn, the laundry. He hoped he hadn’t ruined her pink dress. She had several pink dresses, but he knew the one she wanted because it was her favorite. Jenna bought it for her, and Annie had fallen in love with it, worn it for two days straight until she spilled chocolate milk on it.

Fishing his phone out of his pocket, he dialed and brought the phone to his ear. When he headed back into the laundry room, Ashley answered.

“Ash.”

“Jake, what’s up?”

He heard a growl in the background and ignored it. “I kinda need some help. Do you mind swinging by?”

“I’ll be right there.”

Moments later, she walked through the elevator doors with Clyde in tow. The angel’s eyes like daggers aimed at him.

“Hey.”

“Sorry if I interrupted…”

“Sure you are,” Clyde retorted. “What do you need assistance with this time?”

Temper flaring, he swallowed a nasty retort. “Laundry.”

“Haven’t you done it before?”

“Both of you calm down,” Ashley interrupted. “Annie’s here.” Walking into the laundry room, she gasped, bent over, and picked up a dress from the floor.

He recognized it instantly because of the pink layered tulle, Annie’s favorite. “Damn.” His jaw went hard. He ran a hand through his hair. “Please, tell me there’s a way to fix it.”

She shook her head. “I’m sorry, Jake.”

Clyde rubbed his brow. “How have you lived five centuries without learning to do laundry?”

Another reminder he was a poor replacement for the parents Annie lost. He fisted his hands, let his anger swarm around him, and took a menacing step toward Clyde. “I usually send it out.”

“Why didn’t you this time?”

Because he wanted to do it himself, prove to himself he could care for Annie on his own.

“Uncle Jake?”

His gaze darted to the door. Annie stood at the threshold. Instantly, he hid the anger. His gaze then shot to Val, standing beside Annie. Reading the fear spilling from her, he fought not to flinch.

“What’s wrong?” Annie asked, softly.

“I…” He sighed, heavily. “I ruined your favorite dress…I’m sorry. I’ll buy you another, pupa. I promise.”

She smiled. “It’s okay.”

He materialized in front of her and kneeled. “No, it’s not okay. I’ll learn to do laundry. I promise.”

Valerie pointed to the dress in Ashley’s hand. “Is that it?”

He stood and turned, looking up to her. “Yeah.”

“May I?” she asked Ash.

Ashley nodded and handed Valerie the dress. Valerie held it in one hand, then flicked her wrist, muttering a spell. A shimmer of light glided over the garment, slowly restoring it to its original color and form.

Annie gasped. “Wow! That was so cool! Uncle Jake! Uncle Jake!” She tugged on his shirt. “Did you see? Did you?”

He smiled. “Yeah, Annie.” His gaze on Valerie, shot down to Annie, a beautiful smile spread across her lips.

Caught in the moment, feeling overwhelmed with gratitude, he didn’t think. He acted. Carrying Annie, he materialized in front of Val, then wrapped the arm not holding Annie around her, and buried his face in her hair. She was warm, smelled great, and felt perfect. “Thank you,” he whispered against her ear.

Valerie tensed.

Annie, too, wrapped her arms around Val. “Thank you so much, Val.”

Val’s body softened, melding against them. He didn’t want to let go, but he had no other choice. Reluctantly, he released her.

Inches from her, his eyes found hers.

Cheeks flushed, she handed Annie the dress. “Y-you’re welcome.”

“I’m going to put it on right now!”

The second he placed Annie on her feet, she sprinted out of the room.


Chapter 14

Valerie stood motionless, still shocked by Jake’s blatant display of gratitude—a simple embrace. His body enclosing hers, every muscle of his broad chest warmed her skin. Nice, sweet, insanely amazing, and it terrified her.

One embrace had her imagining his lips on hers. She released a sigh, then bit the side of her lip. She couldn’t explain how or why he created such contrasting emotions in her, just minutes apart.

Only a moment ago, she’d been afraid of him, of the anger he projected, which she felt a room away. She had every intention of grabbing Annie and taking her outside or into her room or anywhere as long as it put distance between her angry uncle and her. But the four year old had no fear where Jake was concerned. Annie rushed to him, leaving her with no choice but to follow.

Shocking, one glimpse at his niece—all it took. He quickly and effortlessly blanketed that fury. More stunning, who and why he’d been so angry: at himself for ruining Annie’s favorite dress.

Valerie did what anyone would’ve in her shoes, for Annie. She used magic to repair the pink tulle dress, telling herself it was the least she could do.

“Well, I suppose you didn’t need me after all,” Ashley interrupted Val’s thoughts.

“No, he didn’t,” Clyde snapped. “I suppose Valerie can help you figure out how to wash clothes without ruining them. That is, if she’s up for the task of teaching a five-hundred-year-old demon new tricks.”

Why would Clyde volunteer her? And why would he give Jake an excuse to get angry? The angel may not be terrified of a demon’s wrath, but she sure as hell was.

Jake growled. A split second later, the full strength of his anger hit the room, leaving her breathless.

Jake took a step in his direction. “I’m tired of your shit, angel.”

Clyde mirrored him, then shot back, “I’m tired of you interrupting, demon.”

“My friend, Ashley, doesn’t mind helping me.”

“She’s my fated.”

Valerie flinched. Then acting on impulse, she reached for Jake’s hand. The moment her hand touched his, a soothing sensation came over her, like he’d spelled her. Impossible. She didn’t have time to put more thought into it since the next second, he turned and took a step toward her so he stood a mere foot away, close, looking down at her. His expression soft, but his brows drawn. It didn’t go unnoticed the anger that heightened with each of their words was gone.

She could now breathe, and with that, think. But since he stood so close she didn’t think, or not well anyway. She found herself saying, “I can help you, Jake…I mean, Jacob. I don’t mind.”

He stared at her for a moment before a big, brilliant smile spread across his beautiful face. The breath hitched in her throat. Her heart leapt.

“Thanks, Val.”

Clyde wrapped an arm around Ashley and pulled her away. “So that’s settled.”

Jake turned. “Wait.”

Clyde stopped and scowled. Without missing a beat, Ashley turned to her mate. She didn’t say a word, but Val figured they likely shared silent words during that brief silence. Fated mates had the ability to communicate telepathically. Clyde’s look softened, not by much, but some. Ashley then faced Jake.

“Are you hunting tonight?” Jake asked.

“We planned to…”

Only then did Clyde fully relax and smile. “It’s okay, angel, you can stay with Annie.”

Ashley’s eyes narrowed. She faced her mate. “I don’t appreciate you picking fights with Jake, and you’re just saying that because you don’t want me hunting.”

“Don’t worry about it, Ash.” Jake sighed heavily then rubbed the back of his neck. “I’ll stay in. I need to find a better solution anyway.”

“What do you mean?”

They all turned to the door and spotted Annie, wearing her pink dress, eyes shining with unshed tears.

The tears fell, marring her cheeks. “Are you going to g-give me a-away?”

God. No. Valerie’s heart clenched. Jake released her hand, then in a flash picked up Annie and walked out of sight. She followed, stopping at the threshold, and watched from a distance.

Jake stood at the counter, one hand on Annie’s cheeks wiping her tears, the other holding onto her hand. In front of him, Annie sat on the countertop, her legs dangling.

“No, pupa, that’s not what I meant.” He released her hand. His arm went around her back. “That’s not what I meant at all.” He cupped her cheek, angled her head up to meet his gaze. “I would never give you away.”

“But I’m a lot of work—”

The muscles on his shoulders tensed. “Who said that?”

“I-I heard it on TV…kids are a lot of work.”

Without hesitation, he shot back, “That’s for parents who don’t love their kids.”

Annie lost it.

Hearing her gut-wrenching sobs…

Watching her small body tremble with the strength of her tears…

Seeing Jake, motionless, his hopelessness numbing her…

Devastating.

“B-but…” Annie said between sobs, “I’m n-not…yours.”

“You are mine now, my whole life. You are everything to me.”

She sniffed. “But y-you said…”

He shook his head. “Annie, you are not a lot of work. You don’t cause me any trouble. That’s not what I meant, pupa. I swear it.”

Taking a deep breath, he continued. “I meant we need to find you a nanny, someone who can watch you while I’m at work because Ash has to work, too. Do you understand?”

Annie looked away. “B-but…”

Jake cupped her cheeks and held her small face to his. “I love you, pupa. You mean the world to me. I promise.” He then rubbed her tear-streaked face. “You’ll live with me forever.”

Her sobs quieted. Her brows drew together. “Forever? Not when I get married, right?”

“That’s a very, very long time from now.” Jake pulled Annie against him, holding her against his chest. He then kissed the top of her head.

Jake. How could the insight her gift gave her been so off-base? He wasn’t trouble. He was a wonderful father regardless of the fact Annie wasn’t his.

As if hearing her thoughts, he turned. The pain radiating from this body language reflected in his eyes.

She flushed, embarrassed, knowing she should’ve left. The last thing he or Annie needed: an audience. In her defense, she’d just wanted to make sure Annie was okay.

“I’m sorry.” She turned, finding the laundry room empty. Ashley and Clyde had left at some point, and she hadn’t noticed. She felt the flush on her cheeks trail down her neck. Turning again, she headed for the elevator.

He took several steps in her direction. “Don’t, don’t go.”

She stopped.

“You’re embarrassed? Why?”

She couldn’t be more embarrassed. Pressing her cool fingers against her flushed cheeks, she decided demons had an unfair advantage. It wasn’t enough to clearly see how embarrassed she was. As an empath, he felt just how embarrassed. She faced him. “I should’ve left.”

“I’m glad you stayed.”

“I intruded on a private moment. You and Annie are family. I’m not—”

“We’re all family here.”

Her gaze shot to Annie, realizing the girl had fallen asleep. Unashamed and unembarrassed, Jake softly pressed his lips to her forehead.

They were family. She wasn’t. “Not me. I’m just a guest your king and queen took pity on.”

“Why?”

She shook her head, unable to admit it aloud. The pain of her loss too deep. “I’m…Don’t you want to set her down?”

He shook his head. “She sleeps better when I hold her. She had a rough night, woke up again after you left, then this morning, and now…”

“I’m sorry.”

“She’s having a hard time adjusting. I…” He sighed heavily. “I just wish there was something I could do. If there was a way I could make it better…I’m new at this and not very good.”

“You are good.”

His brows drew together.

“You’re great with her.”

He smiled a sad smile. “Nice of you to say, but I’m not a great cook, I can’t do laundry and—”

“You comfort her, protect her, and love her. That’s really all that matters. You can hire someone to cook, clean, and do laundry for you.”

He swallowed. “I say the wrong things—”

“You just said all the right things.”

He shook his head. “But if I had made it clear I needed to find a nanny instead of…” His voice trailed off, looking away from her. When he caught her gaze again, his eyes were bleak and defeated.

That inexplicable urge took hold of her again—the need to comfort him, unnerving, crippling. Her heart tightening in her chest, she held onto her will, making herself stay put.

“I’m a warrior, Val. I know nothing but war.”

Hearing him say that, she lost the battle with her will, took a step in his direction, and placed her hand on his arm. The touch meant to comfort him soothed her. “It wasn’t your fault. She misunderstood because…because she’s terrified of losing you.”

He held her gaze for a long moment. Annie flinched in her sleep. He looked at her. Val’s hand fell away from his. The spell broken.

Go. Go, now. She didn’t want to, but knew she should.

“I should go.” Before he could reply, she turned to walk away.

“I promised you lunch—”

Without looking back, she said quickly, “Another time,” then rushed out. She didn’t bother to wait for the elevator, instead taking the door next to the laundry room leading to the stairway.

Just like that, she left him standing there, cradling Annie against his chest. She had no other choice. The defeat in his eyes tore at her, and she couldn’t stand it. The longer she stayed, the more confounded she became. Not just with him, the warrior who was so much more than a warrior, but with herself or, more precisely, with how he made her feel.

She was drawn to him, inexplicably, a male she knew she should stay away from. No wonder. So beautiful: the sheer size and strength of his body, his dark good looks, and those intense, expressive, dark eyes.

But it wasn’t just physical. She wanted to comfort him, heal his aches. And the urge to do just that so strong she didn’t think she possessed the willpower to keep herself from him.

With every passing hour, with everything she learned about him, he was slowly but surely breaking her will. She couldn’t let him wear her down. Seeing him with Annie made her think her gift was wrong, but it had never been wrong, and it warned her he was trouble.

Had her sisters lived, they’d push her to give in. He was a man who captivated her, the one she professed to want. But she couldn’t, she wasn’t his. He couldn’t give her what she wanted, true love, her mate. He’d break her heart, and she’d just suffered the loss of her coven. She didn’t need another.

What she’d give for a man to have, to hold? Her fated. The thing she’d prayed for before she lost her sisters. Now, alone in the world, not a soul cared if she lived or died. She prayed for solace.

Her eyes welled with tears. She leaned her head against her hands and let them trail down her face. Relieving little, the loss remained. Tears wouldn’t wipe the pain away. Not even her magic could.

She quickly wiped away her tears, pushed through the door into her floor, and found Nathan standing in the kitchen.

Praying she’d wiped enough of her face, she greeted him. “Hi.”

He smiled. “Hey, Val.”

“What’re you doing here?”

“Just wanted to make sure you were all right after this morning.”

God, so nice and sweet. Why wasn’t she even mildly attracted to him? She smiled, half-heartedly. “I’m fine…and it’s really nice of you to stop by and…care.”

His eyes softened.

“I need your help or, well, I need a favor…sort of.”

“And what is this sort of favor?”

“I need to make a phone call.”

“Isn’t there a phone in your room?”

“Yeah, but it’s just that…I need to meet someone after the phone call.”

His smile faded, his brows drawing together. “Who is this someone?”

“Before…there was someone in my life…”

His whole body tensed. Alarming since it didn’t seem like a proper reaction. Even so, she dreaded the phone call she had to make, dreaded more what she had to do after, so she ignored it.

“A male? A boyfriend?”

She nodded.

“You shouldn’t see him,” he said, adamantly.

That reaction combined with the other, she couldn’t ignore. “Why?”

He flushed. “My apologies, I suppose it’s not my concern.”

“No, don’t apologize.” She shook her head, having just thought, “I mean, you’re worried he was involved in the explosions, right?”

He glanced around. Then he nodded.

She needed to get it over with, and most importantly, wanted to get it over with, so she explained. “We dated for about six months, at the insistence of my coven. I’ve never been in a serious relationship.” Why did she say that? She blushed and immediately looked away from him. “Anyway…Glen, he’s a warlock, and I assume he probably thinks I died with the rest of my coven. I haven’t even thought about him until last night when I saw Jocelyn and Landon and—”

His eyes widened. “Jesus! Is he your mate? He can’t—”

“It’s highly unlikely. He never treated me like I was. But he deserves to know I’m not dead.”

His shoulders slumped. “So you’re going to end it?”

She nodded. “I meant to before, but then everything happened and…”

He exhaled. “Good.”

Valerie didn’t reply. Instead, she studied him. He acted more bizarre by the minute, tense one minute and nervous the next. She didn’t know what to think of it.

“So why don’t you just end it over the phone?”

She knew Glen and even though he wasn’t her mate, he cared about her and had just gone more than a week thinking she was dead. No doubt he wanted to see her. Besides, it wasn’t right to break up with someone over the phone. Instead of saying all that, she blurted, “Nathan, what are you not telling me?”

He paled. “Please—”

She held her hand up to stop him. “I won’t push it. I trust that if I needed to know, you’d tell me, but I won’t break things off with Glen like that. Before he was my boyfriend, we were friends and…it’s the least I can do.”

He shrugged. “Fine, but a word of advice, if I were you, I wouldn’t tell anyone.”

An odd request, but she nodded in agreement.

“When?”

“I…have to call him first.”

“The longer you wait, the harder it will be.”

“I’ve never broken up with someone before. I’m dreading it.”

“He’s not the angry sort, is he?”

“You mean like Jake?” God, why had she said that? She looked at Nathan. His face blank. “No, he isn’t…” She spoke too soon, and it made her think. She and Glen were friends before, but even as friends, they never spent too much time together and certainly not in intense or stressful situations. He got mad every now and then, right? Everyone did, but she didn’t know what made him mad or what could. In reality, she didn’t know if Glen was the angry type. “Or…I should say I’ve never seen him mad.”

“He’s changed a lot.”

Her eyes widened. For a moment, she thought he’d been talking about Glen, but that wasn’t possible. “Jake?”

He nodded. “You wouldn’t be able to tell, but he has.”

“I doubt—”

“He has, Valerie. Didn’t you notice everyone’s reaction today?”

She nodded. Hard to miss.

“The way he treats Annie…with such tenderness. I didn’t think he had it in him. I don’t think anyone did.”

“Are you saying he was worse than he is now?”

“He hid his anger, didn’t he? I’ve never seen him do that before. I suppose because Annie was there…but also he laughed.”

Her heart tightened. “He never laughed?”

“Not like that. As long as I’ve known him, which is about a century, he’s been nothing but a warrior burdened with anger. Now he cares for a little girl, calling her ‘pupa’ aloud for anyone to hear.”

She’d noticed, but didn’t know what it meant.

“Do you know what it means?”

She shook her head.

“It’s Latin for ‘doll.’ ” He paused, then added, “I guess people can change. No matter what’s happened to them.”

What happened to him? And why hadn’t she considered something might have happened to make him the way he was? She wanted to ask, but bit her tongue instead. The more she learned about him, the more powerfully she was drawn, and it made him harder to resist.

Staring straight into her eyes, Nathan said, “He’s a good man, Valerie. He’ll never hurt you. Don’t fear him.”

Why did Nathan care if Jake terrified her?

Simple. Nathan didn’t want her to live in fear. Jake wasn’t the enemy. The Malums were.

****

Valerie folded her trembling hands into each other. “It’s now or never.”

She’d just gotten back from Jake and Annie’s for the second time that day. A half hour after Nathan left, Jake appeared with Annie in tow. She spent the better part of the afternoon teaching Annie the fishtail braid and trying her hardest to avoid Jake. It proved an enormous feat. His presence, even without anger emanating from it, couldn’t be ignored. Each of his powerful steps, precise yet silent, she sensed, feeling him drawing nearer or farther away. As an immortal, she had superior abilities and could sense the presence of others. Over the course of her life, she learned to “tune out” what she wanted to ignore, but tuning Jake out was impossible.

Shaking her head, she refocused. He and Annie had been gone for at least an hour, and she couldn’t get her mind off him. She had to stop. She couldn’t avoid or put off calling Glen any longer.

Valarie grabbed the receiver, took a deep breath, and dialed. The phone rang twice before he answered.

Releasing a breath, she hesitated for too long. “H-hi.”

“Val?” The shock palpable from his tone.

“Yeah.”

“Jesus! You’re alive? I…I’ve—”

“I know,” she whispered. “I’m sorry. I’ve—”

“Where are you? I need to see you.”

“I’m in the city. That night…” She swallowed. “The Guardians rescued me and brought me to a safe house. They’re concerned the Malums will seek me out because of my gifts and the additional power I’ve acquired from…” Tears choked her.

“The Guardian League?”

“Yeah, I’ve been here since that night.”

“Christ. I…I’m so sorry, Val.” His voice laced with regret. “If only I’d taken you out that night…or if I’d been there…”

“This isn’t your fault, Glen. It’s…” Her voice broke.

“Val, I need to see you. I—”

A tear slipped out and trailed down her face. “I need to see you, too.” She didn’t lie. She dreaded breaking up with him, but she needed to. Despite everything, she wanted to see him, someone who knew her sisters, who’d grieve with her, too.

“Where and when? I’ll be there.”

“Can you meet me tomorrow at noon, Central Park?”

“I’ll be there.” He sighed heavily. “I’m so glad you’re alive. I…almost can’t believe it. Don’t think I will until I see you.”

“Tomorrow,” she promised.

“Tomorrow.”

She hung up and stared at the phone for several long moments.

It rang. She jumped, but immediately answered. “Glen?”

“Who’s Glen?”

“Oh, Annie. Hi, sweetie. He’s just a friend. How are you?”

“I’m good.” Her voice low, soft.

“Is everything all right?”

“Yes, but well…Uncle Jake says he needs to find someone to watch me because Ashley has to work, too, and you could. We could play games and watch TV, and you could read me bedtime stories.”

“Oh, Annie…” Her heart squeezed. She would love to, but she wasn’t the most suitable for the job. “I don’t know if that’s such a good idea. I don’t have any experience. I’m sure your uncle wants a professional.”

“A professional?”

“Yes, someone who has experience watching kids.”

“No, he doesn’t. He wants you. He likes you.”

God, was that true? No. It couldn’t be. He was warrior who’d just lost his sister and was now the guardian of his four-year-old niece. She was the last thing on his mind. “Annie—”

“Don’t you like me?”

She smiled. “Of course, I like you, Annie. I love―”

“Was he mean to you again?” she asked, bluntly. “Because he told me he said he was sorry, and I told him he couldn’t be mean again because you wouldn’t forgive him again.”

She didn’t doubt what Annie said, and wondered how Jake took that. Probably laughed. She couldn’t help but chuckle. “Did you?”

“Yes, I did, and he really was sorry, Val. I promise. I know because I felt it. So can you?”

“Can I?”

“Watch me while Uncle Jake and Ash are at work?”

If only she could. She had to stay away from Jake. Yet she could watch Annie without dealing too much with her uncle. She loved spending time with Annie, and this would give her a purpose, something that didn’t include hiding out and thinking about everyone and everything she’d lost. Still, she had a feeling what Annie wanted weren’t her uncle’s wishes. “Does your uncle know you’re on the phone with me?”

“He doesn’t need to know everything. I’m a big girl.”

Such a beautiful spirit. She outright laughed. “Yes, you are.” Telling herself once more Jake and her interactions would be minimal at most, she agreed. “If it’s okay with your uncle, I’d be thrilled to watch you while he’s at work.”

“Yay! I’m going to tell Uncle Jake right now!”

****

“Uncle Jake?”

He turned and spotted Annie smiling, a mischievous glint in her eyes. She was up to something, he knew and still, he couldn’t help but smile.

“I solved your problem.”

He lifted a brow. “And what problem is that?”

“I found someone to watch me while you work.”

Crossing his arms over his chest, he chuckled. “Did you?”

“I did.” She nodded. “Valerie.”

His heart stilled in his chest. Valerie? Why hadn’t he thought of that? He’d get to see her every night before he left and then when he returned. She could move into his apartment, into the spare room. He could prove to her he was worthy of her, make her fall for him, and then he’d tell her she belonged to him.

Would she agree? After everything…last night, that morning…He thought she’d forgiven him. He shared personal things about Annie and his life. It came easily, confiding in her, but then she’d made an excuse and left hastily.

“What’s wrong?”

“Annie.” He swallowed, then shook his head. “I don’t think she’ll agree.”

“Yes, she will. She already did.”

Impossible. He misheard. “She did?”

“I called her and asked, and she said if you said it was okay, she would. I told her you wouldn’t mind because you like her, but she wasn’t sure and she said something about a professional, but—”

He rushed her, lifted her, and spun in circles, then kissed her on the top of her head.

She giggled. “Uncle Jake!”

“You’re the best, pupa, absolutely the best.”


Chapter 15

Wringing her hands together, Valerie walked into the elevator and ascended to Jake’s floor, steeling herself to face him. The doors parted, and the air of animosity swirled around her. She flinched. Taking a deep breath, she walked through the doors and caught sight of him a moment later. He strode out of the laundry room, masculinity oozing out of him with each step. The anger vanished the moment his gaze locked on hers. A warm smile slid across his lips.

Surely, he was trying his best to make her feel at ease, shielding his anger and offering smiles. She would be thankful except she feared his smile more than his anger. The anger kept her at bay, but his smile, she got lost in it, forgot why she needed to stay away.

“Hi, thanks so much for this. It means a lot to Annie.”

To Annie. What did she expect? A declaration of love? Just because she felt things, emotions and sensations foreign to her, didn’t mean he felt them, too.

She looked away from the intensity of his dark eyes. “Of course.”

“It means a lot to me too, Val.”

Her heart lurched with hope, and her gaze shot to his. Breathless, she attempted to tamp down her emotions. She couldn’t, not when his dark eyes bore into her.

In that moment, she realized something beautiful. He may be an angry warrior, but his eyes held depth—dark depths. She read every emotion in him—emotions she felt herself, paining her as deeply as they pained him.

She forced herself to look away, again.

“I really can’t thank you enough.”

“It’s not a problem. It’s for Annie, after all.”

He tensed, then heaved a sigh. “Yeah, for Annie,” he mumbled. “Did you eat?”

She hadn’t since she’d been too distraught after her call with Glen and too nervous after speaking to Annie. “I’m fine.”

“Well…I made dinner in case you’re hungry later or feel free to have anything in the fridge.”

Annie rushed toward her. “Val!” Her small body hit hers, then her arms wrapped around her.

“Hiya, Annie.” She smiled. “I missed you.”

“I missed you, too, Val. I’ve been practicing the braid you taught me on my dolls all day. Uncle Jake says I’m getting good, but I don’t believe him.” She smiled, then whispered, “He doesn’t know any better.”

She laughed aloud, then remembered where she was. Her gaze went to him. His dark eyes on her, her laugh died suddenly. This time, she couldn’t say what she found staring into those deep depths, but no one had ever looked at her like that.

He reached for Annie, wrapping an arm around her shoulders, and hauled her against him. Annie tilted her head back to meet her uncle’s gaze.

“Pupa, be good tonight while I’m gone.”

“I thought you said I was always good?”

Cupping her cheek, he smiled. “You are always good…but you never want to go to bed.”

“Kids never want to go to bed,” she argued.

He chuckled, his eyes glimmering. “So I’ve learned, but don’t give Val any trouble about bedtime, okay? You need to rest.”

Nathan was right…The barrier, his shield of anger, gone with Annie. That morning, he hadn’t lied. Annie was his—his whole life. He joked, he laughed. He loved her.

“Oh, all right, I promise.”

He stood, towering over Valerie. “She bathed already. Bedtime’s at nine, but that’s the time I get her in bed. I read her a bedtime story.” He shrugged. “Sometimes two.”

“Sometimes three,” Annie added.

“Quite the disciplinarian, I see,” she said in jest, and instantly regretted it. He was self-conscious about his abilities as a caregiver. Whether a joke or not, he may not see it that way.

Before she could apologize, he shrugged. “What can I say?” His gaze on Annie. “Look at those eyes…”

Valerie did.

He shook his head. “Can’t refuse them.”

Annie smiled.

“They plead, and…she’s got me wrapped around her finger. Luckily, she’s a good kid and doesn’t take advantage…doesn’t take too much advantage,” he corrected, then winked in Annie’s direction.

Annie giggled, then threw herself at him, wrapping her arms around his legs.

It hit her, square in the chest.

She never felt anything like it.

So much emotion, she gasped, breathless.

Happiness.

Fulfillment.

Contentment.

Belonging.

It radiated from him.

A reminder of what she missed the most. A rush of tears watered her eyes. Wrapping her arms around her middle, she looked away from them and blinked quickly.

Not a split second went by before he was in her space. One arm snaked around her waist, the other pulling her hair out of her face to cup her cheek. The scent of him filled her, the natural heat of his body soothing.

“Are you okay?”

“She’s just surprised, Uncle Jake. She’s not used to feeling other people’s emotions. You do that a lot.”

When she didn’t respond, he softly lifted her chin to meet his gaze.

Eyes moist, her cheeks heated. “Sorry, I—”

“No, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize I’d projected them.”

He felt what she did, so he knew it wasn’t just that. He didn’t push it though, giving her an out. Sweet, but she couldn’t handle sweet just then.

Pulling her head away from his grasp, she avoided his eyes. “No, don’t. It wasn’t…” She felt more tears prick her eyes and pushed him away, needing more than anything to get away, from him, from Annie who felt the strength of her grief, a grief so deep it burned her from the inside out.

“No, Val…” She felt the heat of Annie’s small body at her side, hugging her tightly. “Don’t be sad.”

Sweet, so sweet. These two didn’t know it, but being sweet made her lose the little hold she had over the onslaught of her emotions.

Tears spilled from her eyes. She rubbed them away quickly, breathed deeply for several moments, trying to ignore what she felt. “I’m s-sorry.” Embarrassed, she glanced in his direction.

God, his eyes. All that pain and guilt.

Why?

And something else, too.

Regret.

Not too hard to guess the reason. First day on the job, a job supposed to give her life purpose, a job she technically hadn’t yet started, and she was a mess. Annie wasn’t an empath, this could be overlooked. Annie was also a four year old who had just lost both parents and needed someone to bring as much joy to her life as possible. Valerie had lost her family too, and while this would help them bond, it also meant she was not suited for the job. Annie dealing with her own loss didn’t need to feel hers, too. Knowing that fact and understanding it didn’t make it less painful. She needed Annie, a glimpse of belonging, of being needed, but also, she wanted to be a part of the young girl’s life.

And so she said, “I’m sorry. I promise not to upset Annie. I promise…I’ll be more careful—”

“Shit.” He cupped Annie’s cheek. “Pupa, I need to talk to Val alone. Wait for me in your room.”

Annie nodded and walked away.

Valerie stilled, terrified to move, to speak, to breathe, so sure she’d already lost the job. Worse, she was sure Jake would forbid her from seeing Annie. She couldn’t blame him.

He took a hesitant step in her direction. His gaze probing yet soft, then he wrapped his arms around her. One snaked around her back, the other around her shoulders; he cupped the back of her head and cradled her against his chest.

She tensed, but then let go. Softening against him, she wrapped one arm around him, gripped his shirt with the other, and let him hold her. It felt amazing, not just because he felt amazing—the strength of his body, the scent of him around her, his lips resting against her forehead—but because for the first time since she lost her family, she felt safe. Feeling that, she let tears trail down her cheeks.

Maybe not such a wise idea. “I’m sorry…I—”

“Shh-shh…” He laced his fingers through her hair, then cupped the back of her neck, holding her more firmly against him. “It’s okay. Everything’s going to be fine.”

Exactly what she needed, someone, anyone to hold her like she belonged, tell her everything would be fine even if it never would.

Her arm around him tightened. “I’m sorry, please…don’t fire me. I care about Annie a lot and…”

Pulling away from the embrace just enough to meet her gaze, he sighed. “Valerie, I’m not going to fire you. God, I wouldn’t do that because you…you…” With his strong, big hands, he wiped her tears away. “You must think I’m a monster.”

Taking a deep, pained breath, she closed her eyes. Val had been so angry when he assumed the worst of her, yet she’d just done the same. And despite her assumption, he wasn’t angry. He held her, comforting her, speaking to her so softly.

“I just thought because—”

“We can’t help what we feel or when we feel it.”

“But Annie can feel it, and I’m supposed to—”

“Val, sweetheart, it’s okay.” He dragged her to him again and held her for several moments, without a word, without blame.

Burying her face in his chest, she let him until he soothed the ache inside. Only then did she pull away and whisper, “Thank you.”

Close enough the heat of his breath warmed her skin, he combed his fingers through her hair and smiled. “No need to thank me, Val.”

She didn’t want him to let her go—ever. She shook the thought aside. “But…I should…I’m sorry—”

“Tell me what happened.”

No, she couldn’t. She didn’t want to talk about it, not to anyone, especially him—the man she feared falling for, the man she needed to stay away from, the man who could comfort her with a single touch. Talking about it, she’d relive it, and that was the last thing she wanted to do. It’d make it worse.

Unwrapping her arm from around his waist, she brought it to his chest and with both hands, pushed.

He didn’t budge. His arm around her waist tightened; the other on her back held her to him. Even then, he didn’t get angry. As if he had all the time in the world, he pleaded, “Please, tell me.”

She fought the urge to stare into his eyes, knowing if she did, she’d cave. Yet her gaze unconsciously drifted to his. “Why don’t you know?”

Jaw clenched, his eyes hardened. He swallowed and some of that hardness faded. “I was with—”

“Annie.” Not surprising. Nathan knew little about her, and he’d been entrusted to guard her.

Looking away from him, she made a decision she could come to regret. “The Guardians rescued me. You can figure out the rest.”

His body tensed. Eyes flared, tinting their dark depths crimson. The muscles in his shoulders and chest bulged. She had reason to fear. A demon’s red gaze signaled he was close to turning, but she couldn’t move, too captivated and enthralled staring into those eyes.

His hand at her back went to her cheek. Softly, his fingers caressed her, and yet the fire in his eyes never faded. She didn’t know how he managed it.

“What did they do?” His voice tinged in restrained anger.

“It doesn’t matter,” she whispered.

“It matters to me. Tell me.” His eyes burned deeper, still she read them—anger, regret, pain—but he held every emotion in check, shielding them from her. “Tell me. Did they…did they t-touch you?” He choked on the word.

“We had powerful spells protecting our home. They couldn’t get to me, but…they found a way to hurt us anyway.”

After a long moment, she said, “I’m the lone survivor of my coven.”

The next moment, she was once again pressed against him. One hand in her hair, the other so tight around her waist she could barely breathe. Face buried in her neck, breathing deep. His lips firm against her pulse. Her skin erupted in goose flesh, she shivered.

