
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      The Shifter’s Secret

      The Ghost Shifters Series, Book 6

    

    




      
        R. A. Boyd

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Other books in the Ghost Shifter series

      

    

    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

    

    
      
        New Release Newsletter Sign-up

      

      
        A note from the author

      

      
        Other Works by R.A. Boyd

      

      
        Find out more about R.A. Boyd her:

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events or locations is entirely coincidental.

      

      

      

      
        
        No part of this book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any printed or electronic form without permission.

      

      

      

      
        
        ASIN: B07TC6RD47

      

      

      

      
        
        Text copyright ©2019 R.A. Boyd

        All Rights Reserved

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Other books in the Ghost Shifter series

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Other books in the Ghost Shifter series

      

      

      

      
        
        The Shifter's Wish, Book 1

        The Shifter's Dream, Book 2

        The Shifter's Salvation, Book 3

        The Shifter's Fight, Book 4

        The Shifter's Soul, Book 5

        The Shifter’s Secret, Book 6 (YOU’RE ABOUT TO READ ME!!)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      “Thanks for coming to meet with me. You look beautiful.”

      She really did. Jace had been waiting for this moment for over five years. He was terrified and excited. The throbbing hole in his chest filled with hope. His mate may have been within his reach all this time.

      Jace watched as Emma added more cream and sugar to her coffee. Giving him a tight smile that didn’t reach her walnut-colored eyes, she looked up at him and finally met his gaze. She’d been looking everywhere but at him since she sat down at the table.

      With that perfect half-smile/half-smirk that scrunched up her round nose, she reached for her spoon and stirred her coffee. “Thanks. It’s good to see you too.”

      Even though her voice was calm and even, Jace could sense the unease and confusion rolling from her in waves. He was making her uncomfortable. It pained him to know he was the reason for her uneasiness. How could he blame her? The last time they’d seen each other he made sure his words cut her deep enough to push her away from him. And now five years later, he was sitting across from her, inwardly dying to find out if she was his mate. She’d evaded his touch when she joined him at the small, round table of the dimly lit restaurant. He tried to touch her hand and pull her in close for a hug, but she quickly grabbed her chair and sat down before he had the chance.

      This must be how it felt when teenagers went on their first date. Him— a fallen angel who had endured years of mental anguish, loneliness, and rejection now pitied the dating habits of pubescent kids. Fan-fucking-tastic.

      Jace cleared his throat and picked up his menu. He hadn’t eaten today, and the thought of food made his stomach churn. Food was far from his mind. Touching Emma was all he could focus on. “I heard you got married,” he said, looking down at the ring-less ring finger of her left hand. He already knew her story.

      She pushed her shoulder-length, dark, tightly coiled hair behind her ear. “I did. We’re divorced now. But it’s fine,” she murmured, flitting her hand to wave off the conversation. Jace tried to hand her a menu, but she put her hand up to stop him. “I already know what I want. I come here often.”

      This was not going well. She hated him and didn’t want to be here. What would they do if they were mates? Emma may never forgive him for how he’d treated her at the end of their relationship.

      Jace’s heart hammered in his chest as he watched her. She was staring at his chin or his lips. He couldn’t tell, but he sure as hell knew when a person was trying not to meet his gaze.

      When the waitress came back to take their order, Emma smiled at the woman and the room lit up as bright as the sun. She used to smile at him like that.

      As if they knew each other, Emma and the waitress talked briefly about her last visit and how much the weather had changed in such a short amount of time. The weather in Baltimore could go from freezing cold to Hell’s front door hot in less than a week.

      After the woman took their orders, Emma’s gaze came back to rest on his chin, and the radiant smile fell from her face. “What’s up, Jace? You wanted to meet with me because…” she said, trailing off as if waiting for him to start talking so she could get away from him.

      This was it. “Well,” Jace said, clasping his hands in front of him on the table. Damn-it. He’d rehearsed what he wanted to tell her over and over. And now, it was all gone. “I’m sorry for what I did. It was wrong. I was a real shit for the way things ended.”

      Emma stilled, and for a brief moment her eyes met his. Vulnerability blanketed her face, and a small gasp escaped her pursed lips. That look turned to agitation, and then it was gone. The calm demeanor reappeared. She scooted back in her chair.

      She swallowed a few times and gave a dismissive shake of her head. “That was a long time ago. You didn’t have to apologize.” Her chest shook as she took a trembling breath, and the tranquil façade she tried to hold on to slipped away. She moved her chair closer to the table and pointed at him as if her finger would jab some sense into him. “Forget that. You did. You did have to apologize. You freaking should apologize. You were horrible to me. Do you remember what you said?”

      Every word. Jace remembered every single thing he’d told her as they sat in her apartment.

      “Emma—”

      “Let me remind you.” Her voice was low as her eyes darted around the restaurant. The attention of other people made her nervous. For her to even attempt to have this conversation in public meant she was pissed. “After three years of us being together and talking about getting married, you told me that you didn’t see a future for us. That three years was enough with one woman and that you’d been trying to break up with me for weeks. And I knew, I freaking knew it was because I brought up us having kids. Hell, I get that you can’t have children. That was fine with me.”

      It had been fine with her. When he told her he couldn’t father children, she shrugged and offered every alternative there was: adoption, sperm donor, IVF. She even admitted that if he didn’t want kids, she could live with that too. That little admission had been his undoing.

      He knew that Emma wanted to be a mother, but she was willing to give it up. For him. He couldn’t let her. So, he spit venomous words at her to make her hate him. To make her find someone else to give her what he couldn’t.

      “But that wasn’t enough for you,” she continued. “You told me that you just didn’t want me. Me. That you couldn’t see us growing old together. That I was fun to be with but that nothing serious would ever come from our relationship. I loved you so damn much, I was willing to give up children. I just wanted you.” The last few words tapered into a low sob that she fought to hold back.

      Emma’s eyes shimmered with unshed tears as she looked at him, and it gutted him that he was the reason for her pain. Nothing in this world compared to how horrible he felt. The emotions she was pulling from him mimicked the feel of rejection after he found out that he and his brethren were no longer welcomed in Heaven.

      The sting of tears burned the backs of his eyes as he watched Emma fight to stay strong. This was all his fault.

      Jace ran a hand down the front of his face. He wanted to push the table out of the way so he could comfort her. Comfort himself.

      “It’s not what you think, Emma.”

      “It never is,” she shot back. She grabbed her coffee and took a huge gulp, and then grimaced when the hot beverage scolded her mouth. She gasped and grabbed her glass of water, drinking half of the cold, clear liquid to soothe her throat. “What do you want Jace? My dad told me about you and your people back home. You want to know if I’m your mate so you can get your beast back?”

      She knew. Shaun, Emma’s father, still lived in New Rose and had often come to the Town Hall meetings to support them. Shaun hated Jace’s guts when he’d demolished Emma’s heart, but the man was slowly warming up to him again after watching the Ghosts get their asses handed to them by Samiyah a few months ago. He and Shaun had talked, and her father now understood why he had broken up with Emma. Shaun threatened to kill him if he hurt Emma again, but promised that he would support the Ghost shifters. Emma’s dad was a good man.

      “Yes,” he nodded, moving his silverware around to give his hands something to do, lest he reach forward and tuck her hair behind her ear. “That’s why I’m here. That’s why I pushed you away before. I wanted you to be mine. Marry you, adopt a van full of kids, everything you wanted. But if you weren’t my mate and she showed up while we were together, it would have hurt us both. I didn’t want that for you.”

      Emma’s lips pulled tight, and a wave of anger and humiliation blasted from her. “Wow.” She used her right thumb to crack all the knuckles on her right hand. “Tell me everything, but make it short. I need to leave.”

      With two bowls of smoking Maryland Crab soup and dinner rolls on a tray, the waitress came up and put their food in front of them. The small woman turned her back on Jace and looked at Emma. “Are you alright?”

      Emma’s soft brown eyes looked up at the woman. “Yeah. I’m good. Thanks for checking.”

      The waitress gave Jace a warning glare and walked away. He would not be eating anything else she brought to the table.

      Okay. Emma wanted to know everything but told him to keep it short. This was not going to be easy.

      “What did your dad tell you?”

      “Doesn’t matter,” she said as she put her napkin in her lap. “I want to hear it from you. And when I finish my soup, I’m going to get up and leave.”

      He pushed his bowl away, happy he didn’t have to eat to make her comfortable. “I was never human. I was created as an angel. We came here during the Great War when Lucifer lost his shit and rebelled against the Creator. Me and my brothers and sister turned ourselves into saber-tooth cats.” How the hell could he make this a short story? “It was too much death, and we didn’t want to kill our fellow angels. When we decided that it was time to get involved, we tried to shift back into our angel form. We couldn’t. Our brother, the Angel of Death, came and told us that we were cursed and we would live in our saber-tooth form until the Creator saw fit to give us back our human bodies. We would never be angels again, never be able to shift, and only our mates could restore our beasts and our grace. But we couldn’t know until Damon and Jax, the Alpha and Omega of our clan, found their mate. Once they found her it would be like a trickle-down effect. Cass opened up the Ghost shifters to find their mates. Did your dad tell you that?”

      “He did,” she said, dipping her spoon into the thick soup. “And you’re here because you want to see if I’m your mate so you can get back what you lost.” It wasn’t a question.

      Jace nodded and took a sip of his iced tea to cool his throat. His palms were sweaty and his heart raced in his chest.

      “And that’s the only reason you called? That’s it.” She huffed out a humorless laugh and closed her eyes. Emma grabbed her napkin and wiped her mouth. “Give me your hand.”

      Just like that? Okay.

      Jace reached his hand across the table. Emma looked at it like it was a serpent. She took a deep breath and quickly slapped her small hand into his large one.

      Tingles worked their way from his hand where she touched him and right up to the center of his ribcage. He drew in a ragged breath as Emma’s fingers tightened around his. Her pupils dilated, and she stopped breathing for a few seconds too long. When she managed to inhale, she used her free hand to grab hold of the table and almost pulled the crisp, white cloth away from it.

      For a fraction of a second, Jace swore he heard the angelic hosts singing praise of the creation that was their bond. The beast that had been sleeping in his middle for what felt like forever woke up and demanded Jace claim the woman sitting across from them. His cock sprang to attention and strained against his pants. Emma was his.

      The sweet smell of her arousal wafted toward him, beckoning him to take her right here and now. She used to get so wet for him. So wet, so fast. With just a few filthy words in her ear, Jace used to be able to make her soak her panties in a matter of moments. That was when they were together before, and apparently she still wanted him. Oh, she couldn’t stand the sight of him, but the fragrant scent of desire between her legs reached for him, demanding his attention.

      Snatching her hand away from his, she stood from the table and pushed her chair in. She swayed on her feet but righted herself before he could get up to help her. “Pay the bill and meet me outside.”

      She had to walk by him to get to the door, and when her full and curvy body moved passed him, he wanted to reach out and grab the rounded globes of her ass. Kiss them. Bite them. Spank them. Come all over them.

      He didn’t even give the waitress the chance to ring up the bill. He grabbed way more bills than he should have from his wallet and handed it to the woman, telling her to keep the change. He was pretty sure she called him a prick.

      When he made it outside, he watched as Emma paced back and forth across the empty pavement. She talked to herself, saying she would never let him hurt her again.

      “I won’t hurt you, Emma. I promise.”

      Startled by his presence, she stopped and looked at him. “I know,” she said, more to herself than to him. “Are you supposed to bite me? Are you different from other shifters, or is it the same?”

      Quickly, he shook his head as hope bloomed in his chest. “No. You can bite me. You don’t have to be changed.”

      She nodded and ran her pink tongue along her top teeth. “You need me to bite you? After five years of nothing but silence from you, you want me to bite you? Help you?”

      Hadn’t she realized that he’d pushed her away for her own good? Didn’t she know that everything had now changed for them?

      He nodded, trying to find the words to make her understand. “More than that. I want you.”

      “Because I’m your mate.”

      “No, Emma. Because I’ve never stopped loving you. I want you.”

      He would convince her. She didn’t believe him now, and he would never hold it against her.

      “It’s not just me anymore, Jace. I have a daughter. She’s four, and she’s the love of my life.”

      He knew she had a daughter with her ex-husband. It didn’t matter. He would love and care for the little girl as if she were his own flesh and blood.

      “I’ll never hurt either one of you.”

      Every emotion a human could possibly feel at one time flashed over her face as she watched him. Pain still darkened her eyes. She seemed to think it over. “Okay. Okay. Do you have a room we can go to?”

      She would do it now? She was ready to take her teeth to him now?

      This was it. He was getting his life back. Not just his grace or his beast. No, he was getting Emma back. Hesitance and anger were still there inside her, but she was opening up to him. They would be together again, and he would make up for everything he’d done to her. He would make up for every tear she’d cried because of him.

      This was it.

      And this was everything.
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      Three weeks later

      “What is this?” Jace scratched his short nails over his beard as his other hand held the small brown bottle with grey lettering on it.

      Audra rolled her eyes and then stared at him like he was an idiot. “Can’t you read?” she asked, sarcasm and disbelief heavy in her voice. She toyed with her long braid as she watched him study the bottle.

      With a slow breath, he closed his eyes and counted to ten. He didn’t want any shit today. Anxiety was constant in his system, but he needed to stay calm. “Yes. But what is a Sack Sudser exactly?” He had an idea of what it was but hoped to high Heaven he was wrong.

      “First off,” Audra said, shoving her middle finger two inches from his right eyeball. “It’s a gift to congratulate you on your mating with Emma—”

      “Jesus,” he sighed.

      “Secondly,” she said, putting the middle finger of her other hand in front of his left eyeball, “It’s to make sure your man bits smell like—” she put her face closer to the bottle he held and looked at the name, “—Autumn leaves. Women don’t like musky balls, just so you know. And third,” she sang, twisting both middle fingers together, “You need a way to stay fresh when you’re on the oil rig.”

      Pulling his lips far into his mouth and biting on them to keep from calling his sister a name that would instantly start a fight between them, Jace looked down into Audra’s brown eyes and shook his head. “Audra. For the eight-hundred and sixty-third time, there are bedrooms with showers on the rig. It’s like a hotel. I don’t need a ball sanitizer to keep myself clean when I’m at work. And I don’t need a mating gift. She doesn’t want me. I’m not going to beg her to want me. And the only reason I’m driving to Baltimore to meet with her for lunch is to get you, Simon, and the other crazy women in this clan off my back.”

      Emma already made her feelings clear. She didn’t want him. And that was just fine by him. He’d wounded her when they broke up, and even though she gave him back his beast, she wasn’t ready to forgive him.

      Besides, this was his punishment. He knew it would come one day. He’d kept this secret for millennia, but the Creator knew his heart. And now he was paying for it. Not wanting to kill his fellow angels wasn’t the only reason he didn’t want to fight. Jace grew envious when the Creator decreed that humans would be loved, regarded above all, and have free will to choose how they lived their lives. He wasn’t jealous of the declaration. No. That would have been too easy. He wanted to love and live and make the choices that crafted his life.

      What would his family think if they knew the truth? Knew that the real reason he gave up being an angel was to live life as a human? Well, he got a lot more than he bargained for. Spending a few hundred thousand years as a saber-tooth was never part of the plan. And now the one he chose left him like he was expendable.

      “She doesn’t want me. That’s all there is to it.”

      Audra’s eyes softened. Pity replaced the anger in her gaze. It made Jace want to put his fist through the wall. He didn’t need her sympathy or her sorrow. He’d gone this long without Emma, and he could do it again. He didn’t want to, but he didn’t have a choice. She rejected him.

      With a gentle shake of her head, Audra untwisted her middle fingers and put her hands on his shoulders. “Emma loves you, Jace. She wouldn’t do what you think she did. You need to talk.”

      Damn-it, he wished they would leave him alone about it. The knowledge that Emma, his mate, didn’t want him hollowed him out every waking moment. He tried to shove it down deep, but it never worked. “She doesn’t want me, Audra. I don’t blame her.” Crossing one leg in front of the other, he leaned against the chrome refrigerator in his kitchen and knocked the back of his head against it two times. It did nothing to dull the pain. “I pushed her away when we broke up, what, five years ago?”

      Yep. Five years ago this May was when he told her he didn’t see a future for them. Oh, he loved the hell out of Emma. She wanted a family. A big one. And he couldn’t give it to her. One of the worse parts of the curse the Creator put on them was not being able to have children until they found and claimed their mate. It made sense. It hadn’t back then when Emma told him she wanted two children and a rabbit.

      “Just tell her,” Audra whined, still holding on to his shoulders. “Tell her everything.”

      “I did,” he gritted out. He detested this. Detested feeling the rejection and the loss that had been his constant companions for years. Those putrid emotions had been with him long before a few weeks ago when he’d gone looking for Emma to find out if she was his mate. Telling her everything, he spilled his guts as she sat watching him. Hell, he’d told her that none of the Ghost shifters could find their mates until Jax and Damon, the Alpha and Omega of the Ghost clan, found theirs first. And now that they’d found their mate Cass, Jace wanted to know if Emma was his. He told her how she could give him his beast back.

      “You told her about the curse?” his sister asked.

      “Yep.”

      “You told her how she could heal you. Give you back your beast and your grace since she was your mate?”

      Jace nodded. He’d loved Emma since the day they met, but he wasn’t sure she was his mate until he touched her hand as they ate lunch a few weeks ago.

      “You told her you pushed her away because she wanted kids and you couldn’t give them to her.” Audra stepped back and grabbed an apple from the fruit tray on the island in his kitchen.

      He started to speak but couldn’t form the words. He’d left that out. “No.”