“I’m sorry…so sorry. I should’ve been there. I should’ve…”

God, why? She wanted to scream in frustration. Why did she feel better after telling him? Why did his reaction make her feel like she wasn’t alone? Why did it feel so right to be held by him?

“Jake, I’m fine…I promise. I can watch Annie.”

He chuckled, but it lacked humor. “Fate’s a cruel bitch,” he mumbled, then pulled away, stopping to kiss her forehead, lightly. “I know you can watch Annie. I trust you.”

She didn’t know why he trusted her. She had no experience with children, clearly wasn’t the most suitable, and he barely knew her. She lifted a brow. “Do you?”

“Yes, I do.” He turned away from her momentarily then faced her. “I should’ve been the one to save you. I should’ve been there. I’ll never forgive myself for that.”

Her jaw dropped. She had no idea what to say. “Jake, I mean Jacob—”

“I like it when you call me Jake.” He smiled.

Her mind went blank, completely forgetting what she meant to say. Not good. It took her a moment to think. “Okay, Jake. Thank you for…” holding me.

As if he heard her thought, understanding shone from his eyes. “Don’t thank me for that.”

After a moment, never losing sight of her eyes, he said, “I have to go.”

He said it like he wanted to stay, and it made her pause. She remained frozen in place. Jake walked away, then came back with Annie. They said their goodbyes. The whole time, Val wondered if she’d dreamed up everything that had just happened.

“I’ll see you later.” He then walked away.

She unfroze, realizing something she avoided thinking about until that moment. He wasn’t just leaving, but leaving to fight an enemy, the same who killed her coven, her family. She bit the side of her lip, then moved straight to him. A couple of feet away, she blurted, “You’ll be safe?”

He angled his head to her and kept walking. “Yes.”

She walked faster. “But you have weapons and—”

“Yeah, I do. Plenty.”

But what if something bad happened to him? “What if I need to get in touch with you?”

He paused, faced her, grabbed her hand, and drew it to his lips, then softly kissed her palm. “My cell number’s on the counter.”

For the second time that night, she froze.

“I’ll be fine, Val. This is what I do, the only thing I’ve ever been good at.”

She trusted him, he’d been a warrior for centuries, but she couldn’t help worrying. And even with his assurances, she couldn’t keep those worries away. “But…sorry. I just—”

His hand cupped the side of her face. Without thought, she leaned against his palm, the touch sending shivers through her.

Bending to her, he then pressed his lips against her cheek, pausing briefly at the nape of her neck. “Thank you, Val.”

For? She hadn’t done a single thing except lose it in front of him and worst, in front of Annie. But she couldn’t find her voice. Before she could say anything else, he disappeared.

****

The second Jake materialized in his living room, a quarter after two in the morning, his gaze gravitated to her sleeping figure on the couch.

On her side facing the television, her head rested on a decorative pillow. Face relaxed in sleep, breathing deeply, soundlessly. Her long auburn hair spread out in waves around her.

Absolutely. Beautiful.

“Mine,” he whispered, in awe. He still couldn’t believe it.

She moved slightly, and a strand of her hair fell onto her face. Carefully, he rested his weight on one knee and pulled her hair away from her face. He could stay there and watch her sleep forever.

Not hours ago, he felt every ounce of her pain and grief as if it were his own. It tore into him, shredding his composure, his resolve. His demon promised vengeance. His very soul cried.

He should’ve expected it. His life had been filled with bittersweet moments. His sister’s death brought Annie into his life, while his fated’s grief had done the same.

He hated leaving them both. He wanted to spend every second he could with them, but that wasn’t possible. A warrior, born and bred, it was all he knew, and now more than ever, he had to fight, to try to create a better future for them, a future where they could live without the threat of Malums.

That night, his duty took him away, and because of him and his brethren the world was short ten Malums. He had the honor of killing two. And he did it without hesitation, knowing they wouldn’t hesitate to hurt his mate or his niece. He did it with pride, not avenging himself like he’d done for centuries. He killed in their honor—vengeance for all they’d lost, for all they deserved to keep.

Valerie shivered. Acting instinctively, he carefully snaked an arm around her neck, the other under her knees and lifted her, effortlessly. Draped across his chest, she mumbled incoherently. Jacob found himself smiling. He walked the short distance into his room and laid her in his bed, pulling the covers over her. He had no qualms about lingering to watch. Only when he couldn’t fight sleep any longer did he leave her.

****

Stretching, she buried her head into the pillow, and the scent of the man Valerie dreamt of invaded her senses.

Jake. Her eyes snapped open, landing on unfamiliar blue pillows and sheets. She shot up in bed and frantically glanced around. The large room decorated in blue tones. The bed, huge, bigger than a king, and no doubt custom-made.

Jake’s room. Everything in the room reminded her of him. The sleek dark wood furniture, the pile of clothes laid astride a couch to her left, not to mention the scent of him. She had no idea how she’d gotten there. Last night, she watched Annie for the first time, and after Annie fell asleep, she watched TV. She must’ve dosed off then. He must’ve moved her. Though it meant he’d made it home safe, she wondered why he hadn’t woken her. She could’ve gone to her own bed.

Annie stepped into the room, then rubbed her eyes. “Val? Are you awake?”

She kicked the covers off. “Good morning, sweetheart. Are you okay?”

“I’m hungry.” On cue, her stomach growled.

Valerie was too, starved, in fact. She’d skipped dinner the night before. “Where’s your uncle, honey?”

“He’s sleeping. I think we should let him sleep because he never does.”

He never slept? How did Annie know? “We should. I can make you something. Do you want to help me?”

Her eyes gleamed. “You’ll let me?”

She smiled. “Sure.”

Her excitement died a split second later when she said, “I don’t know if I should. Uncle Jake says I’m not allowed to cook because of the fire. He’s afraid I’ll get hurt.”

Such a sweet girl. Most children her age would’ve taken her up on the offer without mentioning they weren’t allowed. Tucking her hair behind her ear, Valerie smiled. “You can be my assistant, and you won’t go near the stove.”

At that, a bright smile lit Annie’s face, and she giggled.

****

Jacob awoke refreshed for the first time in more than a week. He glanced at his watch, nine in the morning. Startled, he jumped off the white couch in Annie’s room where he slept. His gaze darted to her empty bed. Her room was empty, too.

Walking out of her room, he shouted, “Annie?”

“We’re in the kitchen.”

We’re? His heart started pounding louder and louder. When he reached the kitchen, it stopped dead.

Valerie, wearing the same clothes, her hair in a messy knot at the top of her head, exposing her neck and the curve of her jaw, stood at the stove cooking bacon, from the smell of it. Annie sat at the counter on a stool, a whisk in hand beating eggs.

Damn, but what a way to wake up: his mate and his niece looking right at home and happy.

He smiled.

“Uncle Jake, I’m helping make breakfast.”

“Don’t worry, she hasn’t gotten near the stove,” Valerie said without sparing a glance in his direction.

Disappointing.

“You should’ve woken me. I usually don’t sleep this late.”

Val removed strips of bacon from the frying pan. “If you did, then it’s because you needed it.” She paused a moment, then still engrossed with making breakfast, asked, “Did you move me last night?”

Shit. He sensed it. She kept her emotions in check, but he caught it in her voice. She wasn’t thrilled he’d moved her into his room. Running a hand through his hair, he admitted, “Yeah. When I got home, you were asleep on the couch.”

“You could’ve woken me. I would’ve gone to my place.”

Yeah, he could have, but he didn’t want to wake her. He hadn’t wanted her to leave either. “You could’ve woken me, and you wouldn’t have had to make breakfast.”

Placing the pan on the burner, she faced him.

He smiled, so she’d know he meant it lightly.

She returned his smile. “I don’t mind.” Her gaze shot up to his hair.

Damn. His hair was a mess, always was in the mornings, especially when he left it longer like it was now. The reason why he tried to keep it short, no fuss, no muss. As of late, he hadn’t had time. But it wasn’t an excuse, considering even before he had Annie, he always found reason to put it off.

Self-consciously, he ran his fingers through it trying to tame it.

Valerie’s smile widened, and then she turned to Annie. “Are those ready?”

Annie nodded.

“Did you add a little salt?”

Annie handed her the bowl of eggs. “Yep.”

Valerie turned and dumped the eggs in the pan. He walked the short distance to the counter. Kissing the top of Annie’s head, he whispered, “Good morning, pupa,” then took a seat beside her.

From there, his gaze went to Val. He watched her hips sway with each move. Perfect. Every inch of her. It didn’t change the fact he had to take his time with her. He couldn’t mess up more than he had already. It would be hard, the hardest. He wanted her the minute he laid eyes on her. As an immortal, she was his fate. It went against nature to take his time. His demon, who wanted to claim her just as badly, further complicated it.

In an effort to keep his craving at bay, he focused his attention on Annie. “How did you sleep, pupa?”

“Good.”

Had she slept through the night? He made a mental note to ask Val about it later.

Valerie served Annie first then, to his surprise and delight, she served him a plate of eggs, bacon, and sausage. Last, she served herself, then sat on the other side of Annie.

As they ate, Annie chatted happily, telling him all she and Val had done the night before. When Annie finished, she asked if she could play with her dolls. He agreed, but made sure he told her to wash her hands and brush her teeth.

When Annie slipped away, Valerie reached for his plate. “I’ll help with the dishes.”

He snatched his away, then grabbed her plate, stacked it on top of his, and did the same with Annie’s. “You cooked. I clean.”

He moved around the counter. “Did she wake up last night at all?”

“She didn’t. We fell asleep on the couch,” she admitted. “I moved her later.”

He stopped and faced her. “She didn’t wake at all? No nightmares?”

She shook her head.

He set the plates in the sink, then quirked a brow. “What did you do? I mean…how did you manage it?”

She smiled. “Do you want a play by play?”

“Yeah,” he said, instantly. “She keeps having nightmares and…” Feeling the heat of her hand on his forearm and wanting to savor it, he trailed off.

“We watched a movie. She started getting tired and laid her head on my lap. By mid-movie, she’d fallen asleep. I was scared of moving her at first, so I waited until the movie was over. When I did, she mumbled a little, so I stayed with her for a while, and then I came back to the couch and fell asleep.”

He thought perhaps she’d done something else, something out of the ordinary he wasn’t aware of—a trick to keep the nightmares away. But this was better. It gave him hope. Maybe Annie had adjusted to her new life with him. Or maybe it was just Valerie. Maybe she was as special to Annie as she was to him, soothing with her presence.

She removed her hand, then blurted, “I should go.”

He didn’t want her to go. He wanted her to stay—forever. She was his, belonged with him. But he knew the best course of action: let her get to know him, slowly.

He had to think about what was best for them, too. Valerie grieved for the family and life she’d lost. Annie had begun to adjust to living with him. How would she feel having Valerie around all the time?

“You’ll be back tonight?”

She smiled. “Of course.”


Chapter 16

The sun shined high in the cloudless blue sky. Nothing Valerie loved more than a beautiful day, but she didn’t enjoy it. Biting the side of her lip, she wrung her hands together.

“Relax.”

Her gaze met Nathan’s.

“It’ll be fine,” he assured. “I’m here. I’ll protect you.”

She forced a smile. “That’s not why I’m nervous.”

“I know you’re anxious about breaking up with him.”

Her brows drew together.

He smiled. “You told me yesterday. I listen. Yet I have no advice to offer in that respect.”

“Really?”

“Why would you—”

She narrowed her eyes, playfully. “Oh, Nathan, are you one of those guys?”

Lifting both brows, he asked, “One of what guys?”

She smiled. “You know self-conscious…”

He chuckled. “Touché.”

“Come on, you can’t be serious?”

“I told you I never know where I stand with women.”

“And I didn’t believe it then either. You’re attractive in a very obvious way.”

He tensed, then looked away from her.

“I’m not hitting on you,” she said, “I’m being honest.”

He relaxed. “I get it. You’re jesting.”

“No, I’m not,” she assured. “I am being honest.”

His eyes widened briefly, and he took several steps away from her.

She laughed aloud. “I’m a virgin,” she blurted. Her face heated. She slapped her hand over her mouth. “I meant to say…I’m not coming on to you. I’m really just being honest.”

He flushed. “Um…Thank you.”

“Most importantly, you’re noble.”

His gaze fell away from hers. “I’m glad you think so,” he whispered.

“I know so.”

Suddenly, he grabbed her arm and hauled her behind him. The quickness of the action dizzying. She heard her name called out, poked her head out from behind Nathan’s towering frame, and saw Glen rush over to them.

She pulled away from Nathan. “It’s okay, Nathan. It’s Glen.”

The next instant, Glen’s arms encircled her. His familiar sandalwood scent hit her. When it did, she couldn’t help but snake her arms around his waist and bury her head in his chest.

She needed a friend more than ever, but with his arms around her, even as familiar and as wonderful as it felt to reconnect with someone from the beautiful life she had before, she couldn’t help but notice Glen didn’t soothe her like Jake did, not even close.

“Jesus, it’s you,” he whispered against her ear. “It’s really you.”

Pulling away from her briefly, his hands at her cheeks, she managed a weak smile.

“I couldn’t believe it when you called. I just kept thinking I’d imagined the whole thing.” One hand at her neck, the other drifted to her back. He crushed her body to his again. The breath swooshed out of her. He then buried his face in the crook of her neck and chuckled.

“Watch it,” Nathan barked. His tone fierce, unyielding and quite frankly, scary.

Glen drew away from her. His face and stance hardened. His eyes narrowed, showing no fear in the face of a demon who towered a good five inches over him. “I would never hurt her.”

It made her realize several things. First, Glen could get as angry as Jake and Nathan. Glen either hid it from her, or he’d never had reason to be angry around her. Second, she realized she really didn’t know Glen all that well. And last, from seeing both their reactions and being around Jake and Clyde the last several days, she started to believe immortal males had issues with their tempers.

Placing herself between the two men, she said, “Please, don’t.”

Nathan and Glen’s gazes shot to her, and then they relaxed. Likely, only to appease her, but she didn’t care.

“Nathan, please let me have a minute alone with Glen.”

He hesitated. His eyes hardened and narrowed on Glen, but then he relented with a statement that sounded a lot like a warning. “I’ll be watching.”

Glen watched Nathan until he was out of earshot. His attention shifted to her. He smiled. “I still can’t believe it. Do you have any idea how relieved I was to hear your voice yesterday? How relieved I am now to see you in the flesh?” His gaze grew distant. He rubbed his palm against his chest. “I thought you were dead. I thought I’d never see you again…God, I’m so sorry. I should’ve been there. If only—”

“You would’ve been hurt or killed.”

He shook his head.

“Yes. It’s quite possible I would’ve been captured if it hadn’t been for the Guardians, and…”

“How are you? I mean I know…” He shook his head. “No, I don’t know. I’ve never lost my coven, and I can’t imagine what you’re going through.”

“I didn’t get out of bed for several days.” She fought the tears welling her eyes. “I know I should’ve called you before. It’s just—”

“Don’t you dare apologize for not thinking of me. You were grieving, still are.”

Truth. “I try to keep myself distracted as much as I can. The Guardians have been great to me. They’ve tried their hardest to make me feel welcome, and I’m…okay.”

“Nathan?” His gaze lifted, shooting behind her. “He’s a Guardian?”

She nodded.

“He may have a crush on you.”

She smiled, shaking her head. “He’s just good at what he does.”

He gave her a disbelieving look. She didn’t want to talk about that though, so she asked, “How are you?”

His shoulders slumped, slightly but enough for her to notice. “Guilt-ridden.”

She grasped his hand. “Glen, there’s nothing you could’ve done…nothing at all. Please—”

His eyes held hers, he sighed. “You didn’t know this, Val. Your sisters didn’t want you to know because you’re so young, but the war with the Malums has been escalating for some time now. Our covens agreed to fight them side by side. To the Malums, to achieve what they want, everyone’s a target. Knowing that, doing what we were doing, fighting them, we should’ve expected something like this to happen, and we should’ve taken better precautions.”

Stomach turning, she looked away from him. “How long…When…”

“Four years.”

It had been years, and she hadn’t had a clue. She noticed some of her sisters leaving at night and returning in the early morning, but they’d lied, told her they were going out for dinner and drinks or a late movie. As a homebody, she never cared to go. Knowing the truth now, she couldn’t help but feel hurt.

“Don’t do that.”

Her gaze shot to his.

“They loved you, and they lied, but they did it to protect you. They wanted you to enjoy life, and all it had to offer. They didn’t want you living in fear.”

She knew with every breath she took they loved her, the reason she was still alive. Shari may have been her adoptive mother, but they all mothered her and protected her to a fault. They lied and it hurt, but those lies compared to the beautiful life she’d had with them for twenty-three years were insignificant.

He paused. “This is my fault.”

She shook her head. “No, this isn’t your fault. Don’t ever—”

“Even if I believed that I have plenty more reasons.” He took a breath. “I’ve been a lousy boyfriend. You aren’t mine. We both know that, but I haven’t been what you deserved regardless.”

No, not lousy. Now that she knew he’d been fighting Malums, it dawned on her why he often cancelled plans on a whim. “Glen, I don’t hold—”

He cupped her cheek. “No, you wouldn’t hold it against me because you are better than that, but I know.”

Dragging his hand through his hair, his gaze fell from hers. “There’s nothing like death. It makes you realize your every mistake. All the things you should’ve done when you had the chance and didn’t. That’s what hurts the most…Thinking you were gone and knowing I should’ve been better because you deserved it.”

His eyes misted. “I won’t ever forgive myself. I’m sorry.”

Her heart clenched. “Glen, there’s no need to apologize.” She loved Glen as a friend and accepted him with his flaws. Her only regret was not breaking things off, knowing they were only ever meant to be friends.

“Yeah, there is, but again…you’re…you, so you wouldn’t think there is. You’re too kind to say anything, too wise to hold grudges, and beautiful beyond words.”

Her jaw dropped.

He shook his head. This time, clearly in frustration. “I never even told you that, did I?” His eyes, sorrowful, he whispered, “Forgive me, Val.”

“There’s nothing to forgive,” she added, quickly. “If it happened this way, then it was meant.” She said it to comfort him, but didn’t believe it. She’d never believe it. To her, there would never be a reason for her sisters’ deaths.

“The night I met you, I prayed you were mine. I knew better, but I wanted it and I prayed for it.” He smiled a sad smile. “You’re too good for me.”

Too good for him? No, he was a good, kind man regardless of the fact he often cancelled their dates. “Don’t say that ever again…It’s as much my fault. I knew I wasn’t yours, and I never ended things.” She shook her head. “I was scared. I’d never been in a relationship. I didn’t—”

“I know, and I was too selfish to end it myself because despite everything, I wanted you. I acted the way I did because every time I looked at you, I was reminded you weren’t mine, no matter how much I wanted you to be.”

Touched by his honesty, her eyes watered. “Oh, Glen, I don’t—”

“I don’t want you to say anything. I wanted you to know the truth. Thank you for thinking there’s nothing to forgive.”

She smiled softly, sadly.

He leaned in and kissed her.

She stilled. Instinctively, she lightly placed her hand over his chest to push away. He pulled away.

“Forgive me again for stealing one last kiss.” He smiled. “I envy the man destined for you. I hope he is everything you deserve and much more…I know you’ll be safe.” He glanced in Nathan’s direction. “But if ever you need anything, you call me. No matter what happened, you call me. Promise.”

“I-I promise,” she whispered.

He caressed the side of her face. “I’ll miss you, Val.”

He walked away, and she stayed frozen in place. Surprised and confounded with everything he said, everything she’d learned.

Nathan’s hand on her elbow, he cleared his throat. “Val, we have to go.”

“I-I…”

He led her away, glancing around them. “Don’t be so surprised.”

“He couldn’t have—”

“He was honest and brave for telling you. If he ever hurt you, it was to protect himself. He feared falling for you knowing you’d never be his.”

Who would’ve known they’d shared the same fear?

Nathan confirming it, she lost control of her tears.

****

A breeze swooshed past. Jacob caught her scent. He stiffened, scanning the area around him. He found her. His heart jolted in his chest.

Smiling, her long auburn hair loose shining in the sun, the breeze making her white skirt swirl around her. Moving in her direction, his gaze roamed, not far, just to look at what held her undivided attention.

A male warlock.

Jacob stopped dead in his tracks. His jaw clenched. He fisted his hands unable to look away.

His fated with another male, but they were just having a conversation. He had no reason to rip the warlock limb from limb. He believed that down to his soul, but it didn’t make the jealousy souring his gut fade, not one bit, so he stood like a stone and watched, aware he’d drawn the attention of his niece, Ashley, and Clyde.

Then the unexplainable happened.

The male leaned in and kissed her.

He kissed his fated.

Jacob’s heart clenched painfully. He shook his head trying to convince himself he hallucinated. It couldn’t have happened. It couldn’t have.

A blow to the chest. His gaze shot down. There, he spotted an arm. His gaze followed the arm until he saw Clyde’s face. The angel’s blue stare filled with sympathy locked with his.

Not an illusion. It had happened. He stood there and watched another man kiss his fated, the woman fate gave him.

He wanted to scream, to cry, to kill. He could want that all he wanted, but couldn’t move. He could feel. He felt it all.

Envy. Guilt. Remorse. Grief.

And pure undiluted anguish.

All of it, so much of it, ripped right through him.

He didn’t know why he wasn’t roaring in pain. He didn’t know how he continued to stand, to breathe. That much pain, he thought only death would bring.

But he wasn’t dead; he was alive, because that pain never faded. Instead it compounded when anger, like he never felt, burned, then effortlessly spilled around him.

His mind screamed.

His demon seethed.

It clouded every thought. Still, he couldn’t speak, couldn’t fucking move.

“Calm down,” Clyde demanded. “It’s broad daylight.”

He heard the words, but didn’t listen. He couldn’t manage to tear his gaze from the warlock who’d kissed his mate.

“Listen!” Clyde bellowed. “She doesn’t love him. She’s never loved him.”

The warlock caressed the side of his mate’s face.

The searing ache swelled. He pressed his right palm against his chest. Feeling his heart beating, he shook his head in disbelief. Amazing. He would’ve sworn it’d just been ripped right out of his chest.

Finally, the warlock walked away.

“She’s mine. My mate. Mine,” he whispered, barely recognizing the sound of his voice.

He wanted to chase after the man, hunt him down, and kill him, but he needed to get to her, to wipe away the male’s scent and replace it with his. He needed her to soothe him.

Decision made. With all his strength, he willed his body to move. It ached and trembled from the effort, sweat beading on his brow, but he couldn’t move. Why couldn’t he get to his mate? Why couldn’t he move?

Fuck.

He needed her!

He needed to get to her!

A pained growl escaped him. His eyes welled with tears.

“We can’t release you,” Clyde admitted. “Not until we’re sure you won’t go after him. He isn’t a bad man, Jacob.”

Releasing a breath, he blinked and tears drifted down his cheeks.

“Uncle Jake…”

He felt warmth at his side.

Annie. His Annie.

His head snapped down. Her big, dark eyes, round with fear. One hand tight in his, the other pressed to her chest.

His niece witnessed it. She felt it, his pain. How had she withstood it when he barely managed?

She deserved better, and he didn’t deserve such beauty.

Guilt filling him, bile rose in the back of his throat. He swallowed it down.

“I’m sorry, pupa.”

He then addressed Clyde and Ashley. “You have my word.”

Ashley released her hold over the wind. She’d used her power to hold him still. The reason he hadn’t been able to move. Clyde backed away from him.

Without another word, he lifted Annie. One hand under her butt, she wrapped her arms around his neck, her legs around his waist. He buried his face in her hair. Breathing her in, he walked away.

****

The pain in his chest hadn’t ebbed. He hid it, fought with all his might to ignore it, for Annie. The emotions churning inside him were beyond what any child should bear.

“Jake.”

Just inside the entrance into the demon compound, he turned and spotted Ashley, her face drawn, sympathy spilling from her. Clyde stood behind her, stoic.

“Annie, would you like some ice cream?” Clyde asked.

She glanced at Clyde, then at her uncle. Intelligence shined through her big eyes. He knew she didn’t want to leave him. He also knew she would, understanding it was no place for her. Her gaze shot to Clyde. She nodded. Jacob set her on her feet. She wrapped her little arms around his legs and whispered, “I love you.”

Kneeling, he cupped her face. “I love you too, pupa. I’m sorry.”

Ashley grabbed Annie’s hand, then turned briefly to spare a glance at her mate and left with Annie.

Clyde waited until they entered the elevator. “I am sorry.”

He shot Clyde his deadliest glare. “Spare me your sympathies. I don’t need pity. I don’t need more pity.”

“I don’t pity you. No one pities you. It’s hard to pity a man who wears an armor of anger. You don’t trust. You don’t let anyone in…except Ashley.”

Eyes blazing, his jaw clenched. “So I deserve what I got? I deserve seeing another man kiss my fated because I’m friends with yours?”

“I never said that, and I wasn’t implying it either. You think any mated male can’t easily sympathize with you? You’re wrong. I can barely stomach you befriending my mate. It was worse before we’d mated. But what you just witnessed, no one deserves that, and I wouldn’t wish it on an enemy.”

He saw the truth in Clyde’s expression. He and Clyde could hardly stand each other, but Clyde was noble. Besides, Jacob finding his mate worked to Clyde’s benefit. Having Val wouldn’t mean he’d forget or forgo his friendship with Ashley, but he’d spend more time with Val, time Clyde had Ashley to himself.

“We held you back because, if given the chance, you would’ve killed him without thinking beyond the fact you haven’t told her.”

His hands in fists, he shot back, “So it’s my fault because I didn’t tell her? I couldn’t tell her. She’s terrified of me.”

“Stop being so damned defensive.” He drew in a breath and released it. “I’m not saying anything of the sort. What I am saying is: she doesn’t know. The warlock doesn’t know. I read him. He isn’t a bad man, a little selfish, but it’s beside the point. You would have been banished, revealed yourself to mortals, and started a war between your breed and theirs. We don’t need another war. The one brewing is enough.”

Clyde was right. Clyde and Ash did the right thing. Still, it infuriated him. They kept him from his fated when he needed her.

Turning away from Clyde, he ran his hands through his hair. The image of the warlock kissing his fated burned into his eyes. He shut them, but it didn’t help. The image was seared into his very soul. Would he ever get rid of it?

He punched the wall. A snap sounded, then came the pain. It spread around his hand and shot up his arm. He welcomed it. For a few seconds, he thought about the physical pain. For that moment, he forgot what he’d seen, how it killed him.

“You are too consumed with what you saw. Did you listen to what she told him? Did you see her reaction to the kiss?”

Jacob turned, his gaze met Clyde’s. No, he hadn’t heard what she said. What he saw shredded him, even with his superior senses; he couldn’t find it in him to focus enough to listen. Swallowing the lump in his throat, he waited for the angel to continue.

“She broke things off with him. She started dating him close to half a year ago at the insistence of her coven, but she never loved him. It was a peck on the lips, and she backed away from him.”

Half a year!

Clyde shook his head. “Is that all you heard?”

“Why are you reading me?” His jaw went hard. “Even when you thought Ashley was mine, you didn’t read me.”

Clyde shrugged. “I would have…except I was so out of my mind jealous at the time, I didn’t think of it. I’m doing so now because I’m trying to help you. Ashley cares a great deal for you and despite what you may believe, I care, too.”

Through clenched teeth, he shot back, “Because your mate cares.”

“You forget I’ve read you.” Clyde’s eyes hardened. “I know everything about you. I know what you’ve lost and how you burdened yourself with guilt for centuries. I know because of it, you built walls and isolated yourself from the only family you had left. I know now you suffer in its wake.”

Fuck. He didn’t care how much the angel knew, but hearing a play-by-play of the mistakes he’d made wasn’t easy.

“Stop it,” Clyde shouted. “Stop torturing yourself. You can’t change the past. Even if you could, it wouldn’t render different results.”

His breath caught in the back of his throat. “W-what?”

“They would’ve died. You couldn’t save them—any one of them.”

He didn’t believe that. If he’d been a better warrior…If he hadn’t turned his back…“But—”

“You tortured yourself for decades for nothing.”

The doors to the building opened. Her scent hit him.

His heart squeezing in his chest, the breath rushed out of him. He didn’t want her to see him defeated, didn’t want to look at her, but his body moved. His eyes met hers and softened.

Her gorgeous face, those full lips, touched and kissed by another. He wasn’t angry with her…with the warlock, with himself, with his life, but not at her, never her.

He wanted her, wanted her more than he ever wanted anything in his life. His body, his mind, his fucking soul ached for her. He had to fight it. If he didn’t, he’d terrify her, so he forced himself to look away from her shocked expression.

“Did something happen? Is…Annie okay?” She bit the side of her lip.

“She’s having ice cream with Ashley.”

She let out a breath. “I apologize for interrupting.” Quickly, she walked past them.

With each step, the ache inside him grew. When she strode into the elevator and out of sight, his stomach rolled. He fisted his palms. The elevator doors slid shut. Her scent lingered, but she was gone. His whole body strung tight, battling his every need.

Want her. Need her. Now, his demon purred.

His control snapped. He lost his will.

“Wait—”

He never heard the rest of Clyde’s warning.

****

Anguished, his face ashen. Defeat clear in his handsome features.

She saw it. She read it. And she felt it.

Pain sliced through her. The unmanageable need to console him gnawed her raw.

Something happened. He’d been a completely different person. Not angry, not sweet and comforting, yet another Jake, this one devastated and beaten like his world had been ripped off its hinges.

With trembling hands, she waited until the elevator door closed. Once it did, she lost her composure, slumping against the wall. Placing her hand over her aching heart, she couldn’t fight the tears welling in her eyes.

The next thing she knew, an arm tightened around her waist. Another grasped the back of her neck and pressed her against the expanse of a broad chest. Startled, she stiffened. Her arms shot out instinctively to push away, but he was stronger. He tugged her to him, trapping her arms between them. She trembled then those arms fully engulfed her, and the heat of that powerful body surrounded her.

Soothed. Jake. She didn’t need to see his face. His arms around her, his body pressed to hers, his scent calming her. Catching her breath, she rested her cheek on his chest. The room swirled. She gasped.

“Shh, shh…it’s me.” His face by her ear, his breath warmed the flesh on her neck. “Please, don’t be afraid. I won’t hurt you, Val. I’ll never hurt you.”

“J-Jake? What just—”

“Materialized,” he whispered.

Valerie pulled away slightly to stare into his dark eyes and regretted it instantly. Bleak and anguished, she couldn’t stand to see it. She had to go. She pushed against his chest, but he wouldn’t budge. Instead, he pressed her closer until she couldn’t fight him anymore, and her body melded against his.

“Don’t push me away…Please.”

Looking up into his dark eyes, she whispered, “W-why?”

His lips millimeters from her own. “Let me hold you.”

The warmth of his fingers trailed down her cheek stopping at the tip of her chin. His gaze drifted to her mouth, and then he ran his thumb across her lips.

God, would he kiss her? Did she want him to? Absolutely. She couldn’t remember why she shouldn’t let him. When he didn’t make a move, she did.

Leaning into him, she pressed her lips against his. Soft and warm and lulled every ache in her.

In that single moment with her lips on his, she knew why her gift warned her away.

One kiss—all it took.

A feeling so intense and profound came over her, dizzying. A combination of many emotions, all good. Safe. Fulfilled. And most startling, relief…the kind felt when arriving home after a long trip. It made no sense, but that feeling was a high she could become addicted to.

And it terrified her. How was she supposed to stay away from him now?

Using willpower she had no idea she possessed, she forced herself to pull away.

“Don’t…” His voice laced in hunger. “Stay close…Kiss me again…”

Her eyes widened. She had kissed him. Searching his gaze, she read the longing in them and fought the need to give in. Valerie regretted ending it so soon, but she couldn’t kiss him. She feared falling for a man who would never be hers, and she couldn’t lose more than she already had.

Trouble, her gift warned.

Even with the warning, she couldn’t have helped what happened next.

He leaned in, his lips grazed hers. Her will, the warning forgotten, she pressed her lips fully to his.

His mouth hot, scorching as if her lips burned his. His mouth parted, and his tongue met hers. He tasted heady and masculine. Perfect.

Insane. Her gift warned her, but she couldn’t pull away.

And soon, she forgot why she should when the heat of his palms glided down the length of her back, and his lips moved languidly over hers.

With every soft flick of his tongue against hers, the desire inside her grew until she was hot to the touch. His hands unhurriedly grazed her lower back, then slid under the hem of her shirt. His fingers gliding over her bare flesh, her nipples hardened to points. She erupted in goose flesh.

“So beautiful,” he whispered against her lips.

She shivered, wrapped her arms around his neck. Lacing her fingers through his hair, she drew him closer, deepening the kiss.

He growled deep in his throat, but the tender pressure of his lips on hers never died, even as he grabbed her waist and pressed her hips against his until she felt the length of him against her stomach. She trembled.

His lips trailed down her neck, his tongue caressing every inch of her. She tightened her grip around his neck. His hand glided up her stomach, grasping her breast.

She moaned.

He hissed.

Then he was gone. His lips, his body, his warmth. Just gone.

Her arms, empty, fell down to her sides. Her eyes snapped open, landing on him six feet away. It felt like eighty. His back to her, telling her everything she needed to know.

He regretted it. He wanted her a moment ago, but now, he had time to think and realized his mistake.

Her fault. She should’ve thought it through, should’ve controlled her urges, should’ve listened to her gift’s warning.

Yet, she’d instigated this, given into her desires and kissed him. Now, he couldn’t stand to look at her. How it hurt. She ached, ached everywhere her body trembled from it.

Her cheeks flamed.

After what seemed like forever, he turned to her and closed the distance between them. She held her breath.

“Thank you. I needed that.”

What? A woman’s touch, kiss? Any woman’s? The ache deepened, gnawing a hole in her chest. Why hadn’t she listened to the warning and saved herself that ache? What had she been thinking?

Feeling tears well in her eyes, she blinked quickly, a surefire way not to cry. “You’re welcome.” She turned on her heel.

“What’s wrong?”

Ignoring him, she kept walking. She didn’t know where to go, had no idea where he’d taken her, but she walked away.

He reached to grab her hand and lightly grazed her before she snatched it away. A small graze and like a movie reel, a scene from his past replayed in her mind. She froze solid, her breaths coming out fast.

“Marry me,” Jacob pleaded.

A beautiful brunette smiled sadly. “You know why I can’t.”

He sighed heavily. Pained by her refusal.

“I’m not your fated.”

“It doesn’t matter! I love you. I want to marry you. I don’t care about my fated.” He said it with such emotion, Valerie’s heart clenched in her chest.

“You’ve never met her. The moment you do, this is over, Jacob. No matter how much I love you, no matter how much you love me.”

The image dissipated. Breathless, Valerie wrapped her arms around herself, fighting the pain in her chest.

Of course, now it made sense. The nameless woman Jacob loved was the reason he was an angry, bitter warrior. The reason Valerie shouldn’t have given into desire.

He was broken, and the brunette beauty from his past was to blame. Valerie couldn’t say for sure, but chances were the beauty found her mate and left him.

Val couldn’t let that happen to her, couldn’t fall for a man she’d never have fully, completely.

Why hadn’t she seen the memory until now? And why now after she’d tasted him, experienced true desire for the first time in her life?

Tears fell, marring her face. She didn’t know why she cried. For him, having lost his love? For herself never having felt anything as profound?

“What’s wrong?” Jacob now stood a few feet from her.

Damn her, but he sounded so concerned she almost told him. When he reached for her again, she flinched and wiped her face.

Meeting his gaze dead on, she said, “Stay away from me, Jacob.”

His eyes darkened. “We’re back to that?” Jaw clenched, he took a breath. “I thought we were good. I thought…” He fisted his hands. “What’s changed?”

Nothing. Her gaze slid away, plotting her escape.

“Don’t even think about it. Tell me what I said this time.”

Nothing she could say. Valerie wasn’t about to admit what she’d seen, and as much as she hated admitting it, the kiss wasn’t his fault. She’d kissed him, twice, disregarding her gift’s warning.

“It’s not you. It’s me.”

“That’s cliché, and I don’t believe it.”

“It’s the truth. You didn’t do anything. From the beginning, you’ve been honest.”

His eyes flared, but he didn’t project his anger. “Don’t patronize me. Tell me what I did.”

“I’m not—”

He took a menacing step in her direction. “Don’t tell me you’re not upset. I sense it.”

“I’m upset, but it’s not your fault. It’s mine, so nothing you should worry about.”

“I’ll worry about it, and it is my fault if it was something I did or said.” He took several deep breaths. His eyes softened, pleaded. “Please, don’t…Tell me what I did, and I’ll fix it.”

Something about the way he said it and the look in his dark eyes tore at her. “You can’t change the way you are any more than I can change the way I feel,” she whispered.

The truth, yet it hurt to say it aloud. He couldn’t change after centuries. A warrior, raising a child and quite possibly still in love with the brunette demoness who broke his heart. Val desired him. He had it in him to give her what she needed, but she couldn’t stand to lose more. Besides, he clearly regretted kissing her. And her gift warned her. It spelled disaster for her.

“I can change. I can. I will. I—”

Powerless to hold his stare, she looked away. “Our relationship needs to remain professional. If that’s a problem, then I shouldn’t watch Annie.”

“No!”

She spared a glance in his direction.

His eyes holding fear, he ran his hands through his hair. Then after a moment, he agreed. “You have my word. I won’t break it.”


Chapter 17

Jaw clenched, Jacob watched Valerie walk away, fighting the need to chase after her, yet knowing he had no choice. She feared him. Even while he kissed her, he sensed it. If he told her the truth, she could run, and he couldn’t have that.

His body pulsed, the ache to hold her numbing. Fisting his hands, he fought his urges. To feel the soft press of her lips against his, his palm against her flesh, her body encased in his…

He’d held her, kissed her, trailing his hands over the soft flesh under her shirt. The taste of her forever seared in his mind. He felt her desire, her need, yet in a split second, after he drew away, that desire faded, fast. He saw it, felt it. Need replaced with despair and a deeper fear.

She regretted it, no doubt. Her fear of him too strong. She hadn’t regretted it one bit when his mouth pressed against hers. That fear had been there, smaller but there. Still, it had been wonderful, and it was meant to be.

He should’ve never stopped. He should have enjoyed it longer, let her, too. Maybe then, she wouldn’t regret it. Maybe then, she would’ve let go enough that fear faded for good.

If only he’d never pulled away…At the time, he thought he’d done the right thing. He just wanted to hold her until the misery of watching another man kiss her faded. She kissed him, but too soon, she pulled away. Overwhelming, consuming desire coursing through him, he’d done the right thing, he held back. Knowing she feared him still, sensing it, he begged for another kiss instead of taking it, even knowing she wanted him. He then forced himself to kiss her as tenderly as she deserved. While he kissed her neck, his fangs sprang from his gums, his demon demanding he mark her, claiming her as his. He couldn’t mark her, not before telling her she belonged to him, not before he erased her fear, so he drew away, putting distance between them, fighting temptation.

He’d known his fangs would spring out for the first time in her presence. Demons didn’t get them until the need to mark their mates presented itself. Still, he’d been shocked. His sole concern for her, he pulled away. Look what it had gotten him.

So what was it? What had he done? He pleaded with her to tell him, knowing he would do the impossible, the inconceivable, anything and everything to keep her. But she left just the same.

Unbearable pain compounding in his chest, his thoughts scattered. Then one prevailed: she should’ve stabbed him instead. It would’ve been less painful.

****

Jacob emptied the dishwasher, setting the plates in the proper cabinets. He tried to keep himself busy while he waited for Valerie.

“Valerie’s coming tonight, right?”

“Yeah, she is.”

Annie looked down at her doll and whispered, “She’s yours.”

His breath froze in his lungs. In that instant, he made a decision, one he hoped he wouldn’t regret. Turning toward her, he admitted, “Yes, pupa.”

“I’m sorry, Uncle—”

Shaking his head, he neared and kneeled in front of her. “You shouldn’t have seen that. You’re too young, Annie. I’m sorry you did. I’m sorry I didn’t protect you from that.

“Annie…” What could he say? What would her mother have said? His sister wouldn’t lose control. She would’ve been better, exactly what Annie deserved—better than him. “I’m so sorry…I—”

“It’s okay, Uncle Jake. I don’t blame you.”

Because he couldn’t help himself, he defended his mate. “Don’t blame Val. She doesn’t know. I haven’t told her.”

She tilted her head. “When will you?”

He wasn’t sure. His plan remained to befriend her, then romance her. Where he stood at the moment, it would be harder and take longer than he’d thought. He couldn’t explain any of it to Annie though. “It’s complicated.”

“Is it? All you have to do is tell her.”

Kids, he learned, could simplify the most complicated situations. He smiled. “Don’t think you’ll ever understand. As a woman, you won’t know until your mate tells you. He’d understand.”

Her eyes widened. “Uncle Jake, what if it’s not someone I like?”

It hit home. “You will. The moment you see him you’ll be captivated.”

“Captivated?”

“Yep. You know instantly. It’s like…finding something that belongs to you, but you didn’t know it. When you look at him, you’ll realize why you were born. No one is more important, more treasured. You’ll want to be around him all the time. I know that’s how your mommy felt with your dad.”

“Did she tell you?”

“She did. She loved your daddy very much. And they loved you more. You know why?”

Her eyes watered. She shook her head.

“They loved you because all the love they had for one another created you, Annie, a beautiful little replica of your mom.”

Her tears spilled down her cheeks. “I miss them, Uncle Jake.”

He pulled her in an embrace, nestling her small body against his chest. “I know, pupa. I miss them, too. Missing them is only a reminder of how much they loved us and of how much we love them.”

“It is?”

He rubbed her tear-streaked cheeks. “Yes.”

The elevator ascended. He held his breath, waiting for the doors to part and for her scent to torture his existence.

“Be good like you always are while I’m gone, okay?”

She smiled. “I promise.”

He kissed the top of her head, stood, turned, and caught Valerie’s gaze.

“Hi.”

There it was…fear. The fear that never faded. “Hey.” He looked away from her. “There’re leftovers in the fridge if you’re hungry. She’s eaten and showered. I’ll see you when I get back.”

She opened her mouth to speak, but he didn’t let her. “Don’t worry, I’ll wake you.”

He kneeled again and hugged Annie. “Goodnight, pupa.”

“Will you be safe?” Annie whispered.

“I have you to live for, pupa. I’ll be safe.”

“You p-promise?” Her voice broke.

It shredded him. He hid it the best he could before he said, “I promise. I love you, Annie. Nothing will stop me from coming home, you understand?”

She nodded.

****

No one would’ve ever guessed just hours ago Jake had kissed her so passionately. Nope, never guessed it, especially the way he acted and spoke to her. Professional, yes. Valerie wanted that. He gave her his word and kept it.

Unfeeling and detached, he barely even looked her way. It hurt, hurt bad enough she wasn’t sure how she continued to stand, staring at where he once stood. She must’ve made a mistake. Had to have been because mistakes hurt and she hurt.

She shook her head. No, that couldn’t be right. It didn’t make any sense. She couldn’t get involved, and it didn’t take a genius to figure out why. She worked for him. If they didn’t work out, the person who’d hurt the most would be Annie. She feared falling for a man who wasn’t meant for her, and she couldn’t forget her gift warned her away.

But then why did it feel like a mistake? Why did she hurt? And how did he have the power to make her feel that way?

Sometimes decisions felt wrong but were actually right. That had to be it. Maybe she just felt that way because she tried to rationalize something that couldn’t be.

Yes, a kiss with Jake was better than she imagined, better than anything she’d ever felt before, but it didn’t make it right. He was a warrior, plain and simple. And she was a woman who feared falling for a man who wasn’t hers. It would hurt much more, so much more if she allowed herself to give in, giving him a chance to break her heart. Having lost so much already, she couldn’t bear to lose more.

Still her heart strings tugged at her, the impulse to soothe the ache she’d seen when he promised to return home to Annie. He was all Annie had left.

“Valerie?” Annie asked. “Are you okay?”

She nodded and plastered a fake smile.

“Uncle Jake’s sad…I don’t like when he’s sad.”

“He loves you very much, Annie.”

“I know. I feel it, but I feel him sad, too. I wish I could fix it for him.”

Annie, such a beautiful, sweet girl. Folding her hands into each other, Valerie smiled. “We all feel sad sometimes. It passes.”

“Why do you get sad?”

She closed the distance between them and crouched to her eye level. “I…I lost some people I loved.”

“Like family?”

She nodded.

“I did, too. My mommy and daddy. Then Uncle Jake came for me like Mommy said, but I miss her and Daddy.”

She hugged Annie.

“I miss them…” Annie’s voice quivered.

Her arms tightened around her.

“Uncle Jake says missing them reminds us how much they loved us. Do you think that’s true, Val?”

She drew away to stare her in the eyes. “It is.”

“He said Mommy and Daddy loved each other more than anything and they loved me because their love made me. Is that true, too?”

Her heart tightened. So poetic. Romantic. Did Jake, the angry warrior, say that? Did he believe it? No doubt in Val’s mind he did. Having loved and lost, he knew what it felt like to love another with everything in him.

“Yes. It’s true. Jake wouldn’t lie to you.”

“I thought so, but I know he loves me and I thought maybe he made it up to make me feel better.”

She shook her head. “No, Annie. He tells you because he knows. You know he is really old.” She smiled.

“I know.” Annie giggled. “He’s five hundred and eighty…or maybe it’s ninety.” She shrugged. “I’m not sure.”

“Wow!” she mocked surprise, playfully. “He’s ancient!”

Annie erupted in a fit of giggles.

Mission accomplished.


Chapter 18

A disturbance in the atmosphere, and then the scent of him rushed Valerie. Amazing how in a matter of a week sensing him became second nature. Amazing how it never failed, the minute she felt him near, the breath rushed out of her, her nerves settled, and she relaxed.

Since she began watching Annie, the loss of her sisters and her former life still burned, as expected. Days drifted at a snail’s pace. She tried to keep busy, making her own meals, reading, or spending time with Ashley, Jenna, or Nathan. Nights were much more manageable. Annie smiling and laughing made it so much easier. They played, watched movies, and Val had even started to teach her to read.

The only drawback: seeing Jake. It surged emotions in her she wished she’d never felt. Inexplicable, her fear of falling in love, of losing love.

Jake kept his promise, hadn’t kissed her or held her. He kept his distance, not just physically but emotionally. She hated to admit it, but she wished he hadn’t. She wanted him to hold her, comfort her, especially those times when her grief was at its worst. In front of Annie, she tried to keep it at bay, but every night watching them say their goodbyes reminded her she had no one to say goodbye to. She knew he felt it. Because of his ability, because every time she felt it, his gaze met hers, and in his, she read her grief.

Val was, for all intents and purposes, alone, but not bitter. She didn’t hate her life. Instead, she was thankful for the Guardians, for being alive, for Annie, even for Jake. He’d given her a glimpse of the way she hoped she’d feel when she found the man destined for her.

“I’m home.”

She couldn’t help but sigh in relief. Standing from the couch, her gaze met his, then scanned the rest of him. “Did everyone make it back all right?”

His jaw hardened. He nodded.

“Annie’s asleep.”

He averted his gaze from hers and nodded again. Lately, he never held her gaze for longer than a moment. She waited, silently hoping he’d say something, anything.

Her fault. She said she’d wanted them to remain professional, except this wasn’t what she had in mind. This was…so unemotional it was uncomfortable, awkward. That first night, she figured they would soon come to better terms. She wanted them to. She just didn’t know how to make it known without blurting it out.

When he didn’t say anything, she said, “Well, I’ll see you tomorrow then. Goodnight.”

She walked past him, pressed the button on the elevator, then heard him whisper, “Sweet dreams, Val.”

Her gaze went to him. His back to her, his head down. She wanted to ask if she heard him correctly, wanted to ask what troubled him, but she was too much of a coward to do either. The doors to the elevator parted, and she stepped through. Once the doors closed, she cursed under her breath, hating she hadn’t asked. She wanted their relationship to change, he’d given her the chance, and she let it slip by.

God, why? Why had she done this, created this distance between them? She didn’t want to fear falling for him either, but her fear was deep-seated. And Jake was the kind of man she would fall for. She felt it in the pit of her stomach every time she looked at him. Besides, she couldn’t let herself get hurt; the pain she already endured had been enough.

“Are you okay?”

She looked up and spotted Nathan. “Um…yeah. I’m fine.”

“Are you getting out?”

She glanced around, realizing the elevator had reached the ground floor. How long had she stood there motionless? She stepped through the doors.

“Ready?”

“Yeah.”

His gaze scanned her from top to bottom. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

“I’m fine.”

“We can do this another time if you’re not up for it.”

“No, I’d rather do it now.”

Valerie had spent the better part of the last several days tweaking and perfecting a protection spell. Still, she knew little of the war brewing. Over the course of the past several weeks, she’d grown fond of the Guardians. Earlier that day, she met with Lucas, the demon king, and told him she wanted to place a protection spell on his home and the area surrounding it. He agreed and thanked her. She replied simply, “It’s the least I can do.” Nathan volunteered to accompany her.

Nathan held the door of the building open for her and asked, “Where do we start?”

She walked outside, turned to face the fifteen-story building. “Right here.”

Closing her eyes, she concentrated and mumbled the spell she’d created. The energy around her shifted. Magic pulsed through her veins, then flowed around her. Reciting the spell, she walked around the entirety of the building.

She turned to Nathan.

“Done?”

“With the building…yes.”

“What’s the spell supposed to do?”

She smiled. “It’s primarily a protection spell. Anyone who means us harm can’t enter. It also creates an illusion. To anyone else, the building will look occupied by a business.”

He glanced up, then back to her. “Really?”

She nodded. “Yep. At the top, they’ll see a bank logo. On the door, the same logo. If they look inside on the ground floor, they’ll see a reception area and receptionist. On the other floors, lights, desks…the whole enchilada.”

He smiled. “What’s next?”

“The spell will hold even if anything should ever happen to me, but I wanted to place a protection spell around a mile radius, too. I’ll recite the spell in four spots a mile away, the center point being here.”

His brows drew together.

“It’s not the type that won’t allow anyone in. If that were the case, it would make Malums suspicious, make them think there is something they want inside. It just discourages them from entering.”

“How?”

She smiled. “A subliminal message.”

“I see.”

They walked around the side of the building into the garage. He pulled her into his arms. A moment later, the world shifted, then faded. She blinked and looked around the alley. Dazed, her hands tightened around him.

He released her, slowly. “Was that your first time traveling the demon way?”

“Um…yeah,” she lied, not wanting to discuss the other time, her first.

“Sorry, should’ve warned you. You can get dizzy. You’ll get used to it.”

Not likely. Besides, she wouldn’t need to get used to it.

He nodded. She closed her eyes and recited the new spell. When she finished, Nathan pulled her into his embrace and dematerialized again. This time, she forced her eyes shut. He released her a moment later and chuckled. Opening her eyes, she scanned their surroundings. They stood in yet another alley. When she recited the spell, he again wrapped his arms around her and took her to the third location: another alley. She repeated the spell and exhaled, exhausted. She’d had a long day, and spells always took it out of her, especially the strong ones like this. Thankfully, they were headed to the last location.

Opening her eyes, she looked around the desolate area with very little light seeping from the street and quickly recited the spell.

A stench overpowered her senses. Bile rose in the back of her throat. She forced herself to swallow, cringing as she did.

“Valerie, down!”

She turned to look Nathan’s way. Her gaze dead-locked on the blade headed straight for her heart. The breath rushed out of her. Her hands began to shake.

But she couldn’t move.

****

“Fuck,” he cursed under his breath, slumping on the couch.

Jacob hated the distance between them, hated he couldn’t comfort her or hold her when grief struck, hated she feared him, hated he was powerless to do anything. He hated the most he gave her his word he would stay away, his word he couldn’t break.

Checking on Annie moments after Valerie left, he found her still sound asleep. Thank God for small miracles. Annie, it seemed, was adjusting. Over the last week, she’d only woken three times in the middle of the night. A vast improvement and he couldn’t be happier, except for Valerie…

He missed her. The little time he had with her before hadn’t been much, but it had been something. Her being pissed at him was something more. And because of his vow, he couldn’t do anything about it.

It took every bit of restraint he possessed to stop himself from reaching for her when grief choked her. He couldn’t risk losing her altogether.

“Jacob.”

Too consumed in thoughts of Valerie, he hadn’t sensed Cain. He shot off the couch and materialized near the elevator where Cain now stood.

“Nathan’s sent us an alert.”

An alert meant he needed backup. Except he didn’t know why Cain would tell him. With Annie asleep in the next room, he couldn’t help.

“Valerie’s with him.”

Valerie? His Valerie? His fated? His heart dropped to the pit of his stomach. Why was she out at this time a night? Why hadn’t he known?

“Don’t know much of anything. Hades and Benjamin left as soon as we got the alert. Go, I’ll stay here.”

Without a word, he dematerialized.

****

The blade headed for Val. Nothing she could do. As each second passed, dread overwhelmed her, rooting her to the spot.

An arm wrapped around her waist, a chest blocking the blade’s path. Next thing she knew, she hit the ground. That same chest, over her.

“Stay down, Val.”

Nathan. He saved her.

Before she could fully process that fact, he left.

Lifting her head, she spotted him fighting three immortals, their bodies and limbs a blur of movement. She didn’t know anything about hand-to-hand combat, but she realized Nathan could hold his own. Still, three versus one weren’t good odds.

Ignoring her trembling limbs, she pushed herself to her knees, reached out with her hands, and muttered a spell. Her gaze focused on one of the elves. Mid-chant, the male fell to his knees and groaned in pain.

Nathan withdrew a blade and struck the other elf through the heart. She took her chance, her hand aimed at the remaining immortal, the vampire. Magic pulsed through her. He fell to the ground.

Nathan flung a blade at the vampire, then another at the remaining elf. The blades struck their hearts, turning them to ash.

Two men appeared behind Nathan. Instinctively, she reached out with her hands. They stepped toward Nathan, light from the alley illuminated their faces. Benjamin and Hades. She closed her eyes, and the breath rushed out of her.

A pair of arms enclosed her waist in a death grip. She stifled a scream. Those strong arms lifted her off the ground and plastered her against an expansive chest. A palm pressed her cheek against his thundering heart. His chest rose and fell at a furious pace.

The feel of him, the scent of him…like coming home.

Jake.

God, Jake.

He’d scared the living crap out of her. She took a deep breath, his masculine scent soothing her shattered nerves.

Leaning into her, he buried his face in her neck. “Thank God. Thank you, God.”

She clasped the front of his shirt, wishing and praying, hoping he’d never let her go.

Pulling away from her slightly, his eyes scanned her, how she imagined she did to him. “Fuck. You’re hurt.”

She glanced down.

His gaze darted toward Nathan and hardened. He unleashed his anger, allowing it to spew from him. Fearing choking her, she flinched. Nathan, Hades, and Benjamin turned to face Jacob.

“Why was she out?” His voice low, but laced with fury.

“She performed a protection spell,” Nathan answered, calmly, fearlessly.

His arms around her tightened, he gritted his teeth. “All the way out here?”

As much as she hated to force Jake to release her, she pushed at his chest and glared. “Yes, out here.”

His gaze hit hers. He hesitated for moments. Finally, he set her on her feet.

“A protection spell is the least I can do to help the people who saved me. Nathan agreed to come with me, and he protected me.”

Those eyes darkened. A pained expression flashed across his face before a look of torment took hold.

“Thank you for coming, but we didn’t need you.”

He flinched.

God, why had she said that? Val didn’t mean it, and it wasn’t true. Even fearing him, she needed him, needed him to hold her. Wanting to take back her words, she parted her lips to speak. He didn’t let her.

His gaze went to Nathan. “Make sure she gets home,” then he disappeared.

She just stood there staring where he’d once been, her stomach turning.

“Val?”

She forced herself to look at Nathan.

He closed the distance between them. “Don’t worry, he’ll forgive you.”

An empath, such an unfair advantage.

“It’ll be okay.”

“I just…I…” She didn’t want him to blame Nathan. It wasn’t Nathan’s fault. She’d gone about it the wrong way, hurting Jake in the process.

“He has a temper. It got the best of him because he was scared for you. Never fear him.”

She wasn’t sure she believed him. Why would Jake care about her? Because as a Guardian he felt responsible for helpless witches?

“He cares,” he repeated, firmly.

Maybe Nathan had a point. Why else would Jake leave Annie in the middle of the night when Benjamin and Hades had been sent as backup? Even if she believed it, it wouldn’t make her feel better, just make her feel worse for hurting a man who tried to protect her.

He placed his hand on her shoulder. “Don’t worry, Val. He’ll forgive you.”

****

His heart ached. Deep and searing, and impossible to ignore. His fated didn’t want him. She said as much. He hadn’t saved her, hadn’t even been there. She didn’t want him in her life, so he hadn’t known his fated was at risk.

All of it left him gutted.

Jacob hadn’t hid the hurt. He couldn’t have even if he tried. He didn’t think he needed further proof she wanted nothing to do with him, but that hit home.

She didn’t care about him, not even a tiny bit.

That left him helpless and losing hope.

His fault. He kept messing up with her, couldn’t do anything right.

When he found her, he’d thought his days of misery ended. He thought finally he’d been given a second chance—at life, at family, at love. Jacob had family with Annie, had life and love with her, too, but he wanted more. He wanted what was fated for him—Valerie.

He’d never dared to dream of his fated, never thought his fated wouldn’t want him. Even so, he knew had he allowed himself, it would’ve been inconceivable to imagine. He should’ve known, for him, it wouldn’t be easy. Nothing in his life had ever been.


Chapter 19

His thoughts a flurry all night, a Malum took advantage and stabbed Jacob from behind. Luckily, the knife was silver instead of copper, and Benjamin stepped in, saving his ass. He bled more than he’d like to admit, but the injury healed rapidly.

It had been nearly six hours since he’d seen Annie, and he couldn’t stop worrying. He worried about Valerie, too, for other reasons.

When she showed up that evening, he’d said goodbye to Annie and left quickly, avoiding her gaze in the process. He felt she wanted to talk to him, but he didn’t want to listen then. Too focused with a night of hunting ahead of him, he couldn’t take hearing again how she didn’t need or want him, so he left, but he knew she would say whatever she wanted when he arrived and that worried him. Right then, it would have to wait.

Lucas, his king, wanted to have a word with him.

Entering Lucas and Jenna’s apartment on the top floor of the demon compound, Jacob waited for Lucas to appear, knowing the king would sense him.

Lucas’s brows creased. “Jacob.”

“Lucas.”

“It’s about Annie.”

His heart dropped to the pit of his stomach. “Is she—”

“She’s fine. She’s sleeping.” He paused. “There’s been word from Treconomia. It seems you aren’t Annie’s only living relative. Her father’s brother, Samson, and his mate, Claudia, have gone to the counsel seeking custody.”

His mouth fell open. “What?” His voice came out hoarse.

“The will left her in your care, but her father’s brother and mate think they’re better suited.”

A deep ache enveloped his chest; he pressed his palm to it. Then, anger so fierce coursed through him, conjuring his demon. “Better suited than me? Why? Because I’m raising her by myself? Because they think—”

“Because you’re a warrior and have been for centuries.”

He heard what went unsaid. Jacob, the bitter, angry warrior unfit to care for a child, but Annie was his. His kid, his life, his everything. They couldn’t take her away.

His gut twisted. Bile rose in his throat. He shook his head, unable to fight the tears welling in his eyes. “They can’t. She’s mine. The will says—”

“Nothing has been decided, but the council will vote on the matter in two weeks.”

Two weeks? The council would take her from him. He had just weeks with her. “But it’s in the will. They can’t.”

He swallowed. “Why would they go against her parents’ wishes?”

“They can, and will if they think it’s in Annie’s best interest.”

He felt wetness stain his cheeks, but made no attempt to wipe it away. The tears, emblems of anguish, he’d wear them with dignity and pride like he’d worn anger.

“But I can protect her better. I’m a warrior. No one can protect her better than I can,” he argued. “I…I…” Shaking his head, he reasoned, “What good would it do to move her again? She’s just getting comfortable living here. It’d only hurt her in the end. I’m…”

His words trailed off. He couldn’t bring himself to say it, what he so desperately wanted to believe—he was best for Annie.

Deep down, he believed Annie deserved better than him.

“I’m sorry, Jacob. I know you care for her as if she were your own.”

He fisted his palms. “She is mine. She’s mine. The will says it, and they can’t take my kid.”

Lucas held his stare.

“What if I resign? What if I leave the Guardians?” He couldn’t give Annie up. Living without her wasn’t possible. She’d filled him with purpose, filled his life with meaning and love.

“You’d put your vengeance aside for her?”

“Yes,” he said without hesitation. “I’d give it up completely if it meant I got to keep her.”

Lucas nodded. “You are a good father. You deserve Annie.”

He gritted his teeth. “It doesn’t make a difference. They won’t care. I have a reputation…It won’t matter.”

“It’ll take more than your reputation to convince them to remove her from your care.”

The words of consolation didn’t soothe him. He’d already lost her, another piece wretched out of his soul. “I need time off. If I have two weeks with her, I’m making every second count.”

“Take all the time you need. You should tell your fated.”

He forced the words out of his mouth. “She hates me.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure.”

“I have to go.” He dematerialized and appeared in his apartment. Valerie and Annie’s sleeping figures came into view, cuddled closely together on the couch. He stood motionless, watching them while the searing pain inside him deepened.

After Annie left, there would be no reason for Valerie to stay. As quickly as they’d been thrust into his life, they would slip away, leaving agony in their wake.

He neared, reaching for Annie. Valerie’s eyes snapped open, her palm forcefully pushed his away. A clear bubble appeared around Annie, illuminating her.

Sitting up, she rubbed her face. “Oh, sorry, I didn’t realize—”

“I’m glad you’re protective of her, even unconscious.”

When the bubble dissipated, he neared and lifted Annie into his arms. He then materialized in Annie’s room, tucked her into bed, and reappeared by Valerie.

“We’re taking a trip.”

Clearing her throat, she asked, “We?”

“Annie and me. I figured I’d take her to the beach…”

“Oh…” She looked away from him. “Why?”

“It’s—”

She stood. “Never mind. It’s none of my business. Have fun.”

He exhaled. When she walked past him, he summoned the courage to ask, “Would you like to come?”

She turned, then rushed to him. “Jake! You’re bleeding!” Her hands on him a second later, reaching for his shirt and lifting it to examine the injury.

When he turned to her, she was so close he felt her body heat. “Just a nick, I’m fine.”

Her eyes narrowed. “That’s a lot of blood for just a nick.”

Damn. She caught the small lie and wasn’t happy about it. He didn’t like lying to her, but didn’t think she cared one way or another, so he gave her an out. But he realized then, looking at her annoyed expression, feeling her worry, she did care. Maybe not a lot, but some. He’d take it.

He smiled, feeling more confident when he asked again, “So, would you like to come?”

Her brows furrowed. She took a step away, and he felt it, fear. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. I’ll see you when you guys get back.”

It would kill him being so far away, but he didn’t have another choice. He’d lost Annie and had just a couple of weeks with her. He wanted to enjoy every remaining second. Where better to do that than a hotel on a beach somewhere? She could play in the sand, be carefree…His parting gift to her, memories she could cherish. The throb in his chest deepened.

Valerie wrapped her arms around herself. “When are you coming back?”

“We won’t be gone longer than two weeks.”

Her face fell, and then she looked away from him. “Have a safe trip.”

He had the urge to tell her the truth—Annie would be gone after that. She’d come, he knew, but it felt like a form of manipulation, selfishly subjecting her to a type of torture, spending countless hours and days with him, living in fear. She may care, but she wanted nothing to do with him. She made it clear their interactions should be professional—for Annie. Sharing a hotel room, spending a vacation together would blur the lines. As much as the thought pleased him, it wouldn’t her.

He nodded.

She turned away, then suddenly faced him again. “I’m…I’m sorry about yesterday. I was—”

“You were being honest.”

“But it hurt—”

“You were honest.” He looked away from her. “If you were honest, there’s nothing to be sorry about.” He wanted her to be sorry because she hadn’t meant what she said, not because he’d been hurt. He wanted her to need him like he needed her.

“There is,” she insisted. “I hurt you, and I’m sorry. You went out of your way and…”

Getting the feeling she wouldn’t let it go, he said, “Apology accepted. No hard feelings.”

She held his gaze for several moments. Finally, she nodded.

It hit him at that moment; he wouldn’t see her the next day, or the day after. He didn’t know when he’d see her again. His fated would be separated from him by hundreds of miles. And yet, he couldn’t do anything but watch her walk away. He had to ensure her happiness above his own, even if it meant living without her.

Pure, undiluted agony tore through him. Torture, but he had no other choice. He had to let her go.


Chapter 20

Val barely slept, but her eyes snapped open before six the next morning. Her rambling thoughts wouldn’t give her a break.

As the night died and sunlight shone through the large windows, it hit her like a ton of bricks—Jake and Annie would be gone for weeks. She already missed them, both. A part of the reason she had a hard time falling asleep, knowing they’d be gone.

“Val?”

She walked out of her room, tightly wrapping her robe around her. Ashley and Clyde stood in the living room. “Morning.”

“Do you know where Jake and Annie are?”

Her eyes widened. Jake left so hastily, he hadn’t bothered telling Ashley? Unease crawled up her spine. “You don’t know?”

She shook her head.

“He and Annie were going on vacation.”

Ashley’s mouth fell open. “He left without you?”

Her brow furrowed. “Why would he take me?”

Ashley flushed. “Um…because you’re Annie’s nanny.”

“Yeah, but they’re on vacation. He doesn’t need a nanny. I mean he asked if I wanted to go, but I didn’t think it was a good idea.”

Clyde shook his head.

“You agree?”

“No, I don’t agree. You should’ve gone.” His tone clipped, making her feel like a scolded child. Before she could say a word, he turned to Ashley. “She doesn’t know.”

Her stomach turned. “Know what?”

“Oh,” Ashley mumbled. “Jake may lose custody of Annie.”