      Confusion took over Audra’s face as she buffed the apple on the sleeve of her yellow shirt. “Did you tell her that you would stay young and she would grow old and that’s why you let her go five years ago? That now since you were bonded as mates, there was a good chance you would either grow old with her or her aging would slow down?”

      Jace cleared his throat and looked around the room, trying his best not to meet his sister’s curious glare. “No. No, I did not.”

      A muscle twitched under Audra’s left eye. She took a bite of the red apple and watched him, crunching the fruit between her teeth as her pretty brown eyes lightened to a glowing amber. She swallowed and nodded her head once. “What, dear brother, did you tell her?” Her voice was level but her posture was growing defensive.

      He crossed his arms over his chest and widened his stance. Audra may have found her mate and calmed the pissed off saber-tooth inside her, but she was still reactive and volatile. Only two people on the face of this planet could calm her: her mate Zeke, and Cass, mate to the Alpha and Omega of the Ghost clan and third in the Alpha Triad.

      “I told her about us being fallen angels—”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “—and about the curse and us being trapped in our saber-tooth form for centuries.”

      “Uh-huh,” she said, nodding.

      “And that she was my mate. The one to restore my beast and my grace. That I knew as soon as we touched that day. And that even though we’d been together for years, I didn’t know she was mine until Jax and Damon found Cass. And that she could help me. And that I didn’t want her and I to be together if my actual mate showed up because it would hurt her. I never want to hurt her.”

      Glowing eyes surveying him intently, Audra’s mouth opened wide to reveal sharper teeth. She took a bite of the apple, but instead of his sister’s petite face, it looked as if her beast decided it wanted a taste of the apple. She bit down on more than half of the fruit, eyes still digging into him. It was a horror movie come to life. A low snarl rumbled its way up her throat. Spittle dripped down her chin as she chewed, but she couldn’t close her mouth. There were only so many teeth that could fit in a human mouth before they wouldn’t be able to close it.

      To hell with it. If his sister wanted to fight, he would invite that shit and be done with it. He was tired of Audra using her crazy to intimidate him. But damn-it, he didn’t want to ruin his house. If she lost control, her shift would bring on his change. They would level his house to the ground.

      “So,” Audra said, wiping her sleeve across her mouth. “After five years of no communication, you went and told her that only she could bring back your beast and your grace to make you whole again. That you pretty much got rid of her so that if your real mate showed up, you wouldn’t have to break her heart.”

      Fuck. It sounded terrible when Audra put it that way.

      “That only she could heal you,” Audra continued. “And she did it. No questions asked.” Her teeth began to slowly shrink, and her lips gradually covered her teeth.

      He nodded as Audra’s words settled in. Emma hadn’t asked questions. He told her what he needed, and then she helped him. Well, she also fucked him until he couldn’t see straight. At first, he thought it meant they were getting back together, but when he came back from his first shift she was gone. No note. Nothing. Just gone.

      “She did me a favor,” he said, thinking of Emma. “After all this time, I went and told her only she could help me.”

      “And she did. Not sure if you noticed yet, but you also told her that you would have dropped her ass quicker than a cat can lick its butt if your true mate showed up. Which means some part of you felt as if she wasn’t the one. As if she wasn’t enough. Jace, you dummy, you pretty much told her that she wasn’t enough, and you didn’t want to waste your time trying to find out. Do you get that now?”

      Damn-it. She was right. As long as he’d lived this life, how did he not learn how to talk to women? Having Audra lay it all out like this lit a lightbulb over his head. If this were a romance movie, he would have been the douche bag that drove the curvy goddess of a heroine into the arms of the other guy. Screw that. He would hunt that guy down and eat him.

      “Did you tell her you still loved her?” Audra asked, her voice breaking through the cloud of stupid he’d managed to encase himself in.

      Bagging his head on the refrigerator door a few more times, he closed his eyes and cursed himself. “No. I didn’t.” Why didn’t he tell her? He should have led with that. He should have told her everything, not just asked for her help. “I fucked up.”

      Not only had he gone to her after five years of no communication and asked her to save him, but he also didn’t tell her why he pushed her away in the first place. He hadn’t told her that he thought of her smile every single day for the past five years. He hadn’t told her that he was trying to save her from a lifetime of heartache.

      It was an experience he didn’t want to repeat. He’d done it three times in his long life, and three times he wished he hadn’t. Three women who he loved as long as they lived. Three women who withered away, two dying of old age and one from being burned as a witch. Each and every one of them loved him but secretly abhorred him for staying young and changeless. He was trying to save Emma from that life. But now, he didn’t have to.

      Unlike with the others, Jace knew that Emma was his mate. Even before Jax and Damon claimed Cass, he knew that Emma was it for him.

      “So,” Audra said, looking around his kitchen as if she’d dropped something. “What time are you leaving for Baltimore? Your lunch date starts in a few hours. And where is that compost bin Riley gave you? I need to put my apple core in it.”

      Jace lifted his chin toward the side door. “In the garage. I haven’t put it together yet.”

      “She gave it to you weeks ago. We’re doing compost now. Going to grow some fruits and vegetables. Do your part.” She grabbed a paper towel, wrapped the core in it, and shoved it in her small pocket. “You know. I’m surprised she didn’t punch you in the throat. She still taking self-defense classes?”

      Emma’s father was a retired Marine and insisted Emma take self-defense classes while she was growing up. He’d started teaching her to defend herself when she was in junior high school. As far as he knew, she never stopped. It was one of the things he loved about her. She was strong in so many ways. He’d gladly take the ass-whoppin’ she could give him if she forgave him.

      “Go on,” Audra said, breaking him from his thoughts. “Don’t be late. She’s expecting you.”

      “Thank you,” Jace said as Audra walked toward the front door. “Thank you for setting this up. And thanks for coming to talk with me. I didn’t even realize how much I screwed up until you… Thanks, sis.”

      If his sister hadn’t pushed him on meeting with Emma, he would have let her go. He’d wanted to bite Audra’s finger off when she first stuck her nose in his business, insisting that he go meet and talk with Emma. Now he was grateful, and he wasn’t ashamed to admit his mistake.

      Talking to Emma was going to be the hard part. She was a koala bear and its favorite tree when it came to holding on to grudges. She dug her claws in and didn’t let go until she was good and ready. He’d broken her heart five years ago and had probably done some damage a few weeks ago, but he had to try. Hell, she angry fucked him until he was ready to cry on her tits and worship at her feet. At least she agreed to meet with him today.

      That had to count for something.
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      “So, you’re meeting your ex-boyfriend’s sister for lunch because she wants you to be in her wedding?”

      Emma nodded her head and flipped through the medical coding manual. “Yes, Paddie,” she said, finally finding the code and writing it down in her notebook.

      “But you haven’t seen or spoken to her since her brother dumped you?” Paddie asked, her low voice sounding like a Kathleen Turner voice stand-in.

      Emma didn’t have time to make small talk with Paddie right now. She needed to finish coding these last three charts so she could leave work on time to meet Audra. “She and I kept in contact until I married Richard.”

      “And then she dumped you?”

      Typical Paddie. No filter and no regard for anyone’s emotions. Emma admired Paddie’s straightforward way of speaking to people, but sometimes her words hurt worse than stubbing your big toe first thing in the morning.

      Emma shrugged and looked up from the chart. She blew her dark, coily bangs from her eyes and shook her head. “No. I stopped talking to her. It just felt weird. I dated her brother, got dumped by him, and then married someone else and was pregnant less than a year later. When I told her Richard and I eloped, she sounded upset.”

      For some strange reason, Audra took it personally, behaving as if Emma eloped just to exclude her from the activities. Audra kept telling her over and over she always thought Jace and Emma would get back together.

      So did Emma.

      For a long time after he’d practically stabbed her in the heart, she thought Jace would find her and try to fix things between them. He knew where she moved after she left New Rose. Oh, he’d broken her heart good and proper back then. She had the idea that he was going through some kind of really early mid-life crisis because he couldn’t have children.

      Blame weighed her down in the beginning. She figured she was a reminder to Jace that he would never father the children she’d wanted so badly. And just when she thought she’d finally healed from his wounds, he came and found her in Baltimore. Not because he realized he’d been a grade-A butthole and needed to make things right with her. Nope. It was because he needed her to help him. So, she did. She gave him what he needed. And then he was gone again.

      Emma knew how shifters mated, and he had explained everything to her. She didn’t have to be bitten to help him. She was the biter, and that made her feel powerful. Celibacy, vibrators, and porn websites had been her bed-buddies for more than a year.

      Then, in walked Jace, and she used every skill she’d observed from her favorite porn videos to make love to him until he came deep inside her channel and brought her to screaming orgasms. Multiple screaming orgasms.

      Well, technically, she was the one who’d walked into the restaurant. Still, there he had been, sitting at the small table and waiting for her. Broad, sloping shoulders that led down to his defined arms. A tapered waist that she knew ran down to a huge cock that always rubbed her the right way. His bright blue eyes had eaten her up, so much so that she couldn’t make eye contact with him.

      She knew he was nervous. His words had been clipped and he fidgeted in his seat like a toddler who had to use the bathroom. But what he said added more and more space to the chasm between them.

      According to what he’d told her over lunch, even though she wasn’t his first choice, Emma was the only one who could help him. So she did. And when she woke up from her orgasm comma, he was gone. No note, no article of clothing to indicate he was coming back. Nothing. She waited in the room until she was close to tears, hoping he would come back from a taco run or something. He knew she loved tacos. And burgers with fries. But he never returned.

      So, she left.

      No phone calls, texts, or emails came in the weeks following. Jace had used her to get what he needed. Now, he was done with her.

      She’d cried the entire weekend. Luckily, her dad had taken her daughter Lily with him for a few days. Emma never wanted her daughter to see her cry over a man. Not even her father who left them before Lily was born. Richard didn’t deserve her tears. Hell, there was no need to cry over him. They hadn’t loved each other.

      Taking a trembling breath as if a chill had set in, Emma waved her hand and pointed to the chart. “Paddie. I need to finish. Shouldn’t you be working?”

      Paddie didn’t have to work like the rest of them did. Her mom owned the coding company where Emma worked. Paddie only had to busy herself just enough to show her mother she could do something besides be sarcastic and drink shots of espresso all day from the machine in the break room. Emma had to get one of those machines for her house. It was awesome.

      “I’m taking a break to make sure you’re okay,” Paddie said, reaching over and fluffing Emma’s high, coily puff and loose bangs that fell into her eyes. “You haven’t seemed like yourself since you met Jace for lunch.”

      Emma slapped Paddie’s hand away from her hair and hit the space bar on her computer, causing the screen to wake up. “I’m fine.”

      To pull Paddie’s attention away from her, Emma asked, “How was the date last night?”

      Her brows drew closer on her forehead as she studied Emma. “I know what you’re doing. But just so you know, he was hot as hell. Tall, dark, and intimidatingly sexy. Wide shoulders, muscular thighs, smoldering eyes that make me want to cream in my jeans.”

      “Barf. Yes, I remember what he looks like.”

      “I had a great time holding on for dear life when he went down on me. Almost snatched the poor man’s ears off.”

      She was there when Paddie and the guy met. Sam or Simon. She couldn’t remember. He’d bumped into Paddie and knocked her mocha latte out of her hand. She was ready to curse him out until she took notice of his handsome face. The man was definitely good-looking. He bought her another latte, asked her out on the date, and the rest is ear-snatching history.

      Despite him and Paddie’s sexual escapades, he seemed like a nice guy. The few times he picked her up from work, he would talk to everyone leaving the building. He seemed to be genuinely interested in what they all had to say. The ladies here loved him. Once he found out Emma didn’t grow up in Baltimore, he asked if she liked it here as much as he did and how it was to raise a child in the city. When she mentioned that she’d lived in New Rose for a few years, he was over the moon interested. He grew up there but left to travel before she and her family settled in New Rose.

      “The gods themselves must have fastened his ears to his head to keep those bitches on,” Paddie muttered.

      “You really didn’t have to share that with me,” Emma said, rolling her eyes back so far she nearly sprained an eyeball. “Oh my, gosh. You just met him a few days ago,” she teased. “But congrats on the orgasm.”

      Paddie blew a raspberry and flitted her hand in the air, dismissing Emma’s comment. “I met him two weeks ago, and last night was date number four. Don’t be so dramatic.” She sighed and poked Emma’s arm. “But alas. It won’t go any farther. He’s leaving to go back to wherever the hell he’s from.”

      The soft gray of Paddie’s eyes appeared in her line of vision, and Emma jumped when Paddie put her hand on hers. “Emma. Stop shifting the focus from you. You’re important too.” She stooped down beside Emma and turned her chair to face her. “You are going to burst open if you keep trying to hold in everything. You did it when you first started here a few years ago after Richard left you and Lily. You did it when your mom and grandma passed away. And you’re doing it now. I know I’m so much younger than you,” she teased. “But I’m here. And you can talk to me. You know that, right?”

      Slowly, Emma’s eyes rolled shut as she took in Paddie’s words. She was ten years younger than Emma’s thirty-six years, but the young woman was sweet and wise beyond her age.  Other than her parents, Paddie had been Emma’s biggest cheerleader and helped her get a better paying job when Richard decided he didn’t want a family.

      There was no time for tears. Especially over a man who made it clear she wasn’t the one for him. Scratch that. Two men made it clear she wasn’t the one for them. It was okay, though. Emma had learned to be enough for herself and for Lily. Before her mother died, she made sure Emma knew how to take care of herself and not be at the mercy of a broken heart.

      “I know I can talk to you,” Emma said, resting her head against the back of the chair. Sighing, she puffed out her cheeks and put her hands on the desk. “I know. Her brother… Audra was always sweet to me. A little extra in the slightly crazy department, but always sweet. She even threatened to break one of Jace’s kneecaps for hurting me.”

      “I’m in love with her already,” Paddie said, standing and resting her hip on the edge of Emma’s desk.

      Emma snorted a laugh and crossed her arms. “She was a good friend. I’m not going to be in the wedding, but I didn’t want to say it over the phone. I respect her more than that. Don’t get me wrong, I would love to be in her wedding, but I just don’t want to see Jace. Ever. Again.”
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        * * *

      

      “What are you doing here?” Emma screeched.

      This was not happening. How could this be happening? Jace was the last freaking person on the face of the planet she wanted to see. But, here he was in front of her, holding flowers and smiling like this was their first date. Now she understood why he was so damn sexy. Weren’t angels some of the most beautiful creatures in creation? Well, Jace must have gotten a double dose of manly beauty and sexy looks. Despite the fact that he’d stomped on her heart and left her in a hotel room, she still couldn’t get over how delicious he was.

      No time like the present to get over that crap. No one was entitled to make her feel used and expendable, and she wasn’t going to allow it to happen. Not anymore.

      Emma shot up from the park bench that sat across from the diner where she was supposed to meet Audra and her fiancé. Audra had set her up. Typical Audra. That tiny woman was off her rocker, but always had her hands in the lives of her brothers and anyone else she felt needed her ‘help.’ Emma loved Audra, but this wasn’t her business. Audra must have felt the need to involve her in her games. Was Jace in on it? Didn’t matter.

      Despite the hurt and rage that pulsed through her veins, Emma would not let him see her cry. She wouldn’t break down outside so that even the strangers who walked by could see her weakness. Nope. Not today.

      She went to walk away to get back into her car, but she had a mouthful for Jace. “Back for seconds? Did the first bite not work and you want me to take another crack at biting you? Forget it. I’m not going to let you fuck and abandon me. Again.” Dang-it. She dropped the F-bomb. She was pissed.

      A look of pure shock blanketed Jace’s handsome face, and his bright blue eyes flashed to a brilliant amber. She knew something like that should scare her away from him, but it didn’t.

      His navy blue t-shirt fit perfectly over his toned body, his sloping shoulders making him look as if he swam two-thousand laps every day. And his hair was shorter than the last time she saw him. His chin-length blond hair had been shaved on the sides, and the top was laid down flat and away from his face.

      If she were strong enough, she would punch Jace in his chest and stomach until he cried and hurt just as much as she did. What the hell was she thinking? She was strong enough. And skilled enough. But what if he pressed charges? Damn. Time to walk away.

      “Emma. Wait. We need to talk.”

      His voice was constant behind her as she walked to her car. Anything he wanted to say to her needed to be disclosed before she finished walking the five blocks to her car. Parking in downtown Baltimore was hell.

      “Save it, Jace.”

      A low growl came from behind her, and she didn’t know whether to be upset or turned on. Dang sexy angel-shifter.

      “Emma,” he said, voice almost drowned out by the honking cars that blared at someone who refused to run over a group of pedestrians. “I’m not here for seconds. Your bite worked.”

      Standing at the crosswalk and clicking the pedestrian light-changer button ten times to get it to change the color of the traffic light so she could cross, she scoffed and turned to face him. “Well, good. I gave you your beast back, Angel-Boy. Congratulations. It's a cat!”

      She’d done her homework. Most people thought they were called saber-tooth tigers, but that was wrong. They were cats, and saber-tooths were the biggest. Trying to ignore his pleading words, she wondered for a moment if he and his family were like cats. Did they like milk? Did they want your attention when you were trying to do something that didn’t include them? Maybe they knocked things over whenever they felt like it. Jace sure did. He’d knocked Emma and her heart on their asses without even trying.

      After clicking the button a bajillion more times, the light turned yellow, and then red, and then the little walking man symbol popped up just in time for her to make a dramatic exit. Emma stepped off the curb. She was surprised to a halting stop as Jace grabbed her arm and yanked her out of the way as the sound of shrieking tires and a car horn blared next to her. Some douche bag was trying to make a right at the red light even though she had the right of way.