“W-what?” It came as such a shock she couldn’t help her voice rising. Taking a breath, she more calmly asked, “Why?”

“He’s not her only living relative. Annie’s uncle on her father’s side and his mate want custody.”

“Why?”

“Because they think they’re better suited as guardians than a…” Ashley’s voice trailed off.

Valerie didn’t miss the Elemental’s eyes watering, and it didn’t stop her from asking impatiently, “Than a what?”

“A warrior,” Clyde finished for her.

“Bullshit.” She couldn’t help that either.

Ashley gaped. Clyde’s eyes narrowed. “The demon council will decide in two weeks.”

“What does that…” She bit the side of her lip.

Jake couldn’t lose Annie. It would destroy him. He loved her so much, more than anything. Anyone could see it clearly in his eyes every time he looked at Annie. Annie eased his anger and pain. Around her, he was so much more than an angry, bitter man. He was a loving father, a caring guardian, and he was everything to Annie. If she was taken from him, her world would crumble.

She paced in circles trying to gather her thoughts. “They can’t take her away. She’s been with him for weeks. Moving her to a new environment would affect her, negatively…She’s just started to adjust and…the nightmares aren’t as bad or frequent.” She stopped, her gaze shot to Ashley then Clyde. “No, they won’t take her, right?”

“Her parents drafted a will leaving her in Jake’s care should anything happen to them. Regardless, other relatives seem to believe he’s a bad—”

“Because he’s angry. He’s not angry when she’s around. She’s the only one who calms him. He changes whenever she’s around. I mean…you’ve seen it.” She fisted her hands in frustration.

“She’s not the only one,” Clyde mumbled under his breath, his gaze dead on her.

“Oh, well, I guess he’s not angry when Ash is around either, but that’s not the point.”

Her gaze narrowed on Clyde. “No one wants to hear about your insecurities right now. This is about Annie.”

His eyes softened, fighting a smile. It only proved to infuriate her.

Ignoring him completely, she headed past them, straight for the elevator.

“Where are you going?”

The elevator doors parted, and she strode inside. “To talk to the king and queen, of course.”

Ashley and Clyde followed behind her. The glint of humor in his gaze started to irritate her. Intent on avoiding him, she stared straight ahead, impatiently tapping her foot. The elevator ascended. The doors parted, she waltzed through and met Jenna’s gaze.

“Hi, Valerie. Is everything okay?”

“Jake.”

Jenna’s expression saddened. “I figured he’d tell you. I also figured you would’ve left with him.”

No, he hadn’t told her. He trusted her to watch Annie, but he didn’t trust her with this. Not that she could blame him; she insisted their relationship remain professional. A personal family matter didn’t involve her. He’d only done what she asked, respected her wishes, but it hurt.

“No, I…didn’t leave with him.” A rush of tears choked her. She fought them back. “I know you don’t owe me any favors. Actually, it’s quite the opposite; I owe you and Lucas, and the Guardians, but I’ve come for one.”

She paused. Her stomach churned, making her nauseous. “There must be something you can do, so Jake can keep Annie…She was entrusted to him.”

Jenna shook her head. “Oh, Valerie, I know.”

Lucas appeared behind his mate. “We’re going to the council to vouch for him. If we can help it, Annie will remain in Jacob’s custody.”

“He can’t lose her. He needs her. She’s everything to him.” The tears she fought welled, then spilled down her cheeks. “It will kill him if he loses her.”

Next thing she knew, Jenna wrapped her arms around her. “It’s going to be okay. If any one of us can help it, we will.”

“Jacob needs you now.”

Jenna pulled away from her.

She wiped her cheeks, her gaze on Lucas. “Me?”

He nodded.

She shook her head. “I’ve spent time with them both, and I can vouch for them. I can—”

“No.” Lucas shook his head. “You need to go to him. He needs you.”

In regard to Jake, Valerie had a knack for making things worse. She feared him, how he made her feel, and besides, her gift warned her away. “I can’t… Please, let me go with you.”

“I know you’ll vouch for him, but you’ve only known him a short time. I’ve known him for centuries, so have the other Guardians. Don’t worry.”

She left feeling like she hadn’t accomplished a thing. Entering her apartment, she spotted Ashley and Clyde.

“Val, are you going to Jake?”

She swallowed back tears. “I can’t…” What would she say? How could she possibly do anything to comfort him?

“He needs you.”

Ashley wasn’t the first to say it, and it was no less absurd hearing it from her. “Why do people keep saying that? He needs Annie…”

She paused for a moment, then said, “And why does everyone assume I would’ve gone with him? I was Annie’s nanny for a week. He doesn’t need me to watch her if he’s with her.”

Ashley’s cheeks tinted a rosy shade. Her head snapped up toward her soulmate.

When neither Ashley nor Clyde provided an explanation, she added, “He probably needs a friend. Jake and I aren’t friends. Ashley, you should go.”

Clyde’s arm went around Ashley’s shoulders and tightened. “Because you pushed him away.”

“Are you kidding me?” Her cheeks heated. “I’m in no mood to hear about your insecurities.”

“This has nothing to do with me.”

She lifted a brow. “Sure.”

“Your sheer stubbornness tries my temper. No one has accomplished that in a millennium.”

Ashley cleared her throat.

Valerie’s eyes narrowed. “Jake tried your temper last week.”

“Doesn’t count. It relates to my mate.”

Ashley exhaled. “I can’t have the two of you fighting. We need to help Jake.” She looked between the two. “We have to go to the demon plane, Val. We have to vouch for Jake. He needs a friend. I’ll be gone, and I know you can help him through this.”

“Ash, I…” She shook her head. “…can’t.” Her magic was all she had. Ignoring her gift after everything she’d been through, wasn’t smart. “I wouldn’t even know where to start.”

“She’s got everything twisted in her head.”

Val’s gaze shot to Clyde, looking at his mate. She could stake her life on the fact they were communicating telepathically as mated pairs could. It was one thing to have him in her thoughts, another completely if he shared them with Ashley, Jake’s friend. Cheeks flaming, she snapped, “Stop that.”

“I’m trying to help you and him.” He took a seat on the couch across from her, then nestled Ashley beside him.

“Why? You hate him.”

“I don’t hate him. I understand him too well. What I hate is not spending time with my mate, and he disrupts, often.”

“For Annie,” she retorted. “For a helpless child he adores, who needs help.”

“I’m not perfect, and I’m mated.”

“As if that’s an excuse.”

“It isn’t an excuse. It’s a fact of life…immortal lives. You will learn one day.”

The glimmer of humor in his eyes returned. She had the sudden urge to smack him. Odd, since she could do much worse like turn him into a frog. She smiled.

“Everything you assumed isn’t true. The memory you saw of him with the demoness…She didn’t leave him. She died the same way his parents died, the same way his sister and her mate died. They were killed by Malums.”

Her smile died. Her chest tightened. The desire to soothe the pain of his loss as if she had the power overwhelmed her.

God, so stupid to think he’d been dumped. Who would dump him anyway? No one. Even with her deep-seated fear of falling for a man who wasn’t hers, she wanted him. She shook her head, wishing it would erase what she’d learned. She didn’t want to know more. It would only succeed in driving her into his arms where she’d end up hurt.

“She wasn’t his mate,” Clyde continued, “but you already knew that. You have feelings for him.”

Her eyes narrowed. Why did he continue to dig through her mind? Hadn’t he ever learned proper manners? A wonder he and Jake hadn’t come to blows.

“He wouldn’t do that. He cares for Ashley too much.”

She fisted her hands. “Stop that.”

Ashley turned to her mate, pushing his arm off her. “That’s enough.” She faced her. “What Clyde means is your feelings are mutual. Jake cares about you.”

Her heart skipped a beat.

Clyde wrapped his arm around his mate, then looked at her and admitted, “He does.”

She let out a breath.

Could they be right? Did Jake care about her? “Jake doesn’t even know me,” she whispered in denial.

“You barely know him, but that hasn’t stopped you. You’ve more than showed us all how much,” Ashley said softly.

Her cheeks burned, recounting how she’d acted, even crying—making a complete fool of herself. She rubbed her hands over her face.

“It doesn’t matter we kissed, and…” She paused, suddenly aware she’d admitted that aloud. Then again, if Clyde read her mind, he knew, which meant chances were Ashley knew, too. “He pulled away…like…” Like he regretted it. “Then said, ‘I needed that.’ ”

Ashley frowned. “I—”

“Like if it didn’t matter who I was. It could have been any woman.”

“You are more stubborn than a mule,” Clyde’s tone clipped. “And you have one of the most negative minds, I’ve ever encountered. You naturally assume the worst. The man hasn’t kissed another woman for centuries. Did you ever consider he pulled away because he didn’t want things to go too far, too soon?”

He shrugged. “Maybe he wanted to give you time to get to know him or maybe he thought if things went too far, too soon, you’d assume he just wanted something temporary, instead of what he wants, something deeper, long-term.”

Something deeper? Long-term? Why? “No, he said—”

“I believe he said, ‘Thank you. I needed that.’ When does that mean, ‘Any woman will do’?”

Her heart, heavy with guilt, tightened. Feeling like an idiot and unwilling to hold Clyde’s stifling stare, she buried her head in her hands. Why had she assumed the worst of Jake? Why did she continue to do so?

Trouble. Her gift continued to nudge her, warn her away.

Yet they were more alike than she realized. He’d lost so much. She’d been awful after they shared that magnificent kiss. God, she even refused to let him explain. He’d gone as far as to plead with her. He’d been so willing to do anything, but she refused to listen. Her pride meant more. If only she’d let him explain. Instead, she let a week slip by, barely speaking to him and avoiding him. Then, he rushed to her side fearing she’d been hurt, and she hurt him again, telling him they hadn’t need him. She tried to apologize, but by then, it had been too little too late.

If he had feelings for her, he wouldn’t now. She ruined everything.

Not that it mattered; she couldn’t forget her gift’s warning. She couldn’t let herself fall for a man who’d never be hers.

Ashley opened her mouth to speak. Valerie beat her to it. “Don’t. I don’t want to know anymore.”

“Don’t let fear stop you from enjoying all life still has to offer you, especially after everything you’ve lost.”

“It’s the reason I can’t give in. I can’t fall for him. He’ll break my heart. I’ve already lost too much.”

“Oh, Val,” Ashley whispered. “Why do you assume he’ll break your heart? He loved the demoness with all his heart, and she wasn’t even his.”

It made sense. She found herself wondering what it would be like if she gave into her desires wholeheartedly. Would it be as wonderful as she imagined, not just having someone, having Jake, the man who captivated her?

No, it could never happen.

“You have an irrational fear of abandonment.”

Her jaw dropped open.

“Your parents.”

Her eyes welled. “Stop it,” she said weakly. “P-please. Stop.”

“I told you not to let what happened to you shape your future. That applies to everything that’s happened to you.”

Tears in her eyes slid down her face.

Ashley’s eyes saddened. Her brows drew together. She then looked up to her mate and met her gaze. “Can you promise you’ll think about it?”

She would think about it whether she promised or not. “Yes, I will.”

****

Daylight faded. Valerie sat on the couch, wringing her hands. She’d done this endlessly for three days. Trying to watch TV, trying to read, anything to keep her mind off Jake and Annie, but nothing helped.

Her mind wandered and wandered, always to Jake and Annie. She thought a lot about what Ashley and Clyde said. It made her want to go after him, after them.

Three days without their presence had been rough. She missed them. The thought of eleven more days without either of them seemed like eternity. Annie had become a lifeline in her new reality, and Jake…well, she just missed him. She couldn’t say why or how that was possible. They hadn’t been on good terms, but that didn’t mean she didn’t look forward to seeing him every night before he went off to fight Malums, didn’t mean she didn’t worry for hours, didn’t mean she wasn’t relieved the second he came home.

Yet, none of that meant she should crash their vacation. She thought about it and came to a conclusion. If he lost custody of Annie, this was precious time he and Annie would both cherish for the rest of their lives. She had no right to butt in. He deserved another apology at least, but it could wait.

Did he really care about her? Clyde and Ashley wouldn’t lie. Still, she couldn’t believe it. He was so…handsome, and strong and simply breathtaking. Any woman could fall for him. His smile like his anger could melt her. She was just…her.

Sitting on the couch, an open book resting on Val’s lap, Nathan materialized in front of her, halting her rambling thoughts. “Pack a bag, come.”

God, not this again. Why did everyone keep insisting she should be with Jake? It didn’t make any sense. “Not you, too?”

“As a friend I’m telling you if you don’t go, you’ll regret it for the rest of your life.”

She laughed, humorlessly. “The rest of my life?”

He squared his shoulders. “What have you done today? Yesterday? How about the day before?”

“What does that have to do with anything?”

“You haven’t done a damned thing. You’ve been sitting here stewing in guilt. Why don’t you just go and make things right?”

“This isn’t a normal man we’re talking about. This is Jake.” And she was a coward.

“He’s not angry with you.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I know,” he said, firmly. “Now let’s go. I don’t have much time, and you need to dress and pack.”

She stood and, because he was so much taller, her head shot back to meet his gaze. “No.”

“If you don’t dress and pack, I’ll materialize you to Jacob in that.” His gaze snapped down and up again.

Though he said it with a smile, she knew he’d materialize her wearing a long shirt and barefoot. Still, she had to try. Her eyes narrowed. “You wouldn’t. I’ll turn you into…into a camel!”

His smile widened. “Go ahead.”

After a moment of silence, each staring each other down, she gave in. “Fine.” Nathan wasn’t bluffing. He’d take her and leave her, and in that case, she rather dress and grab a bag. “I’ll pack, but I know when I see him he’s going to be mad and then—”

“Then you can turn him into a horse or a bat.” He laughed. “He’d love that.”

“Not funny.”

His stare softened. “There won’t be anything to forgive. When you see him, you’ll thank me.”

Halfway down the hall, he yelled, “I’m doing this because I care.”

She packed a small duffel bag, convincing herself she’d apologize, say hi to Annie, then leave. Dressing in a pair of jeans, a fitted blue blouse, and a pair of sandals, she headed back into the living room.

When she met Nathan’s gaze, anxiety crawled up her spine. One hand tightened on her duffel, the other she wrapped around herself. What would she say? What would Jake say? Would he really be glad to see her?

She hoped so. Her fear and her gift’s warning aside, she would be glad to see them both.


Chapter 21

Annie, fast asleep, rested against him. Sadly, she drifted off before the fireworks she’d been excited to watch. He couldn’t blame her. It had been a long day. Tomorrow, he’d let her sleep in. Hopefully, then she’d stay up later.

Walking from the beach onto the hotel’s pool deck and bar, he spotted the restrooms and entered a stall, then dematerialized. A moment later, he reappeared in his hotel room.

Valerie.

Her scent wafted into his senses. His heart pounded rapidly. His hands began to sweat. Just days without her, and he was fucking losing it. No possible way she could be here. She’d made her feelings clear. Seeing a slim silhouette at the end of the room, he flicked the lights on, and saw her more clearly.

Beautiful, a pair of jeans encasing her legs, a blue shirt hung off one shoulder; she stood at the far end of the room. Her long auburn hair in waves spilled around her heart-shaped face. Her honey eyes on him almost appeared to glow against the dimly lit room. As if he needed further proof he lost his mind, he felt worry radiate from her.

His gaze trailed up and down her body several times, waiting for the image to dissolve. It didn’t, so he forced himself to close his eyes, knowing the minute he opened them she’d disappear. Yet a moment later when he did, she was still there, still staring right back at him.

He couldn’t explain it. But thought if his mind gave him a glimpse of what he craved the most, he should take advantage. It wouldn’t soothe him though. It’d only serve to remind him what he missed, what was meant for him yet not his.

He didn’t need that. That, he couldn’t forget.

Jaw clenched, he strode into one of the bedrooms, tugged the covers back, laid Annie on the bed, and tucked her in tightly just the way she liked. After pressing a kiss onto her forehead, he headed back into the living room.

Still, the image of his fated remained, still unmoving. The worry he’d sensed earlier overshadowed with sadness. As if she were real, his chest tightened.

“H-hi.” Her voice broke when she spoke. She then took a step in his direction. “Jake, I’m—”

He materialized inches from her.

Her voice died, her eyes widened, then came the fear.

So clear. Those honey eyes. Her flushed face. That intoxicating scent. Her chest rising and falling with each breath. Even her voice. Just like it was real.

He reached for her.

She gasped. Her lips parted slightly. Then finally, his fingers grazed the side of her face. And she did the damnest thing—she leaned into his touch.

She was real, real, and he’d walked right by her.

“Valerie,” he whispered in awe.

She came, subjecting herself to endless days with him, with Annie while on their vacation. That could only mean she had a change of heart, wanted more from him. His heart burst, so many emotions running through him: relief, happiness, pleasure.

It had only been few days, but he’d missed her so goddamned much. He never realized how much he needed even a glimpse, not until he’d gone without.

“Release me from my vow.” His voice sounded coarse. “Please, release me.”

She nodded, slightly.

He claimed her lips in a searing kiss, delving into her mouth, tasting her. She wrapped her arms around him, kissing him, forcefully, and passionately.

Her fingers digging into his skin, he feverishly laced his through her hair. Just as thick and soft as he imagined, then he trailed his hand down her back, fully pressing her against him until every part of her chest pressed to his.

He couldn’t help but think once again how perfectly her body fit his. Tiny compared to him, a fraction of his height and width, but she soothed every ache, every worry.

Cupping her cheek, he broke away from the kiss to stare into her beautiful eyes.

“H-hi.” She swallowed. “I’m sorry, I should’ve called.”

He grinned. “Called?” He shook his head, chuckling. “I’ve missed you so damned much.”

“You…You aren’t mad?”

His thumb slid across her bottom lip. He kissed the tip of her nose, then her lips. “I’ve never been mad at you, Val.”

“But…” She drew away. Her body still close yet not touching. “You were when…”

She moved, and her hair gleamed in the lights. Remembering what it felt like, he thought it couldn’t have been so thick, so soft. To test the theory, he grabbed a strand and ran his fingers through it. He’d been wrong. It was that soft, that thick.

“Stop it.”

Realizing he hadn’t been paying attention, his gaze snapped to hers. He tucked the strand behind her ear. “Sorry…I…”

Resting her hand on his chest, she shook her head. “No. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to…I was trying to tell you something, and well…it’s just I can’t concentrate when you do that.”

A smile spread across his lips.

She didn’t seem to notice, lost in thought. Placing both hands on his chest, she tapped her foot impatiently. “When you got here, and you saw me. You were mad.”

Mad? Was he? He shook his head. “No, Val, I wasn’t mad. You’d know if I was mad.”

She seemed to consider his words, before she reasoned, “But your eyes glowed, and…and you ignored me.”

“A demon’s eyes glow for a number of reasons, not just when we’re mad. I went into the room because I thought you weren’t…”

“You thought I wasn’t what?”

“When Annie and I left, we weren’t on the best terms. I thought I imagined you.”

Her eyes widened. “Oh.” She took a breath. “Maybe you should sit.”

He nodded. “Would you like something to drink? A glass of wine—”

She nodded. “That’s fine.”

He moved at immortal speed pouring a glass of wine, then popping the cap off a beer. Handing her the glass of wine, he sat beside her.

“How’s Annie?”

“Good, but she missed you.”

She took a big gulp of wine. “I know.”

“Know? About Annie?”

Her eyes cast downward avoiding his gaze, she nodded.

“Ashley told you?”

Meeting his gaze, she hesitated. “Yeah. You’re not mad at her, right? She didn’t mean to…I think—”

He shook his head. “Not mad. I wanted to tell you, but I knew you’d come—”

She stilled. “And you didn’t want me here?”

He quirked a brow. “Was my greeting too subtle? I can work on that if you like.”

She flushed, then took another large gulp of wine.

“I wanted to tell you. I knew you’d come, and I didn’t want to force you to be in such close proximity to me because of the circumstances.”

She exhaled.

Then it occurred to him. Why had she come? He assumed she had a change of heart, but now he wasn’t so sure. Had she come because she knew he could lose Annie and wanted to spend time with her or because she wanted to spend time with them both? Learning the truth about Annie wouldn’t have changed her opinion of him, and she had been clear. She wanted their relationship to remain professional. He assumed she came for him, but had she? If she hadn’t, why had she let him kiss her? Pity? He tensed.

“What are you thinking?”

He took a deep pull of his beer, then met her gaze. “Why’d you come, Val?”

She looked away for a brief moment, then met his stare and admitted, “I wanted to apologize again about the other night. I also wanted to apologize about the day we…um…kissed, and I found out about Annie, and everyone kept telling me you needed a friend, that I should come and—”

“I see; my friends talked you into coming. You did so, out of pity.”

The anguish of saying it aloud crushed him, but his tone didn’t convey the truth. He took another swig of beer. It didn’t dull it. He needed something stronger.

She set the glass of wine on the table. “No, that’s not true—”

“Did you let me kiss you out of pity, too?”

Her eyes widened and watered.

Seeing that was worse than being shot with copper, worse than being stabbed.

She was his. She should want him, need for him. If she didn’t, admitted it, and it pained her, he shouldn’t feel it in his soul.

Setting his beer on the table, he turned fully to her, grabbed the back of her neck with one hand, snaked his other around her waist, and pressed her into his embrace. As he did so, he buried his face in her neck. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

“What?”

Pulling away just enough to meet her gaze, he cursed under his breath. “I’m sorry. Tell me what I said that upset you.”

Scanning his face, her lips millimeters from his. She bit the side of her lip. “Every time I think I’ve gotten you figured out, I realize I’ve got it all wrong.”

He didn’t know what to say, so he said nothing.

She stared unblinking into his gaze. Her hand trailed down his chest, then she whispered, “Your eyes are red again.”

He bet they were. “Your hands are teasing my demon.”

Her fear heightened. She drew away, quickly. His arm around her waist tightened. An impulse, but he recognized even if he wanted to, right then, he couldn’t let her go.

“He…he doesn’t like me?”

She couldn’t be more wrong. A smile spread across his lips. “He likes you a little too much.”

Her brows drew together, now looking worried. “Can he hurt me?”

He shook his head. “He can’t.”

“Why?”

“Because I want you, too.”

Her breath hitched. She swallowed, then hesitantly laid her hand on his chest again. “It’s true?”

Did she know she was his? Who told her? “Yes.”

Her eyes scanned his face, then watered. “I’m scared. I don’t want to get hurt.”

He shook his head. “Impossible. I can’t hurt you.”

“You can and will when you find your fated, Jake.”

So…She didn’t know. Part of him was relieved; he wanted to be the one to tell her. Yet another part of him wished she knew. “No, Val, I won’t ever hurt you. I vow it.”

It would’ve been easy to admit it then. In fact, he’d been close, but her lips met his. The moment they did, her tongue entwined with his so softly he couldn’t physically pull himself away.

That first taste…

Pure, heated magic.

Desire consuming him, he hauled her against him until she settled on his lap, and then he deepened the kiss.

Her hands grasped the back of his head, pressing her chest against his. Feeling her nipples harden under her cotton blouse, he groaned. He ran his hand down her back, then under her shirt. Like silk, soft to the touch and warm.

She responded so sweetly, arching her back. A soft moan escaped her lips. Her hands tightened when they roamed his back, her nails digging into his shirt, into his skin.

Breathing her in, his shaft throbbing so painfully underneath her thighs he thought he’d burst through his jeans. He groaned deep in his throat, then raked his hand up her leg and cupped her rear. Breaking their kiss, he dragged his lips down her neck, licking her lightly. The need to kiss every inch of her burned.

His teeth shifted, fangs sprang.

He wanted to scream in frustration. He couldn’t mark her, not before he told her, but he didn’t have the strength to pull away, so he slowed his pace, kissing softly, skimming the skin on her lower back. Then he heard the softest, sweetest whimper.

“Jake…” Her body shuddered.

One arm snaked around her waist, the other he dragged up her spine, cupped the back of her head, and drew her lips to his, kissing her ever so tenderly.

“Jake, please, stop…” She gasped.

He stilled. Had he been too rough? Had he hurt her? His stomach turned. Having no choice, he let her go, but his heart and body protested. He gave her room, leaning against the back of the couch.

He swallowed past the lump in his throat, then with a hoarse voice asked, “Did I hurt you?”

Apart from unhooking her arm from around his neck, she hadn’t moved. It meant even then, she still sat on his lap. Her face flushed, her lips gloriously swollen, she smiled softly. Beautiful.

“I thought you said you couldn’t.”

She cut into his thoughts. For a moment, he had to focus, gather his wits, and think about what she meant. “Never mean to, but I want you so bad, I don’t…” He shook his head. “I don’t know if I was too—”

Her hand slid across the side of his face. “You didn’t.”

The breath rushed out of him.

“It’s just you make me feel things…I’ve never done more than…kissing.”

Even with her cheeks flushed, he saw her embarrassment. Hell, he could feel it. Funny since it thrilled him.

No one had ever touched her; he was the first. It didn’t dull the pain of watching her kiss another man. Nothing would. But it made him feel better, knowing she’d never given herself to anyone, knowing she was all his. Maybe it was selfish and stupid to think, but he didn’t care.

It didn’t mean he’d rush her to give in to him. No, he’d take his time, give her all the time she needed. He didn’t want her to regret a single thing about him, or them.

Drawing her against him, he kissed her lips lightly, then immediately pulled away, not expecting anything else. When she leaned into him and rested her head against his chest, he thought it was the perfect end. Smiling, he laced his fingers through her auburn hair.

“Jake,” she whispered after several moments. Placing her hands on his chest, she looked into his eyes. “I know I apologized yesterday, but I wasn’t completely honest. You said I was honest, so you didn’t want an apology. The thing is…I didn’t mean what I said. I said we didn’t need you, and maybe we didn’t, but I wanted you…to hold me.”

He’d been wrong. Hearing that was the perfect end.

“I was pressured into coming. Nathan practically forced me. I’m too much of a coward to take the first step. I wanted to apologize at least, but I was afraid you wouldn’t forgive me because I’m not sure you should. And last, I don’t pity you. No one does.” Her gaze fell away from his, and her eyes welled anew.

He tensed, waiting for what she’d say next, hoping for the answer to his question.

Her gaze met his. “I let you kiss me because I wanted you to.”

He smiled. Amazing how just hearing that made his good day a great one. “Not as much as I wanted to kiss you, sweetheart. I’ll always forgive you.”

****

Annie’s wails pierced the air. Valerie awoke startled. The warmth underneath her allowing a pleasant, deep sleep disappeared. She didn’t have time to wonder. Bolting off the couch, she ran toward the sound of Annie’s wails.

Peering into the room, she found Jake with Annie, tenderly holding her against the expanse of his chest. She hadn’t expected anything less.

Annie pulled away from her uncle’s embrace. “Val?”

She neared, then sat on the opposite side of the bed. “Hi, Annie.”

Wiping her face, she sniffed. “We missed you.”

“I missed you, too.”

“I had a bad dream. I’m sorry if I woke you.”

She shook her head. “Don’t be.”

“Are you going to stay with us?”

“Yes, I am.” With her eyes on Annie, she didn’t miss the rise and fall of Jake’s chest.

Annie smiled widely.

“Let’s try to get back to bed, okay?”

Annie lay down still clutching Jake’s hand. Valerie lay beside her and softly ran her hands through Annie’s hair. It took mere minutes.

Jake carefully stood, then lay on the other side of Annie facing them both. “You have a way with her.”

Smiling, she whispered, “So do you.”

“Thank you, Val.”

Valerie nodded then closed her eyes, smiling to herself and knowing she’d lost the battle with her will.

Most likely, it happened the moment she set eyes on Jake, and she’d only been fooling herself since then. Either way, she wouldn’t back down now. She didn’t know if it was love or lust, but she knew one look at Jake was all it took. Whatever it was, she was on the road to finding out. No doubt she was still scared, terrified, in fact, but she was more afraid of not giving herself the chance to love.

If she’d learned anything from her short life, it wasn’t guaranteed to anyone, even immortals. She’d only regret the chances she didn’t take. If she died tomorrow, at least she could say she’d lived and quite possibly, even loved.


Chapter 22

As her lids slid open, the pale yellow color of the hotel room walls disoriented her. Valerie had grown accustomed to the purple walls of her room at the demon compound.

Rubbing her eyes, she sat up in bed, assimilating herself with her surroundings.

“Have you told her?” Annie’s voice drifted from the living area of the hotel room suite into her room. She hadn’t spoken loudly, but as an immortal, Valerie’s hearing was better than a mortal’s, even if not as acute as other immortal breeds.

“She knows how I feel, pupa.” Jake’s voice like his touch, even from a distance, soothed her.

“So she’s staying with us, forever?”

“I hope she never leaves.”

A moment of silence and then Annie asked, “Will you still want me then, Uncle Jake?”

Gasping, she acted, quickly, immediately dashing out of the room and into the living room. Annie in Jake’s arms, they sat on the long couch, Jake’s arms tight around Annie.

His eyes met Val’s. An undistinguishable emotion flashed across his face. Then his focus went back to Annie. “I’ll always want you, Annie. Always. If it were up to me, you’d be with me forever. Forever.”

He’d known just what to say, and said it perfectly.

A conversation she hadn’t been meant to hear. She bit the side of her lip.

The evidence kept piling up. Ashley, Clyde, Nathan, Lucas, Jenna…they’d all in some way hinted to the fact. Even Annie knew what she hadn’t figured out—Jake cared about her. Was he as fascinated by her as she was by him? She wasn’t sure. It didn’t change the fact she wasn’t his. He’d have told her by now. Last night, he had the opportunity. And she couldn’t forget her gift’s warning—it continued to warn her.

Annie faced her. Her throat dried, guilt flooded her, her fault the beautiful girl thought her uncle would leave her.

“Good morning, Val.”

“Good morning, Annie,” she whispered, choked up. She cleared her throat and closed the distance between them.

“I need to shower,” Jake announced. “Do you mind staying with Annie for a few?”

She couldn’t manage to glance in his direction. She didn’t know what she’d see and didn’t want to find out. Her gaze intent on Annie, she shook her head.

He dematerialized. Seconds later, she heard the shower running.

Valerie didn’t know what to say, but she had to try. She’d never forgive herself if she didn’t. Swallowing past the lump in her throat, she sat on the coffee table directly in front of Annie. “You ever notice the way your uncle looks at you?”

Annie shook her head, then looked away from her. She grabbed her hands, Annie’s gaze swung back to her. “When he looks at you, he lights up like you are the only person in the world. That’s because you are the most important person in his life. He’d do anything for you. You are his purpose, and he loves you more than himself.”

“There is someone more important,” Annie whispered.

She shook her head. “No, there isn’t, not to your uncle. You are number one.”

Annie shrugged. “Who is the most important person to you, Val?”

A month ago she would’ve said her sisters, but they were gone. The question: who took their place? The Guardians had taken her in, protected her. She owed them her life, and if it came to it, she’d sacrifice herself on their behalf, but whose face would flash before her eyes before death?

Annie. Jake.

“You,” she said, more sure of that than anything else in her upturned life. And Jake. They meant more to her than anything, than anyone. She couldn’t explain why, except Annie was too much like her, an orphan, and Jake, well, she didn’t understand that at all, but he loved Annie, and Annie needed him. It was enough reason for her.

“Really, Val? You love me that much?”

Tears flooded her eyes. “I do, Annie.”

“Why?”

“Because you are so special and smart and brave and beautiful.” The words spilled from her lips. “People can’t help but love you.”

Annie’s eyes widen. “You promise, Val?”

“Of course, Annie. I wouldn’t lie to you.”

Annie embraced her. The suddenness made her gasp. Easily, she wrapped her arms around her.

“You’ll stay with us?”

“Yes, Annie. I will.”

“Uncle Jake loves you.”

She stilled and forced herself to relax. Pulling away slightly, she drew a stray hair away from Annie’s face. “Oh, Annie, you don’t know about—”

“I do. I feel it.” She patted her chest. “He feels for you like Daddy felt for Mommy, like Mommy felt for Daddy.”

Annie, a child, wouldn’t know. She couldn’t possibly understand the depth of emotions. An empath, but at her age she couldn’t distinguish love from lust.

“I won’t leave you, Annie,” she vowed. “I promise. I love you.”

Seconds later, Jake materialized, fully dressed. She had no idea how he managed to look deadly wearing a pair of cargo shorts and t-shirt with a cartoon on it. The shirt too small for his frame, she could trace the outline of every muscle lining his chest and six pack.

“What do you think?”

Breathless, she cleared her throat.

Annie erupted in giggles. “It’s too tight.”

He shrugged. “It’s too late to return it now. It’ll stretch.”

Annie giggled harder. Val, for the life of her, couldn’t manage to take her eyes off him.

“Val? You like? Annie picked it out.”

She tore her gaze from his chest and met his eyes. “Yeah, yes.”

“You want to shower before we head out?”

She nodded. He reached for the remote, turned on cartoons for Annie. She walked past him into the second bedroom in the suite and looked for her bag. Finding it in the closet, she retrieved it and turned. His towering frame blocked her. She searched his eyes.

“You’re upset.”

“No.”

“You were.”

“I…”

He wrapped his arms around her. “I know.” His hands trailed up her back. “This is complicated, but I know you love Annie, and I know you have feelings for me. Let’s take it day by day, okay?”

She had no idea what he meant. Was he blowing her off or just distancing himself for Annie’s sake? She would never blame him for that. Times like these she wished she had listened to her sisters who’d begged her to date. “I understand, Jake. Annie comes first.”

His dark brows drew together. “Wait. What?”

“Annie’s the most important person in your life. Whatever we feel, it can wait.”

He released her waist to cup her cheek. “No, Val, it can’t because I can’t.”

She trembled beneath his fingertips. “What—”

“Shh…” He dragged his finger over her lips. “Annie understands.”

She shook her head. “She doesn’t. She’s scared of losing you—”

“Annie is mine. She’s my kid no matter what the council rules. You love her…” His eyes sparkled. “Like I do. She’s scared, but we’ll assure her as long as it takes until she realizes how much. I’d never give her up. If they decide I can keep her, I will. Can you live with that?”

She nodded.

His eyes glimmered. “Then we’re good, sweetheart. It’ll be Annie, you, and me. We’ll be a family. It’ll work. I promise.”

“But she’s…” Her mind scrambled, trying to gather her thoughts—thoughts she knew would flow the moment he pulled his body away. She pushed at his chest. His face fell, and reluctantly, he released her.

“She’s scared. She senses how we feel, and she’s scared you’ll leave her…because of me. I can’t let her feel that way. I can’t.”

His jaw clenched, eyes narrowed, he shot back, “So what? You’re going to ignore this? Me?” His anger swarmed around them.

Taking a deep breath, she rubbed her brow. “Try to understand. You know what I mean.” She walked past him.

He grabbed her elbow and spun her toward him so close the warmth of his body heated hers. “Don’t even think about walking out on me again. Ever again.” His voice thick with the warning, laced in fury.

“When have I ever—”

“Not two weeks ago. I won’t let you get away using Annie as an excuse. You want me. I want you. Annie understands.”

She squared her shoulders. “She’s a child. She can’t possibly understand.”

“She had two parents who loved her as much as they loved each other. She understands exactly how I feel for you.”

Her jaw dropped. She misheard, had to have misinterpreted. He barely knew her, couldn’t possibly love her.

“Fuck,” he muttered under his breath.

His arms encased her. One hand cupped the back of her neck, holding her head against his chest. Hearing the steady beat of his heart, she took a deep breath. Tenderly, he ran his hands down her back.

His mouth lingered over her ear. “I’m sorry,” he whispered, “I’m sorry, sweetheart, but I do.”

He cupped her face, pulling her away to stare into her eyes. “I love you more than the air I breathe, the land I roam, and the cause I fight. I’ve never loved anyone the way I love you.”

Her eyes watered, tears threatening to spill. Fear gripped her, fear of losing in love, fear of the day when his fated mate appeared. “I-I have to shower.”

“We’re okay?”

She nodded. Reluctantly, her gaze trailed down his face to his chest. She flicked her wrist. His shirt expanded a size larger.

He smiled. “Thanks.”

She used her magic for self-preservation, but she wouldn’t admit it to him. Forcing a smile, she walked past him.

****

Like she’d been struck, Annie went down. Jacob, on his way back from getting drinks, spotted her small body slump into the water. Annie would be okay. Val was just a couple of feet away, knowing that and why Annie collapsed, still he couldn’t help the fear that soured his gut. He ran as fast as he could without alerting people watching he was an immortal. By the time, he got there, Val held Annie, cradling her lovingly against her chest.

“Jake, I don’t know what happened. I don’t know—” Her voice shook.

He grabbed Annie, held her against him. “It’s okay, Val. She’s just tired.”

Annie’s body had given out. He knew being around so many people could have that effect on her. It wasn’t physical exhaustion, but emotional. Even mature demons could become exhausted if they didn’t block others’ emotions. At four years old, Annie hadn’t yet learned. He tried to teach her, but that talent took time and practice to develop. Most didn’t completely harness the ability until decades after their first turn.

“I don’t understand…we were…”

So worried, terrified in fact. Now that held Annie, he could focus enough to hear Valerie’s racing heart.

“Is everything all right?”

His head shot up and spotted a mortal teenager, the lifeguard on duty.

“Yeah, just exhausted…too much sun.”

“Would you like to get her checked out?”

He shook his head. “She’s good. I felt her pulse. She’s breathing, just tired. She didn’t sleep well last night, and it’s been a long day.”

The lifeguard nodded. “All right, sir. If you need anything…”

“Thanks.”

They walked toward lounge chairs and a big yellow umbrella where they kept a cooler with drinks and their towels.

“Jake?”

Turning fully to her, he explained, “She’s not used to being around this many people. Too many emotions.”

“Oh, God.” She shook her head. “I hadn’t even considered—”

“Not your fault, Val.”

“But if we hadn’t gone to the mall this morning—”

After eating breakfast at a restaurant on the pier, they had gone to the mall for Val. She brought a bag, but she didn’t have a bathing suit, shorts, or tank tops. Her clothes had been burned in the fire, and she hadn’t replaced all of it yet. What happened to Annie wasn’t her fault. He wouldn’t let her take the blame.

“Not your fault.”

“But I—”

He leaned into her, pressed a kiss to her lips, and warned, “Say it again, you’ll regret it.”

Her jaw dropped. “I doubt that.”

He felt her fear, but it wasn’t much and she tried to hide it. It gave him hope. He smiled.

He rearranged Annie, draping her against his chest, holding her up with one arm under her butt, then hooked his free arm around Valerie’s shoulders. They walked off the beach, into the hotel, up the elevators, and into their suite. After laying Annie in bed and pressing a kiss to her forehead, he strode into the kitchen where he found Val, her head in the fridge, grabbing a couple of beers. From that angle, he found it hard to ignore her perfect rear. The tiny green bikini barely covered her. For that, he was glad they were in the privacy of their hotel room. Throughout the afternoon, he’d lost count how many men he caught checking her out. Married, with women and kids, single, it didn’t matter. They looked, even though she was with him. He made it known he didn’t care for them looking at his mate. Not with words, a look was all it took.

“You want a beer?”

He realized belatedly she’d turned. His gaze on her stomach, being as obvious as those idiots. He shrugged, not caring. He could look all he wanted. She belonged to him. She didn’t know it yet, but that didn’t change the fact. And after last night, things between them had changed, for the better.

His gaze snapped up to her. “Yeah, thanks.”

Handing him a beer, she walked out of the kitchen into the living room and sat on the couch. He followed her and sat close beside her.

Without losing her gaze, he took a sip of beer. Then he remembered something she said to him the night before, something that made him realize he didn’t know much about her. He wanted to know more, wanted to know everything, and so he asked.

“How old are you, Val?”

“Twenty-four.”

Sip of beer halfway down his throat, he coughed it up. God, twenty-four? By immortal standards, she was a child—only twenty years older than Annie.

He cleared his throat trying to hide his shock. “You ever vacation on the beach with your parents?”

She shook her head. “My parents abandoned me when I was a baby. They left me with my coven.”

His expression hardened. It didn’t stop him from reaching for her hands and clasping them in one of his.

He didn’t get it, didn’t understand how a parent could abandon a child. He couldn’t imagine abandoning his child—even Annie, who technically wasn’t his, he hadn’t been able to deny.

His fated had suffered a lot in her short life: abandoned by her parents, losing her coven. And still she lived happily, or so it seemed. She didn’t allow her losses to cage her, tried as best as she could to move on. Better than him. He lost a lot, but he’d never moved past it. He lived consumed by anger and the futile idea of revenge. Only Annie had been able to tear him away from that meaningless life.

“I’m sorry, Val.”

“Don’t be. It’s not your fault.” She shrugged. “You can’t miss something you never knew. It worked out for the best. I was loved and cared for deeply. My coven was my family.”

“I’m sorry about that, too. You must miss them a lot.”

Her eyes misted, making him hate that he’d brought it up.

“I do,” she admitted. “At first, I didn’t want to get out of bed. Ashley sat by my bedside and talked to me for hours, sharing things about her life, about Clyde, and her sisters. Some days, I hated it. It reminded me of the family I had and lost. Other times, it was a great distraction.”

She smiled. “She described them so well I knew who Jocelyn and Landon were before being introduced. Then one day, I met Annie and…” Her words trailed off.

“And you fell hard and fast.”

She chuckled. “I did. She’s so happy and cheerful, then I found out what had happened to her parents…I thought…if Annie can go on, then maybe I can manage the strength too.”

“You’re beautiful,” he whispered.

Her gaze darted to his bare chest. “I’m not the one who’s been ogled all day.”

Right there for a split second, he read it in her tone, felt it. Jealousy. Granted, she felt nowhere near what he did seeing men check her out, but it was something. “Lucky for you, Annie’s with us. Otherwise, I would’ve been tempted to bash every male’s head in.”

“Why?”

He shook his head. “Really, sweetheart? You think I’m the only one who notices you?”

Her eyes softened. Every time he called her “sweetheart,” they softened that way. “Yes, the only one who…Every woman…”

He smiled. “Go on. I want to know.”

She flushed. “Maybe you shouldn’t know. I don’t want you to get a big head.”

“I’ll make you a deal,” he said. “From now on, we’ll hold hands, that way everyone knows we belong to each other. I’ll be less tempted to assault random males, and you won’t have to worry about women ogling me.” He didn’t think it would work. Men would still look. Beyond beautiful: her face, her hair, her legs, her assets…all of her, a knockout, but at least he’d be touching her, holding her.

“What makes you think I’ll like that deal?” The teasing sound of her voice and the smile on her lips—gorgeous.

“You’ll love it.”

“Jake,” she said, now serious. “We can’t. Annie—”

“Annie’s resilient. She knows I love her, that I’d never leave her. She knows you love her, that you want her, too. Trust me.”

She shook her head. “I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

“It’s a great idea, and if you don’t give in, you’ll force me to steal kisses throughout the day.”

Her teasing smile returned. “You wouldn’t dare, especially in front of Annie.”

He grinned. “Try me.”


Chapter 23

With the sun shining bright overhead, sweat beaded on Valerie’s brow. She wiped it away. Perspiration dripped between her breasts and down her back. She spared a glance at Jake. Doing no better, he looked like he’d taken a dip in a pool, his shirt soaked.

Annie seemed oblivious to the heat. She pointed to the fishes flopping on the sand. Nearing sundown, the ocean receded quickly, stranding fish on the shore. “Uncle Jake, Val!”

Val had enjoyed four full days of sun and sand, four amazing days with Annie and Jake. She’d enjoyed the nights, too, especially the nights. After Annie went to bed, she and Jake stayed up and talked about anything and everything, talks that always ended in very heated make-out sessions. Despite thinking each night would be the night he’d take it farther, he never did. Always right before she felt like she might explode, he stopped, wrapped his strong arms around her back, buried his face in her throat, and held her. He held her until she stopped shaking, until her heartbeat slowed, until she drifted to sleep. She wasn’t sure if he held her all night since she slept through the night, never woke once, but she knew he moved her to the bed. When she woke, he was cuddled close, one or both of his arms wrapped around her. Usually, she woke and he lay behind her, his arm around her waist in a vise grip, not hurting her, but no way could she move him, even in his sleep. The moment she tried, he woke, burying his face in her neck. She came to realize he loved doing that. She didn’t know why, but he did it a lot.

Despite sleeping beside her and making out, he hadn’t taken it farther. He touched her, her breasts, her rear, and thighs, practically everywhere except where she really wanted him to, where she needed him to. Granted, he touched her everywhere over her clothes. Again, he never took it farther. After four days and five nights, she’d begun to think maybe she was doing something wrong. He made it clear he didn’t want to take it farther, and she made it clear she wanted him to.

Not to mention, he threatened to steal kisses, agreed they’d hold hands, but he hadn’t tried to do either in public. She was fine with that. She thought it best for Annie’s sake, but disappointing nonetheless. It didn’t help women stared at him, constantly. Not just women, but beautiful, tall, voluptuous women. Blondes, brunettes, redheads…so many. She swore she’d never seen so many beautiful women. In fact, she’d never been so jealous or felt so lacking.

“Did you see? Did you see, Val?” Annie asked, drawing her back to the present.

Valerie’s gaze cut behind Annie to the beautiful blonde who stopped to gawk at Jake. She tried to ignore it, then took a deep breath, and looked at Annie. “Yeah, sweetheart. I saw.”

A beaming Annie drew her net to the sand, catching the struggling fish, then ran to the waterline and tossed it in.

Jake grabbed her hand, dragged her to Annie. On their way, he stopped in front of the gawking blonde and handed her his phone. “You mind taking a picture of us?”

The woman snapped out of her inane state and nodded.

Closing the distance between them and Annie, her hand firmly in his, they turned toward the blonde. He wrapped his arm around her waist, pressing her tight against his side. Leaning into her, he whispered, “We’re a family now.”

Fighting the flutter of butterflies in her stomach, Val smiled. He then positioned Annie in front of them, his hand on her shoulder, holding her close to them both.

The blonde walked to them, handing Jake his phone, and said, “I took a couple.”

Jake spared a glance at the blonde. “Thanks.” His gaze went to Val. He cupped her cheek. “Did I tell you, you look beautiful tonight, sweetheart?”

Her heart swelled. She shook her head.

“You do. You look beautiful all the time.”

Out of nowhere now, he showed affection in public. Did he mean it? Really mean it? Or was it because he knew she was jealous, because he felt how jealous? Was that what the whole display was about?

Looking away from him, she whispered, “Um…thanks.”

He felt her discomfort, her embarrassment, her confusion, and probably all the horrible things she thought, too. He proved it when he immediately looked at Annie and said, “And you, pupa, are more beautiful than anyone in the whole galaxy.”

Jake then wrapped one arm around her, another around Annie. “Both my girls, beautiful.”

Only then did the blonde finally walk away.

“I’m tired,” Annie said.

Jake and Val had both been more careful when it came to Annie. They took breaks, twice a day headed back into their hotel room and relaxed, away from the mass of people at the beach. Sometimes, when Annie really wanted to stay out instead, Val perfected a spell that seemed to help, blocking other peoples’ emotions. It didn’t last long though, only a couple of hours. That day, the hotel hosted a sandcastle competition. Annie hadn’t wanted to miss it, so they went. Val spelled her, which helped, but it also meant Annie hadn’t napped like she usually did.

“Come here, pupa.”

Jake grabbed Annie under her arms and lifted her easily. He settled her, carrying her with just one arm under her butt. Annie’s face pressed to her uncle’s chest, her arms around his neck. No doubt in Val’s mind, very soon Annie would be asleep.

As she thought that, Jake reached for her hand. Surprised and still unsure what to think about the scene that played out before, Val flinched.

In an instant, his whole demeanor changed. He projected it, and she felt it. He released her hand, but he didn’t say a word.

The entire way back, a rather long walk since it was a lengthy sandy beach, she worried. She’d offended him and hadn’t meant to. But she wanted his affection because he wanted to give it, not because she’d gotten jealous.

They entered the hotel room. He disappeared into the second bedroom where he laid Annie on her bed. When he reappeared, his dark eyes on her, that stark determined look in them made her pause. Unconsciously, she took a step away.

He chuckled humorlessly, materializing inches from her. His masculine scent swept through her.

“Why are you so afraid of me?”

She shook her head but didn’t get a chance to deny it.

“I know we didn’t get off to a good start. I know I have a temper. I’m far from perfect, and I have Annie. It complicates everything, but I’ll be good to you. I’ll be the best anyone’s ever been. So tell me, will you never forgive me or are you always going to be afraid of me?”

“I don’t know why you’re upset—”

His jaw went hard. “Yeah, you do. I reached for you, and you cringed like I’m some a stranger or worse like I repulse you.”

Repulse? He had to be joking. Even during his fits of rage, he managed to make her want him. “You just caught me by surprise.”

“Bullshit.” His temper rising, but she had to give him credit. He reined in his anger, shielding it from her. Even so, his tone and the vein pulsing at the base of his neck were a dead giveaway.

She took a deep breath, mumbled a spell under her breath, creating a sound barrier around Annie’s room in case he lost the thin hold he had over his temper.

“Tell me, Valerie.”

“I already told you, and I don’t lie.” She didn’t. She offended him, yes, but she hadn’t meant it. No reason to be so angry. If she was right, then she had reason to be angry.

“You’re holding it against me.”

Her brows drew together. “What?”

“You know what…the first time we met. I was mean and intimidating. Your words, not mine. Then I got jealous and insulted you. Are you going to hold that against me forever?”

Jealous? News to her. “Wait. When were you jealous?”

He exhaled, then ran his hands through his hair. “The day after you watched Annie, I went into your apartment so you’d braid Annie’s hair. You were wearing a male’s shirt. Nathan showed up. I thought it was his. I thought maybe you were together, then I said…”

He had told her then, but she’d easily disregarded it, assuming he said it to soften her.

“I told you then I forgave you. Whether or not I wanted to didn’t matter.”

Releasing a loaded breath, he nodded. “That’s all?”

No, it wasn’t. “No.”

His eyes darkened, but he didn’t snap, didn’t talk over her. He waited for her to speak.

She wasn’t so sure how to say out loud how she felt. “I…Did…What was that all about?”

“What was what all about?”

“The picture on the beach, telling me I’m beautiful…Why did you do that?”

He frowned.

Her cheeks heated, and then she blurted, “Because I was jealous?” She shook her head. “Just so you know, you being able to feel everything I do is an unfair advantage, and I don’t like it.”

He reared back, then leaned into her, close, too close. “You being able to fry me with a flick of your wrist is an unfair advantage.”

“You turn demon. I don’t even know what a turned demon looks like, but I’ve heard stories. I doubt any magic could control you in a turned state.”

“Bullshit. We’re stronger, yes. We’re harder to control, yes. But you’ve got magic. Your spells won’t work full force, but they’ll work.”

What? Her eyes widened.

He smiled. “If you can manage to spell us, before we get to you.”

Yep. Totally unfair advantage. Witches and warlocks weren’t the strongest of the immortal breeds or the fastest. In fact, they were looked down on because they weren’t as strong or fast and their senses weren’t as acute. Still harder to kill than mortals, still immortal in the sense they didn’t age and die like mortals, but seen as inferior nonetheless.

“Sharing all your secrets with the enemy?”

He burst out laughing. Strong, deep, loud, and beautiful, she couldn’t do anything but stare. The most beautiful sound she’d ever heard.

When he finished, he took a deep breath then released it. “If I don’t kiss you now, I’ll die.”

Her heart clenched. The man had a way with words. She tentatively placed her hands on his chest.

“Let me kiss you.”

“I thought you’d just take them from now on, since I didn’t agree to your deal.”

“I was bluffing. I can’t take anything from you.”

She rose on the balls of her feet and cupped his cheek, pulling him toward her, then planted her lips on his.

Enchanting.

His lips on hers, more magical than all the power she held inside her, than all the power in the world.

He nibbled on her lower lip, softly urging her to part her lips until she did. His tongue darted into her mouth, making her feel like he’d been starving for her. She returned the kiss, stroking his tongue, his lips, her hands digging into his neck. Their tongues entwined, each caress stronger and more powerful than the last.

His hands gripped her hips, drawing her toward him until their bodies seemed fused. She moaned and fisted his hair, tugging him closer to deepen their kiss.

He broke the kiss and stared into her eyes. Once again mesmerized by his red glowing gaze, her breaths came in and out in spurts. She heard his heart pounding loudly and felt the strength of hers slamming against her ribs.

Kiss me! Why’d you stop? Her mind screamed.

“I…need you so damned much.”

Then take me!

His mouth covered hers again. The impact of it stunned her. Not soft and yielding, then strengthening like the last, it was pure heat, pure passion like he’d lost control.

She parted her mouth. Her tongue delved into his mouth, mirroring the force of his kiss. The way he wanted it. His hands gripped her back, his fingers searing her with heat, dosing her with need. His lips continued tormenting her.

“Yes…”

He trailed his lips down her neck and cupped her breast. Lost in his touch, he created the need inside her so mystically perfect.

Licking down her neck, she whimpered, craving so much more. Then the room swirled around her, and she lay on her back on a mattress in a familiar room. She couldn’t remember where, couldn’t think. She only felt his hands roaming her and his mouth as it trailed lower.

He tore her shirt down the middle.

“Yes…”

She felt the cool air hit her, then suddenly the heat of his touch vanished. Her body shuddered, her eyes snapping open.

Jaw clenched, his hands fisted at his sides. He hovered over her, his gaze trailing up and down her body, eating her alive.

“Meus sodalis est perfectio.”

She didn’t know what he said. Right then, she didn’t care. It’d been too long since he touched her.

She didn’t think about regrets, didn’t realize then he never answered her question. She was lost, so lost.

Suddenly, she found the courage, sat up in bed, grabbed the hem of his shirt, and pulled it over his head. She’d seen him shirtless before, several times on the beach. Perfectly sculpted, every inch covered in muscle. She’d stared, too. But right then, her eyes devoured him like seeing him for the first time. Grazing her hand over his chest and toward his abs, she let herself wonder what he’d taste like.

He groaned.

Snapping out of her thoughts, she quickly yanked her hand away. Not a split second later, he caught her wrist and laid her hand on his chest, over his heart.

“I love it. The way you touch me. The way you look at me. Everything.”

She kneeled, bringing herself closer, and placed her lips on his chest, kissing and licking him. He cupped her cheeks and drew her lips to his, then settled her so she lay on her back. His body covered hers a second later. The hard feel of his skin pressed against her when he claimed her lips again.

He removed her bra slowly. “My turn, sweetheart…”

She wouldn’t protest. She couldn’t. She had waited long enough and wanted this.

He tossed her bra aside. The cool air hit her nipples. They peaked and tightened.

His eyes widened, growing a deeper crimson. “Bellus.” His lips met hers in desperation, the muscles of his chest grazing against her breasts.

She wrapped her arms around him. His mouth trailed lower and lower until he met her nipple, lapping over her flesh. Pleasure rippled through her. He ground his pelvis against her core. The length of him pressed into her. She felt him, all of him, and moaned.

“Jake…please…oh…”

His hands clasped her hips, grinding into her more firmly, his tongue continued to work its magic. It built inside her with each grind, each flick until it overwhelmed her, bursting her world into a million pieces.

Magnificent.

Earth-shattering.

Life-changing.

Ripples of pleasure assailed her. She screamed. Her body bucked.

He snaked one arm around her waist. The other around her neck, pressing her to him, but he didn’t stop. He kept licking, kissing, grinding, all while his big body covered hers, held her, so it didn’t stop. That pleasure he made her feel kept going and going, making her eyes water.

When her tears spilled over, it began to fade. It faded slowly though, so she got to enjoy it even longer.

He seemed to know when it faded completely. He slowed his pace until he stopped. His face came to hers, and he kissed her, softly, slowly, beautifully, then he did what he did often. He buried his face in the crook of her neck.

Her heart still drumming wildly, her body drained, yet humming with aftershocks of her release.

Never had she felt anything like it.

Never had she imagined it would be so…satisfying.

She could become addicted, fast. Finally, she understood why her sisters enjoyed men and encouraged her to.

He lifted his head. His red eyes enveloped her. Their bodies still tangled. He laced his fingers through her hair. A surge of emotions threatened to overwhelm her.

“Sweetheart.”

“Was that…did I…” Her face heated. She had to ask though. Part of her still couldn’t believe it. The other part of her—confused.

“Yes, you did.”

“But we didn’t…”

He smiled. “I know.”

“Is that possible or am I…”

“There’s nothing wrong with you.”

Perhaps she shouldn’t ask him these questions. He’d think she was stupid and inexperienced. Though naive, she didn’t want him to know that.

She didn’t know a thing about sex, and didn’t men prefer women who knew how to pleasure them? How could she ever give that to him?

“What’s wrong?”

She shook her head.

“Trust me.” He kissed her, sweetly. His fingers massaging her scalp, she caved.

“I don’t know anything about…sex. I’ll never be able to pleasure you—”

His eyes widened. The red dissolved instantly. “You did. Bringing you to pleasure, pleasures me.”

“That’s sweet, but—”

“Val, it’s the truth.” He grinned. “Some would say I have an unfair advantage.”

Her jaw dropped. How had she not thought of it? He felt her release, of course, he had. See? Unfair advantage.

Still, it wasn’t the same. Right? Would he be disappointed when they had sex?

“Having you near gratifies me more than you’ll ever realize. What we just did, it was beautiful, meaningful, better than anything I’ve ever experienced with a woman. I love you.”

He spoke with so much emotion, her heart urged her to believe, but her pessimistic mind wouldn’t budge, reminding her he’d spoken as convincingly to the woman he loved and lost, reminding her one day, she’d lose him for he wasn’t hers to keep.

Oh God, she was way in over her head, head over heels in love with him.

She smiled.

Cupping her cheek, he said, “I didn’t do it because you were jealous.”

She stilled.

“I wanted to do it. I’ve wanted to do it for a while. I was giving you time to get used to you and me and Annie.”

His fingers caressed her cheek. “You believe me?”

“Yes.”

He kissed her, then suddenly drew away. “Annie…” The features in his face hardened, his face paled.

“She’s sleeping—”

“Yeah, but we weren’t quiet. What if she heard?”

She shook her head. “I created a sound barrier when you were mad in case you screamed.”

“What if she’s awake and we can’t hear her—”

She chuckled, shaking her head. “It blocks noise from reaching her, not the other way around.”

He relaxed. Still, his demeanor never recouped. It shifted from worry to grief, his eyes speaking volumes of sadness. The need to console him spurned, knotting her stomach.

“I’m losing her.”

“No, you aren’t.”

He looked away from her. “They’ll never let me keep her. I have a reputation.”

She ran her fingers through his hair, pulling his face to meet hers. The intimacy of the action came as natural as breathing and confounded her. “No, you won’t lose her. I won’t let it happen.”

She didn’t know what she’d do, but she knew with certainty no one would take Annie.

Valerie would fight with her last breath.


Chapter 24

The heat of Jake’s gaze jolted her. She shivered. Her gaze snapped to him, over Annie’s head, nestled between them holding both their hands.

All showered and dressed but barefoot, Jake wore a collared, button-down sky blue shirt, Annie in a beautiful white frilly dress, and she in a yellow sundress. Their shoes in hand, feet buried in the sand, walking to a fancy steakhouse off the beach not a mile away from their hotel.

It had been three days since she learned what it felt like to orgasm, three days since she’d become seriously addicted. She couldn’t get enough, and he knew it, too. He didn’t throw it in her face, and he wasn’t conceited, but it made her feel uneasy. Uneasy since she had yet to give him what he gave her. Yes, technically, he felt her release, but it wasn’t his release. She tried, even told him she wanted to, but he insisted he wasn’t in a rush and they had time. He insisted he could wait until she was sure. When she insisted she was, he said, “Waiting a few days won’t hurt.” His ability to wait while she could barely wait until they were alone made her think she felt more for him than he did for her. Maybe it wasn’t about that, though. Maybe he knew she probably wouldn’t satisfy him like he could her. (She was a virgin, after all.) With the risk of sounding desperate, she hadn’t pushed it, hadn’t brought it up again.

Val spared a glance at Annie, who happily held both their hands. Her gaze then went back to Jake. His held hers for a brief moment before they darted to her bare shoulder, then trailed toward her backside. Her cheeks flushed. The image of Jake bare-chested, positioned above her, the feel of his hands on her body, and the masculine taste of him on her tongue flickered through her mind. She shook her head. She had to stop.

“Jake.” She meant to make it sound like a warning; instead, it came out breathless.

His eyes glowed.

She shook her head. “Stop it,” she mouthed.

He chuckled. “Your fault.”

Her fault? What the hell had she done?

Annie released their hands and ran away. Like a bucket of cold water drenched her, her desire cooled, panic taking hold. She fought the urge to run after Annie at immortal speed, conscious of the scattered mortals around them.

“Annie!” They screamed in unison.

Hearing her name, Annie turned, then stumbled and fell to her knees. Her eyes grew wide, and tears welled. Jake’s long powerful strides allowed him to reach Annie before she did. He kneeled and checked her for injuries. She reached them and kneeled beside Jake. Annie had landed on something hard on the sand, one of her knees scraped and bled.

“Pupa, are you okay?”

“It hurts.”

Valerie placed her hands over her knee and whispered a spell to help ease the pain.

“Thank you, Val,” Annie whispered.

“Annie.” Jake’s anger spilled from him. “Don’t ever do that again. There’s—”

Seeing Annie’s eyes widen, her brows drawing together, Val spoke over him. “What your uncle means is you scared us running off like that. There are bad people who wouldn’t hesitate to hurt you, Annie.”

She pointed toward a beach hut. Outside, t-shirts with funny slogans hung across a bar. “I’m sorry, but I wanted to see the store. Please, don’t be mad at me.” Her gaze shot to Jake.

He rubbed his hand over his face. “No, pupa, I’m not mad, just…you scared me.” In one swift movement, he lifted her and headed toward the small store front. Valerie trailed behind.

“What do you want?”

She buried her face in his chest. “I don’t deserve it. I was bad.”

Jake turned and handed Annie to her. Annie wrapped her arms around her neck, her legs around her waist, then buried her face in her neck like Jake often did. Jake headed into the store and out of sight.

“Of course, you deserve it.” She rubbed her back. “Annie, you just scared your uncle, but he isn’t mad. You know he isn’t.”

Annie’s round, dark eyes met hers. “What about you? Do you still love me?”

“That’s a silly question. Of course, I still love you, and I’ll always love you.”

Jake returned holding a large bag. He opened it. Inside, a couple of shirts with the beach’s name on it, a pretty pink beach bag, a new bathing suit, a bunch of headbands and bows. Annie loved headbands and bows almost as much as she loved braids. “Which one do you want to wear, pupa?”

She peeked inside. A big smile spread across her lips. “The pink bow…” she mumbled. “Thank you, Uncle Jake.”

He kissed her forehead. “You deserve this and much more.” He removed the pink bow from the bag. Like a pro, he grabbed some of her hair and tied it back.

“You’re getting good at that.”

He grinned.

“You are,” Annie agreed.

They reached the restaurant and were directed to their table by a slender male mortal. The mortal reached for a chair and held it out for Valerie. Then, from one second to the next, his face paled. She noticed his gaze widen, focusing on something behind her. Turning, she spotted Jake’s glare. Embarrassed, she meant to intervene, but before she could, Jake took a menacing step in the mortal’s direction and snarled, “Booster. Chair.”

Hard to miss. Hard for anyone at the tables near them to miss. And they hadn’t. Everyone loved a good show. Their attention now rested on her, Jake, and Annie. Feeling her cheeks flaming, she pulled Annie to her side, ignored the looks, and Jake, too. She sat and placed Annie on her lap momentarily. Annie turned her attention toward her, then Jake. In no time, the mortal returned with the booster seat, and Jake helped Annie sit.

Valerie took a deep breath. “Thank you.”

“What did you do, Uncle Jake?”

Crap! She should’ve realized Annie would know. Amazing how even after a week she forgot things like that. Who could blame her though? It was hard to always hide how you felt. She needed to be more careful when she was annoyed or embarrassed or mad.

“I didn’t…”

“You did. Val’s mad.”

Too busy trying to not be mad, she didn’t look at either of them.

“It’s okay. Mommy and Daddy used to fight sometimes. Usually because Daddy was…” She paused. “…possessive,” though it sounded more like “po-se-sif.”

Valerie’s head shot up. “Mommy told you that?”

Annie nodded. “Uh huh, I don’t know what it means, but she used to say it a lot when she was mad. She called him a ‘possessive demon.’”

Valerie could’ve laughed, but her thoughts didn’t let her. Annie’s parents were mated—destined for each other. The closest thing to “love at first sight,” finding one’s mate. It came as no surprise her father had been possessive of her mother. She’d heard immortal males couldn’t help it, but she wasn’t Jake’s mate. She couldn’t understand why another male, an employee at a restaurant at that, holding out her chair would anger him. It was the man’s job, for God sake. Jake was being overly…possessive when there was no reason to be. She wasn’t his fated. He would’ve confessed by now having had multiple occasions to do so. Although her heart leapt each time he told her he loved her, she didn’t believe it. He couldn’t. He didn’t know her.

“What does it mean, Val?”

Annie’s question drew her from her thoughts. “It’s when someone is too protective…in a bad way.”

Jake’s jaw went slack, but he didn’t have time to respond. The waitress approached them, took their drink orders then left. Intent on avoiding him, her gaze darted to her menu.

“I thought protecting someone meant you loved them,” Annie commented.

“It does, but sometimes there’s no need to be protected.”

“I get it, now. One time, Mommy and Daddy and me, we went shopping and a man held the door open for Mommy and Daddy said the f-word and Mommy got mad.”

“Maybe the man was looking at Mommy the wrong way, and Daddy was trying to protect Mommy,” Jake pointed out.

Taking a deep breath, she plastered on a fake smile. “Or maybe the man was being polite or maybe it was his job to hold open the door,” she explained to Annie, patiently.

The waitress interrupted, setting their drinks on the table, and took their orders. Valerie barely glanced at the menu and ordered the first thing she saw, the filet.