      “No turn on red. Look at the light, douche nozzle!” Emma yelled as she started to step off the curb again. She had actually yelled at the man behind the wheel of an orange jeep who was threatening to run her over.

      It was her turn to cross and he was going to wait. Besides, she wanted to get away from Jace.

      “Fucking bitch!” the man screamed as she walked.

      The notion of giving him the finger ran through her mind. Before she could turn and raise her hand, a cold blast of electricity crawled up her back and stopped her cold. When she turned around, Jace was standing in front of the jeep, eyeballing the man who’d cursed her.

      Whoa. Were Jace’s shoulders getting wider? With his arms open wide and his fingers splayed like he was ready for a fight, Jace was nothing short of a beast of prey about to pounce on the unsuspecting animal.

      A low snarl worked its way from his lips, but Emma doubted that the guy in the car could hear amid the busy sounds of the Inner Harbor. She could, and it did something to her insides that made her want to drag him to her car and mount him in the backseat. Stupid hormones.

      “You want to get run over too, jackoff?” the man shouted out of his window. His bald, sweaty head glistened in the sunlight.

      Jace’s eyes burned like one of the golden neon lights that sat above the storefront across from them. With the grace of a lion, or a saber-tooth, he took two steps toward the man’s car, bent down, and put his hand under the front bumper.

      Holy crap. This was bad. Well, at least Jace was preoccupied and she could make a clean getaway.

      No. She wouldn’t do that. Her father would not be happy if she let him get arrested for beating up a man who resembled an uncircumcised penis.

      Apparently, the idiot behind the wheel didn’t get the memo that an apex shifter was about to rip his car apart. He continued to berate the both of them as Jace stooped in front of his car. Dead man driving shut his stupid mouth when Jace picked the vehicle up by the front end of the jeep at least twelve inches from the dark asphalt, and then dropped it on the ground.

      “Do something,” Jace roared.

      The sounds of traffic died down around them as everyone stopped to see what was happening.

      Dang-it. Jace couldn’t behave this way. From what her father told her, the Ghost shifters were trying to show how normal they were. Yes, there was the occasional shifter somewhere in the world that did something really horrible, but the same could also be said of humans. Jace and his family didn’t need anyone to connect him with the Ghosts if he flipped this dude’s car over.

      Stifling the jab of panic in her chest as the light turned green, Emma grabbed Jace by the forearm and pulled him to the other side of the street. She thanked her lucky stars he let her drag him along. Jace just picked up a two-ton vehicle. He wasn’t going anywhere he didn’t want to go, and the fact that he’d yielded to her brought Emma some sense of satisfaction.

      By the time they reached the crosswalk, the driver had quietly skidded away before Jace changed his mind.

      “What the heck, man? Are you crazy? You can’t do that.”

      She looked up into his eyes and shook her head. The anger that had been there in his expression bled to one of sorrow as he looked at her. He shouldn’t be sorry. He had what he wanted. He was whole again.

      “Emma.” His deep voice was melodic, and from his lips her name sounded like a prayer. “I didn’t leave you. Well, I did leave, but I came back. You were gone.”

      Doubt filled her body as he watched her, sadness seeping from him in waves. How could she feel that? She didn’t have a drop of shifter blood in her body. Sensing emotions wasn’t something a plain old human did, and she was as plain and human as they came.

      She raised her hand and poked him in the middle of his chest. “You did leave. You were gone when I woke up. And I waited three hours for you to come back.” That night she waited for him, she’d wished on every star she could see from the hotel window that he would return. It didn’t work. “All your stuff was gone.”

      Him not being there by the time she left the hotel had shattered her. It hurt almost as much as it had when he told her he didn’t want her. That heartbreak did something to her that she had never recovered from. Despite falling in deep like with Richard and getting married, there had always been a part of her that longed for another chance with Jace. And when he’d called and wanted to meet her, she thought that maybe this was their time. But it wasn’t.

      “You were gone.” Her voice was barely audible, even to herself. This couldn’t happen again.

      Jace ran his hand down his face, and then let his palm settle on his chest over his heart. “I couldn’t walk out the hotel butt-ass naked. We checked in together, remember? All I had were the clothes on my back. I left my cellphone in the drawer.”

      The wind whipped around them and flung her hair in her face, but Jace reached his hand up and brushed the strands behind her ear. They had a quiet stare-off right there at the busy intersection. Understanding took over his features as he watched her.

      This didn’t make sense. “Why would you leave your cell? In a drawer? And how long were you gone?”

      She needed this to make sense. God, please let it make sense. Emma already had it in her mind that she would hate Jace for the rest of her life, but now everything was so fuzzy. That night, she wanted to believe that he was coming back, but her heart wouldn’t be able to withstand it if he was lying to her right now.

      “Baby,” Jace whispered as he stepped closer to her. The heat from his body warmed her, causing her breath to catch in her throat. He cupped her face and gave a smile that set butterflies loose in her stomach. “I held on as long as I could after you bit me. I stayed until you fell asleep. But then I drove to a shifter sanctuary and ran around for a few hours. It was the first time I’d shifted since we were let off of the Ark. I wanted to come back sooner, but my beast needed freedom. You were gone when I came back. I thought you left because you didn’t want me.”

      She gasped as the realization hit. A hot shudder slid over her skin where Jace’s thumb traced small circles on her cheek as he cupped the side of her face.

      “Wait,” she said, taking a step back as he still held tight to her. “Ark. Like Noah’s Ark?”

      That’s not what she should be focused on right now, but come on. Did he just tell her that he and his siblings had been on Noah’s Ark? She needed details.

      Jace moved toward her and nodded, grinning like she was the cutest idiot in the world. “Yes. That one. But that’s not the point. We both made huge mistakes, and we need to work it out.” She started to argue, but he held up one hand to quiet her. “I know it doesn’t make up for the way I treated you before, but at least we can talk. Right?”

      Yes. They could do that.

      “And just to be clear,” she muttered, “I didn’t make a huge mistake. You should have left a note or woken me up to tell me, and you should have been honest with me a long time ago.”

      Admitting she was wrong was never a problem, but this was all on Jace. Too many times in her life, she’d taken on the responsibility for the actions of others. Not this time.

      Chewing the inside of his lip, he dipped his head once and took a step toward her. “You’re right.” His eyes zeroed in on her lips as he moved in to kiss her, but she took another step back and stumbled on a sprout of weeds on the ground.

      His powerful body was intimidating. Not in a bad way, but in a way that turned her knees softer than the light breeze that ghosted past them. She put her hands on his firm, muscular chest to keep him at arm’s length. Any closer and she would give up her bid at still being angry with him. His steady hand still cupped the side of her face. Part of her wanted to tell him to back off, but the other reveled in the feel of his warmth.

      “You can’t kiss me.” The breathy whisper of her voice caught her off guard. “Everything goes sideways when we touch. If we’re going to talk, then we need distance. I need distance.” Gently, she rubbed his hand that cupped her face and then pulled it away from her. “Things are different.”

      They needed to go somewhere and talk. It didn’t seem appropriate for them to have this conversation in public, but inviting him back to her house was a bad idea. He would have her legs up in the air in a goal post position before she even knew what was happening.

      Emma started walking toward her car, but Jace reached out and took her hand, curling his fingers around hers. The small act of allowing him to hold her hand without a fight sent tingles from their entwined fingers straight to her heart.

      Jace lifted her hand and kissed her knuckles. “I know things are different, but I need to tell you something. No confusion. No misunderstandings.” He pulled her along, and when she went to speak he said, “I’m parked in the same lot as you. I saw you driving around when I was looking for a parking spot. There was one closer, but I followed you to make sure you didn’t walk alone. We can talk in my truck. Or your place.” His eyebrows hitched up as he gave her a sly smile.

      She snorted and walked beside him. Going to her place would be a no-go. They needed to be in a semi-public area where they could talk, but still be out in the open. She wanted to keep at least a shred of dignity and not give in too quickly.

      Once they left the shade of the towering buildings, she had to lower her eyelids to find relief from the sun that was now shining down on them. The light hit his eyes just right and reminded her of the clear, blue waters at Flamenco Beach at noon in Puerto Rico.

      Jace took her there a year before they broke up. The water was the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen, probably because it reminded her of staring into his eyes. She could stand in the water and see straight down to the bottom. He’d made love to her on the sandy white beach one night, stars shining above them as the full moon guided the waters. That had been one of the most perfect times in her life.

      No more of those thoughts.

      “Your truck is fine,” she said, pulling her hand away to look through her purse. She didn’t need anything from her bag, but holding on to Jace as they walked made it seem as though everything was okay between them.

      But it wasn’t.
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      Jace started the engine of his truck and turned up the air conditioner to its highest cold setting. He remembered that she didn’t like being too warm. Even though it wasn’t hot outside, his truck had been sitting beneath the sun in the open parking lot. It was at least ten degrees hotter inside.

      “Thanks,” she said, sitting straight and looking out the front window. She cleared her throat and toyed with a loose thread on her jacket. It snagged when he tried to help her up into his truck and she refused his assistance. “Look, I’m sorry. I’ll try not to be mean. It’s just, with you it seems like it’s the best reaction to keep me from getting hurt.”

      That made sense. He wouldn’t blame her for protecting herself. It would take time, but he knew he would earn back her trust.

      “You don’t have to apologize.” He turned in his seat to face her. “I know you don’t want to, but can you look at me, please?”

      If she let him, he would spend the rest of his life making all of this up to her.

      Emma’s head bobbed as she thoughtfully chewed on her bottom lip. When she faced him, her dark hair blocked his view of her eyes. With hesitation, he leaned over to tuck her hair behind her ear. Relief flooded his insides when she didn’t pull away. Instead, she leaned her face against his touch, letting go of a sigh so low he almost missed it. Try as she might, Emma longed for his touch just as he craved hers. She looked up at him, full lips pursed as she waited.

      Jace sighed, wanting to grab her hand but respecting her wishes. No touching. “Emma. You were always it for me. I never stopped loving you. It was never about whether or not we had kids. I mean, that’s what made me think I was doing what was best for you. For me. Doing what was best for me. I was selfish. I didn’t want us to adopt or use a donor but never have Jax and Damon find their third. And I’ll tell you why. You and our children would grow old and watch me stay the same. I didn’t want you to hate me, and I was… I was scared you would. The thought of you finding someone else to grow old with was far better than having you resent me because I couldn’t age. And I didn’t want to watch you fucking die. But I always knew you were it for me.”

      He knew she was the one the moment she dropped her ice cream cone on his shoe eight years ago. She was everything to him in that moment. She still was.

      His fingers itched to reach over and touch her smooth, mocha-colored skin. God, she was the most beautiful thing he’d seen this side of Heaven.

      “I’ve fucked other women over the centuries—”

      “Obviously. But I really didn’t need to know that,” she interrupted.

      “But you do. You want honesty? I’m giving you everything. Right now. No exclusions,” he said, pinning her with his gaze. “Before you, I fell in love three times. And even though I loved them, I knew none of them were the one. It was different with you, and that’s what scared me more than anything. I loved them, but it always ended the same. They started to secretly despise me as they grew older and I stayed the same. They loved me just as I loved them, but they knew they would die and I would go on. I was prepared when two of them passed away, but the last did something to me. I lived away from my family for a while, and that’s when I met her. Wren and I were together for over twenty years. She was fierce and funny and loved life. But a small part of her couldn’t take it.”

      Wren had stopped looking in the mirror when he was around. Even though she knew he was faithful, she would cut her eye and blame him when he caught the eye of other women. It sometimes seemed as if she hated him just as much as she loved him.

      Watching Emma, he shrugged and searched her eyes, trying to read her emotions. She was a mystery to him now. She was guarded. Not only wary of what he had to say but how she responded to his presence.

      “So,” he continued, glancing over her shoulder at the water of the Inner Harbor. The sun reflected off its surface. The bobbing buoys were the only indication that the water moved at all. “It was 1693. I went to go visit my brother Ambrose, and when I came back…” He should have been there for Wren. Should have known what the people had planned. “They burned her at the stake as a witch when I left.”

      Emma gasped, one hand flying to clutch the collar of her shirt and the other reaching for his hand. “Oh, Jace. I’m sorry.”

      “We should have left Andover long before it happened. She was tried and punished in less than ten hours. Because of me. The town’s people said I was a demon. I didn’t age. I was strong. Too many of the wrong people saw my eyes glow when I was angry. She was accused of consorting with a demon who lived forever, and that it was because of me she was an unruly, unholy woman who was unafraid of the counsel in town. It was,” he said with a laugh. “She knew I would kill anyone who stood against her. And they waited until I was gone to do it. The only reason I didn’t burn that place to the ground is Ambrose. He’s my brother, but he doesn’t live in New Rose. Not anymore. Ambrose helped me stay level. Helped me to focus. I hunted down and killed every single person involved in Wren’s murder.”

      And when she died, Jace promised himself he wouldn’t love another woman until Jax and Damon found their mate and healed them all.

      But Emma came before they found Cass.

      He couldn’t keep her gaze any more. He dropped his eyes to his hand that Emma held in hers, stroking the back to soothe him. Didn’t she know? Her presence right now did more to calm him than anything in the world.

      “I was a coward,” he whispered. That’s not what he meant to say out loud. It was the truth, but he still intended to keep that in his head. “I didn’t want to face you dying or hating me. So I hurt you to make you run. I said those things to make you fall out of love with me so that I could just go on. Just exist. But I didn’t. I think of you every fucking day. And damn-it, I hate myself for what I did. It was wrong. Baby, I’m sorry. If I could change it I would, but I can’t, and I need you to forgive me. Maybe not today or tomorrow, but please just…” Jace ran his hand roughly through his hair and pulled until his head rested against the seat.

      If he could get down on his knees right now in his truck and beg for her forgiveness, he would. He’d been a fool. He could see that now. All he needed was one more chance and he would do better.

      He glanced at Emma. She dropped her tear-filled gaze as he pleaded with her. He hadn’t meant to make her cry; only understand why he had been afraid to hold on to her so tightly before. Hell, with everything going on with Ronin and the Rogue clan, Jace didn’t know how he would get along if he wasn’t there to keep her and her daughter safe.

      Reckless anger burned through is veins. He pulled his hand away from Emma’s comforting touch and gripped the steering wheel until the dark leather groaned beneath his strength, and his knuckles went white from the force of his hold.

      Ronin.

      “What the fuck am I doing here?” he growled out. He shouldn’t have come back. What if Ronin found out about Emma and her daughter? She didn’t need this brand of crazy in her life. Heart beating against his sternum so hard he had to put his hand to his chest to calm himself, he shook his head, watching as Emma’s beautiful eyes went round with worry. “Emma. I shouldn’t have come back. The Rogue pack that’s coming after me and my family are crazy, and my brother that’s possessed by an insane angel is their leader. He was fucking insane before he was possessed.”

      He was being selfish again. Why hadn’t he thought of this before he came to talk to Emma? If Ronin found out about her, she would be in danger. Her daughter would be in danger.

      “Jace,” Emma said, crawling up on her knees in the passenger side chair. “Calm down.”

      Kicking off her shoes and hiking up her skirt, she climbed over the center console of the truck until she straddled his hips. If his windows weren’t so dark, any passerby would think they were making out.

      She grabbed him by his cheeks, forcing him to look at her. “Jace. Calm down. Are you having a mantrum right now?” Her tone was serious, but the curve of her lips was teasing. “Wait,” she said, wiggling her hips until she was settled and comfortable in his lap.

      Damn-it, he was having a mantrum, but if she didn’t stop moving her beautiful, curvaceous body over his dick like this… too late. He was hard.

      The light scent of her shampoo or whatever the hell smelled like coconuts and maple syrup surrounded him. Her gentle touch sent shivers down his spine, causing a cooling calm and a burning fire to boil low in his belly.

      “Jace,” she said, still holding on to his face. “You just had a panic attack. Why are you hard?”

      He looked down at her body over his, her raised skirt showing off her pink lacy panties. “Do you have to ask?”

      “You were freaking out like two seconds ago.”

      With a faux pissed off tilt of her lips, she shoved his head back against the chair and tried to climb back into the passenger seat. He grabbed her waist and pulled her back down onto his lap, lifting and repositioning his hips so that her knees would have more space. He wanted her comfortable so she wouldn’t feel the need to move.

      “You know why I’m hard, woman. You positioned yourself over my dick. And your tits are rubbing against my chest. There is no way in hell you could have imagined any other outcome.”

      “I was trying to make sure you didn’t hyperventilate and pass the hell out.”

      He reached up and ran his hands over her soft hair, grasping her silky tresses behind her ears. Her eyes rolled closed as he tightened his grip. She always loved it when he pulled her hair, especially when they made love.

      “Jace.” Her voice trembled as she whispered his name.

      The fragrance of her arousal called to him. Pulling her hair tighter between his fingers, her body went rigid as she fought to regain the control that slowly slipped away from her. She was like this in the beginning, passion and inhibitions coiled tightly just waiting for him to unravel it. He was pushing this too fast.

      He loosened his grip and swallowed thickly. “Yes.” His voice was quiet as he watched her move.

      She opened her eyes and rested her hands on his chest. Swallowing a few times, she laughed nervously and then cleared her throat. “My dad told me what was happening. Well, not about your brother. He did tell me people were trying to kill you and why. I’m not afraid of them. But I can tell you one thing. I am afraid of you hurting me again. My heart wouldn’t heal if you tried to break me again.”

      “I never wanted to do that. I just—”

      “Jace. I get why you did it. It was stupid, but I get it. But I need to know something. During your freak-out just now, you said you shouldn’t have come back. That scares me. You’re a runner. Things go wrong, and you start running.”