“Two filets and the grilled sirloin from the kid’s menu. For sides, we’ll have the lobster mac and cheese and fries. And we’ll start off with two cheese soups and the clams. Thanks.”

Annie giggled. Valerie couldn’t help but follow. “Uncle Jake eats a lot.”

The warmth of his palm pressed against hers. He brought her hand to his lips and kissed it.

Pure heated desire ran through her. She remembered his lips on hers and how it felt when his mouth trailed down her neck toward her breasts. Heat pooled in the pit of her stomach.

She pushed those thoughts aside. No time for any of that. She fought to keep her face blank and eyed him curiously. His way of apologizing? Probably not. He didn’t look the least bit sorry for what he did.

It didn’t matter, not right at that moment. He’d embarrassed her, but he meant well, hadn’t he? It was sweet in an overly possessive type of way. Oh God, did she really feel that way, or was it because he held her hand in his with his lips pressed to her palm?

The appetizers served first, Jake insisted she and Annie try the soup. Trying the clams, she hesitated. She’d never been a fan of them, but the alpha male who had her at his mercy wouldn’t take no for an answer. He brought it to her lips. She couldn’t refuse. Delicious, but she thought that had more to do with the fact that when he fed them to her, her tongue lapped his finger. His face hardened. His jaw clenched.

Pure heated desire. She read it in his beautiful dark eyes. Knowing she wasn’t the only one affected, she smiled.

The entrees served, they ate, and Annie talked. By the time the waitress served dessert, Valerie could barely move. Jake shoved a forkful of chocolate cake in her mouth anyway. Some of it got on her face bringing Annie to giggles. He ever so tenderly wiped it away with his finger.

When Jake paid, they left in time to watch a fireworks show on the beach. They picked a spot, and sat on the sand, cuddled close. Jake legs open, Annie in between, settled against his chest, and she tucked under his arm, resting her head on his shoulder.

The fireworks display began with a bang and seemed endless. By far the most impressive Valerie had ever seen. The best part: Annie loved it. Her beautiful dark eyes round with glee, she smiled ear to ear. Wearing her new pink bow, she pointed and oohed and awed.

Sparing a glance at Jake, she noticed his gaze, too, fixated on Annie.

The perfect picture.

The most perfect moment.

Her gaze darted from one to the other. She realized she felt something she’d never truly felt before—complete.

Foolish and absurd, yes, she met them barely a month ago, but she couldn’t help it. She may be temporary in their lives, but she didn’t feel like they were temporary in hers.

Her eyes welled. She looked away from them and toward the display of lights in the sky.

Not a moment later, she felt the heat of Jake’s gaze. Leaning into her, he whispered, “Look at me, sweetheart.”

She shook her head, knowing staring into the deep depths of his eyes she’d lose hold of her tears.

“Look at me…Please.”

She caved and looked. His eyes soft and tender, looking at her like…like she was the only woman in the world. It filled her with belonging anew, reminding her what she’d tried to bury in the back of her mind—how scared she was, scared of losing all of this beauty.

He pressed his lips to hers. “I know, sweetheart. I feel it, too.”

She blinked. Tears flowed down her cheeks. Despite what he said, she knew he couldn’t possibly feel what she felt.

She felt…

Oh, God. She loved him.

Truly. Madly. Deeply.

She was undeniably, intensely, and profoundly in love with a demon whose touch could soothe her as easily as it enticed her.

And she loved Annie.

It spelled disaster for her.

Her fear had become reality. She’d fallen for a man she didn’t belong to. Once he found his mate, she’d lose him—and Annie.

Right then, she didn’t have the strength to care, not while he looked at her like she was his everything.

Her life had been a series of losses. Her parents abandoning her before she was old enough to realize what it meant, then she lost her coven. Now, she stood to lose Jake and Annie.

But before then, she’d enjoy them all she could. When they were gone, she’d have dozens of memories to live her life off.

No regrets.

Moments later, the fireworks showcase ended. Heading back to their hotel, Annie’s excitement dwindled. The long day had caught up to her. Jake carried her. Not long after, Annie fell fast asleep.

Valerie felt Jake gazing at her every so often but fought the instinct to look his way.

As they entered the pool area at the hotel the silence stretched, so she said, “This whole trip has been…the best. Thank you for letting me share it with you both.”

“I didn’t let you. You belong.”

Riding the elevator, getting off their floor, they entered their hotel suite. Jake laid Annie in her bed, removing her shoes. Valerie followed close behind. After Jake tucked her in, she sat on the edge of the bed, kissed Annie’s forehead, and whispered, “Goodnight, sweetie.”

Reluctantly, she left. Outside the bedroom door, she found Jake, leaning against the wall, looking every bit the demon he was. He didn’t allow her a word, materializing inches from her.

“The spell.” His breaths came out in spurts.

What?

“The sound one…do it, please.”

She held the power. Her choice. She could refuse, then nothing more would happen between them.

She couldn’t. For all fate had taken from her, she would enjoy this—him, ignoring her fears. If it lasted another day, another week, another century, she’d relish it.

She flicked her wrist, muttered the spell.

His handsome features hardened. “You want me. I need you.” He said it, but doubt lingered in his tone. “Tell me.”

Want? She craved him. Days ago, she was ready for all of him. He was the one who wanted to wait.

“Tell me what you want. I’ll do it. I’ll be…whatever you want.”

“I want you, Jake. You’re the only man I’ve ever wanted.”

The hardness of his body enclosed hers. Burying his face in the crook of her neck, he inhaled, taking in her scent. His breath on her neck, he pressed a heated kiss on the sensitive flesh, and an onslaught of emotions rushed through her.

“I’d move the world for you, sweetheart,” he whispered, his mouth lingering close to her ear.

With just those words, she melted against him. Her hands held the contours of his face, feeling and memorizing the angles.

He rubbed down her back. The length of him jerked against her. “You’ve taunted me all night…all damned night…”

He yanked on her dress tearing it, leaving her in a lace bra and thong. He pressed heated kisses on her neck, moving his way up to her jaw, then finally meeting her lips.

Oh, God. His lips.

His tongue darted into her mouth violently, consuming every inch of her mouth.

Her knees buckled. His hands cupped her backside, bringing her legs around his waist, pressing her against the length of him.

She let him.

She needed him.

She loved him.

His mouth devoured her, but his hands roamed her back; each trace amplified her desire. They trailed lower and lower like his mouth. Reaching her backside, he squeezed, growling simultaneously.

Goose bumps erupted across her skin.

With one hand, he unclasped her bra, removing it completely, then pushed her against the wall, his erection grinding against her core.

She quivered. Spasms of pleasure running through her, she couldn’t do anything but hold on and feel. His hands, his lips, his chest, his shaft…

His blazing eyes met hers, then trailed the length of her.

“Beautiful.”

Suddenly, he gripped her waist roughly; his tongue swirled around her nipple, heating her core.

“Please…” She moaned, closing her eyes shut. “Don’t torture—” She felt the press of the mattress beneath her, the words died on her lips.

His mouth covered hers.

“No…” she managed.

He stilled, hissing. The muscles in his shoulders and chest quivered.

She pressed her mouth against his, then tugged his shirt up. Only pulling away to remove his shirt completely. A second later, he cupped her core through her panties.

“Ah…” She arched to his touch.

“Fuck. You’re wet.”

“Oh…please…”

His hand went to her cheek. “Shh…shh…baby, it’s okay. We can s-stop.”

Using all the strength she could muster, she pushed her hips against his. He groaned, then collapsed on top of her.

Her fingers weaved into his hair, pulling his lips against hers. “I need you, Jake, please…”

“Fuck.”

His hand tightened against her shoulder, then ran along the side of her body until it reached her center. Pulling on the string of her thong hard enough it snapped, he discarded it, then grazed his fingers against her core. A light touch. He hissed.

She trembled, her hands grasping the flesh on his bare back. His mouth trailed lower, down her chest and stomach until he met her heated flesh. He ran his tongue against her softly. Once, twice, then she lost count, his fingers rubbing against her.

She forgot to breathe, screamed; her hips bucked uncontrollably. His arm wrapped around her hips, trapping her beneath the sheer force of his strength.

His tongue continued to rub against her. The speed of his licks grew more frenzied, then he slid his finger inside her, and the pleasure he’d built burst.

“Jake!” She shivered.

His mouth on hers a second later. His body spread against hers, his warmth permeated her.

“I love you.”

She didn’t realize she said it aloud. Not until he stilled and drew away from her. His red stare snaring her. Jaw dropped, his breaths coming out fast, heating her.

So much beauty. Not just handsome, but beautiful from within. He’d let her into his life, and she loved everything she’d found.

Staring into the depth of his eyes, overwhelming emotion assailed her, spilling into her and flowing around her.

Love. Contentment. Pride.

Belonging.

It ingrained itself into every cell.

What she felt was real, so real. She’d never regret what she said.

“Sweetheart, I loved you from the moment I laid eyes on you sleeping on my couch.”

He laughed in a way she’d never heard before. Almost as if he’d forgotten the past, the present. Almost as if no future existed but the here and now. Beautiful.

“Even though you attacked me.” His fingers slid over her lips. “And it hurt, my beautiful witch, but all I could think of was how your eyes were the perfect shade of honey.”

Then he kissed her. Roughly. Passionately.

She got lost in it, so lost she found herself begging. “Take me.”

He pulled away. “But…”

“I want you, Jake…Please.”

His cock jerked against her. He swallowed. “Are you sure?” It took strength.

“Yes.”

His lips met hers, yet unlike the last, soft and thoughtful. Unbuckling his pants, he pressed the weight of his body against her, his boxers the only barrier between them. His fingers against her flesh rubbed softly, then he slid his finger inside.

“Please…”

“I have to get you ready. I don’t want to hurt you.”

“You won’t…please…”

He slid another finger inside. Her hands grasping the back of his neck trailed down his back. He removed his boxers and grabbed his length positioning himself at her opening. Staring straight into his eyes, she felt completely and utterly naked from within.

He cupped her face and filled her. Stretching her, no pain, only pleasure.

He took her lips, delving into her mouth wildly.

All yours.


Chapter 25

The taste of her lips in his mouth, her body caressing his, her scent around him, Jacob stared into the deep depths of her warm honey eyes, captivated with the delicate witch that lay beneath him.

So breathtakingly beautiful…

Every inch…

Nothing but beauty, and all his.

His cock pulsed inside her, yet he hesitated, resisting the need to bury himself deeper. Instead, he relished her, searing the memory of the moment in his mind.

Only then did he slide out and into her again. Her skin softly rubbed against his. His muscles clenched. Unwavering desire churned in his gut.

She moaned and arched. Her hands grasped the skin on his back, fingers digging into his flesh, nails scoring his skin. “Please…”

He covered her mouth with his. While his thrusts remained soft and tender, he kissed her, fiery and heated. His lips slid down her throat, her scent wreaking chaos.

His jaw clenched, fighting the urge to go faster, deeper, harder. Hard, the hardest. The flick of her tongue, her nipples grazing his chest, those soft moans, her hands digging into his skin, everything stirred his demon. The creature lurked beneath the surface waiting for a slip of control to unleash itself on his mate. He couldn’t, just couldn’t. Her first time, he had to take his time.

But then she moved her hips, bringing him deeper. Her mouth lingered near his shoulder, then her tongue darted out licking the sweat misting his skin, and his control slipped.

Thrusting inside her more forcefully, she screamed. His lips trailed down her neck. The instinct to mark her neck, claiming her as his, reared its head.

Bite her, the demon purred. She’s ours.

He fought it, harder than he ever fought anything. He couldn’t, not now before he knew it was what she’d wanted too.

Feeling the reminder of his will deplete with each thrust of his hips and with each moan from her mouth, he kissed her, removing the temptation of her neck from sight. The pressing need inside him built higher and higher.

She screamed. Her body shuddered beneath his, her hands tightened around his neck, deepening their kiss. Then she came beautifully undone. Moaning, screaming, shuddering, pulsing…

“Jake!”

He knew. He felt it, felt it as if it were his own. Sweeter than the first.

“Jake…”

His name on her lips sent him over. He thrust harder, faster, deeper. Her legs, her arms tightening around him, her whole body began to shake.

He blew, the most powerful release of his life.

When he did, he lost the hold of his emotions, projecting his release.

“Oh, God…Jake…”

As the last of it faded, spent, he collapsed on top of her, making sure he rested his weight on his elbows.

Heart beating wildly, fighting to catch his breath, he kissed her lips, her forehead, every inch of her face. “I love you, Val,” he whispered.

No moment would ever top this one. His mate in arms after making love. Mere moments before, she’d told him she loved him.

Her eyes snapped open. “Jake…”

He cupped her face. “Yes…”

Her eyes welled. “I…”

Fear. Dread. He felt it emanating from her. Still afraid of him, or did he hurt her? He’d lost control and hurt his mate! “Did I hurt—”

“Of course not.” She smiled, sadly. “That was more than I’d ever thought…I mean…Why would anyone ever stop?”

He grinned. “If it wasn’t for Annie, I’d lock you in my room and throw away the key…for a few centuries, at least.”

“When…I…I don’t know if it’s possible…” Her cheeks tinted the perfect pink shade. “I think I felt your release…”

“You did. I projected it, accidentally.”

“I felt what you did then?”

He nodded.

“So you did enjoy yourself?”

Damn, was she still worried about that?

“No, I didn’t just enjoy myself, Val. For me, it was more than that, much more. I already want you again. I’ll never get enough. In close to six hundred years, I’ve never experienced anything like this. Us together, our first time…that memory will be seared in my mind for the rest of my life.”

She smiled. “I love you, Jake.”

He grinned, then shifted his weight. Lying on his side, he tucked her beside him. Eye to eye, her face close to his.

In seconds, she fell asleep.

He hadn’t told her she was his. It had been the perfect time, but her fear stopped him. What was she so afraid of? Him? Of being his? Of being tied to someone so young?

He wouldn’t dwell on that now. He’d tell her when her fear faded, when he was sure she wouldn’t run.

Thinking about what she’d just given him, he smiled. Then he let himself drift, too.

****

Jake woke startled, sitting up in bed, his gaze immediately searched for her—his mate.

He’d fallen asleep beside her, the warmth of her body soothing him, but then it was gone. He’d been so deep in sleep he hadn’t noticed, not until she left. Now, he ached. His body missed hers. The panic didn’t come though, because he sensed her close.

He materialized in the living room and found her, leaning against the door frame into the second room where Annie lay. She wore one of his shirts. It hung loose against her small frame, draping near her knees. His mate donning his clothes? Insane how something so small could gratify him so immensely.

Materializing behind her, he wrapped his arms around her waist. She jumped, then easily leaned her head against his bare chest.

He lined kisses from her collarbone to her jaw. “Sweetheart.”

She smiled. “Possessive demon, I haven’t been gone for a minute.”

He chuckled. “Bed was cold.”

“Couldn’t have been, I only just left.”

“Okay, maybe it wasn’t cold. But you were gone. Even in sleep, I notice. You can’t get away from me.”

She turned, facing him, and teased, “I was just checking on Annie, not trying to escape.”

“Good. I doubt you could outrun me.”

“Just because you have superior senses?”

He arched a brow.

“You know witches and warlocks’ senses aren’t as acute as other immortal breeds.”

“That’s true?” He’d heard it, yes, but he thought it a rumor, one started to make other breeds underestimate them, giving them an upper hand.

She looked perplexed. “Yeah. How didn’t you know?”

“Heard it before, but I didn’t believe it.” He shrugged. “Demons, we generally stay on our plane, Treconomia. Because of our incontrollable natures, other breeds tend to keep their distance. When my king created the Guardians, the king of elves, Kellen, joined the fight against the Malums. Soon after, the king of vampires joined. The alpha were, Landon, only recently joined.”

“I suppose that makes sense. I’ve read tons about other breeds, and I don’t know if any of it is true.”

“You know about the basic weaknesses? Iron is poisonous to your kind, fairies, and elves. Silver to shifters and vampires and—”

She nodded. “Copper to yours.”

He nodded.

“So tell me what other weaknesses do demons have?”

He traced his fingers over her lips and smirked. “Plotting to kill me?”

She laughed. “Never. Besides, I have magic.”

“Yeah…” He caressed the side of her face. “Demons only have one other weakness.” He hesitated.

Her brows drew up. She narrowed her gaze, playfully. “Are you scared I’ll use it against you?”

“Our only other weakness…our mates.”

He sensed her shock as easily as he read it on her face.

“W-what do you mean? I thought mates were treasured among all immortal breeds.”

“They are, sweetheart, but nonetheless, they’re a weakness…” He thought back, remembering days ago when he’d caught glimpse of another man kissing her. The rage he felt so unlike any other he’d ever experienced. Despite the fact days had passed, he recalled and felt that rage, like it never faded, like it lived inside him. He’d been close, too close to turning, revealing himself and his kind to mortals. If Clyde and Ashley hadn’t been there, he would have killed the warlock. He would’ve been banished or killed and started a war among breeds on top of the one already brewing. Worst…Annie would have witnessed it all.

“We practice reining in and controlling our demons. Anything regarding our mates has the power to set us off, endangering ourselves and anyone around us.”

“I see, but isn’t it similar to other immortals, too?”

“In some ways.” The main difference—turned demons were naturally volatile and less likely to control themselves in a turned state. He wouldn’t share that fact. He didn’t want her to worry.

She looked thoughtful and tired.

He kissed her forehead. “We should get some sleep, love.”


Chapter 26

Ashley.

It came to her. Dread crept into her pores, seeped into her bones. Foresight. She hated it, always had and always would.

A split second later, the shrilling sound of the phone pierced her ears.

It had been ten days, ten beautiful days with Jake and Annie, and she knew answering that call would change everything. She didn’t want it to. She wanted to wake with Jake’s arms wrapped around her, wanted to start the day making breakfast for Annie and Jake, wanted to spend the day with them, caring for them both in any little way she could, and she wanted to end her night in Jake’s arms.

Things would change now. She didn’t know how exactly, not yet, but the beautiful days she spent with Jake and Annie had come to an end.

Val had a choice. Hand the phone to Jake, knowing bad news followed, or save Jake the shock of hearing it himself. She made the decision instantly. Walking to Jake’s cell phone on the coffee table, she answered it.

“Ashley.”

“Val.” Ashley’s voice laced in concern.

Not good, she thought. “H-hi.”

“Is Jake there?”

Anxiety knotting her stomach, she swallowed past the lump in her throat. “Yeah.”

He came into the room. His gaze hit hers, and he knew, too. His body strung tight, fear in his unwavering gaze.

He stood beside her a moment later, and she handed him the phone. “Ashley wants to talk to you.”

His expression hardened. He clutched the phone and brought it to his ear. “Ash.”

Intent on leaving if only to give him privacy, she turned, but his hand gripped her wrist and tightened. He shook his head.

“The council has made a decision.” With her superior hearing, she heard Ashley say, “They’ll announce it this afternoon. They requested you and Annie be present.”

His face fell, those handsome features displaying grief, grief so thick it spilled from him.

Val had never seen a man break right before her eyes. He lost everything in split second…Hopes. Dreams. Everything. Seeing that, and that man being Jake, the man she’d fallen in love with, it felt like she’d broken, too.

She fought the tears welling her eyes, wanting so desperately to save him that. Every cell in her body compelling her to comfort the man she loved, yet she knew nothing she said or did would make any difference.

“Thanks, Ash.”

Hearing the desolation in his voice crippled her. She did what she could. She wrapped her arms around his waist, burying her face in the broad expanse of his chest trying to provide the smallest comfort.

“It’s not over yet, honey. Please…it’s not. Don’t lose hope.” Pulling away, she met his gaze and made a promise. “They aren’t taking her away. I promise.”

He sighed heavily, resting his arms around her shoulders. “There’s nothing we can do, sweetheart. The decision has been made.”

She drew away. “We’ll see about that.”

Annie stepped into the room. “Uncle Jake? Val? What’s wrong?”

“It’s time to go home, pupa.”

Annie looked from her uncle to her. She sensed the depth of emotions around her and didn’t argue or ask. Her face fell. “Okay.”

Not ten minutes later, they’d gathered their bags and Jake materialized them to the demon compound. She tried to hide her worry for Annie’s sake, especially, but couldn’t. Her anxiousness grew with every passing minute, so she excused herself, claiming she wanted to freshen up.

Once in her apartment, she paced. No way in hell she’d allow anyone to take Annie away from Jake, but she needed a plan.

Nathan appeared; his expression blank.

Her pacing ceased. “Hi, Nathan.”

“I think you should come with me.”

“Why? I mean…I can’t right now. I’m going with Jake and Annie. They need me.”

His eyes softened. “Val, this doesn’t concern either of them. It concerns you.”

She stilled. “What’s going on?”

“Your parents—”

Shaking her head, she swallowed past the lump in her throat. “I don’t have any.”

“Everyone has parents. Yours were absent, but it doesn’t change the fact they exist. They’re here now and would like to speak to you.”

Her jaw dropped. After twenty-three years? They’d abandoned her. She never put much thought into ever seeing them again. Her family was and always would be her coven, and they were gone now.

“Nathan, they abandoned me when I was a baby.” She took a deep breath hoping to steady her nerves. “I don’t have time now.” Without a pause, she asked, “How did they even find me?”

“While you were gone, we were approached by a couple of covens requesting to join the Guardians. As it turns out, your parents are part of one of those. They say they only recently discovered you weren’t killed along with your coven.”

Recently found out she hadn’t been killed? Did that mean they’d kept tabs on her?

It didn’t matter.

“Aren’t you even a bit curious?”

“No…I’m not.” The lie burned the pit of her stomach. She had often wondered what her parents were like, who she’d inherited her auburn hair and honey eyes from and the mother of all questions—why they’d abandoned her. But that wasn’t the point. Today wasn’t the day for a reunion.

“The announcement won’t come until later this afternoon. You can spare a couple of minutes for them, set another day and time to meet.”

He had a point. Besides, leaving Nathan, a Guardian, to deal with it made her feel guilty. He, too, had other, better, more important things to worry about.

She nodded. “Fine, I’ll see them.”

Headed into the elevator, she stood beside Nathan stiffly as they ascended. When the elevators halted on the kitchen and dining floor, she took a deep breath, hesitating. Nathan nudged her.

Reluctantly, she stepped forward and out of the elevator meeting a set of eyes so similar to hers. Except they weren’t her mother’s, they were her father’s. A warlock, tall and lean, the very opposite of Jake. Except for her eyes, Valerie was the spitting image of her mother, the same petite frame, heart-shaped face, high cheekbones, and auburn hair. Though her mother’s was styled shorter than her own, it felt like looking in a mirror. She didn’t need a DNA test to conclude they were her parents, the very ones who’d abandoned her.

She thought she’d feel something, yet she felt nothing, no anger, no love, no resentment. They were simply strangers—strangers, she didn’t have time for. There was a parent who cared about his child and needed her help.

“Valerie.” Her mother spoke first. “I’m Gwen, your mother, and this is Steven, your father.”

There, finally, she had something from them, the first and only thing they’d ever given her. It wasn’t much, but at least she now knew their names.

“We—” Together, they stepped toward her.

She held her hand up quickly to stop them. “I’m sorry you came all the way here, but I don’t have time today.”

Her mother’s eyes widened. “More important than your parents?”

“More important than the parents who abandoned me as a baby, yes,” she shot back. Anger sprouted from deep inside her. They’d abandoned her, but she had a beautiful life, and held no ill-will against them. Maybe the fact they were wasting time she had with Jake, and especially, with Annie.

Her mother flinched.

Valerie didn’t know why. Could anything truly hurt a woman who left her baby on someone’s steps? After months of feeling her growing inside her womb, how had she done it?

“We didn’t come to fight, Valerie. We came to help you in any way we can. I suppose you don’t want to live among demons forever. We thought maybe you’d like to join our coven,” her father said. “Witches and warlocks are meant to be a part of covens. Don’t you miss being around your kind?”

No. Maybe. Valerie wasn’t sure. She missed her sisters because they’d raised her and loved her, and she should probably be around her own breed, where she could continue to learn from them, but more than anything, right then, she missed Annie and Jake.

How long had it been? Less than an hour, and she missed a child who wasn’t hers, yet her parents hadn’t ever missed her?

It struck a nerve. The reason she never let herself think about them too much.

“I’m fine where I am.”

“You can’t possibly mean that,” her father said. “You’re angry with us, but you should consider—”

The cool calmness she tried to portray evaporated, and she snapped. “Why do you care now? You never thought to care before. You abandoned me.” Tears brimmed and spilled down her cheeks.

Val hated that she allowed them to see such emotion. She shouldn’t care, lost count of how many times she told herself she didn’t, wanted to believe it to her core. Why did she care? And what she’d give not to care, not to be hurt so much by the people who were supposed to love her unconditionally.

Light footsteps darted toward her. Suddenly a pair of small arms tightened around her waist. Annie. She squared her shoulders, released a breath, and wiped her tears, then returned the embrace.

Annie’s tender gaze met hers.

“It’s okay, sweetie. I’m fine,” she whispered.

She turned and spotted Jake, who stood with shoulders squared, his gaze smoldering, glaring at her parents.

“You mothered a child?” Her father’s eyes wide and panicked, like his tone. “You’re only twenty-four!”

Jake snarled, then moved. She reached out, grabbing his hand, and faced her parents.

The air around her sparked, her anger making her magic pulse and spill from her. “She’s none of your concern just as I am none of your concern.”

Much to her surprise, her mother’s green eyes welled. “Don’t…you can’t keep us away from our granddaughter.”

Her chest tightened. She couldn’t do it, couldn’t let her mother think she’d intentionally keep their granddaughter away. “She’s not mine biologically, but I would never give her up. I’d fight for her.”

Her father’s gaze settled on Jake. “So she belongs to this male?”

She set Annie aside, then moved at the speed of light. An inch from her father’s face, glaring at his honey eyes, eyes the color of her very own.

“Don’t you dare. That male is mine.” Her voice low and steeped in rage. Without turning to spare a glance, she said, “Jake, get Annie out of here.”

A second later, he stood at her side, his hand firm on her back. “I won’t leave you.”

“He’s a demon,” her father snapped.

Jake unleashed his anger. It swarmed around them, bringing her comfort.

She smiled. “What I need is Annie and Jake. And I have them, here. You know what else I need…for you both to leave.”

“You are royalty. The power you acquired from your coven, the gifts—”

“Is that why you’re here?”

“That’s not the reason we’re here, Valerie,” her mother pleaded. “Please, if you’d just listen to us.”

She didn’t tear her gaze from her father’s, fearing seeing the emotion she glimpsed in her mother before, knowing she didn’t have the strength to turn away from it.

“I don’t have time for this. What makes you think I’d listen to any of what you have to say after you came here to insult my choices and my family?”

“Your father didn’t mean the things he said, Valerie. You have to understand.”

She finally tore her gaze from her father and met her mother’s eyes. Tears streaked her face. Like she feared, she caved.

“Fine, but I don’t have much time.” She moved. “I suppose we should have a seat.”

At the dining room table, they sat. Jake beside her, Annie nestled between them.

Her mother cleared her throat and wiped her face. “Your father and I met very young. We were four and five. Our covens had been warring for decades. On my sixteenth birthday, we decided we’d waited long enough. We mated and ran away.”

Another tear slipped out and rolled down her mother’s face. Her father wrapped his arm around her mother and said, “It was the only solution for us. Our covens weren’t just warring, they detested one another. Her coven was even more ruthless than mine. They did things I won’t mention in front of a child.”

He sighed. “Your mother and I snuck around for a while. I knew we were risking getting caught. No telling what they’d do. I didn’t care what happened to me, but I cared what happened to your mother, so we fled.”

His eyes held pain and fear. Without a doubt, her father loved her mother more than life itself. True mates. Rare within their breed, many witches and warlocks married within their breed for the sake of ensuring their offspring were powerful—a royal, those selected few who not only possessed the most power, but were blessed with special gifts.

“A year later, I became pregnant.” Her mother’s tears welled and flowed like a river down her face, a face so similar to hers.

Her stomach turned.

“We tried to join other covens, but they refused us, fearing retaliation from our former covens. We lived in squalor, Valerie. We didn’t have anything to our name. Mostly, we feared if they found us, they’d hurt you. We wanted the best for you. We wanted you raised in a loving coven who could give you everything we couldn’t, and ensure you wouldn’t get caught in the middle of a war you didn’t belong in. Giving you up was the hardest thing we’ve ever done.”

Her father pressed his lips to her mother’s forehead.

“It wasn’t until years later we became part of a new coven and settled. We wanted you back, but…it wouldn’t have been fair to you. We weren’t a part of your life. Your life was with your coven, and so your father and I agreed to wait until you were older, then we could fully explain the circumstances to you. Over the years, we kept tabs on you. We spoke to Shari often.”

“Shari? She knew?”

Jake’s long lean fingers wrapped around hers and held her hand tightly.

Her mother nodded. “Yes. Shari always wanted a child, but never found her mate…and then we heard about the explosion. We thought you were dead and mourned your loss. It wasn’t until a few days ago, we saw Glen.”

Jake’s jaw clenched. Her gaze darted toward him, but he wouldn’t look at her.

“He recognized me…the resemblance is uncanny really…” She smiled. “And he told us you were alive.”

Valerie rested her head in her palms. All her life, she thought her parents hadn’t wanted her, yet her mother and father claimed the opposite. Shari had known, and she never told her. Another thing Shari kept from her.

She shook her head, reminding herself she didn’t have time to think about it at the moment. As every second passed, the council meeting neared, and she still had no idea what to do. Too bad her gift of foresight had taken a backseat.

“We would like to get to know the daughter we were forced to give up, the one we thought dead,” her father said.

She lifted her head and met his eyes.

“We’ve made mistakes. Plenty. We never planned on becoming pregnant so soon. Nonetheless, while you were with us, we cared for you. We’ve always loved you, Valerie. We gave you up, but we did it out of love. We wanted a better life for you.

“I apologize if I’ve said anything to offend you or your choices. I was…just shocked. Shari never mentioned you had a child or a male. I have a temper, one you’ve apparently inherited. My apologies for that.”

Her father’s gaze darted to Jake. “My sincerest apologies to you as well.”

Jake nodded, then wrapped his arm around her and leaned in to kiss her cheek.

Her parents loved her. They hadn’t wanted to give her up. She didn’t know what to think of this revelation and couldn’t think on it then. “Thank you for telling me, but I need time…to think about this.”

Her mother nodded. “We understand.”

She stood and led them into the elevator down to the lobby. “I’ll walk you out.”

Her father and mother shook Jake’s hand and waved bye to Annie and Nathan. She walked toward the exit with her parents. Jake, carrying Annie, stood a few feet behind her.

Her mother embraced her. Shocked, she stilled.

“Tweak the protective spell,” she whispered. “So no one can near. Don’t worry.” Her mother drew away from her and winked.

“Foresight?”

Her mother smiled. “You’re a wonderful mother. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

Her gaze shot toward her father who embraced her as well. “We love you. We always have.” He kissed her forehead, and then they left.


Chapter 27

Jake watched Valerie standing by the exit, cautiously, reading every emotion streaming from her. The shock, only natural. Disbelief made sense as well. But there was something else too—hope. For a new future? A new life with her parents? Would she leave him?

He shook his head. He couldn’t think like that. She belonged to him. She loved him.

He should be more concerned about the council meeting determining Annie’s fate. But worry for Valerie snuck in. He couldn’t help it. It was ingrained in his soul to protect, worry, and love the auburn-haired, fiery witch. After all, Annie’s fate had been decided. He felt in the deepest parts of his soul, he’d already lost her. Valerie was another issue. Yet despite the fact she claimed to love him, he couldn’t shake the feeling that once Annie was gone, she might have a change of heart.

He hadn’t claimed her, hadn’t even told her she belonged to him. He wanted to give her time. Not just because their relationship was still too new, and she was young, so young.

Mate or not, she was a witch. Witches and warlocks, especially, loved their freedom. Though her parents had married for love, many in her breed often married within their breed for the sake of ensuring their offspring were powerful—a royal. She told him about that a few nights ago.

Mostly, he held back because still she feared him. Jacob sensed it often and hated it. He didn’t have the heart to ask her why. He feared he did she’d shut him out, and she was opening up to him, reaching for him whenever she wanted, holding his hand, pecking him on the lips even around Annie. Jacob tried his hardest to erase that fear, telling her everything about himself, sharing his life and past. No matter what he shared, that fear hadn’t abated. He realized only time would wipe it away. He had hope when she trusted him completely her fear would fade, once and for all. Then he’d be free to tell her.

But time had run out. In less than an hour, Annie would be taken from him.

Val’s honey eyes met his. A soft smile spread across her lips. The air around her hummed with power and magic. Her hair floating with the intensity of it. The sunlight filtered from the glass walls into the ground floor like a halo from behind her where the exit lay. She appeared mystifying, yet her features were angelic, a sight.

Only the strongest witches and warlocks, the royals, had the ability to project their magic around them. He’d known she was powerful, but never realized just how powerful. He’d never cared to ask either. It didn’t mean anything to him. What mattered was her love.

“Are you okay?”

Her smile widened. “Yes, I am.”