      He never thought of it that way. No one had ever affected him like Emma. No one had ever caused panic and love and a ferocious protectiveness he felt over her. Maybe it was too much. To him, protecting Emma meant pushing her away. That had to change.

      Taking a deep breath, he leaned forward and rested his forehead on hers. “You’re right. I never meant to.”

      “I know. But you need to understand something. I can’t be with a runner. You let me know right now if you can handle this because if you can’t I will walk away for good. Don’t try to keep me safe by shoving me out.”

      That sounded like she was giving him another chance. God, he hoped so.

      “Never again,” he said, smiling as her long eyelashes fluttered against his cheeks.

      He missed her like this. Missed her body being close to him, talking to him like he was her best friend and wasn’t ashamed or afraid to tell him exactly what she was thinking. It was one of the things he loved about her. She was honest. Feelings be damned, if she had something to say she let it go.

      Through most of his life, he’d kept things from people. Sharing with his brethren was one thing, but letting others in on his secrets wasn’t something he did easily. But Emma was his mate. There would never be another secret between them.

      “Now, I’ve got to tell you something. I don’t want you to judge me,” Emma muttered, sitting up to pull away from him. “Within four months of leaving New Rose, I was married and pregnant. It wasn’t supposed to happen that way, but I think I was messed up over everything that happened between us. A friend of mine set me up on one of those websites where you find your life partner.” She snorted a laugh and shook her head, sitting back farther on his legs and resting her back against the wheel. “Richard and I met, dated a few times, and then I got pregnant. I didn’t mean to. He invited me to a wedding in Vegas. Sounds cliché but we were drunk, and he didn’t use a condom, and when we woke up the next morning we were married. What happens in Vegas does not stay there.”

      “Didn’t they make a movie out of that?” he joked, trying to move his mind away from being jealous.

      “Shut up,” she laughed. She poked his chest and then rubbed the spot to make up for her finger abuse. “I told him we should get the marriage annulled, but he didn’t want to. A few weeks later, we found out I was pregnant. His parents were upset they weren’t there to be part of the ceremony, but they were happy to be grandparents. My mom and dad were pissed, but still happy.” Her brown eyes crinkled at the corners as she smiled. “Everything was pretty good until it wasn’t. When I was eight months pregnant, I went into false labor. Richard was not prepared. After my midwife sent me back home, Richard told me he wasn’t ready to be a dad. That it was a mistake. That I was a great wife, but he wasn’t ready to be married either.”

      Son of a bitch. How the hell could a man get a woman pregnant and then bow out like it was just a regular day? Sounds like Richard doesn’t need kneecaps anymore. Or maybe he deserved a pizza for leaving Emma so Jace could be with her now. Nah. A nice thank-you note and no kneecaps.

      “Don’t,” Emma said, slapping his chest. “I can see it in your face. You’re angry. But you don’t need to be. I got a lawyer, got a divorce, and sole custody of my Lily. He was happy. His parents still visit and want to see our daughter, but it’s good. There are no hard feelings there. I told you that to let you know she’s mine. There are no weekends away or visits with her dad. There will be no breaks. She’s four and she’s all mine. Well, my dad steals her away sometimes, but I am a full-time mother. No breaks. So, it’s your turn to decide. Is that what you want? Because God help you if you break my daughter’s heart. And I’m sorry, but you don’t get to meet her right away.”

      There was no need to apologize. Jace could tell that Emma was protective of her daughter. He didn’t blame her one bit for wanting them to get to know each other again before she introduced him to her little girl.

      He nodded and rubbed his hands up and down her arms. “I get it. All of it. She’s part of you, and I accept her already. And I don’t need time to think. I want you. Every part of you. I fucked up before, but it’ll never happen again. You might get mad at me because I’m always around to make sure you two are safe. Even before I met you, you were on your own. I’ll give you your space, but you might have to tell me to go away sometimes. Even then, I’ll still be around. I’ll give you anything. All of me.”

      Just like the rest of his brethren, Jace was ancient and had been saving money since before banks were even a thing. Emma and Lily would never need anything.

      Emma drew in a deep breath and held it, cheeks puffed out as her gaze traveled everywhere but to him. “Deal. But,” she said, raising both hands and resting them on his chest. “Lily and I will stay here in Baltimore for a while. If it was just me, I might be crazy enough to move back to New Rose and see how this works out. But for now, I’m going to keep my distance. It’s a lot of bad stuff going on with you and your family, and I don’t want Lily involved in that. Do you understand?”

      She seemed embarrassed to say it. Her face scrunched up like she was ready for him to take her words negatively, but he understood. Before Emma was anything, she was a mother who put her child first. That’s just the kind of person she was. Loving, loyal, caring. Damn, he couldn’t wait until her belly was round with his cub.

      “You’re hard again.” Playful exasperation rang in her voice. “I’m going to hug you now. A real hug.”

      He breathed a sigh of relief when she leaned forward, closing the distance between them. She wrapped her arms around his neck and rested her cheek against his. For Jace, it felt like coming home. Pulling her soft curves to his hard body was better than a warm breeze from the wooded area that surrounded the Ghost shifter community. It cleared him, hollowed out all the trouble and filled him with rest and hope. She eased his soul.

      Closing his eyes, he held on tight as she melted against him.

      “It’s so good to hold you again, Emma,” he whispered softly into her ear.

      He buried his face in the bend of her neck, breathing in her scent. This, this was love in tangible form. Love wasn’t always an emotion that sang to your heart or filled the pit of your stomach with flutters. It was a touch that quieted all the noise in the world. All the noise in your head. It was a single word that let you know everything was okay.

      Gripping the back of her hair, he pulled her closer and let go of a breath that he’d been holding on to since the day she left New Rose five years ago. Even if she wasn’t in his house, in their town, she was home in his arms. And in his heart. By the way she was slowly letting him in, he could tell she felt the same.

      She sniffed, and when she inhaled her body shivered. “I’ve missed you so much. God, I haven’t been hugged like this in ages.” He could feel her heart thud against his chest as she settled into him.

      “Emma,” he said, still holding on so she wouldn’t float away. This had to be a dream. “I’ve loved you since the beginning of time. The promise of you has never been far from me. Even when I behaved like an idiot, my heart has always been yours.” He brushed his fingertips up her spine, following the trembles in her body, starting them up again when they faded away. “Your love is better than the flights I took when I still had wings. Deep down before I shifted into a saber-tooth all those millennia ago, I wanted a choice. The choice to be free of the directives all angels take, and free to choose the one who would be mine. It was all for you. To find you.”

      He’d never said those words aloud, not even when he was alone.

      A sob escaped her lips, followed by a giddy laugh the relieved him. He thought he’d done something to hurt her.

      “When I was pregnant, I would imagine it was you with me. At the doctor’s office, in the lab taking that horrible glucose test,” she said, voice light and breathy as if she’d just run a marathon. “And when I was all alone during the labor, waiting for my parents to get there –oh, how I wished it was you. It’s always been you. Even when I told myself I hated you and wanted to stab you in the thigh, I still loved you.”

      Stab him in the thigh? Yep. Emma would fit it just right with the Ghost shifter women.

      Just to feel closer, he slid his hands beneath the soft fabric of her shirt and ran his palms up and down the smooth, warm skin of her back. If they’d been anywhere else, he’d be separating the little clasps of her bra strap and trying to convince her to slide the warmth of her pussy over his hard length.

      As if she’d read his mind, she pulled back and pressed her lips against his and pushed her tongue past the seam of his lips. She rolled her hips against him and let out a low, helpless moan that made him desperate to be inside her. Fuck, he wanted to devour her sweet smelling cunt more than his next breath. Tasting her, watching her try to run from the orgasm he forced from her body had always been the way they started before he sunk his cock into her soft body. His cock was large and never wanted to hurt her, and he always made sure she was drenched and ready to receive him.

      He palmed the round globes of her ass with one hand and pressed her body flush against his with the other. She wrapped her arms around his neck and gave into him. She bit his bottom lip and then sucked it into her mouth to the rhythm of her hips moving against his. Emma had become more aggressive as the years passed. He fucking loved it.

      Shivers raced down his spine to the base of his cock as she scratched her nails along his scalp. She fisted his hair and rocked herself against him. The heat of her pussy teased him, called to him. She was a siren who knew all the right notes to make him lose control.

      The thin lace of her panties and the thick material of his jeans separated them. It was too much. Grabbing the side of the delicate fabric, he balled his fist and held it against the bend of her hip. She nodded her head, giving him permission to do what she knew he wanted to. In a swift movement, he ripped the panties off her body and smiled against her lips as she let out a pained whimper.

      “I forgot how much you ripping my panties off actually hurt.” Her lips curved up in a smile before she crashed into him again, pressing her beautifully soft breasts to his chest.

      The air between them was charged with passion and lust, and all he wanted to do was make her come.

      “You smell so fucking delicious, Emma. Put your hands behind you and hold on to the wheel,” he said, reaching his hand between their bodies.

      Her eyes were glazed over with desire as she took a deep breath to steady herself. “Why?” she asked, moving her hands to the wheel behind her. “It feels kind of weird.”

      “Does it hurt or is it uncomfortable?” he asked, taking his other hand and moving it to the base of her neck where he fisted her hair.

      She shook her head as she leaned back, putting more of her hair into his hand. He pulled her beautiful tresses, and she let out a low sigh of desire.

      “Good,” he said, moving his fingers to the liquid heat between her thighs. Damn, she was drenched for him. “It’ll keep you from fucking my hand too hard and shaking the truck. This is the Harbor. If this truck starts a-rockin’, security over there at the parking lot entrance will come a-knockin’. It’s not my goal in life to get arrested. Again.”

      She laughed, but it tapered out into a lust-filled sob as he pulled her hair and pushed one finger inside of her saturated pussy. Slowly, he withdrew his finger and then added another. With his thumb, he drew tight circles around her clit. Her hips bucked against his hand, and her needy moans echoed around the cab of his truck.

      Letting go of the wheel, she grabbed onto the back of his chair and started to work her hips, fucking his hand like it was his cock buried inside her. He could see the devious smile on her face. She’d let go on purpose to see what he would do.

      Grabbing hold of her hair and pulling until she cried out, he stilled his hand that worked her toward orgasm. He leaned forward and ran his tongue up the column of her neck, and bit her chin. Not hard enough to break the skin, but enough to leave the indentation of his teeth. Little punishments he knew she loved.

      “Oh, God,” she cried.

      With two fingers, he applied pressure to her G-spot but stopped rubbing her clit. “Was that uncomfortable on your arms?”

      She looked at him through hooded lids, beautiful brown eyes filled with pleasure. “No. I want you inside me.”

      “Hold on to the wheel, Emma.” His voice was low, and he was surprised to feel the vibration of his beast in his chest.

      With a playful curl to her lips, she reached behind her and grabbed onto the wheel. Emma closed her eyes and heaved a sexy sigh as he circled her clit and curved his fingers, zeroing in on that sweet spot just inside her pussy that he knew would bring her to orgasm.

      “You are so fucking tight.” He pulled her closer and kissed her neck. “Are you going to come for me? Don’t move. Someone’s coming.”

      Her body stilled, but the slow contractions of her pussy started to suck his fingers deeper inside her. She squirmed from all the stimulation, and it made him thrust his fingers into her harder, faster.

      “Jace,” she whispered, eyes now open as she followed his gaze to the two men walking in their direction.

      This should be fun.

      Pressing her body tighter to his, he ran his nose from her collarbone to her ear and smiled as she shivered. “You going to come on my hand?” His fingers still moved, sliding through her silky wet heat, hitting every spot he knew would take her higher. “Yeah you will. You can come on my hand and then let me take you home so I can taste you, let you ride my face until you scream my name.”

      “Oh, fuck,” she muttered, body trembling as she fought to stay still as he whispered dirty things into her ear. Her head dropped to the side as he set a trail of fiery, wet kisses along her collarbone.

      “And then you can let me slide inside your tight pussy, take you until you can’t talk straight.” He loved it when she orgasmed. She cursed and uttered nonsense until she came down from the highs. “Every step you take will be a reminder of my head between your thighs. Of my cock sliding into that pretty pussy of yours. You can come on my dick while I fill your cunt with my seed, yeah?”

      Jace knew there was a chance the people coming toward his truck would hear her scream, but he couldn’t stop. Her body shivered above his as his fingers worked her slick cunt and her clit. She stilled for a few breaths. Just as her heated core began to pulse around his fingers and suck him in deeper, Emma rolled her head back and let out a deep and sensuous groan as her orgasm ripped through her body. Covering her mouth with his, he drank in the song of passion she sang for him. Grinding her hips on the palm of his hand, she let go of the wheel and grabbed his forearms, sinking her short nails into his skin and clinging to him.

      The pulse of her release almost drove him to his own, but right now was for her. He wanted to show her in every way that he was here with her. He would never leave her again. He deepened their kiss and swallowed the sobs of pleasure that poured from her mouth, quieting her as the two men walked passed his truck.

      He slowed down the movements of his hand as the grip of the orgasm released her, a string of swears and half words pouring from her lips. Panting, she opened her unfocused eyes and looked around the parking lot.

      Blinking a few times to clear her vision, she ran a hand over her face and through her hair. She gave him a lazy smile, her eyes fluttering as if she just woke up from a long nap. “Follow me home. We’ve got three hours before Jess, my neighbor, drops off Lily. Her son is in Lily’s class. We alternate picking up the kids and taking them to an indoor playground every Friday. Just to give the other a few hours of alone time.”

      Despite Jace feeling that they’d worked things out between them, Emma still wouldn’t hold his gaze for more than a few seconds. He kissed her forehead as she straightened her shirt. “Are you okay to drive?” he asked. Light tremors still took hold of her body as the ardor emanating from her eased away.

      She nodded and lifted one leg to move back to the passenger seat. Pulling down and smoothing out her skirt, she laughed and slapped his arm. “I’m fine. Dude, being with you reminds me of all my firsts. I feel like a teenager with her first boyfriend.”

      He knew exactly how she felt. This woman lit a fire inside him that burned away every ounce of sense he had. She was some type of enchantress who held him under her spell.

      “I’ve literally been a grown-ass man my entire existence, but I imagine this is how a prepubescent boy must feel when he falls in love over and over.”

      They both laughed again as Emma grabbed her purse from the back seat and started digging around in it. She made a small triumphant sound when she found her keys.

      “Part of me wants to give you my address,” she said, unlocking the door. “But, I’m pretty sure you already know what it is.” She raised one eyebrow as he gave a noncommittal shrug. “Uh-huh,” she said, pulling the handle. “I knew it.” Staring out the front window at the group of women that walked across the lot, she said, “What did you feel when you came here a few weeks ago? When you touched me and knew I was your mate?”

      The answer floated effortlessly from his lips. He would never forget the feeling of knowing that Emma was his forever. “That I could live now because I had you back in my life,” he said, watching her as her eyes focused on the steady moving traffic across the street. “That loving you was okay, and that I wouldn’t hurt you simply because I exist.” He reached over and cupped her face. Joy pulsed in his middle as she leaned into his touch, accepting his comfort. “I put my life on pause when I said those ugly things to you. But when you put your hand in mine it was like you pressed play again. It was like I’d finally been forgiven for what I did all those millennia ago.”

      He whispered that last part, but her sharp intake of breath let him know she’d heard him. The Creator’s curse was darkness. Always thinking the one who created and loved you never wanted to see you again. Oh, Jace new the Creator forgave and didn’t hold grudges, but something deep inside him made him feel like he was the exception. And now, he was being bathed in light.

      Emma pulled her face away from his touch and started to put her hand on the handle of the door. “Me too. It’s like being warm again. After years of winter, I was finally warm. And loved by the man I loved. And then it was gone again. I know it was a misunderstanding, but I need you to understand. It’s going to take me a while before I’ll be completely okay with us. Years of having your insides raw and open won’t heal overnight. You have to be okay with that.”

      “I am. Thank you for telling me that.” He admired her honesty and was happy she shared with him.

      She nodded and pulled the handle, but before she could fully open the door, Jace reached over and pulled it closed. “Please?”

      “Okay.”

      Happy that she was willing to wait for him to help her get out, he stepped out of his truck and jogged around to the other side to help her down.

      “Do you still drive like a bat out of hell?” he asked as they walked to her car.

      From the corner of his eye, he watched as she fought to spread the wrinkles from her skirt. The silky, yellow material looked as if it had been bunched up around her waist.

      “Since I had Lily, I’ve learned to slow down. Precious cargo in my car makes me obey traffic laws.” Shrugging, she hit the button to unlock her door and then leaned against the back driver’s side door. “And I always want to make it home to her, so even when she’s not with me I try to drive safely.”

      She reached to open her door but he slapped it closed, eliciting a high-pitched protest from Emma.

      “One day, Em, you’ll trust me again. And you’ll look at me like you used to.”

      Those light brown eyes were one of his favorite things about her. She used to look at him like nothing could separate them. Right now, his main goal in life was to see that look on her face.

      Brushing off his statement, she pressed her hands to her skirt to flatten the material. “See you at my house? Oh, and next weekend, you will have the pleasure of taking me for a night out on the town. My dad is picking up Lily next Saturday morning and keeping her until Monday. School’s closed that Monday and Tuesday.”

      Another date? And she was the one initiating their meeting? That was a step in the right direction.

      To keep from looking like a complete fool, he shoved one hand in his pocket and rubbed the back of his neck with the other. “That sounds like a great plan.” He opened her door and helped her inside. “Are you taking the expressway or the city route to your house?”

      She started the engine and the air came on full blast as if it knew how she preferred to keep the temperature in the car. “Expressway. Traffic won’t get heavy until around four. See you in a few minutes.”

      He nodded and walked away from her vehicle. As soon as he got to his truck, he waited until she was about to pull out of the space before he pulled his car in front of hers. After finding out how much it would cost to exit the lot, he paid for Emma’s ticket too and watched as she smiled at the parking attendant and pulled out into traffic behind him.

      As if his cock knew it was about to be buried deep inside of his mate, it thumped against the seam of his jeans. He had to reposition himself a few times so he could drive comfortably. The scent of Emma’s arousal was still fresh in his vehicle, and his beast growled in approval. She didn’t hate them anymore. She may not have been ready to give him her heart, but she was willing to see how this would work out.

      Those words burned something at the base of his brain. See how this would work out. Her words. He knew he was in this for the rest of his life, and he knew Emma knew how shifters worked. He would come to her on her terms. Take things slowly. Rushing her would no doubt have the opposite effect of what he wanted, but he would learn to go at her pace. And quietly watch her when she didn’t know.

      No. That was his beast wanting to stalk her. He wouldn’t do that. Well, maybe a little. Things were too dangerous in his life.

      He’d have to put in his notice at the rig. Working the oil rig required him to be away from home months at a time, but he couldn’t have that much distance and time from Emma. Especially not when she allowed him to meet Lily. He would never let her think that he’d abandoned them.

      Having a saber-tooth inside him meant he had to do something that helped him burn off enough energy. The oil rig was hard work. Even when he was there he would work double shifts to keep himself level.

      Jace reached up to massage his forehead but was stopped by the fragrance of Emma still left on his hand. He was counting down the seconds until they were both at her house, and one day, maybe she would call New Rose home again. He would move here to Baltimore if she wanted him to. It was best if he stayed at home with his family, but Emma didn’t feel comfortable in New Rose. Too much going on with the Rogue clan.

      Before he knew it, he was pulling into Emma’s driveway behind her. If he had to imagine what her house would look like, this would be it.

      A red brick, split-level ranch style home sat with an attached garage before him. White shutters bracketed the three large windows on the front of the house, and a wide bay window took up most of one level. A wooden door that seemed to mirror her lovely brown eyes divided the two sections. Flowering bushes dotted the front lawn, and to the side was a stone walkway that led to the backyard. He could see a playset with a sliding board peeking out from the back. A playset. Before Emma brought Lily to New Rose to visit, he would go and buy the biggest playset he could find. Well, he’d ask Cass to help him pick one out.

      He’d seen pictures of Emma’s house already and had mapped out a route from his home in New Rose when he first came to meet her a few weeks ago.

      “We’re renting for now, but this is the exact house I would love to buy for Lily and me one day,” Emma said as she exited her car. “We moved in about a year after Lily was born. Before the alimony kicked in, an apartment was all I could afford while I worked part-time. I didn’t like being away from her too long, but being a single mother not working a full-time job made things hard. Richard was agreeable when it came to alimony and child support. Now, I work weekdays and usually get off before she’s out of school. Wednesday’s are my long days, though.”

      At least her ex-husband wasn’t a dick about her taking care of his kid. Maybe only one of his kneecaps should be broken? He’d figure it out.

      He looked around the quiet neighborhood. The sun was still high in the sky, and the light wind rustled the bushes and trees that surrounded them. Five houses sat on each side of the street, but there was enough space so that the neighbors had privacy.

      Emma started to walk toward her front door, but Jace reached out and touched her hand.

      “Second thoughts?” she asked. A sweet smile lined her lips, but insecurity tainted her voice.

      She couldn’t possibly think he didn’t want her. He didn’t give a shit that she was a divorced single mother who relied on her ex to make a way for her and her cub.

      “You’ve done really great, Emma,” he said, using the tips of his fingers to raise her hand in the air, drawing a sincere smile from her. He cleared his throat and then brought her hand to his lips, kissing the knuckles one by one. “I know you take care of yourself, but if you ever want to stop working so you can focus on Lily…” He let the words trail off.

      She tried to pull her hand away, but he held tight. “Jace.” Her mouth opened and closed, and then she swallowed a few times as if waiting for the right words to come to her. “We just started us again. It’s too soon to even talk about that stuff. Things are working really well for Lily and me. I don’t expect you to step in and take over daddy-duties. I know I’m your mate, but I’ve learned to make this happen by myself. Even though I get help from Richard, giving up my independence was never in the cards. Hell, I start back to school in the Fall. I’m going to finish and get my Bachelor’s in English. Then I won’t have to depend on him, or anyone.”

      He expected her resistance, but he still wanted her to know that he was here for her. “That’s great. I’m really proud of you. But—” he muttered, shrugging as he pulled her toward her door, “—you have options.”

      “Well, right now I choose sex. Let’s do it.” She scrunched up her nose and gave him that lopsided smile that warmed him from the inside out.

      A dimple appeared on the cheek that was lifted, and he couldn’t help himself. He dropped his gaze to her lips and then leaned in to kiss her. She let out a needy sound and nibbled his bottom lip. Before she could protest, Jace bent down and grabbed her by her thick thighs and lifted her over his shoulder.

      “Dang-it, Jace,” she screeched, slapping his back with her small fists. “Don’t blame me when your back gives out on you.”

      “Woman. Do you really think you’ll hurt my back?” He slapped her ass and then kissed it, but just before he went to bite it, he said, “Give me your keys.”

      Emma wiggled to get him to put her down, but he slid her up higher over his shoulder. “Jace. Put me down. I have to get my keys out of my purse, you goob.”

      Reluctantly, he let her slide down the length of his body and groaned inwardly as her full, soft tits rubbed against his chest. The image of his face buried between her bosom took over his mind, and the growl of his beast vibrated deep in his throat. He couldn’t wait.

      Just as she opened the door, she looked to the right, put her keys on a low sitting wooden table, and made a low hum in the back of her throat. A large bouquet of flowers took up most of the space on the table.

      “Maybe Jess brought them in,” she said, plucking the small, white envelope from where it sat amongst the vibrant flowers. She blew a raspberry as she unfolded the card inside. “What the hell?” she whispered.

      The instant spike of fear and surprise racing from her broke the spell of him watching her curvy ass as she turned and shoved the card at him. Her eyebrows sat high and disappeared beneath the coily dark hair that fell in her face and covered her forehead. Even from where he stood, he could hear the instant surge of her heart rate.

      His eyes darted from side to side as he took the note from her, grabbing her hand and pulling her back out the door. He settled her behind him and read the note two times before he could process it.

      Damn-it.

      This was bad. How the hell did they even find out about her so soon?
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        It would be a shame if you or your daughter suffered like the Ghosts will.

        S.

      

      

      Emma watched as Jace’s eyes moved back and forth across the card, reading it over and over. It was the only thing she could do to keep from screaming. The note wasn’t just aimed at her. Emma could deal with that. No. It was worse than anything she could have imagined. Someone had threatened Lily. The only reason Emma got out of bed in the morning. And someone threatened her.

      Someone threatened her four-year-old daughter.

      Freezing terror dumped into the pit of her stomach, and she clenched her hands around Jace’s arm. He was steadily moving her back toward the car.

      It was starting. Damn-it all, it had already started. She expected being with Jace would bring some kind of repercussions from the people who hated him and his family, but she thought staying away from New Rose was the key to keeping her and Lily safe. Apparently, it wasn’t.

      She knew going into this that a pack of crazy shifters were trying to harm the Ghost shifters, but to threaten her daughter?

      Seething anger pushed the fear and confusion away. Heat blasted up Emma’s neck as she dug her nails into Jace’s arm. She didn’t mean to do it, but she had to hold on to something. Something that could steady her, make her feel safe. Other than her father, Jace was the only one she ever considered her anchor.

      “Jace—”

      “Shh,” he whispered, brushing his fingers along her hand that held him tight.

      She looked at him and realized he had his head canted to the side as if listening for something she couldn’t hear. His body was tense, wound tight as if ready to attack. His broad shoulders were squared, and his stance was wide as if waiting to strike out at an unknown assailant she couldn’t sense. He’d gone completely still, and when she moved her head to the side to look at him, she could see his eyes were focused at her partially opened door. Maybe someone was still in there.

      At first, she thought her neighbor Jess had dropped off the flowers. They both had keys to get into the other’s house. They trusted each other implicitly. Jess would have called if she came in to drop off a delivery.

      Lily.

      She needed to go get her daughter right now and hold her close, keep her safe from anyone or anything that would do her harm.

      Emma took notice as Jace’s body relaxed by a fraction. When he turned to face her, his eyes were a blazing gold that made her breath hitch in her throat. “Where’s Lily?” he asked, pulling her toward the car.

      “At school. I need to—”

      “Pack a bag for the both of you. Grab whatever you need.” He took a step toward the house but then stopped so abruptly she slammed into his back. “Fuck,” he hissed, moving her back toward the driveway. “Never mind. Don’t touch anything. Tell me what you need when we get home and I’ll get it. Does Lily have anything in her room she absolutely needs?”

      What the hell? She couldn’t leave. This was her home. She had a job and a life that couldn’t be put on hold.

      Emma took a deep breath. She put her hands on her wide hips and shook her head, eyes closed as she tried to figure out what was happening. “Just… wait. Don’t touch anything? Tell you what I need when we get home? Explain.”

      Some kind of emotion passed over Jace’s face that let her know he didn’t want any shit from her right now, and for her to do what he said. Shyeah. She’d never been that girl. His name wasn’t Shaun Morgan, her father, so Jace didn’t have the right to order her around with no explanation.

      “Emma. The last time someone in my clan received flowers that weren’t from one of us, it had a death curse on it. If someone got into your house to leave those there,” he said, pointing at the door, “that means they could have done something to any item in this house.” Taking a step toward her, he put his hands up as if soothing a wild beast, but it didn’t calm her. If anything, it set her more on edge. “Em. Just listen. Please. The only thing I need to do right now is take you and Lily to my house in New Rose. There is an entire community that will work to keep you safe. I can’t do it from here. Even if I stayed and killed anyone that walked through your door, I can’t defend you against a witch. So, please. Don’t argue. Can you do that for me? Hate me all you want. Demand we take this slow. But you need to come home.”

      The urge to reason with him flew from her mind the moment he mentioned a death curse.

      It wasn’t supposed to happen this way. They were supposed to take their time and get to know each other again. Hell yeah, she already knew that she wanted them to be together. The idea of putting up a front to keep him at arm’s length was a ruse she was using to protect herself. She wanted that happily ever after for them. But not like this. It wasn’t just her heart on the line anymore.

      Emma chewed her top lip. She glanced up at him and then to her door. Someone had violated her space. “Okay,” she said, moving closer to wrap her arms around Jace. She rested her head on his chest and listened to his heart drumming erratically. Inhaling deep, he pulled her closer as she sought out his comfort. “There’s nothing we need from inside. Lily keeps her microphone with her. That’s the only thing she carries around.”

      “Thank you,” he muttered into her hair. “Come on,” he said, reaching inside to grab the flowers and being careful not to let her touch them any more than she already had. “Willow or Zeke need to check out these flowers to see if they’ve been tampered with.”

      “And if they have?” She had a lot on her mind right now, and having a death curse attached to her would not be helpful.

      “Then Willow and Zeke can fix it. Get in my truck,” he said, lifting his chin toward their vehicles. “Open your car door so I can grab the car seat.”

      Emma got inside but then had to climb back out of the truck after watching Jace battle with the car seat for six minutes. She counted. It was all she could do to keep from crying.

      “How’d it take you all of ten seconds to do that?” he asked after she removed the child seat from her car and strapped it into the back of his vehicle.

      She snorted and wrapped her arms around her middle, trying to physically keep it together. If she didn’t, she would lose it and have a meltdown. “I’m a parent. I’m used to stuff like that.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Jace said as he helped her get into his truck. A line appeared between his eyebrows as he shook his head. He gave a humorless laugh. “This wasn’t supposed to happen.”

      Nodding, she put her hand on his as he checked the strap of the seatbelt across her torso, making sure it was snug enough. “It’s not your fault. I don’t blame you.”

      “What are Lily’s favorite colors? Does she like cartoons or something?”

      Emma arched one eyebrow. “That’s a weird question considering what’s happening. Umm, she likes lavender and brown. Or pink and brown. It really depends on the day. And she likes My Little Pony stuff. Why?”

      Giving a devious smile, he started to close her door and said, “Just trying to get a feel for her before we meet.” The curve of his lips faltered, and it made Emma snort out a laugh. “You think she’ll hate me?” he asked as he pulled out his phone. “Give me a moment. I need to call Damon and Jax to let them know what’s happening.”
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        * * *

      

      As Emma filled out the notebook in the office to officially check Lily out of school, she had to hold back a laugh. From the corner of her eye, she could see Lily staring at Jace. Brown eyes lowered to slits and an angry but cute frown on her lips, she seemed to be staring into his soul. Kids had a weird way of doing that; looking at a person with the most innocent of gazes that held some kind of X-ray vision into the deepest recesses of your mind. And Lily was a professional at it.

      Jace kept offering her little smiles and a few waves, but she wouldn’t respond. He even tried to talk to her, but the little hellion just stared at him, daring him to maintain eye contact. He was a stranger with her mother, and Emma had always taught her to be careful of new people. They lived in a crazy world, and apparently witch-possessed shifters had now been added to the list of people to watch out for.

      Stranger Danger. It was last week’s lesson in school. Lily had screamed the ear-catching phrase at least three times since the teacher told them not to talk to strangers. The first time in the market had scared the hell out of Emma, even more so since they were holding hands. The deli clerk offered them, both of them, a sample of cheese. Lily lost her shit. The second time was just as frightening, but Emma was prepared by the third time. Lily looked as if she was having fun scaring people. After telling the teacher what Lily had been doing, the next lesson was based on ‘crying wolf.’ From what the teacher said, it seemed as if the entire pre-k class needed to be taught not to scream the phrase at anyone who looked in their direction. There hadn’t been an incident since.

      Jace cleared his throat and gave a weak smile to Lily. “I like your turkey baster.”

      “It’s a microphone,” Lily said, high-pitched voice level as her eyes bored into him.

      Jace turned a wary eye to Emma, but she only grinned and shrugged. “Yes. We were at the market a few weeks ago and saw the most lovely microphone in the whole place.”

      Lily’s lavender stretch pants and purple mermaid-sequenced shirt had spots of chalk in different places. She was the eraser cleaner that week, which meant she had the honor of taking the teacher’s erasers into the hallway and slapping them until she was covered in chalk. It was her third favorite job.

      He pointed at her face. “You have chalk on your nose.”

      “I know,” Lily shot back.

      Her dark, tightly curled hair was up in two pony-puffs, making her look like she wore mouse ears on her pretty little head. She was so tiny next to Jace’s large frame, but she seemed to be the one in charge of the situation.

      Emma held out her hand and nodded her head toward the door. “Come on, Lily Pad. Let me help you with your jacket.”

      As they walked outside, Emma stopped at a set of benches that sat along the perimeter of the playground. How was she supposed to explain this to her? Lily had never seen Jace a day in her life, and now Emma was going to tell her that they’d be moving in with him until things were safe. Damn-it. She couldn’t tell her daughter they weren’t safe.

      “Let’s sit for a minute.” Emma’s heart smiled as she watched Lily’s short legs wiggle to push herself up on the wooden bench. “So. This is Mr. Jace, and he’s a very good friend of mommy’s. We’re going to be staying with him and his family in New Rose.”

      “You mean where Pop-pop lives?” she asked, little voice growing excited. Her malt-chocolate brown eyes lit up. She loved her grandfather.

      Emma stooped down in front of Lily, trying to come up with the right words. On the ride to the school, she’d thought of every reason that would make sense to a four your old as to why they weren’t going to be able to go home.

      “Sweetie, remember when your teacher taught you Stranger Danger? Well, strangers don’t like my friend Jace, and now they’re mad at me for being Jace’s friend. They’re like bullies.”

      “Bullies are bad,” Lily said, leaning in and grabbing a few strands of hair from next to Emma’s ear. Pulling the coils and then letting go to watch it spring back toward Emma’s head, she made a boing sound and then laughed. She turned and looked at Jace. “Somebody bullying you, Mr. Jace?”

      A look of awe blanketed his face, and when he smiled, his eyes went soft like he was happy she was finally paying attention to him. “You can just call me Jace if you want.” He nodded and chewed his bottom lip. “There are people who are trying to bully my family and me. But we won’t let that happen. We keep one another safe.”

      “And now—” Emma said, taking Lily’s small hand in hers, “—we’re going to go stay with them for a while. So we can all keep each other safe. Especially you, Lily Pad. You being safe is the most important thing to me in this galaxy. And right now, the safest place for us is with Jace and his family. Baby, do you understand?”

      With a critical glance at Jace, Lily slid off the bench and whispered in Emma’s ear. “We can’t do that from home, Momma?”

      Something clipped inside Emma’s chest, making her feel miniscule and helpless. She couldn’t even keep her little one safe. It was one of the few things she promised herself after Lily was born; to always keep her safe. To love her and teach her to love herself. To treat people the way she wanted to be treated. To always admit when she was wrong and needed help. And right now, they needed help.

      “No, baby. We can’t do that from home. But, where Jace lives, they have magic to keep us safe. Real magic.”

      Lily’s eyes went wide as she gasped. “Magic. Like fairies?” She turned to Jace. “You know fairies?”

      Jace huffed a laugh. The smile on his face was genuine. “Not fairies. Witches and angels and shifters.”

      “For real, Momma?” she asked, wrapping her arms around Emma’s neck and whacking her in the eye with the bulb of the baster.