“We’ll be leaving soon. You’re coming?”

“Of course.”

She neared, then together they headed up the elevator and into his apartment. Annie sat on the couch, and he took a seat across from her.

His nerves a jumbled mess, he took a deep breath. “Pupa, you know I love you, and I’d do anything for you. I want you with me. I would do anything for you to stay with me.”

Annie’s face fell. Her eyes watered. A blow straight to his heart, he hated having to tell her, but he had to prepare her.

“I would do anything for you to stay with me, but…”

Tears running down Annie’s cheeks, her anguish struck him, making him lose track of his thoughts.

“You’re giving me away?”

Before he could correct her, Valerie spoke, sitting beside him. “No, sweetie.” Val clasped her hands. “Uncle Jake would never give you away.” She then sat next to Annie and wrapped her arms around her.

“Some people think I may not be the right person to raise you,” he choked out.

Eyes wide, Annie screamed, “But you are!”

The magnitude of her suffering sliced through him. His eyes misting, he caressed the side of her cheek, then wiped her flushed face.

“There may be someone better for you. Someone who—”

“No!” She sobbed. “No, Uncle J-Jake! I want y-you! I want y-you and Val! Please don’t l-let them take m-me away!”

“Pupa, I don’t want this any more than you do, but—”

She wailed, trembling with emotion. “No! I w-won’t go! I don’t…”

“Your uncle Samson and his mate, Claudia, they love you, and they’ll take good care of you, pupa.”

She shook her head. “I-I…d-don’t know th-hem! I n-never met them! And they…a-aren’t superheroes like y-you!”

A superhero? He wished. Had he been, he would know how to keep her with him, how to be better for her. He considered running away and taking Annie and Val with him, but that was selfish and cowardly. In the end, he wanted the best for Annie. If the council decided there was someone better suited to parent her, then he would swallow his pain and live for the moments he could see her.

“And M-Mommy p-promised! She promised you’d come get m-me, that you’d take care of m-me!”

Jacob stilled. He’d never thought of what those last moments must’ve been like. He never wanted to imagine how scared they must’ve been.

His gaze snapped to Valerie. Her cheeks marred with tears.

“Mommy s-said—”

Valerie grasped his hand and shook her head.

“Mommy s-said you’d c-come f-for me,” Annie whispered between rapid heaves. “She s-said you’d take c-care of me. I…waited a l-long time. I got s-scared you wouldn’t come, but you did…l-like Mommy p-promised.”

The searing ache in his chest deepened. Her last words to her daughter—her unrelenting trust in him, her brother. She had faith in him when he’d lost faith in himself, life, and love.

“Shh, shh…” Valerie whispered, holding Annie close, her hand still clasped in his. “Nothing has been decided yet, Annie. That’s why we have to go to Treconomia and make them see Uncle Jake is what’s best for you.”

Annie’s sobs quieted, but her breaths continued to come out in spurts. “But w-what if they take me…away?”

“No one is going to take you away from Uncle Jake, sweetie. No one. I promise you.”

Val had made him the same promise with the same conviction. She had as much faith in him as his sister had. Where was his faith in himself? Maybe it faded little by little with every person he’d lost, everyone he’d been too late to save.

He reached for them both, locking them in his embrace. “I’ll fight for you, pupa, with my last breath.”

A promise he meant to keep.

****

The clock ticked. Time neared.

Valerie knelt in front of Annie. Her big expressive eyes wide, full of fear, dread, and hope. Val clasped her small hands, closed her eyes, and took a deep breath then exhaled. Concentrating on the power within her, she willed it to flow and whispered a protection spell.

Her eyes parted and met Annie’s again. “It’s time. Stay close to Jake and me, okay?”

“But what if—”

She shook her head, firmly hoping she looked confident. “You are coming home with us, sweetie. I won’t let them take you.”

Jake entered the room, his expression unreadable. Closing the distance between them, he carried Annie, then took her hand in his. A rush of comfort flooded her, helping settle her nerves.

Lucas, Jenna, Ashley, and Clyde appeared moments later. The air already thick with tension heightened. Jenna and Ashley greeted them. She spared a glance at Annie and smiled. Her best attempt to assure the child who felt every emotion around them.

Lucas nodded. “Ready.”

Jake’s features hardened. His jaw twitched.

Lucas knelt in the middle of the living room, then began whispering phrases in Latin. Moments later, the room shimmered, a light appeared, then morphed into a doorway.

Lucas stood and reached for his queen, Jenna. Together, they stepped through the portal. Their bodies disappeared through the shimmering light-filled threshold into the demon world, Treconomia.

Under other circumstances, Val would have been awed, even excited to enter another dimension. But her stomach turned, her heart flip-flopped at a ridiculous pace. She thought she might retch.

The sudden urge to grab Annie and run away rushed through her. She couldn’t. They had to prove Jake was best for Annie. She fisted her free hand to stop it from shaking.

Clyde and Ashley stepped through the portal. Their bodies disappeared.

Jake took a step forward, then paused. She turned to look his way. His expression, unreadable before, now clear.

His stare revealed his pain, eyes misted. He looked to Annie. “Pupa, no matter what happens, I’ll come for you.”

A father wrenched from his daughter. His last goodbye, a promise he’d come back. Her heart clenched painfully. She gritted her teeth as if the action alone would cease the ache.

“I love you, Uncle Jake.”

The panic faded. Anger burned in its wake. Annie wouldn’t be taken away from the man who’d given her solace. It wouldn’t be goodbye.

Jake placed a kiss on Annie’s forehead, then together they walked through the portal. The bright light at the threshold blinded her until slowly it dissipated. Several figures came into view, the Elementals, and their mates.

A large regal building made of green and gray marble stood feet away, the council chambers. Together, Jake, Annie, and she followed Lucas and Jenna. Ashley and Clyde flanked them. They entered through the large bronze double doors into an opulent corridor. They passed several doors leading into rooms until they reached the end of the hallway where they met another set of double doors.

Lucas reached for the door and paused, turning toward Jake. He met his stare and nodded. Inside, the scent of sandalwood filled Valerie’s scenes. Paintings decorated the entirety of the room, a rectangular carved cherrywood table positioned at the far end. Behind it sat five demons.

A set of tables positioned directly across from them and beside one another. At one, stood another demon, a male and his mate, Samson and Claudia, she assumed. Their eyes deadlocked on Jake and Annie, who buried her face in Jake’s chest and wrapped her arms around him.

Lucas instructed them to stand behind the right table beside the Samson and Claudia.

“Welcome,” a blond-haired male demon spoke first. “We are here to discuss the matter of custody for Anne Rachel Davis.”

“We’ve reviewed and discussed the matter thoroughly for nearly a week and are prepared to disclose our ruling, but first…we’d like to speak to Anne.” A demon female who’d spoken materialized near them and reached for Annie.

Annie’s sobs pierced the air, shuddering and trembling against Jake.

Valerie’s heart stopped, then began beating frantically. She positioned herself in front of Annie and Jake, blocking them. Her gaze locked on the demoness. “Don’t you dare.”

Jake snaked his arm around her waist and hauled her against them, then he soothed Annie. “It’s okay, pupa. They just want to ask you some questions…”

The demoness took another step in their direction.

Her hands fisted. Involuntarily, her magic burst out of her, the strength of it zapping around them.

The female took a step away.

“No!” Annie wailed. “I want to stay with you! I don’t want to go! Mommy promised!”

Samson turned to them, jaw dropped. “You told her?”

Valerie muttered a spell, muting the bickering voices around them from reaching Annie. She then fully turned to Samson. “You know nothing about Jake. He is a wonderful father.”

“I know him better than you do.”

She shook her head. “You think you know him because of what people say, but you don’t know the real man. You haven’t seen how he calms her with a hug, and soothes her when she misses her parents, when she has nightmares. You don’t know how much or how often he worries, how he cares for her and loves her. I’ve seen it.”

Her eyes welled with tears. “We had to warn her. She would’ve found out as soon as we arrived, and then she wouldn’t only lose the man who provided her solace and unconditional love after her parents were killed, she’d lose her faith in the world—because Jake is her world, her whole world like she’s his.”

She paused, then angry, she snapped, “Before you judge Jake, take a good, hard look at yourself. Taking a child away from a home she loves, a home she’s adjusted to after losing her parents, for your own stupid, selfish reasons.”

As if struck, Samson recoiled. She locked gazes with the demoness. Jake’s arm around her waist tightened, then he tugged her toward him until her back pressed against him and Annie.

She didn’t bother to spare a glance at him when she said, “Not now, Jake.”

“You aren’t helping the child allowing her to throw tantrums.”

Jake stilled. His body tensed. Instead, he buried his face in her neck and took a deep breath.

Val had no such reaction. Seeing red, bolts of magic zapped around her. Even so, she smiled a fake smile. “She does not throw tantrums. She’s a four-year-old girl terrified she’ll be taken away from her uncle who she loves and adores. How would you react in her shoes?”

“Do not take that tone with me. I’m a council member!”

Her eyes narrowed. “To me, you’re just the bitch that’s trying to take my kid.”

Gasps sounded around the room. A second later, Jake’s towering frame blocked her and Annie from view. She attempted to push him aside, but he held her still.

Tilting her head up to meet his gaze, “Jacob,” she scolded.

The female turned to her fellow council members. “I demand she be held accountable!”

Jake’s body tensed against her, his arms squeezed them closer.

A chuckle sounded, slightly defusing the tension. Hesitantly, Jake turned letting her get a glimpse of the blond-haired demon who’d laughed.

“Well, you’ve insulted the child. What did you expect?”

“Arthur!”

The male, Arthur, cleared his throat. “We must speak to Annie to ensure our decision is accurate.”

She freed herself from Jake’s grasp and reached for Annie patting her back softly. Annie turned her flushed face to her. She uttered a counteracting spell to unmute the voices around them.

“What are you doing?” the demoness asked, abashed.

“I created a spell, so she wouldn’t hear. Lucky for you. I just may be able to forgive you for insinuating she’s anything but perfect.”

“Val?” Annie asked, softly.

Eyes back to Annie, her gaze softened, her temper melted. “Yes, sweetie.”

“I want to go home.”

“Yes, soon, but first the council wants to ask you some questions.”

Annie’s gaze went to Jake. He pressed his lips to her forehead. “It’s okay, pupa.”

Bravely, Annie lifted her gaze toward the council members.

“Annie, can you tell us what you like most about living with your uncle Jacob?”

She nodded. “He loves me like Mommy and Daddy used to.”

Jake’s hold tightened on Annie, his love for her spilled around them.

“How so?”

“He cuts my steak for me, and reads me a bedtime story, sometimes two. When I fall, he gets really scared even though I’m a demoness, and it doesn’t hurt too much. When I get scared at night, he comes to my room, and stays with me until I’m asleep.”

“What happens when he isn’t around?”

“He’s always around.”

“When he goes to…” The demon hesitated. “Work?”

“He’s a superhero. He saves people and when he does, I stay with Val. One time, I stayed with Ash and Clyde.”

“And what do you do with Valerie?”

“We watch a movie or play with my dolls or she teaches me how to braid my hair like Mommy used to.”

“Do they get angry?”

Jake tensed beside her. Annie met his eyes.

“The truth,” he whispered.

The answer could give them a reason to take his reason for living away, yet he chose to teach Annie the truth was always better than a lie. With Jake as her father, Annie would learn honor, loyalty, integrity, and love.

Val bit the side of her lip, fighting the burn deep in her chest.

Annie faced the council again. “Uncle Jake gets angry sometimes, but I make it better.”

“How so?”

Annie shrugged. “The other day he got mad because he couldn’t do the laundry right, and then I went to see what happened and he wasn’t angry anymore. He was sad because he messed up my favorite dress. He said he would buy me another, but then Val fixed it with magic, so he didn’t need to.”

“Can you give us another example of when Uncle Jake or Valerie got mad?”

“Val only got mad when Uncle Jake was being possessive. Mommy used to get mad at Daddy for the same reason.”

Valerie flushed.

“Can you explain that, please?”

“We went to eat at a restaurant and a male tried to help Val sit and Uncle Jake got mad and wasn’t nice to the male, and Valerie got embarrassed and then she was mad at Uncle Jake, but then Uncle Jake kissed her hand, and then she wasn’t mad anymore…I told him to buy her flowers because Daddy used to get Mommy flowers, but he didn’t.”

“Has he ever turned in front of you because he’s mad?”

She shook her head.

“Thank you, Annie.”

“You aren’t going to take me away, are you? I can feel Uncle Jake and Val love me. They w-want me…”

“No, Annie, we will not take you away,” Arthur assured.

The air rushed out of her. When Jake’s emotions struck her—unhindered, profound joy. As she clasped her chest, slowly her tension faded. She hadn’t needed the protection spell. He drew her to him, hugging Annie and her simultaneously, his warmth further soothing her.

“We have plenty of evidence to support Jacob is more than capable of raising Annie. We see no reason to remove her from your custody considering her parents wished it so.”

“We will not ban you from your duty either,” another demoness announced.

Valerie wasn’t listening. All she felt: the overwhelming relief, knowing Jake would keep Annie.

They could now move on, together.

“We will start the adoption proceedings. We assume you’d like to add Valerie as a guardian as well.”

“Yes,” Jake replied instantly drawing her out of her inane state.

Her heart swelled.

“We will send you the formal documents when they are completed.” With those last words, the demon council members dematerialized.

Samson and his mate neared. “I apologize for any heartache this has caused you, Valerie, or Annie. It was not our intent. We only wanted the best for Annie, and your reputation precedes you. Considering she is our niece, my mate and I would appreciate if we could see her from time to time.”

Jake grinned. “You’re both free to visit any time.”

“Annie, sweetie.” Valerie rubbed her back. Annie peered her way without loosening her grip on Jake. “It’s time to meet your uncle and aunt.”

She shook her head and buried her face in Jake’s chest.

“It will only take a minute, then we can go home.”

Reluctantly, Annie turned to Samson and Claudia.

“Hi, Annie,” Samson spoke. “I’m Samson, and this is Claudia. I’m your dad’s brother.”

“Hi,” she mumbled weakly, then turned to Jake again.

“I’m sorry. She’s a bit shy, and it’s been a long day.”

“We understand.” Claudia nodded. “Perhaps after a couple of visits, she’ll get to know us better.”

Samson reached for a bag and handed it to Jake. “Some photo albums. I found them in my brother’s house. I thought Annie would like to have them.”

“Thank you,” Jake said. “You have my number. We’ll keep in touch.”

He began walking away pulling her with him, but she hesitated. “I’m sorry for what I said.”

“You acted like any parent would. Apology accepted.”


Chapter 28

Jacob couldn’t wipe the smile off his face. He had Annie and Valerie, his child and his mate. His life complete.

He strode through the portal into his home cradling his child against his chest, his other arm firmly wrapped around his mate.

“Jacob.”

He turned and spotted his king and queen.

Jenna grinned. “Congrats, Jacob.”

Lucas leaned toward her and kissed her forehead, then met his stare. “I’d hoped they changed their mind about questioning Annie. I suppose it doesn’t make a difference now.”

He shrugged. “Thank you, and no, it doesn’t. I have Annie.”

Valerie reached for Annie, who’d fallen asleep and walked away.

Ashley and Clyde appeared a moment later. She rushed toward Jake and hugged him. The angel growled. Jake ignored Clyde and returned the hug.

Pulling away from the embrace, Ashley smiled. “I knew you wouldn’t lose her. Anyone can see how much you love her.”

“Thanks, Ash.”

He sensed Valerie as she reentered the room, but she didn’t approach them. She held still leaning against the wall near hallway leading to the bedrooms. He turned, beckoning her with his eyes to come, but she didn’t meet his gaze. She seemed lost in thought.

“Will you join us for dinner?”

Jenna’s question drew his gaze away from Valerie. “I thought we would go out for dinner tonight to celebrate.”

Jenna smiled. “We’ll leave you to it then.”

Nathan materialized in the living room. “Lucas, the warlocks are here.”

“Warlocks?”

“Two covens requested to join the Guardians,” Lucas explained. “I decided to meet with them before we introduce them to the rest. I met one coven yesterday. Today, I’m meeting the second.”

“Do you need me—”

Lucas held up his hand. “No, not today. Rest, enjoy your family. You deserve it.”

“All right, and thank you. I haven’t said it yet, and I have a feeling you had a lot to do with their ruling.”

Lucas shrugged. “A collaborative effort. I think the security cameras helped the most. They saw for themselves how you interact with Annie, and that was my mate’s idea.”

“I’m indebted to everyone.”

“Not indebted, Jake. We all care for you and Annie,” Ashley said.

Lucas, Jenna, and Nathan dematerialized.

Clyde, his hands lingering on his mate’s shoulders, walked the short distance toward him and paused. “You should tell her,” he advised, then they, too, disappeared.

Tell who, what? He couldn’t be referring to Valerie. Valerie…he hadn’t thanked her for all she’d done for him, for Annie. Val fought for them, both. His mate hadn’t been afraid of the repercussions, she disregarded her own safety, (which he didn’t like and would talk to her about), but he was thrilled for what it meant. She loved them both. His beautiful powerful witch…

Materializing in front of her, he wrapped his arms around her, pressed his lips against hers, and let himself enjoy the moment. “Thank you so much, sweetheart.”

She didn’t respond. Her body stiff, so unlike any other time he held her. He forced himself to draw away, and then he nudged her chin upward until her face met his. Still, she avoided his gaze.

“Val?”

“You don’t have to thank me for that, Jake. I love Annie. I would’ve done much more.”

He grinned. “Really? How much more?” he asked, playfully.

“Let’s just say if anyone had touched her beside you or me, they would’ve gotten a nasty surprise, ten times worse than that time you scared me out of sleep.”

His smile widened. “My fiery witch is very powerful, huh?”

She shrugged. Her expression didn’t change nor had the tension in her body faded, and she had yet to meet his eyes.

He forced himself to release her and take a step away. “What’s wrong, Val?”

Finally, she met his gaze. “I want to join the Guardians.”

No. She wouldn’t put herself in danger knowing he needed her safe, knowing she and Annie meant everything in the world to him.

“I’m sorry, what?”

“I want to join the Guardians.”

What could she be thinking inside that beautiful thick skull of hers? Was she purposefully trying to ruin the best day of his life?

Jaw hardening, his pulse spiked. Over his damned dead body would she put herself in danger! “No, you won’t.”

“There’s nothing you can do to stop me.”

“You have no idea what I’m capable of or how far I’d go to keep you safe.”

She didn’t flinch or cower away. Instead, she pursed her lips. “Funny, that sounded like a threat.”

“It is. Make no mistake about that. I have several ideas already. All I need is a pair of iron cuffs.”

Her eyes widened. Her mouth contorted in a lovely O, then all he could think about—her lips pressed against him.

“You wouldn’t dare. A man who loves a woman as much as you say you love me wouldn’t.”

He grabbed the crook of her arm and dragged her toward him until he felt the warmth of her against his chest. “That’s where you’re wrong, sweetheart. A man who loves a woman as much as I do would do the unthinkable to keep her safe.”

The air pulsed with magic around them. Jacob felt it, tasted it even smelled its power. He didn’t release his hold on her. He wouldn’t. She may be powerful, a royal, but he was a demon.

“I’m not defenseless, you know. I’d like to see you try to cuff me. I can have you on your ass in the blink of an eye.”

“I know very well just how powerful you are. It’s hard to forget, but it won’t stop me. Nothing will stop me from reaching you.”

Her anger heightened. He hadn’t meant to make her angrier, only meant to tell her why he couldn’t allow her to hunt. He loved her and couldn’t lose her.

“I’ll hunt on your behalf,” he said, hoping to appease her.

She freed herself from his grasp. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

“Why?”

“Because…If anything happens to you…You have Annie. What would she do without you?” She shook her head.

His eyes sparked, tinting crimson. “I can’t lose you.”

“Annie needs you.”

“Annie needs you. I need you.”

“You’re being unreasonable.”

“Am I or are you? You can’t seem to understand how much you mean to me. I tell you every hour of every day, but you don’t seem to understand. Now you want to put yourself in the line of fire. Why?”

She held still, didn’t offer an explanation.

Then it occurred to him. He’d won custody of Annie. She could now easily spend time with Annie without the entanglement of him. There was no longer a reason for her to stay. She’d given into his desires, made love to him, slept beside him, spent days on end with him for Annie, not him. Pity probably led her into caving. She didn’t love him at all.

How was it possible? He felt what she felt. She couldn’t have faked that. Or could she? She was a powerful witch. Could a simple spell make him think she cared?

It made sense, perfect sense. She’d been trying to find a way to tell him the truth. The reason she seemed lost in thought, why her body hadn’t melded against his when he held her last.

Fuck! It wasn’t just being lied to and fooled, but that she’d been the one to do it, his mate. The pain of it tore into him with the force of copper bullets—his poison. He didn’t know how he stood there frozen, staring at her looking back at him, emotionless.

“That’s…” His words trailed off. He had no idea what to say, what to do. Out of options, he couldn’t make her love him any more than he could make her stay. She found an out. She was his fated—the woman he’d waited for, for centuries, and it meant he’d do anything to keep her happy, even if it meant watching her walk away. His double-edged sword. It wasn’t a secret immortal males would kill themselves before hurting their mates.

He took a step away from her. “I get it. You don’t have to say it. Do whatever makes you happy.”


Chapter 29

Those beautiful dark eyes held so much pain. Valerie felt it in the middle of her chest as if it were her own. She’d known he wouldn’t be happy hearing her decision. Val thought surely he would be infuriated, rant, and rave until he cooled, but she never expected this—defeat.

Jake cared for her deeply, loved her even, yet she wasn’t his, and she couldn’t forget that—ever.

She meant to wait to tell him she’d been thinking of joining the Guardian League. She’d thought about it often since they rescued her. After learning her coven, too, had been fighting Malums, she thought about it more, thought it would be the perfect way to honor them. She owed the Guardians her life, and they were the reason she’d met Jake and Annie, the reason she’d fallen in love for the first time in her life. More than that, she wanted to protect them, Annie and Jake. She wanted to protect others, too. Even saving one person could mean one less child orphaned. Never one to make a rash decision, she gave herself time to think it through. She had time, and she made her decision.

His gaze moved away from her, and then he turned away as if he couldn’t stand to look at her.

“Jake?”

“You should go talk to Lucas. The sooner the better, no?”

She wanted to ask what was going on in that head of his, but he dismissed her.

“I suppose,” she whispered under her breath.

She walked away and into the elevator. Her stomach churned. The thought something worse than her decision bothered him made her nauseous. She realized it too late. The elevator door closed in front of her.

Maybe he just needed some time. She’d give him space, talk to Lucas, then she’d talk to Jake about whatever bothered him.

Sighing heavily, the door opened into Lucas and Jenna’s apartment. She heard voices at the back of the apartment and strode that way. The closer she drew the more familiar the voices became. Peering through the door leading into a large conference room, she stilled.

“Valerie?” Lucas’s voice boomed.

She flushed. “I’m sorry—”

“Val?”

Oh, God, she knew that voice. The next instant, Glen’s arms encased her.

“It’s good to see you.”

When he pulled away, she managed, “Hi.”

Lucas stood and neared, expressionless. “I assume you’re acquainted.”

“Y-yes, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt—”

“That’s all right. We were done. Did you want to speak in private?”

“I suppose it doesn’t make a difference. I want to join the Guardians.”

He hesitated. “Are you sure?”

“Yes, I am, very sure.”

Lucas spared a glance at Glen, who stood fairly close to her. “You’ll have to train first, then we’ll take it from there. You can train with Jacob.”

“Wait, but…I use magic.”

“You need to learn how to defend yourself hand to hand, learn how to use weapons even if you never use them. It’s for your safety.”

She nodded. “I’ll talk to Jake about training me then.”

The warlocks, several of whom she recognized, walked out of the room. Lucas, Jenna, and Benjamin followed behind.

Glen lingered beside her. “How have you been?”

“Great.” They walked side by side into the living area where the others assembled. “How about you?”

“Good. Did your—”

“Yeah, my parents came by.”

“I hope you don’t mind. I saw your mom from a distance and thought it was you, I shouted your name. She told me she was your mom, then started crying. She still thought you were dead. I tried calling to tell you. I asked Lucas, but he told me you were out of town.”

“I arrived early this morning. They came.”

“So everything’s okay?”

“Yeah, they explained things to me. Why they gave me up, and I feel…” Too focused on Annie and Jake, she didn’t know how she felt, still. She shrugged. “I don’t know yet. Although it is nice to know I have family—that I’m not alone.”

“Alone?” His eyes widened. “Val, you’re surrounded by people who care about you. Maybe you don’t know them as well, but I know they care. Nathan…” His gaze darted toward him. “He hasn’t taken his eyes off you. I’m convinced he has a thing for you,” he whispered. “For that matter neither has the demon king. I’d think more of it if it weren’t for the fact he’s mated.” He chuckled. “A protective bunch. I’m glad.”

If only he knew. They watched for Jake’s sake. Nathan, especially, who knew she and Glen had a past.

****

What the fuck had he done? Jacob couldn’t stay away from her. As much as it hurt thinking she didn’t love him, as much as it hurt to admit it, as much as he needed to do everything in his power to keep her happy, he couldn’t stay away. He couldn’t let her walk away. To keep her happy, he’d attempt to give her as much space as she needed, but stay away completely? No fucking way. It had been merely a half hour and already he felt sick to his stomach, fighting the urge and trembling with the need to chase after her.

He needed to see her, talk to her. Hell, maybe he’d jumped to conclusions. Deep down, he felt like he knew her; knew her well enough to know she was a good person, she wouldn’t use her magic to fool him. He wanted to believe she loved him. If she didn’t, he wanted to hear her say it, so there’d be no doubts, but he wouldn’t know until he spoke to her.

Fishing his phone out of his pocket, he dialed.

“Yellow,” Benjamin chuckled. His standard hello.

Jacob wondered for the millionth time why Benjamin found it funny. “Hey, I need a favor.”

“Sure, what up?”

“Do you mind watching Annie for a sec?”

Silence.

What would he do if Benjamin didn’t agree? He could call Ashley, but he didn’t need to get into it with Clyde then. He didn’t have time for it.

“Ah, maybe you should ask one of the females. I don’t know a thing about kids. You know.”

“She’s sleeping.”

“Oh, then why do you need me to watch her?”

He had to be joking. You didn’t leave kids alone, period. Even before he’d been granted custody of Annie he knew that, which made him think he asked the wrong person for help.

Running his hands through his hair in frustration, he snapped, “You don’t leave children alone—ever.”

“Really? Why? She’s asleep.”

Would Benjamin argue the point? Didn’t he understand this was urgent?

“If she wakes up and I’m not here, she’ll be terrified. She’ll go looking for me or she could get hurt or—”

“Oh, I guess, but—”

“Just get your ass here now.”

Benjamin materialized in front of him. “Are you sure you want me to do this? I don’t know anything about kids.”

“It’s just for a couple of minutes, and she’s asleep.”

“Yeah, okay, but what if she wakes up?”

“You tell her I’ll be right back.”

“But what if she wakes up and starts crying or something?”

Befuddling. The warrior who’d battled evil for centuries by his side fearlessly looked terrified.

“She’s four. What the hell are you so afraid of?”

“Not all of us are naturals at the parenting thing.”

A natural? He wasn’t a natural. He just…It wasn’t like it was hard. A set schedule and follow through. Make sure they had everything they needed, take time to play with them, and watch them, constantly.

“I’m not—”

“Jesus, Jacob, take the damned compliment even if you don’t believe it.”

“You’ll be okay, then?”

Benjamin shrugged. “I hope so.”

He hesitated. What if she woke up? What if she was terrified? What if…

“Go, I’ll be fine. I’ll find you if anything happens.”

Assuring himself he wouldn’t be gone for long, he dematerialized.

Reappearing in Lucas’s apartment, he spotted her, and the breath rushed out of him. Her hair, her skin, her voice. Beautiful. He wanted to hold her, feel the warmth of her body. Right then, he needed her, soothing him, his body, his heart, and his soul.

His eyes caught movement and snapped toward the male standing too close.

Heart thundering, his jaw went hard.

The warlock.

Jesus. Proof, as if he needed more. She wanted nothing to do with him. Had she imagined the warlock when she’d made love to him?

A debilitating pain engulfed his heart and flowed out in waves until it seared every part of him. Red flooded his eyes, his blood boiling beneath his flesh. His muscles twitched involuntarily, tensing and jerking as rage and wrath pulsed through every cell in his body.

His demon battled for release.

Relief, he needed it now. He’d neglected his baser needs—turning, and now, no way to control it.

Fisting his palms, he grinded his teeth. He didn’t know why he bothered. It wouldn’t stop the unavoidable. His body shifted, tearing his shirt. His horns pierced his scalp, fangs lengthening.

Too late.


Chapter 30

Jake. Like a caress, she felt the familiarity of his anger flaring around her.

She quickly scanned the room, spotting him instantly. But his gaze, deadlocked on Glen and spitting fire, never met hers. His body morphed, grew a foot in height, above his already towering frame. Sharp black horns extended from his scalp over the length of his dark hair.

She’d never seen anything like it. Finally, she knew the stories she heard about demons were true. Terrifying, so big, so angry…She should’ve been scared, but she wasn’t. Not even a tiny bit. She loved him so much she wasn’t afraid of him at his worst. He didn’t know it, but he had all of her.

Materializing inches from Glen, Jake snarled. In a flash, Glen grasped her arm and dragged her behind him, so he stood between them.

Jake growled, loud, menacing. “Don’t fucking touch her!” He sounded different, not just inhuman and crazed, but deeper and almost slurred.

Before she could say or do anything, Lucas and Nathan, who’d also given into their demons, grabbed Jake and tugged him away.

“Control,” Lucas warned.

“They were just talking,” Nathan said.

The warlocks surrounded her and Glen. She pushed her way through. The need to comfort Jake gave her courage to move forward to face not one, but three turned demons.

Before she could move past Glen, he grabbed her elbow, drawing her back. “Are you insane?”

Jake fought Lucas and Nathan, trying to reach her. “Don’t touch her!”

“He won’t hurt me.”

Glen reluctantly released her.

She closed the distance between them, her gaze riveted to Jake’s mouth, fangs protruding, his breaths coming out heavily in spurts. Lucas and Nathan made way for her but didn’t let him go. They held each of his arms. She placed her hand on his chest, over his heart.

A memory assailed. She watched herself from afar.

Glen leaned in and kissed her. Jake shook his head. Clyde’s arm shot out in front of him. His blue stare filled with sympathy locked on his.

Jake frozen, immobile. Anguish marring his handsome face. His eyes tinted crimson. Still, he didn’t speak or move.

“Calm down,” Clyde demanded. “It’s broad daylight. Listen, she doesn’t love him. She’s never loved him.”

Jake’s gaze never left them, watching in horror when Glen caressed the side of her face. Jake gasped. The searing ache in his chest compounded, then finally Glen walked away.

“She’s mine. My mate. Mine,” he whispered. “I need…”

His eyes welled with tears.

She gulped, placing her hand over her chest, and took several steps away. Tears flooded her eyes.

She saw it and felt it. His pain, his anguish, all of it. He’d watched Glen kiss her—his mate.

Why hadn’t he told her? Why?

Glen took several steps in her direction.

“Don’t touch her. Don’t make it worse,” Lucas warned.

He halted feet from her. “Val, are you okay?”

Her heart beating so fast in her chest, she couldn’t think, couldn’t move. Her gaze met Jake’s. She read his eyes, as only she could—pain, anguish, fear, longing, and love.

All the pieces fell into place. She was his, the reason he wanted her named guardian of Annie, too, why Nathan had defended him. Nathan knew. The others knew too, the reason everyone urged her to go to him. Thinking on it then, even Annie knew. She’d told her how Jake felt.

How could she have been so dense? So possessive and attentive, constantly worried about her, her attraction, her ability to read him, how easily she’d fallen, a man she’d once feared. And she held back in fear of falling for him, in fear of losing him, thinking she didn’t belong to him. No doubt now, a connection existed between them, profound, unremitting, and incomprehensible, a connection fated long before he or she existed.

Don’t live afraid, Val. Take chances. Live, fully and completely. And love…You’ll never regret it.

Valerie had let her fear control her. She’d let her gift of psyche sight influence her, and she’d held back from him—her mate.

But why hadn’t he told her? And he’d known her for weeks. How had he held back his need to mark her?

She shook her head, thinking it didn’t make sense. Her logical mind couldn’t understand how she’d found him so young. Immortals waited centuries for their mates. Her sisters had been centuries older than her, and none had ever found their fated.

Glen took another step in her direction.

Jake growled.

“Val, what did you see?”

She opened her mouth to speak and relived the memory and Jake’s misery anew. A shudder went through her, tears spilling from her eyes, she couldn’t speak.

Jake groaned, fighting against his captors. His head angled to the sky, his face contorted in anguish—anguish brought on by her tears. It was written on his face, in his eyes as he fought to get to her. It shredded her from the inside out.

The seconds turned to minutes. No one spoke. No one moved.

Suddenly, Jake shifted, returning to his normal form. “Release me.”