      Rubbing her eye and blinking away the tears from the sting of the thick plastic, Emma nodded and said, “Really for real. Those witches and angels and shifters are going to protect us.” She shifted her gaze and looked at Jace. “And we’re going to protect them, too.”

      A smile broke out across Lily’s face, revealing a missing tooth right in the front. It always made Emma smile to see that missing tooth. They’d named the tooth Harold. He was a nice tooth and died doing what he loved doing the most: biting into a pear. At least that’s what Lily said. The day wiggly old Harold came out and died was the day he’d crunched into his last pear.

      Assessing Jace from head to toe, Lily quirked her lips to the side and took three steps to go stand in front of him. Still holding onto Emma’s hand, she said, “You’re huge.” She pulled her hand away from her mother to give Jace another intimidating stare.

      Shrugging up one shoulder, he used this thumbnail to scratch his chin. “You’re tiny,” he said, eyes squeezing closed to block out the sunshine that now streamed into his face.

      “I’m only four.” Her voice was goading, and Emma could hear the lite tinge of happiness and adventure behind her words.

      “Well, I’m like a bajillion years old,” he said, using his thumb to point at himself.

      “You are not,” she responded, stomping her foot. She did not like when people fibbed to her.

      She looked at Emma for clarity. “He kind of is,” she said, voice deadpan as she realized her boyfriend was old. Really, really old. “So. We’re going to drive to New Rose and pick up a bunch of new stuff on the way. How’s that sound?”

      “Good.” Crossing her arms, Lily turned to face Jace and then shoved one of her little hands toward him. “I’m Lillian Alexandra Morgan, Mr. Jace. You can sing into my microphone if you want.”

      She pointed it toward his lips. Emma’s heart sped up as she watched his expression change. He’d been nervous about meeting Lily. He wanted to make a good impression and had asked her what he could do to make her not hate him. Emma told him that it wasn’t up to her to control Lily’s feelings, but that kids were a great judge of character. Lily was not one to hold her tongue. From the mouth of babes must have been designed for kids just like Lily. Lying was not in her repertoire. The truth was her friend and she had no plans of hiding it when it struck. They needed to work on that. Well, at least work on her tact.

      Jace’s eyes lightened by a fraction as he sat and watched Lily’s baster. “I’d be honored to sing into it. Can I have a few minutes to think of a song?”

      “I know one you can sing about ants marching,” Lily said, almost shoving the bulb into Jace’s mouth.

      To distract Lily and save Jace, quick as a lightning flash, Emma grabbed her sweet little girl by her waist and started tickling her. The sound of her tinkling giggles sounded like small bells jingling over the entryway of a Christmas shop.

      Her little legs kicked at the ground as she fought to tickle Emma back, which made them both laugh even harder.

      She needed this. Needed to hear her daughter laugh after she’d told her what was going on. No, she didn’t need to listen to the entire story, but this would be good enough. Lily was one of those kids who understood things, and most of the time it had surprised Emma beyond the telling of it.

      They would be okay. Emma may have brought her and Lily into a craptastic situation, but she knew they would be alright.

      God, she hoped they would.

      Fuck someone threatening her child. She may not be as powerful as a shifter or a witch, but she was a mother who would do anything for her daughter. She would surrender her life and last breath to ensure the safety of her Lily Pad. And she would damn sure sacrifice someone else’s to make sure her daughter kept that beautiful smile and sense of happiness that held her right now.

      She needed to talk to her dad. He’d taught her skills that would help keep her and Lily safe. They may not be on the same level as Jace and his family, but it would be enough to help in a time of need if it ever came to that. And she needed to be ready.

      Emma and her dad had a lot of catching up to do.
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      “Cass. Is that you?” Emma wished she could shove the words back inside of her mouth after they’d fallen from her lips. She stood outside of a closed door in Jace’s house, mouth agape as she stared at Cass. She looked completely different.

      Emma used to work at the medical coding company with Cass before she left New Rose. She’d been absolutely lovely then, but now, Cass shined as bright as the stars in the night sky. Her hair was longer now, sitting just below her shoulders in long coils. Bright brown eyes smiled as she reached for Emma and pulled her in for a tight hug. Holy crap, Cass was super strong.

      “I didn’t know you were Jace’s Emma,” Cass said, breathing deeply as she hugged her.

      Why would she know? They hadn’t seen each other in five years, and even when they did work together, they weren’t really friends. Cass had always kept to herself. She was friendly enough but had always seemed shy. Her husband Andrew was a sweet man and would always bring her flowers or have lunch with her when he was off work. He’d died a few years ago, and Emma’s mom said that Cass would soon follow if she didn’t pull herself out of the rut from losing him. She’d heard from different people that Cass had become a shell of who she was, walking around town as if she wanted to disappear into the crowd.

      But now she was with two men.

      Emma remembered Jax and Damon. They were two, huge, sexy, tatted-up men who looked like professional boxers. And Cass had been the one to tame them.

      “You’re the third in the alpha thing?” Stupid mouth. Emma couldn’t help but see the changes in Cass. Her head was held high, and she was more confident. She used to hide her curvy body, but now she wore those curves like a sexy outfit for the world to see.

      Nothing revealing, but even in skin-tight jeans, a pink tee-shirt that fell just below her waist, and calf-high boots she looked gorgeous. She used to cover up in baggy jeans and low shirts that came mid-thigh. Not now. Now she was who it seemed she was always meant to be.

      Cass flitted her hand in front of her and smiled at Lily. “Alpha Triad.”

      “I’m sorry.” Had Emma offended her? It wasn’t her intention, but she was just surprised to see her. “You look really great. I’m happy you’re happy.”

      “You don’t need to apologize. I know what I was like before. Things are better now.” Her whiskey brown eyes moved back to Lily. She stooped down and held out her hand. “I’m Cassiopeia, but you can call me Cass. My brother Jace here called and asked us to get a room ready for you. You can change it if you don’t like it, okay?”

      For some beautiful reason, Lily seemed smitten by Cass. She shook Cass’s hand and nodded as everything about her new room was explained to her. Lily followed her every move, and when Cass started to stand Lily touched her arm to get her attention.

      “Did your eyes just change colors a little bit?” Lily asked.

      Emma hadn’t noticed, but when she looked up at Cass, she paused and studied her. Her eyes looked the same.

      “They did,” Cass said, nodding. Her bright smile dimmed just a little but perked up when a slight frown appeared on Lily’s face. “Jace told me about the bullies. And I don’t like what they did. It hurts my feelings sometimes. I’m glad you and your mother are here. I just wish it wasn’t because of bullies. But I can make you a promise, Little One. I will keep you safe. You and your mother are part of our people now, and I take care of our people. We all do. Okay?”

      Lily’s face scrunched up, but after a moment where Emma thought she was scared, a breath-taking smile took over. “Okay. We’ll keep you safe too.”

      “Thank you,” Cass said. She stood and leaned into Emma, whispering quietly. “I mean that. Did Jace tell you about me? My role here?”

      He sure did. From what Jace had told her, Cass was a fierce protector and was a dominant force that didn’t take any crap. Beneath her sweet smile was a beast who was not afraid to kick butt first and ask questions later.

      When he was describing the Cass of the Ghost shifters clan, Emma would never have imagined it was Cassiopeia Wolford-Stephens who had smiled kindly at her every day at work. The woman he spoke of was powerful, and apparently, someone threatening Lily upset her. Enough to make her eyes change colors.

      The protection of someone like Jace was enough for Emma to sleep at night, but for him to speak so reverently about the Cass he knew made her feel like she’d just made an ally. And most importantly, so had her daughter.

      Emma nodded. “He told me you were a beast who took your role seriously.”

      “It’s true,” Jace said as he ascended the steps. “Cass is the reason I get to have you.” He’d stayed down in his living room to speak with Jax and Damon and a woman named Willow who said the flowers weren’t cursed. They’d already assured her they would be safe here and were welcomed.

      As Emma watched him come to stand at the top of the steps, Jace’s gaze was nothing short of hungry as his eyes traveled up and down her body. Her cheeks blazed with heat under his attention. His masculine body was perfect, muscles flexing beneath his tanned skin, rolling against his clothes that fit him flawlessly.

      “Ew. Please stop,” Cass said as she opened the door to what would be Lily’s temporary room. “I’m a shifter now, and other people’s hormones are the bane of my existence.”

      Before Emma had a chance to apologize, Lily let out a high-pitched scream that rattled her ears and scared the crap out of her. “Ponies. Momma! It’s ponies everywhere!”

      Cass threw her hands over her ears when Lily and Audra screamed in unison. As Lily started jumping up and down gleefully in the bedroom that was meant for her, so did Audra.

      Audra grabbed Lily’s hands and they started jumping in a small circle. Audra threw her head back and crowed, “Goddammit Emma, it’s ponies!” Audra’s happy and childlike disposition reminded Emma of the time a group of Disney Princess impersonators came to a birthday party. The kids lost their minds, and now it was Audra’s turn.

      “Language, Audra,” Emma whisper-yelled. She knew the woman could hear her low voice over the screeching.

      The room was covered in My Little Pony regalia. Decals, curtains, a comforter with matching sheets. At the foot of the queen-sized bed was a toy chest that was surrounded by unopened toys still in their wrapper. Lily danced, going ballistic as if she’d eaten an entire roll of cotton candy.

      She ran around with Audra and screamed, pointing at pictures on the wall and the toy boxes.

      “How?” Emma asked, blinking in disbelief. No more than three hours had passed since they’d picked Lily up from school, made the drive to New Rose, and stopped at stores along the way to buy what they needed.

      Breathless from running around with Lily, Audra sat down in the child-size pink and brown recliner in the corner. “Jace sent a text to Cass asking if we could get a room ready for your nugget.” Audra’s eyes flashed gold as she turned to Lily. “Can I call you Nugget? I like nuggets. They are underrated but awesome. I’m Audra by the way.”

      She held out her hand and smiled when Lily looked at her mother for approval. Once Emma nodded, Lily walked over and shook Audra’s hand.

      “Nice firm grip,” Audra said.

      “I’m Lily, and I like you already. Your eyes are wild but you look like you’ll be nice to me. And you can call me Nugget next week.”

      Audra bobbed her head from side-to-side as if absorbing Lily’s words. “You’ve got a deal, Lily.” Her eyes lifted to Emma. “Smart girl. And she’s right. I’ll always be super nice to her, and I’ll eat anyone who isn’t.”

      Okay. She needed to have a talk with Audra about the things she said around Lily. Luckily, her little girl had missed that last part.

      Holy bananas. What the hell had she gotten herself into? Making up with Jace, and that mind-blowing orgasm in his truck, had been the best things to happen in a long time. Emma had already made peace with the monotonous life she and Lily lived, and it was just fine with her. It was safe. It was routine. It was all she had known since Lily was born. And now it was different.

      Lily, work, and volunteering at Lily’s school had dominated her time. A crazy night was opening a bottle of wine while eating an entire basket of hush puppies and crab cake balls from her favorite restaurant. And if her father kept Lily for the weekend, Emma would really get rowdy and go see a movie before she settled down with her wine, crab balls and puppies. And then she would wake the next morning and go to brunch by herself or with Paddie.

      Paddie.

      Emma needed to call her job and tell them she wouldn’t be there Monday morning. Or the day after that. She’d already let the school know that Lily may not be back until the next school year. Since it was a pre-school that she paid to have Lily attend, they were kind enough to offer her a refund for the rest of the month. Perks of having your father be military buddies with the woman who ran the specialized pre-schools all around Maryland.

      “What’s wrong?” Jace’s deep timbre broke through the fog of confusion clouding Emma’s mind. “Are you freaking out?” he asked, stepping away from Cass to come closer. He took his thumbs and caressed them up and down the sides of her arms, calming her faster than a stiff shot of whiskey.

      Emma hadn’t even realized she was sitting on Lily’s bed with her head in her hands. She turned her gaze to Lily, happy to see her on the floor next to Audra who was opening up every package Lily shoved at her.

      Taking a deep breath, she took the hand Jace offered her and stood up. They walked to the doorway so Lily couldn’t hear. Watching Lily play so comfortably with Audra, she said, “I am freaking out. Just a little. I mean, I thought of everything on the way here but seeing this room just for my daughter…” Her voice trailed off as she motioned toward the beautifully decorated room. “It seems so permanent. Our lives are back in Baltimore, yet here we are in New Rose. It’s like starting over. Again.” She crossed her arms over her chest and rested her head on the wall next to her. “It’s overwhelming. I feel like I should be scared. But I’m not. Not like I should be. Despite the years away from you and New Rose and everything here, it feels so right. And normal. And familiar.”

      Hooking his finger in the belt loops of her skirt, he pulled her to him and wrapped his arms around her. The instant warmth from his touch did something to her insides that no words could describe. He rubbed his lips along her hairline, and she could feel his soft lips curl into a smile. “It is right. And you are safer than you realize. There is no reason on this earth for you to be afraid. Yeah, shit’s going sideways, but not here. This community protects its own. Besides, Willow and Zeke are working on a spell to make Lily invisible to evil.”

      Perfect. Not only were the bad guys bad, but they were also evil. This keeps getting better by the second.

      “Evil—” Willow said from behind them, “— is a bit of a hostile word.”

      Damn, that woman was quiet. Emma startled hard, jumping and stepping on Jace’s foot when she’d heard Willow’s smoky voice.

      Willow laughed deep in her throat. “She will be undetectable to anyone who means her harm in any way. But I can’t cast it yet. Weird question, but I’m going to need an answer. Does she have any loose teeth?” Her almond-shaped amber eyes were just as beautiful as the first time Emma looked into them when they’d gotten out of Jace’s car. Emma was sure she’d get used to it, but today they were unnerving and surprising.

      But, she was right. That was a weird question. “Yes. The one on the right, Smitty, is loose. Why? And if you can cast a spell on her why can’t you do it for everyone else?”

      Maybe all of their problems would be over if Willow could put a protection spell on all of them.

      “It’s an ancient spell,” Willow said, clasping her hands in front of her. “People used to put it on babies within a few weeks of them being born, but the spell requires items that are among the firsts. Hairs left in the baby’s bassinet from their first night of sleep, nails clipped right after they were born. And for Lily, I’m going to use one of her teeth. It’s among her first set of lost teeth, right? She’s only four.”

      Emma nodded, a huge smile splitting open her face as a new sense of comfort took her over. Even if the flames of Hell were chasing after her, at least her baby would be safe.

      “Yes. It’s among the first.” Breaking away from Jace, she walked over to Willow and hugged the woman tight. “I know I just met you, but I love you already. Thank you so much.” Tears heated the backs of her eyes, and she looked over her shoulder to make sure Lily wouldn’t see her crying. “Making sure she is safe has been my biggest worry. Thank you.”

      Satisfaction blanketed Willow’s delicate features as she smiled. “You don’t have to thank me. Just let me know as soon as that tooth comes out. It’ll take from sunrise to sunset to brew the potion, and you have to be the one to give it to her. You’re her blood relative. I’ll conjure it, but you have to administer it. It’s a powder. You can put it in a cup of juice and have her gulp it down.”

      Smitty, Lily’s loose tooth, was going to suffer the same fate as his fallen tooth-brother Harold had.

      “Anyone have any pears?”
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      “She’s not coming to dinner?” Audra asked through a mouthful of sweet potatoes. “I bought Lily kiddie plates and stuff. And I wanted her to sit next to me.” She pointed at a chair that held a pink and brown booster seat.

      Jace shook his head and grabbed the two wrapped up plates of food Teague had made for him and Emma. “No. Lily has a gluten allergy. Emma made her dinner already.” Apparently, Lily ate the same thing for dinner every night, and Emma picked up the ingredients to cook it for her before they got here. “Poor little thing was worn-out from all the excitement. Emma could barely keep her awake long enough to get her to eat something. She’s giving her a bath now and then putting her to bed. She said they’ll be here for breakfast, though.”

      Thinking of Lily eating rice noodles while one of her eyes was closed was the cutest thing he’d seen in his life. Emma kept trying to get her to stop, but Lily kept insisting she was hungry and needed her noodles and bean sprouts. He’d never seen a child actually like bean sprouts.

      Lily was amazing, and all he wanted to do was take care of her. He wanted to learn her ways and make sure she was happy. And safe. One day she would know that she could count on him for anything.

      “Oh,” Jace said as he pulled out a small plastic bag. He handed it to Willow. “This came out while Lily was eating a pear. That tooth’s name is Smitty, by the way. The only reason Emma was able to get it away from Lily was to tell her that the Tooth Fairy needed it shipped to her instead of coming to get it from under her pillow. She’s so busy collecting all the teeth.” A soft warmth enveloped his chest as he smiled. “Cass, Audra. Thanks for setting up that room.”

      Riley stood up and ran to the sitting area. When she came back, she was holding a big gift bag. “Cass asked me to pick up a baby monitor. Don’t know if she needs it. Better to have it and not need it.”

      Riley’s daughter Liv looked up from her plate, green eyes sparkling in the light of the setting sun that peeked through the blinds. “For financial compensation, I am offering my babysitting services. Just so you know.”

      “We have a cub among us, boys and girls,” Audra announced. “We will spoil and protect her. Agreed?”

      Everyone chimed in with their agreement. The heaviness in Jace’s heart threatened to hold him to the spot where he stood. He felt giddy with joy. Most people equated a heavy heart to negative emotions, but not him. The best thing in the world was having your heart filled with so much happiness you could barely handle its fullness. And for Jace, his heart was bursting with something he’d never felt before. Emma and Lily did something to him, but he couldn’t put words to it. It was better than anything he’d ever experienced in his existence.

      Grabbing the plates, he held his other hand to his chest and looked around the dining room table as his family ate dinner. “I can’t thank you enough. Emma was scared, but being around all of you today really helped. I couldn’t have done it by myself. Especially you, Willow. She couldn’t stop talking about how relieved she was to know Lily was okay. Thank you. All of you.”

      “Thank you for bringing us a baby to love and care for,” Audra said, voice soft and level. “Liv,” she said, looking over at Riley’s daughter. “You’re still our cub, but I’ve heard you say the word ‘shit’ too many times to be considered a baby.”

      Liv’s embarrassed gaze shot to Riley. “It’s my fault, really,” Riley said. “And Audra’s fault, too. We need to work on our kid-friendly language.”

      Audra shrugged and looked back to Jace. “When this is all over, Zeke and I are going to give parenthood a go after we exercise Ronin of his ghosts. We’ve been talking about it for weeks.” She looked over to Zeke and grabbed what appeared to be his crotch, and Jace thanked his lucky fucking stars he couldn’t see.

      Turning around to walk out, he waved over his shoulder, telling everyone to have a good night. Mostly, he just wanted to leave so he wouldn’t break down in front of them. There weren’t too many things in this world that brought him to tears, but the fierce love from his family seemed to be enough right now. The love of his life was back, and she’d brought along the most fantastic ball of happiness and sarcasm he’d ever met. Lily.

      Lily didn’t know how cherished she was. The Ghost shifters would protect her with their lives.

      Casting one more glance to the common hall where his brethren sat, he chuckled and made his way back home.

      It was a chilly night. Maybe he could convince Emma to come out on the deck and eat dinner with him. The cold winds of winter still haunted the spring nights once the sunset, but he could light up the fire pit for her and enjoy the night sky.

      You couldn’t see the bright stars at night in town, but here in their community, they kept the lights low so they could always look up and see the heavens. They were surrounded by the darkness of tall trees and rolling hills, and the streetlights seemed miles away. It was perfect. Even more so now that he could hear Emma humming to herself inside his house.

      Their house.

      He would fix it up the way she wanted him to. If her dream was to live in a split-level rancher, he would tear down his two-story house and build it up again. Anything to make her happy.

      Gathering the gift bag and both wrapped up plates in one hand, he used his other to open the front door. After leaving the plates in the microwave, he followed Emma’s song up the stairs and into a spare bedroom.

      Her startled voice went high as he knocked on the door, and the sounds of her bare feet padded across the floor. “Come in. I’ll be out in a second.”

      Peeking into the room to see what she was doing, he caught a brief glimpse of her as she ran into the bathroom. The only thing she wore was a thick red towel covering her from her full breasts, right below her perfectly heart-shaped ass. The lovely globes of her ass cheeks seemed to play a game of peek-a-boo from under the towel as she quickly disappeared beyond the doorway.

      “Fuck me,” Jace growled. His dick thumped against his denims, leaving him dizzy with want for Emma. How the hell was he supposed to get anything done knowing she was so close again?

      After taking a few deep breaths to get rid of his hard-on, his eyes darted around the room. Emma already started putting her clothes away in the drawers and closet. He wanted her in his space, in his bed. Sighing, he cursed himself for trying to rush things. She needed time. On their drive to his home, she admitted that the sting of having to leave her house and everything she was comfortable with was enough for one day. He might face her wrath if he demanded she come and sleep in his bed, or worse. She might pull away from him and look at this as if it were only temporary. Damn-it, he wanted forever.

      To distract himself, he unpacked the monitor and left it on the bed so Emma could see it as soon as she came out. The thought of packing up her stuff and moving it into the closet in his room crossed his mind, but every sense-making idea flew from his head as she walked out of the bathroom.

      She was sexy as hell. Her dark coily hair sat high on her head in a loose ponytail, and tiny ringlets hung in different places, making her seem like an innocent librarian who needed to be sullied. A light blue tee shirt with the words This goddess gives cuddles and throat punches scrolled across her tits made him chuckle, but the matching blue shorts almost brought him to his knees. They hit her thick, curvy, mocha-colored legs mid-thigh, showing off the little half-circle shaped birthmark on her leg. Brightly striped socks covered her pretty feet and made her look like a wet dream come to life.

      Motioning her hands around the room, she shrugged and blew out a tense breath. “It’s messy. I’ll get the room sorted.” She walked toward the bed and put the suitcase on the floor. “Is that for me?” she squealed. Her eyes went wide as she pointed at the monitor. “Of course it’s for me. Who else needs a baby monitor accept the one with a baby. Well, she not a baby, but you know what I mean.”

      She snatched it up and started to read the directions, but stopped short as she noticed Jace watching her. Her rounded nose scrunched up and a line appeared on her forehead. She must think he was an idiot, just standing there ogling her like she was the best thing on the planet. Well, she was.

      Jace nodded a few times, trying to figure out what to say. “Riley,” he said, putting his hands on the bed as he leaned toward her. “She sent it over. And food. They sent food. Dinner? Want to go outside?”

      Her dark eyebrow shot up as she took him in, eyes roaming his body from his large booted feet to his eyes. For the life of him, he couldn’t understand why he was tongue-tied around Emma. They’d known each other for years.

      After sitting two of the monitors side by side, she looked up and gave him a natural smile that softened her face. “This is weird, isn’t it?” She fished out the pack of batteries at the bottom of the bag and put them in one monitor. She grabbed the one that would go in Lily’s room and stood up. “Hold that thought. Let me check on my munchkin and plug this up in her room.”

      When she ran past him, the soft scent of soap, coconuts, and maple syrup wafted around him, encompassing him with her luscious scent. Not only did she look like his favorite meal, but she also smelled fucking delicious. Taking two quick strides to the door, Jace leaned out to watch her move. The jiggle of her ass and legs as she quietly tipped up the hallway elicited a low growl deep in his chest. Even his beast loved to look at her. It wanted a taste of her sweat-slicked skin as she writhed beneath him.

      He stood there in the hallway, fantasizing about taking her every way he could. In his bed, against a wall, on the kitchen floor, in the deep claw-footed bathtub that sat in the bathroom connected to his room. Most importantly, he wanted to sleep next to her and be enveloped in all things Emma. Kissing her forehead as she slept, making her feel safe. Jace wanted those things years ago, and for a brief time, he was allowed to have it. Now, they were starting over again.

      “Are you watching my ass while I walk away from you?” Emma said as she closed the door to Lily’s room. She ran past him and into the bedroom. When she came out, she held the other monitor in her hand. Testing out the sound, she turned up the volume high until she could hear the humidifier and the soft sounds of Lily snoring.  “I’ll punch you in the throat if my baby catches you eye-fucking me.” Her eyes went wide as she slapped her hands over her mouth, almost whacking herself in the face with the monitor. “Damn-it, being around Audra has me cursing again. There. I did it again.”

      Jace snickered as she took careful steps toward him, trying to stay quiet on the hardwood floors. When she reached him, she stood so close that she had to crane her neck back just to look into his eyes.

      “Can I hold you?” Jace asked, fingertips itching to touch her soft velvet skin.

      The right side of her full lips curved up into a smile. She nodded and wrapped her arms around his waist. “I wish you would,” she whispered, her head settling against his chest where his heart beat just for her. She let out a soft sigh, and all the tension in her body instantly melted from her muscles.

      Not even knowing he was wound this tight, Jace let go of a trembling breath that eased his soul. She was finally here again. He kissed the crown of her head, loving the feel of her as she took comfort from his embrace. “I’ve missed you so much, Emma.”

      “I’ve missed you too, Jace. I’ve missed this hug. Yours is the only one like it in the world.”

      They stood in the hall like that for so long, Jace lost track of Emma’s heartbeats. When he first met her, he would count the beats of her heart. Jace learned a long time ago that the sound of someone’s lifeline was one of the most precious things out there. He would never take hers for granted. Whether her life was extended because she was mated to an angel-shifter, or his life was shortened, Jace would cherish every moment she existed. He would love her in this life and the next, and all the ones that came after that.

      They swayed back-and-forth to the combined rhythmic pace of their breathing as if the Earth knew it as some long lost tune that only played when they were together.

      “Are you hungry?” he asked, already knowing she was.

      “Yes. I was supposed to meet your sister for lunch, but she stood me up, so I didn’t get a chance to eat. Bright side,” she said, pulling away and waggling her eyebrows at him. “I did get to make out with my old boyfriend.”

      She tried to tickle his ribs but was too slow. Jace went straight for the spot just above her hips that always made her laugh and give the cutest little snorts. She belted out one loud crack of laughter but shoved away from him, holding in her giggles behind clenched teeth.

      “Come on.” She pointed toward the stairs. “I don’t want to wake my munchkin. She’s had a busy day.”

      After they settled down in the breakfast nook in his open kitchen, their plates of food warmed up in front of them, Emma pointed to the bucket on the windowsill next to her.

      “I know that’s mine, isn’t it?” She motioned her head toward a wine bucket filled with ice and her favorite peach wine.

      Jace swallowed a mouthful of mashed potatoes and grinned. “No. You know how much I love that fruity shit. Get your own.”

      “Whatever.” She slid her way out of the long corner bench and went straight for the cupboard with the wine glasses. Grabbing him a beer from the refrigerator, she paused and shook her glass at him. “Should I pour you a glass, you know, since you love it so much.”

      Reaching behind him, he grabbed the bottle and filled her glass until she motioned for him to stop. “You did right by taking that beer out.” He grinned and took the bottle she offered him as she sat back down.

      “This looks amazing. Do you all still gather for meals?” Emma asked as she stirred the savory braised beef into the mashed potatoes. She looked like a kid mixing her two favorite kinds of cereal together.

      “We do.” Jace watched as she lifted the fork to her lips and tasted. Her eyes rolled closed and she moaned.

      “Oh, my gosh.” She stirred more of the potatoes with the hearty beef and then ate another forkful. “This is freaking delicious. I always want to make it, but I never have the time to dedicate four hours into making something Lily won’t eat. I am so going to love staying here.”

      Sipping his beer, he nodded and ate most of his food while Emma did the same thing again and again. Stir the beef and mashed potatoes, take a forkful, and then do it again. Every third rotation, she would sip her wine and then eat a roasted carrot.

      “I don’t want you to leave.” The words fell from his mouth before he had the chance to think it over. It’s what he’d wanted to say to her since she and Lily set foot into his house, but he knew he needed to take it slow. And now, that was no longer an option. “When this is all over I want you and Lily to stay. For good.”

      Emma didn’t look up at him. She kept her eyes glued to her plate though he knew she’d heard him. When those simple words broke through his nonexistent filter, her eyes widened and she pulled her bottom lip between her teeth. Damn-it. Too fast.

      Jace shook his head and turned to face her, but before he could apologize, she put her hands up to quiet him.

      “I’m not the same person I was before. You don’t know me anymore.”

      That was bullshit. “I do know you. You’re still you. I know what you said, but I don’t need to get to know you again. I never stopped loving you, and I know you never stopped loving me.”

      “It’s different for you. Your beast tells you that it’s the right time for us. You knew all along that you loved me. And yeah, I knew I loved you. But you know what?” She moved away from him and slid off the bench seat. Crossing her arms, she stood with her back to him. “You have no idea what it felt like. I took you at your word. You were done with me. You didn’t want me anymore. That ripped me up. All I wanted was you, and for five years I lived with the knowledge that the man I loved, fucking loved, didn’t love me back.

      “And then I met Richard. I knew what I was getting into. I knew he was my heart’s poor excuse at trying to save itself by latching on to someone else. Same for him too. A year or so before we met, the woman he was engaged to left him for someone else. We were both lonely, desperate to find someone to hold on to. And we fell. It was stupid. Hell, we both said as much the morning we woke up married. When I found out about Lily, it was like everything else disappeared. Even Rich leaving didn’t hurt like it should have. We were cordial about it. I didn’t blame him. Still don’t. It’s selfish as hell, but I got what I always wanted.” She wrapped her arms around her middle, giving herself the embrace Jace wished he could provide. “My baby. But even with her filling every empty spot inside me, there was still this little place in my gut that called to you. And you were gone because you didn’t want me, and I hated myself for still wanting you. I felt weak. Stupid.”

      When she turned around, unshed tears shimmered in her eyes. He thought the hurt written across her lovely face would kill him. If he could take her pain on to himself, he would gladly do so. She looked at him, and her pained expression gutted him.

      She offered a weak smile and hugged herself tighter. “Okay. I get why you did it, and I’m trying to work my way back to us. I love you so much, Jace. No matter how hard I tried, I still love you. And even though I know I’m your mate, it doesn’t make it easier. That emotion might be solidified inside of you somewhere, and I know it’s here inside of me too. But I can’t help fighting it. I’m scared. I’m so scared that it’s going to fall apart again. Just… just give me time. You said you would earlier. And I know it’s hard. I keep wanting to fall back into you like we were before. It’s so easy, especially with us being here. But don’t push.”

      Slowly, Jace slid out of the seat and stood in front of her. Even though everything inside of him needed to comfort her, he kept his distance.

      He’d done this to her. They were fine making baby steps, but he’d pushed her too hard.

      Reaching up to his neck, he massaged the tight muscles and then scratched his fingers through his hair. “You think I’d be better at this.” He sighed and huffed a laugh. “I’ve been on this planet forever and still can’t keep my shit in order.”

      Emma gave him a closed-mouth grin and leaned against the counter. “Yeah. You are super old. You should know better.” The tense mood lightened at their admissions. Emma pointed to her glass. “I’m done eating. Pass me that wine glass, will you?”

      Just as he moved to grab the glass, his phone started to vibrate where it sat on the counter behind Emma. She reached behind herself and grabbed it, but paused as she began to hand it to him.

      “That’s my dad,” she said, confusion evident in her voice as she handed him the phone. “I don’t know if I should answer it or give it to you.

      The words Emma’s Dad flashed on the screen as Jace took the phone. He slid the pad of his thumb to answer the call and was met with a string of thunderous curse words.

      “You son of a bitch,” Shaun yelled before he could bring the phone to his ear. “Where the hell is my daughter? Did you get her and my grand-daughter wrapped up in your shit? If something happens to either one of them, I don’t give a shit who created you. I will fucking murder you.”

      Emma’s eyebrows shot up and disappeared beneath the hair that hung low on her forehead. His voice was loud enough that she could hear. “It’s for you,” she said, holding her hands up in surrender. Jace pushed the phone at her, eyes pleading to get her to calm her father down. She smirked and folded her hands at her waist.

      Jace grabbed the top of her shirt and let the phone fall into the cup of her bra. “I’m trying to get back into your good graces. Your father hating me more than he already does is not helpful.”

      “Wuss,” she hissed. She reached forward and tweaked his nipple way too hard for his comfort. She used her other hand to fumble down the front of her shirt until she pulled the phone out. “Dad. Dad. It’s me. Calm down. I was going to call you tomorrow but—”

      “Jemma called an hour ago to inform me that you withdrew Lily out of school because of a family emergency. Paddie’s been trying to get in contact with you since she came by your house to see why you told her mother you didn’t know when you’d be back to work, and apparently, someone broke into your house and trashed the place. What. The. Fuck is going on and where the hell is my Lily-Pad? Oh. And your neighbor called to say that your car is on fire. Why aren’t you answering your phone?”

      “My car is on fire?” Emma yelled. She stumbled forward and slapped one hand on the dark marble countertop to steady herself. “And my house is trashed? It wasn’t trashed when we left it,” she said, questioning eyes looking to Jace for confirmation. A new wave of anxiety blasted from her.

      Jace could hear Shaun on the other end of the line, anger slowly leaving his voice as he tried to soothe his daughter. “Come home, baby. I don’t know what’s happened, but you should come home. Did you meet a crazy person on one of those dating websites?”

      “No, dad,” she snapped, clenching her hand into a fist. “Richard was the only person I ever dated from one of those sites. I told you that. And my phone is in my purse. Things got crazy today. My phone has been in my bag since I left work. Which probably means it’s still on vibrate.” She rolled her eyes heavenward and pinched the bridge of her nose. “The insane clan that’s after the Ghost shifters found out I was his mate. It’s a long story, but I’ll come over tomorrow afternoon and tell you everything.”

      The sound of Emma’s steadily increasing heartrate boomed in Jace’s ears. It set his beast on edge. Everything inside him wanted to kill everything that threatened his mate and cub. He knew it wasn’t his brother’s fault that this was happening, but every urge pointed to wringing Ronin’s fucking neck until the bastard who possessed his body had no other choice than to flee from Jace’s wrath.

      “Emma,” Shaun said, voice breaking through the haze of fury darkening Jace’s mind. “Come home.”

      Emma nodded, and for five scary as hell seconds, Jace thought she would pack up and leave.

      “Dad, Lily and I are safe here. There are witches, fallen angels, and saber-tooth shifters here who have vowed to maim and eat anyone who tries to hurt us. We’re staying. I should have called, but I figured me and Lily would surprise you tomorrow.” She looked up at Jace and gave him a wary smile. “I’ll call Paddie and Jess tonight and let them know that we’re fine.”

      “Are you sure? My door is always open. You know that.”

      “I know, Daddy. We’re staying.”

      The silence from Shaun spoke louder than any words he could express right now. He wanted his family with him. Jace wouldn’t say it, but he knew that Emma and Lily would be cannon fodder if they sought out protection from Shaun. From the sound of defeat in his voice, he knew it too.

      “Okay, Baby. I just…” he began, hesitance choking his words. “I’ll see you tomorrow. I love you.”

      “I love you too, Dad.”

      “Put Jace on the phone.”

      Hell no. He didn’t want to talk to her father. Jace may have millennia, strength, and size on Shaun, but there was some immeasurable force when it came to a parent and their child. Right now, Jace was the one thing that seemed to be bringing Emma’s world down around her.