Lucas and Nathan exchanged a somber glance. “You can’t attack,” Lucas warned.

“You have my word.”

They released him simultaneously, ridding themselves of their demons. Jake took a step in her direction then another, a hopeless look in his eyes. “Are you okay?”

She wanted him to hold her, craved the comfort only he could give her. “Jake, I’m sorry…I didn’t realize—”

“Don’t apologize, Valerie. We can’t help what we feel or when we feel it.”

He’d said those same words to her before. The memory of the day resurfaced in her mind. The first night she watched Annie. Letting her grief get the better of her, she’d thought he’d fire her. Instead, he comforted her, and she easily confided in him. He’d said: I should have been the one to save you. I should’ve been there. I’ll never forgive myself for that. Of course now, it, too, made perfect sense.

The circumstances they found themselves in could only end one way. He’d close the distance between them and kiss her: what she wanted, craved, and so desperately needed.

But that didn’t happen.

He disappeared right before her very eyes. He left her. One moment, he was there, and the next, gone.

She was left standing there, staring at where he’d been, knowing it was over.

“He’s yours.”

She didn’t bother meeting Glen’s gaze. She nodded.

So obvious to Glen who had just met Jake, why hadn’t it been to her?

“Congratulations are in order.”

Lucas and Nathan lingered. Their eyes locked on them.

“Come on, cheer up. What’s the problem? Is it the vision you saw?”

She nodded.

“Do you want to talk about it?”

“Not really.”

“He’s angry, but don’t fret. You’re his.”

She shook her head. “You don’t understand. I didn’t…I didn’t realize it until…the—”

“The vision.” He sighed, but didn’t move closer. “Val, he’s your mate. That means he’ll forgive you for whatever awful thing you think you’ve done.”

“No.” A fresh wave of tears watered her vision. “He won’t.” He hadn’t. He left her.

“Yes, he will. You aren’t just his mate. He’s in love with you, so in love he was willing to sever an allegiance because I was standing too close.”

“He saw us,” she choked out.

Glen stilled. “When?”

“He saw us in the park that day. He saw us kiss.”

“That was your vision?”

She nodded.

Glen’s eyes widened. “Jesus, Val. I’m sorry. If I had known you were involved, I would’ve never—”

“We weren’t, not then.”

He nodded.

Finally, she met his gaze. “It doesn’t change the fact, he saw us. I saw it through his eyes, felt everything he did. I…” She meant to say broke, but no, he wasn’t broken. He’d been broken. Now, he was destroyed. She couldn’t say it aloud though. “And I was too stupid to realize he was mine until I saw it. I don’t deserve him.” As she said it, tears slid down her cheeks.

“Of course, you do. After all you’ve lost, you deserve happiness more than anyone I know, and he’ll give it to you.”

“It’s too late. I saw the look in his eyes. He’s…” Destroyed. “Lost hope.”

“You can’t believe that.”

“I should go,” she mumbled, then walked past him.

“Valerie,” Glen called.

She turned slightly.

“Don’t deny yourself a chance at true happiness. Go to him.”

Holding his gaze, she whispered a spell she knew he heard. Right before she disappeared, his eyes widened. He yelled for her.

Too late.

She was gone.

****

What had he been thinking? It couldn’t have been more clear from the moment she’d told him she wanted to join the Guardians. Jacob knew she gave into him for Annie. The truth staring him in the face, and he’d gone after her because he was weak, and she, his weakness. Surprise, surprise. He found her with her warlock.

As if he’d needed more proof.

As if he could change how she felt.

As if it mattered.

He didn’t know a damned thing about her. She had the gift of sight. He hadn’t known. After all the nights, they spent talking, laughing, exploring each other, she never confided in him. Those beautiful moments when he thought his life couldn’t get better had all been a horrible, life-shattering lie that tore his heart and soul to pieces.

Why had Clyde told him she never loved the warlock? Pity? Yeah, probably.

Damned fate! He couldn’t change it. Not that it mattered, if he could, he wouldn’t want anyone but her. He couldn’t help the way he felt. Despite everything, he loved her so deeply it hurt. Not because she was his, but because he loved her. The waves in her deep auburn hair, the angelic features of her face, the beguiling color of her eyes, the sleek allure when her body moved, and that smile…damn, that blinding smile. And he loved that streak of stubbornness, loved when she held her ground, loved the way she teased, loved the way she loved, cared, and fought for Annie. He loved all of her, every cell, every hair, every damned thing.

Her scent alone had the power to soothe the deepest, most troubled parts of his soul. Her presence eased his aches, his sorrows. She made him forget the past and live.

She was his magic, and he’d lost her.

No, he hadn’t. He couldn’t lose something he never had.

“Fuck!” Tears choking him threatened to spill. His fist connected with the wall in the gymnasium. The concrete crumbed, but it didn’t dull his pain.

Shutting his eyes, her tear-streaked face came to mind. A reminder of what hurt the most, having to walk away when all he wanted to do—heal her. Her tears, the only thing he hated. It had taken more will than he thought he possessed not to hold her. Only his sneering conscience reminding him she wanted the warlock, not him, had held him still.

But it didn’t change how he felt. Nothing would ever change it. She could go on and marry the warlock, bear his children, and still, he’d love her, love her beyond reason, beyond logic.


Chapter 31

Val had never been one to run, but she had. She’d fallen for Jake and lost him all in a matter of weeks. Knowing their time had ended, she couldn’t continue to live so close to him. She had to get on with her life, and she had, for the most part.

After casting the disappearance spell, she appeared in the burned wreckage of her old home. She hadn’t known where to go, so she took a risk. Tracking down her parents, the ones who claimed to want to reconnect with her, they welcomed her with open arms. Of course, they knew something was wrong and asked, but she didn’t explain. She couldn’t find it in herself to admit how she’d destroyed the man she loved.

The first night and day, she slept. All day, all night. Her mother and father checked on her. She sensed them enter and leave her room a number of times, bringing her water and food. None of which she touched.

The next day, she’d woken early, dressed, and tried as best as she could to get on with her life before the inevitable happened. She met with her parents, told them she planned to find her own place but would like to join their coven and hunt for Malums. They’d been thrilled. They hadn’t overwhelmed her with their excitement since they knew something was still wrong, something that had to do with Jake. They respected her privacy and hadn’t asked. They had, however, told her repeatedly if she needed to talk, they’d listen. She hadn’t taken them up on the offer. Not then, and not since.

That evening, she met with her new coven: a mix of witches and warlocks. They were friendly, told stories, laughed, and joked. The next day, she began training with them. And the following night, for the first time, she hunted rogues.

Three days had passed since, a full week since the day Jake walked away from her, and she was in terrible pain. Not the anguish that clung to her after destroying the man she loved. No, the type that came when a Malum stabbed her with an iron blade.

The Malum, a demon, hadn’t tricked her, hadn’t goaded her. She’d just been distracted. For a split second, when she saw those red eyes in the darkness of the alley, Jake came to mind. And for a single moment, she almost sensed him, smelled him, felt him.

It had all been in her head, of course, but it made her hesitate, and it cost her. The next thing she knew, the Malum stood inches from her, blade in hand ready to strike. She moved, but she’d been too slow. He struck her under the collarbone, releasing liquid iron into her veins. Immediately, the poison took effect. The pain so intense, she hadn’t been able to fight back, not with her magic, not with her fists. If it hadn’t been for her parents, she would’ve died in that alley or been taken. A possibility, Malums kidnapped immortal women and tortured them.

The three of them ended their hunt early that night, her mother and father making a fuss over her. She was fine though. After they removed the blade, the pain became a bit more bearable. Her father stayed by her side as her mother gathered a series of herbs and concocted a powerful healing potion. She drank it an hour ago. Since then, they’d come in once to check on her. Both hadn’t looked less worried when they left. She knew why. Her wound still bled. It hadn’t stopped, and she knew the reason for that, too. They expected her to heal quickly, and she wouldn’t.

She was fine though, as good as possible considering the circumstances. She missed Jake beyond reason and Annie, too. The searing ache in her chest wouldn’t let her forget just how much she loved them. But she’d lost them both, and devastation took hold.

“Val?” A loud bang sounded on her bedroom door.

Oh God, no, not Glen. How had he found her?

“I hope you’re dressed because I’m coming in.” He waltzed in, took one look at her, and cursed. “What the fuck, Valerie?”

“Please…” she said, though it took too much of her waning strength.

“Get your ass up, off this bed, and eat.”

All she heard: noise. And eat? Pointless, she couldn’t swallow more than a few bites without puking. Pointless in the long run too, she didn’t have much time left. Still, she’d tried to eat because magic had to be nourished. Without food, her magic faded.

She sat up in bed. The blanket covering her wound fell to her lap.

His eyes widened. “Fucking. Fuck, Val. What the fuck happened to you?”

Her gaze snapped down to her shirt realizing her wound had again bled through the gauze, staining the long shirt she wore.

Instead of waiting for her to answer, he asked, “Where the fuck is he?”

“Who?”

“Who? Who! Your fucking mate, Val.”

“Her mate?” Her mother now stood at the threshold into the bedroom. Her father close behind.

Glen turned to them. “Does he know about her? How could he not do anything?”

Her mother paled. “Her mate?”

“Jacob, the demon. He’s her mate.”

Her father’s eyes widened, then it hit him, the reason she wasn’t healing as she should be. And she saw the realization on her father’s face a split second before pain streaked it. His hand went to his chest. “God, no. She’s not marked. It’s been seven days. Seven days. How long has he known?”

Her mother’s jaw dropped, the same anguished expression clear in her. She neared, grabbed her hand, and pleaded, “Val, sweetheart, you can’t stay away from him. You have to go to him. He has to mark you.”

She shook her head. “I can’t, Mother.” Tears welled in her eyes. With how much she’d cried, she thought she had none left. “He doesn’t want me.”

“Your mother’s right. You have to go to him. Whatever it is, it can be fixed.”

Tears fell and fell. Her gaze deadlocked on her father, between holding back sobs, she said, “I hurt him, so he left m-me.”

“Val, listen to us. Please, sweetheart…” Tears trailed down her mother’s cheeks, then she sobbed.

“You only have so much time before…it’s too late,” her father choked out.

She knew this.

The Fated Curse.

Like werewolves and vampires, the witches and fairies had a troubled past. The last war ended in the early 1900s won by the witches who had become more magically powerful than the Fae. Since witches and warlocks had the least physical strength, it became common practice (and still was) to marry within the breed, the most powerful marrying the powerful to produce even more powerful offspring, in the long run creating a stronger breed. Of course, it only applied to witches who hadn’t found their fated mates, since once they did, the pull was too strong to stay away from each other. As expected, the witches became stronger over time, winning the last war. The Fae then cursed them. A curse so powerful, even after the truce, they hadn’t been able to reverse it.

Glen cursed. “The next full moon is tomorrow, Val. You know he has to claim you before then.”

As a witch over the legal age, her mate had until the second full moon to claim her. He didn’t, she would become mortal, age, and die. Still, it didn’t make a difference. “He doesn’t want me.”

Glen stormed out of the room.

Her father then dragged her mother out.

Finally alone, she lay down, closed her eyes, and fell into a dreamless sleep.

****

Every inch of him drenched in sweat, Jacob had been training for hours. Not alone. He was never alone anymore. That ache inside him followed him everywhere. It wouldn’t go away, clinging to him no matter what he did or who he was with.

Everyone noticed. Everyone knew. It didn’t bother him, but Annie felt it, sensed it, and lived with that ache too, at least whenever he was around.

Feeling the presence of two enter the large gymnasium, his anger surfaced. One of his fellow warriors or Jenna, checked on him constantly, thinking he needed a damned sitter because he lost his fated. The only break: Ashley and Clyde left on their honeymoon, the one they’d cut short after his sister’s death. He didn’t need another two people checking on him, pitying him. He didn’t need anyone’s damned pity. All he needed—Annie.

Materializing in the middle of the room, he barked, “What the fuck did I say! I…” He caught sight of the warlock and trailed off.

Rage bubbled and spilled over, coiling in waves around him. The warlock didn’t seem concerned. He looked angry. Good, maybe all he needed was a fight. Maybe he’d kill the damned warlock who’d stolen his mate. Maybe the warlock would kill him and put him out of his misery.

He shook his head. No, he couldn’t let that bastard kill him. He had Annie.

“Got a death wish, warlock?”

“Not particularly, but it wouldn’t matter. I’m not the one who has a fated.”

He had a lot of nerve bringing her up. “Get. The. Fuck. Out.”

“You’re a piece of work.”

He grabbed him by the shirt, lifting him off his feet. Glen held out his hand and pushed it against his shirt, hurling him backward. His back hit the mats. A second later on his feet, he ran toward the warlock. Glen held out his hand. Pain radiated through his legs. He fell to his knees in agony, waiting for the pain to dull.

“I have something to tell you, and you’ll listen.”

“Fuck. You.”

His body morphed. In demon form, he lunged at Glen. They tumbled to the floor. He punched him in the face. Glen returned it to his gut. He swung again connected to his jaw, blood spurted across the floor. Glen kicked him, flinging him off, then levitated out of his reach.

He growled. “Damned cheat.”

“You have any idea how much you’ve made her suffer?”

He laughed humorlessly. “This coming from the bastard she chose over me.”

“Demon, you’ve lost your goddamned mind. She loves you, not me.”

He scoffed.

“We dated, yes. We kissed, yes. But it never went farther than that. I’m sorry you saw what you did, but―”

“How do you know what I saw?”

“She was upset that day, and you left.”

She confided in the warlock instead of him, and the warlock still claimed she didn’t love him?

Jaw clenched, hands in fists. “Get down here and fight like a man!”

“Sorry, you’ve fucked up my face good enough, and I’ve got a date.”

A date? “I’ll kill you for hurting her. I swear I will.”

“The only one who’s hurting her is you.”

“Bullshit.”

“I told you he wouldn’t listen.”

He’d forgotten about Nathan.

“Are you willing to let her die?”

“She won’t. She made her choice.”

“She will.”

“She doesn’t want me.”

“You let her, she’ll die.”

He hissed. “Do you want me to make your death more painful than what I have in mind?”

Glen crossed his arms over his chest. “I’m getting tired of this conversation. It’s near endless. At this point, I may miss my date.”

He jumped, flung himself into the air, grabbing Glen by his ankle, and slammed him hard against the padded mats lining the floor. Glen struck him with magic, as powerful as the jolts Valerie zapped him with. He fell to his knees, groaning.

“I’m sorry you witnessed what you did, but it doesn’t change the fact she’s yours, not mine. She loves you, and I know you love her. So why don’t you stop attacking me and go fetch your mate?”

Pain continued to radiate inside him. “She…chose…you.”

“She never chose me. Even when we dated, she never cared for me like she should’ve, and I never cared for her that way either. We were friends more than anything else. I won’t lie to you, demon. I wanted her to be mine. I selfishly kept her beside me for longer than I should’ve, waiting, hoping, and praying despite the odds she could possibly be mine, but she isn’t. I wanted to love her and felt I could, but I held back because I knew she wasn’t mine, and I feared falling for her.”

“I hate…you…”

“I envy you. You were given the gift I prayed was mine.”

“She doesn’t want me.”

“She doesn’t? I could swear she’s grieving like she does. Do you know where she is?”

No, he didn’t. He couldn’t help himself and checked, but she was gone.

“She hasn’t been eating, not like she should. She’s lost weight, and she’s been hunting.”

Hunting? His mate without his protection? His heart stilled. “She doesn’t want me. If she did, she’d come to me. She knows how I feel about her.” He’d tried to sound adamant, but he lost his resolve. Worry for her overriding everything else, the need gnawing a hole in his stomach.

“It’s Valerie. Despite her bravado, she’s naive. She didn’t realize you were hers until her vision—”

“What was it?”

Glen hesitated. “When I kissed her from your point of view. It means whatever you felt at that moment, she felt, too.”

Fuck. It hurt to think she’d suffered that ache—an ache that still pained him.

“You realize food provides nourishment, which gives a source for our magic, the magic that’s ingrained from birth or inherited needs to be fed. If it’s not, then we have no magic.”

No. Glen lied. Val wouldn’t do that.

“Hunting as weak as she is. Already, it’s cost her.”

No. No. No. She wouldn’t do that.

“And it’s not just that. You ever heard of the Fated Curse?”

He hadn’t, and so he didn’t reply.

“Those damned Fairies got us good after the last war. We haven’t been able to reverse that curse.”

“What curse?”

Glen looked at Nathan, then met Jacob’s gaze. “The mate of a witch has until the second full moon to claim her. He doesn’t, the witch becomes mortal, ages, and dies.”

He’d known her longer than a month and the next full moon—tomorrow.

No, no, no. Not his mate. Not Val.

His heart stopped beating, bile rose to the back of his throat. He managed three words. “Where is she?”

****

Jacob materialized outside the address and stared up at the two-story Victorian house. Her scent engulfed him immediately. The pang in his chest lessened, yet fear clouded his every thought. He scented something else. Blood. His mate’s.

Throat clogging, he didn’t hesitate running up the porch steps and banging on the front door.

The door swung open, answered by Valerie’s mother. Her father stood behind her. Both looked relieved. Not that it made a difference; he would’ve found a way to his mate.

“Oh, thank God. She’s upstairs second bedroom to the right. Please…”

He dematerialized and rematerialized at the top of the stairs. Taking three large strides, he found himself just outside the bedroom. Parting the door, her scent engulfed him. His gaze landed on the bed. A blanket covered her from head to toe. Closing the distance between them, he swallowed past the lump in his throat, reached for the blanket, and pulled it down.

His heart dropped to the pit of his stomach. Her beautiful face white as the sheet, dark circles under her eyes. Her hair, usually shining, was dull and flat. She was weak, withering away. That wasn’t all. She’d been hurt, stabbed. The wound covered under her shirt, but some of the blood pooled and leaked, staining the tee.

She’d been injured, hunting! Had he done this to her? Had everything he thought been wrong? Did she love him, but stay away thinking he didn’t want her?

No! No! No! She’s ours! No! his demon cried, making it hard to concentrate. He wanted to cry too, but couldn’t. He had to do everything in his power to heal her. Whatever it took.

He checked her pulse. Slow and steady. Her skin cool to the touch. Just then, he sensed Valerie’s parents at the entrance of the room.

“Food. Whatever you have. Please.”

Looking around, he spotted the bathroom, beside a large armoire, the door open so he could see inside.

Carrying her, he materialized in the bathroom, set her in the tub gently, then removed the large shirt she wore. Revealing all of her, he realized she lost more weight than he imagined, evident in her protruding ribcage, her slimmed legs and thighs.

Help her! his demon demanded.

Tears welled in his eyes. Guilt souring his stomach, he ran warm water, plugged the tub, and watched as it slowly filled. When he removed the bloody gauze, he got a good look at the wound. Deep, and not healing fast enough.

She moaned, softly.

“Sweetheart,” he whispered. His heart in his throat.

Her eyes fluttered open, then briefly widened. Even her eyes looked different, the color dull.

“Tell me what’s wrong. Tell me how to fix it. Please.”

“I’m fine,” she mumbled. “Just tired.”

“You aren’t fine.”

“You can go, Jake. I’m fine.”

He ran his hand down the side of her face. “I’ll never go again.”

She smiled softly. “I’m dreaming, aren’t I?” Her eyes fluttered closed.

He grabbed the soap and lathered her face and body, being extra careful with the wound, then rinsed. He washed her hair next, shampooing, and conditioning it.

“I love you, Jake,” she whispered when he lifted her out of the tub.

His heart jolted. Why had he ever believed otherwise? If he had faith in her, in them, neither of them would’ve suffered.

“Why didn’t you…mark me? Because I’m not good enough for you?”

She had to be delirious, couldn’t really believe what she’d just said.

He wrapped a towel around her, then sat her on the long bathroom vanity. Grabbed another and began rubbing her dry. “I didn’t know about the curse. I was waiting for you.”

“You didn’t tell me I was yours.”

Cupping her cheeks, he stared deep into her eyes. “I sensed your fear of me, and I feared if I told you, you’d run.”

He finished drying her, then carried her into the room and laid her on the bed, a towel still wrapped around her. Her mother entered with a tray of food and placed it on the nightstand.

“Thanks.”

“Of course.” She turned and left.

He force fed Valerie an entire bowl of soup and a sandwich, paying no mind to her complaints. Satisfied she’d eaten enough, he let her drift to sleep.

Only then did he leave her. Walking out of the room, he found her parents just outside the bedroom door. Their concern evident in their expressions.

“I’m taking her home.”

Her mother nodded, looking relieved, again. “You don’t have much time. The curse—”

He nodded. “I didn’t know…Not until…” He let his voice trail off. “I won’t let her die.”

Her father exhaled and ran a hand through his hair. His arm wrapped around her mother’s shoulders.

“Thank you for looking after her.”

“Of course,” her father said.

“We don’t know what happened between you two, but we hope you can both move forward together as mates, as a family with Annie, and I hope when you do, you’ll find room for us in your lives,” her mother said.

He nodded. “I’d love that. And I’m sure Val and Annie will, too.”

Heading back into the room, he picked up his mate, materialized in his apartment, and laid her in bed. After he covered her with blankets, protecting her from the chill, he went to Jenna and Lucas’s apartment, grabbed Annie, and got her ready for bed. He waited until Annie fell asleep before he returned to his room.

Taking a quick shower, rinsing the sweat from his body, he toweled off and materialized beside Val. She had more color in her cheeks than the last time he checked mere moments before, but her skin felt too cool. He checked her wound next. It stopped bleeding and closed. Tomorrow, it would be gone completely.

Lying beside her, he pressed his body against hers hoping it would warm her. “You are mine, sweetheart,” he whispered. “You are mine. My mate and I love you.”

Then he too, fell asleep, a deep soundless sleep for the first time in seven days.


Chapter 32

The scent of Jake awoke her, jerking her out of sleep. His arm wrapped around her waist, enfolding and caressing her. Simultaneously, his hard body pushed against her back, sparking desire.

Jake. Oh God, he was there. But she couldn’t remember how she’d come to lie in bed beside him. Not that it was a high priority; she couldn’t care less how she ended up in his arms, only that she had.

Feeling better than she had in days, full of energy, she shifted, facing the ceiling, slightly pulling away from his heat.

He stirred. His hand clasped her hip and shifted her until she faced him, then his eyes snapped open, hazy with sleep. “Sweetheart.”

Hearing the endearment, her heart swelled. Surprised and too busy taking in the moment, she didn’t answer.

“Val?”

His hands grasped the sides of her face, and his lips claimed hers in a searing kiss. She delved into his mouth, sweeping inside twice before he pulled away. His red glowing eyes held hers for a long moment.

“Never scare me like that again. Never again.”

“W-what?”

His features hardened. “You stopped eating? Then you went hunting and almost got yourself killed.”

She shook her head. “I thought…I thought you didn’t care.”

His eyes narrowed. “You thought I didn’t care?” Sitting up in bed, he snapped immediately, “Why? I told you how much I cared. I showed you.”

She sat up, facing him. “But you…You were upset. I didn’t know why…and then you came and Glen was there and you were angry and…You didn’t come to me, didn’t hold me, and then you left…me.”

She paused for a split second. “You never came for me, and you never marked me, so I thought you didn’t want me.”

“I didn’t mark you because you’re young, and I wanted to give you time. I didn’t know about the curse. That day, I didn’t comfort you because I thought you wanted him instead of me.”

Her eyes widened. “How could you think that? I gave you all of me. I—”

“I thought you wanted to join the Guardians to push me away, thought you were using it as an excuse to break things off. I’d just won custody of Annie. There was no reason for you to pity me anymore, no reason for you to be with me.”

Her eyes welled with tears. “You thought I gave myself to you because I pitied you? That’s…”

“Absurd?” He sighed. “And after you left, I thought so, too. I thought maybe I’d jumped to conclusions, but then I found you with him and learned you had the gift of vision. He knew. I didn’t. You never told me.”

“I…” Shaking her head, she pointed out, “You knew how I felt for you. You felt it.”

He swallowed visibly. “I thought you used magic to fake your feelings.”

“I never…faked anything with us. I can’t believe you’d think—”

“I didn’t know what to think, Val. I thought you knew how I felt about you.”

“And I didn’t tell you about my visions because I didn’t think it mattered to you. I have all three gifts, psyche-sight, foresight, and hindsight.”

He fought a prideful smile, then he shook his head. “It doesn’t matter to me, but at the time, seeing you grow pale and not knowing why…” He shrugged. “He knew why.”

Wrapping his arms around her waist, he hauled her to him until she sat on his lap. He cupped her face and kissed her lips firmly. “I could let you go if I had to, if it was what you really wanted, I could live with you just beyond my reach, but I could never live in a world where you didn’t exist. I know I should want to because I have Annie, and I love her with everything in me, but without you, Val, I’m lost and empty and nothing.”

One hand on his chest, the other around his neck, fingers in his hair, her eyes misted.

“I was captivated by your scent before I laid eyes on you, and that first day we met, when you created an illusion to disguise yourself, I caught your scent again. It wasn’t a hint of it. It was you, full-blown you. I should’ve known then. I didn’t, and I’m sorry.”

Hesitantly, her hand on his chest trailed up his face, then she ran her fingers over the dark stubble.

He grasped her hand and kissed it firmly. “I loved you from the beginning, the first time I saw you sleeping on my couch, and I’ve loved you every day a little more. I did my best to tell you, show you, love you. Maybe I fucked that up, too, but I do, Valerie. I do love you with every being in my body. I’d love you even if you weren’t mine, and I’ll love you forever.”

A single tear drifted down her cheek.

He wiped it away, quickly.

She swallowed. “But you…why didn’t you tell…me?”

“I sensed your fear, and I feared in telling you, I’d lose you.”

She smiled. “What I feared was losing you and Annie.”

He kissed her lips firmly. “Forgive me, sweetheart.”

In those dark mysterious eyes, she read love—his love for her. “No, Jake, it’s my fault. I’m sorry. I love you.”

He smiled and claimed her lips in a soft kiss. His hands skimmed over her back reaching under her shirt until he met her bare skin.

“You’re mine, my fated mate, Valerie. I’ll tell you every day. I promise.”

His lips trailed down her chin and toward her neck. He pressed against her until she lay on her back, with him on top of her.

She sighed. His hands grew more persistent, grasping her hips and pulling her toward the length of him. He groaned when the bare flesh on her stomach met his erection.

She shuddered, chills erupting through her body. “Will you mark me, Jake?”

He drew away from her neck to meet her eyes. “I’ve been waiting to hear those words for weeks, dreaming night and day of this very moment.”

His tongue delved into her mouth exploring her. Her tongue met his as passionately. He grew more insistent, nipping her bottom lip firmly with his fang, then he trailed down her neck toward her breasts. Removing her shirt in one swift movement, he stopped to press a kiss where the blade struck her. He flicked his tongue over her nipple. Pleasure rippled through her, heat pooling in her core.

He positioned himself over her body, placing the length of him near her core. She fisted him and rubbed her hand up and down his length. The muscles in his shoulders bunching, he caught her hand in his and drew it toward his chest.

“Not yet, baby…”

“Yes, now.”

He chuckled, then shifted his attention to her other breast. His tongue lapped against her nipple. His mouth tightened around her and sucked, then he ran his fang against her sensitive flesh. Pleasure building inside her, she moaned loudly.

He dragged his hand down her stomach toward her center and caressed in a circular motion. He sank his fangs into her chest. Simultaneously, the pressure of his fingers against her grew more insistent.

Then it hit.

Pleasure exploded, rippling through her, clouding every thought, every sound. Her body shaking uncontrollably, she screamed.

Her eyes snapped open and met his. Wrapping her legs around him, her hands tightened around his head. Seconds later, he drew away from her flesh, lapping his tongue against the mark he’d made. His fangs stained in blood protruding from his mouth, the greatest aphrodisiac.

“You taste too sweet.” He lowered himself toward her core.

“No, please…”

He shook his head. His eyes glimmered. The next instant his tongue licked the length of her core. She shuddered and instinctively attempted to close her legs. His hands grasped her thighs, pulled them apart, and held her still while his tongue tormented her.

She couldn’t do anything but dig her fingers in his hair.

“Jake!” Another orgasm flooded, her body quivering from the strength of it.

He covered her body with his, wrapped his arm around her waist, then rolled her body on top of his and sat up. She straddled her legs around his waist and groaned, anticipating him inside. His red stare held her still.

“Please…” Her voice thick, heated.

“Tell me what you want,” he whispered, his lips millimeters from hers.

“You…inside.”

Each hand on her hips, he lifted her and buried the head of his shaft inside. She clenched around him and pushed down. He held her up, not allowing himself deeper.

“Please…”

Then, suddenly, he pushed her hips down. The length of him impaling her, filling her. He slammed his lips against hers, stifling her scream.

He lifted her again, then thrust her into him forcefully and repeatedly. Her nipples slid against his chiseled chest, hardening painfully. It began building again. She arched her back and lost sight of his eyes.

Grasping the back of her neck, he forced her to meet his stare again. Sweat beaded on his brow, his face contorted in passion. “I. Love. You,” he said with each of his thrusts.

Lost, crazed, her fingers gripped him, nails digging into the muscles in his back.

“Tell me what you want,” he demanded between clenched teeth.

“Your bite,” she mumbled. “Please…”

He smiled, then angled her head, baring her neck, and bit into her flesh, marking her, branding her. Then he gulped, swallowing her blood.

She shuddered.

He drank and drank. The more he drank the better it felt until the need to taste him gnawed at her. Her mouth watered.

She held back until she was close, then she sank her teeth into his neck, piercing his skin. She tasted the richness of his blood, and drank and drank. The longer, the better the taste.

When he withdrew his fangs from her neck, she did too only because he drew her face toward his and stared into her eyes. It sent her over. He came, her walls clenching, squeezing out every drop.

Then he let go completely, unleashing his emotions, allowing her to feel the impact of his release.

Beautiful.

She collapsed against the expanse of his chest. He wrapped an arm around her, then laced the other in her hair.

Kissing her forehead, his mind whispered, Yes, sweetheart, I’m yours and you’re mine. Forever.

She heard and stilled. Although she’d known once they completed the mating, exchanging blood, they could hear each other’s thoughts and communicate telepathically, it startled her.

“Regrets, already?” His voice portrayed no anger, only love.

She smiled. “No, Jake. None.”

He lay down, taking her with him. Sprawled atop of him, she angled her face to his and felt the strength of her emotions flowing around them.

Love. Contentment. Satisfaction. Belonging.

“Feel that, sweetheart?”

“It’s how I feel about you.”

“It’s how I feel about you,” he contradicted.

She smiled, wondering again how she could’ve been so blind. Jake had shown her how he felt before, the first night they’d made love.

At that moment, staring into his beautiful dark eyes, she realized her gift hadn’t failed her. She’d just misunderstood it.

Jake wasn’t trouble. Both of them had been troubled, and as fate would have it, they were each other’s happiness.

“I’m sorry, Jake.”

He silenced her with a quick kiss. “Don’t make the same mistakes I’ve made, Val. Don’t dwell on the past. Live for today.”


Epilogue

“Sweetheart?”

Jake’s voice jolted her from her dreams. He nuzzled her neck, feathering light kisses. Her eyes fluttered open, meeting his dark gaze leaning over her.

“Morning, beautiful,” he whispered. “Someone missed you.”

Annie. God, how she missed her.

Quickly sitting up in bed, Annie rushed toward her, her arms open wide. She welcomed the embrace.

“Val! You’re back! I missed you so much!”

“Oh, sweetie, I missed you, too,” she whispered, rubbing her back softly. She carried her and set her on the edge of the bed.

Annie eyed her neck. “You won’t leave anymore, right?”

Guilt filled her. Before she could answer, Jake closed the distance between them and kneeled in front of them.

“Pupa, it wasn’t Valerie’s fault. She was sick.”

“Sick?” Annie’s gaze darted back to her for confirmation.

She had been sick, heartsick, but not the whole truth. She would be Annie’s guardian now along with Jake and would always strive to tell her the truth.

“Annie, you know adults make mistakes, too.” She paused. “Your uncle Jake and I had a misunderstanding. I didn’t take care of myself, and I got sick, very sick. I’m so sorry.”

“Are you better now?”

“Yes.”

Annie’s gaze trailed toward her neck again—the spot Jake marked. “You still want me?”

She removed a stray hair from her face. “Of course, Annie. I’ve always wanted you, and I’ll always want you, just like your uncle.”

“You promise?”

“Yes, sweetie. I promise.”

“So we’re going to be a family?”

“We are a family,” Jake assured.

Annie smiled widely.

“Come on, we’ve got to get ready.”

“Ready?”

He winked in Annie’s direction, who giggled. “Yep, we’re celebrating.”

“What are we celebrating?”

His eyes reddened briefly, his eyes trailing down her neck.

She flushed.

He grinned. “Lucas came by today with several documents. We are Annie’s official guardians. Jenna’s making a big lunch to celebrate. I invited your mom and dad, too.”

He kissed her lips softly, quickly, then wrapped his arms around both of them.

She smiled, giddy. I love you, Jake.

His gaze held hers, his arms around Annie and her. And I love you, sweetheart.
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