      “Take it,” Emma gritted low through clenched teeth, but he could see the humor in her eyes.

      Clearing his throat, Jace took the phone and said, “I’m here.”

      “I’m not the kind of man to offer idle threats, Jace, but you need to know something. Emma and Lily are my everything. I already lost the love of my life. Sanity will no longer be my companion if something happens to my family. You will pay dearly if it does. Do you understand?”

      Jace couldn’t blame him one bit for how he felt. Right now, they both shared something. The two most precious beings in this world to both him and Shaun were here under his roof.

      “I understand. No harm will come to either of them.”

      Shaun hung up the phone without a good-bye or go fuck yourself. Before the line disconnected, Jace heard the man say a quick prayer for his family. God, please keep them safe.

      Jace uttered a prayer for himself before he turned to Emma, her hands linked behind her head as a flood of tears finally escaped the prison of her eyes.

      Creator of all, please let me keep them safe.
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      “And all this happened yesterday? In one day?” her father asked as he cut an eye to Lily and Audra. They sat in the living room playing with some toy that they’d found in Lily’s new toy chest this morning. It was teaching her to speak Spanish.

      Emma nodded and took a sip of her coffee. “Mostly. Jace and I met up a few weeks ago. That’s when we found out we were mates.”

      Her father towered over her, their heads close together as he whispered so Lily couldn’t hear what they were saying. “Is Lily okay with this?”

      “She’s fine,” Audra sang from the next room. “Lily and Auntie Audra are the best of friends.”

      “She’s awesome!” Lily yelled as she tackle-hugged Audra, little arms flailing just before she draped them around Audra’s neck.

      Audra went tumbling over, pretending that the force of Lily’s tiny frame was enough to ball her over. “My goodness, you are one strong little girl. Did you know that?”

      It felt so good to see Lily take to the Ghost shifters like they’d been part of her life since the day she was born. This morning, she woke up and asked if it was time to go eat with the new people. She had become enamored with all of them, especially Cass and Audra.

      During breakfast, Lily leaned over and whispered into Emma’s ear, ‘Cass is small, but she seems to so big on the inside. How’d she do that?’ Emma didn’t miss the sweet smile that spread across Cass’s lips even though she sat further up the table from them, talking to her mates.

      “Come on, Auntie Audra. I want to show you my room here at Pop-pop’s house,” Lily said, standing up and attempting to pull Audra with her. “It has a bed for little people like me, just like my bed at home. But I like my new bed at Jace’s better. It’s so big, my momma slept there with me last night. I love her, but I wanna sleep in it by myself tonight. Like a starfish,” she said, whispering, but unaware that she hadn’t mastered the art of whispering yet.

      “Not cool, Emma,” Audra said as she ran up the stairs after Lily. She winked and then disappeared to the second floor of the house, following the rampant giggles of her new best buddy.

      Her father waited until the soft bumps of Lily’s feet jumping on the bed sounded above their heads. “Are you sure you’re okay? You can tell me. I’ll get you somewhere safe if need be.”

      Chewing on her bottom lip, Emma swallowed a few times as she tried to find the right words to put him at ease. It would be a hard thing to do since she was still on the fence about what was happening. Not between her and Jace and the rest of the Ghosts, but with the Rogue clan. This was dangerous. She had an inkling of how risky it would be when she first agreed to bite Jace, but her and Lily being in the thick of it changed the dynamics of everything.

      She nodded and shrugged. “I’m sure. It sounds crazy, but this feels right being there with them. It’s like going home. Other than the obvious weirdness between Jace and me, it just feels good. Feels right. They accepted us like we’d always been a part of them.” She put her mug on the counter and then placed her hand over her heart. “Last night, Jace told them about Lily’s gluten allergy, and when we went to breakfast with the clan this morning, they had a spread just for her. Pancakes, waffles, French toast, biscuits. All gluten-free. And you know what a struggle it is to get Lily Pad to eat anything new, but she did. She took a bite of everything. She likes waffles now. I’ve been trying to get her to try waffles for months. And every time she tried something new, they cheered her on. She just lit up, Dad. I know it seems small, but it’s not. It’s so big. All of this.”

      Despite trying to fight her obvious affection for Jace, it was more of a fight to keep herself from giving in. Yes, she wanted to take it slow, but it seemed pointless. Like parachuting out of a plane. No matter what you did, gravity was going to pull you down. That was her and Jace. No matter how hard she fought, he was the only endgame.

      Her father made a hard clicking noise with his tongue. He did it when he was confused. Or pissed. And right now he was probably both.

      “Did you call your instructor?” he asked, grabbing the coffee pot and topping off her cup.

      She turned around and opened the refrigerator, taking the half-and-half from its regular spot on the door. “Yes. I told him I wouldn’t be there for a while. He said you could find me another instructor.”

      “You bet your ass I will,” he muttered, handing her the sugar bowl. “You may not be able to take a shifter, but making sure you keep practicing couldn’t hurt.”

      Emma’s father had been teaching her Krav Maga since she was in high school, and when she moved to Baltimore, he’d found her a class to attend. Dad studied it in the military and was insistent that she learn to protect herself after a boy slapped her butt in school.

      By the time her dad retired, he and her mother decided they wanted to live out the rest of their lives in New Rose. He’d told her he was too old to teach her. She didn’t think that was it, though. Not truly. They’d been sparing in the backyard, and for the first time, Emma got the better of him. She also made a mistake and dislocated his shoulder. He’d given her the finger and told her he’d find her an instructor by the end of the week. Best. Day. Ever. Her dad was a badass, and getting the upper hand while they spared was monumental.

      “Here,” he said, bending down to reach into a drawer near his feet. “It’s small, but you’ll like it. You still have your other one?”

      She took the small rectangular box from him and pulled back the top. In the foam-filled box sat a gold and silver, automatic stiletto switchblade. Emma squealed and jumped up and down. “Oh, Daddy, it’s so pretty!”

      “It’s a knife, Emma Sue. Please don’t call it pretty.”

      “Please don’t call me Emma Sue,” she replied, eyes still glued to the pretty little package of sharp heaven. “It is pretty.”

      “No,” her father said, shaking his head back and forth as if that alone would change her mind. “No. It’s well made. It’s sharp. It’ll help keep you safe.”

      “It has a pretty pony on it,” she added teasingly.

      “It’s a stallion, Emma. A stallion.”

      When she finally looked up after admiring it, she said, “My other one is back at the house. Willow, she’s a fallen angel and a witch, wants to make sure none of our stuff has some kind of death curse on it before we go take anything from the house.”

      Her father took in a sharp breath and pressed his fists to his hips. A passing mirage of rage, fear, and confusion flipped across her dad’s face until he finally settled on sheer anger. “Death curse? The fuck, Emma?” Two times in two days he’d dropped the F-bomb when talking to her. He never cursed around her. Who could blame him? He felt just as helpless as she did, probably even more so.

      There really wasn’t too much she could say to comfort him, so she didn’t try. “This is happening. Unfortunately, we’re in this. But we’re safe. Willow—”

      “The witch who is also a fallen angel.”

      “—yes, the witch who is also a fallen angel, is making a protection spell for Lily.” Her father started to speak, but she interrupted him. “It only works on kids. I’ll explain later,” she murmured as Lily’s footsteps came rushing down the stairs with Audra trailing behind her. Emma shoved the switchblade into her side pocket and pulled her shirt down to cover it. “Did you two have fun?”

      Audra’s hair was a mess. Her usually neat braid was lop-sided with wisps of hair sticking out this way and that. “Lily’s learning to braid,” she said, pride high in her voice.

      “Want me to fix that?” Emma asked, trying to hold in a laugh. Lily had tried on many occasions to do Emma’s hair, and if Audra’s scalp was anything like hers the poor woman must be in pain.

      Shaking her head as Lily snuck a side glance at her, Audra proclaimed, “Absolutely not. She is learning and I will wear this braid with joy.”

      Emma blew out a breath. “You do realize we have to go to the school and see Sara when we leave here, right?”

      Audra’s face tightened in something akin to embarrassment, but it vanished almost as fast as it had come. “Yes. I know this. No matter. I look awesome,” she said, turning to grace Lily with an encouraging smile. “You did awesome.”

      “School?” her father asked, looking just as amused and horrified as Emma felt.

      “Yep.” Trying to push away the reluctance, Emma walked closer to her father and rested her head on his shoulder. “You remember Sara Winston? Neil’s mom? She volunteers at the elementary school. She promised to keep an eye on Lily.”

      The idea of Lily being anywhere but surrounded by a group of shifters and witches who were hell-bent on keeping her safe had brought on so much anxiety. Deep inside, she knew she couldn’t keep her daughter locked in a bubble. Being around the ‘new people’ amused her now, but soon she would feel the isolation from not being around kids her age.

      Emma felt the tension tighten in her dad’s shoulders. She knew exactly how he felt.

      Her dad kissed the top of her head. “Are you sure she shouldn’t be somewhere safer? They came to your house, Emma. Your house. What’s to stop them from going to the school? I mean—” he said, low as to not scare Lily. “—it’s like they’re hunting you. Oh, and those SOB’s set your car on fire.”

      “Daddy, I’ll be there every day with her. It’s only three days a week. I don’t want Lily to think she’s locked in a jail cell. She needs to interact with other kids.”

      “Besides,” Audra said. Leaving Lily playing with a circular game that shouted out the alphabet. “Sara is more like me than she’s comfortable admitting. You do know about me, don’t you Shaun?” A slow smile spread across her lips. She winked at them. “I’m better now, but you’ve seen me in action. I know you remember.”

      Hell yes, he had. They both did. Emma and her parents were together when they’d seen Audra in action. It was hard to forget. They’d only been in New Rose for a few months when it happened.

      Emma and her parents had been having lunch in Melinda Bale’s Bar and Pub when a fight broke out between a server at the restaurant and three guys who were passing through town. The visitors didn’t like that their waiter was gay. They were giving him trouble, tried to gang up on him when Audra came out of nowhere and handed their asses to them.

      She was all snarls and glowing eyes. All three of the men towered over her small frame, but she battered them like a tornado no one was prepared for. She was fast. Scary fast. She laughed the whole time. They had to call an ambulance for one of the guys, and no one in the pub had a bit of concern for any of them. After she tired of playing with them, she went to the counter, picked up the next order, and delivered the food to the patrons.

      That was the day Emma decided that she wanted to be Audra’s friend. A year later she met Jace. And now, here they were.

      With a worrisome smile, Emma’s dad nodded his head. Leaning toward Audra, he said, “I remember. I’m still impressed.”

      “As you should be.” Audra preened, tucking a stray hair into her braid. “Lily will be safe. Despite the face-lifting, tight hair bun and cashmere cardigans, Sara Winston could give me a run for my money if it ever came down to it. But she is an ally of the Ghost shifters. That should count for something.”

      “It really does,” her father muttered, relief coloring his words.

      Audra patted her hair and grabbed Emma’s coffee cup. Before she put the mug to her lips, she looked at Emma. “Am I safe to take a sip of this or did you and my brother do weird things last night or this morning?”

      Dear God, Audra had no freaking filter. “No, Audra. And you do realize my dad is right here?” Emma growled out, trying to appear upset but really just sounding embarrassed and amused.

      Audra scoffed and took a sip. “You’re a grown woman. The only one that deserves a filter from me is Nugget over there. Don’t tell her I called her Nugget until next week.” She spared a glance over to Lily. “So rest easy, Shaun,” she said, turning to face them. “Other than in our little protected community, being with Sara is the next best place Lily or Emma could be.”

      “B is for banana,” Lily called loudly. “B-A-N-A-N-A. Momma, I can spell banana and binoculars.”

      Emma leaned over and smiled. “That’s ‘cause you are awesome!”

      “Fuck me sideways,” Audra said, just before there was a knock on the backdoor. She leaned forward and grabbed the butcher knife from the knife block. “Call my brothers. Now.”

      “I’m your brother too.” A smooth, deep voice called from the other side of the door. “Well, kind of. You and Emma should come out here before I come inside.”

      A rush of fear dumped in Emma’s chest, clogging her voice as her gaze flicked to Lily. She grabbed her father’s arm and squeezed.

      “Shaun,” Audra said. Her voice boomed in the room, overtaking the joyous sounds of Lily’s toy. “Why don’t you go put on something loud and playful for Lily to listen to.” She started to move toward Emma but paused. “Shaun. I need you to fight every instinct raging inside you right now to protect your family. They don’t need to see you die today.”

      “I only want to talk,” Ronin sang out.

      “Shut the fuck up, Samiyah, and butt out,” Audra spat, voice low. “We’re coming.”

      Audra handed Shaun the phone, and when Emma looked up into her eyes she saw something that frightened her even more. Audra was afraid. Even though her shoulders were squared and she held the butcher knife life a freaking professional, she was scared. Emma never knew her to be frightened of anything. This was really, really bad.

      “Come on, Emma. There’s truth in his words. He only wants to talk.”

      Emma pushed her father toward the living room where Lily sat, oblivious to the menace waiting for them on the other side of the door. Jace had told her about Ronin. He was dangerous, strong as hell, and possessed by an angel who was even crazier than him.

      Everything inside of her begged her to grab Lily and run. That would get everyone hurt. Besides, she would never run out on her family. Not her father. Not Audra. And she certainly would never do anything to jeopardize the safety of her daughter.

      Just as Audra tucked the knife in her back pocket, Emma leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. “Thank you for making sure Jace and I cleared things up. This situation may suck but at least I know the truth now.” She clutched Audra’s hand and intertwined their fingers, holding on to bring both of them comfort. “I’m here with you.”

      “And I’m here with you,” Audra said, voice trembling like a loose leaf caught in the wind. She lifted Emma’s hand and kissed the back of it. “I knew you were going to be my sister a long time ago.” She leaned into Emma’s ear, whisper as low as a midnight breeze. “You and Lily make me strong. Thank you.”

      When Emma pulled back and looked into Audra’s face, all traces of fear were gone. Audra’s beautiful, whiskey brown eyes were intense, clear. If her brother decided he wanted a confrontation, the fight in Audra’s determined eyes said she was ready to rumble.

      “How lovely was that?” Ronin said from the other side of the door.

      Just as Audra pulled the door open, Emma heard the blaring sounds of a kid’s jazz exercise CD that her mother bought her years ago when she was a kid. She used to dance to it with her when she was a child. She was amazed it still worked.

      The back porch was empty. Emma looked around the familiar backyard. The patio set her mom had to have from the Amish Market when they first moved to New Rose. A pink and yellow hammock lazily swung between the two flowering trees at the far end of the yard. The lavender bush that she and her mom planted. And leaning against the natural wood colored picket fence that her mother insisted on having installed was Ronin.

      Dressed in a hunter green t-shirt that stretched across his broad chest, and dark jeans that led to thick, black boots, Ronin looked the part of a wicked fallen angel. Panic clogged the breath that tried to escape Emma’s mouth as she realized who he was. The one that her friend had been dating for two weeks now. The same man that knocked over Paddie’s mocha latte the day after Emma met with Jace and bit him, giving him back his saber-tooth, and his grace.

      Damn-it. She really was being hunted.

      Chills rippled up and down her spine as she watched his perfect smile widen. He knew she recognized him.

      “It’s good to see you again, Audra,” he said, deep baritone lined with a low growl. “I’m really sorry we have to meet like this. But you’re the one who knows how dangerous we really are.”

      His tone was light as the breeze that ruffled the thick grass of the yard, and his stance held no apprehension. Only a serene calmness that completely evaded Emma’s senses.

      “No.” Audra held Emma’s hand close, walking them down the five steps that led them to the stone walkway. “We don’t have to be. What do you want, Samiyah?”

      His dark eyes cut to a yellow butterfly that gently glided over the fence. He took a deep breath and crossed his massive arms across his full chest. “You know what I did. What your brother did. You are all capable of it. Madness can come at any time. The Ghosts should be put down.”

      “Is that you talking, Ronin, or is it Samiyah? Insanity may have brushed against your mind before, but you would never hurt us. You would never want us dead.”

      He scoffed, the edge of his full lips turning down in a distasteful scowl. “Abominations. The lot of you.”

      The lot of you. Guess he didn’t include himself in that group.

      Audra’s fingers tightened around Emma’s, so much so that she had to say Audra’s name to get her to loosen up before she broke the bones in her fingers. That would hurt like hell.

      “So,” Audra said, loosening her grip. “Samiyah. I would say it was good to see you, but I’d be lying. You suck more balls than seasoned hookers. Let my brother go, and the Ghosts won’t exercise your ass to whatever hell dimension you belong in.”

      Pushing away from the fence, Ronin let out a sharp laugh and took a few steps toward them. The menace he threw off rose a panic in Emma’s chest. The closer he was to them, the closer he was to her father’s house where her daughter danced and played right this very minute.

      “Imagine if we all succumbed to the beast roaring inside us, Audra. The death that would overtake this planet would be immeasurable. How dare we toy with the lives of people the world over? Can’t you see it? The Ghosts don’t belong here. You were cast out to suffer. Not to be rewarded.”

      Audra took a step toward him, putting herself between him and Emma.

      “Ronin,” she said, voice imploring. “Samiyah. The Creator made a plan for us to prosper, and that’s what we’re doing. We were made a promise. Who the hell do you think you are to try and put us down when the Creator has brought us to the point where we are getting our grace back? Look, I get it. The woman you loved was killed by a madman. The same one you seem to be having a good time riding in. A human could have easily killed her as well.”

      “She could have protected herself from a lowly human,” he spat back at her.

      His intimidating eyes dimmed even more. A crackle of electricity filled the air as his anger soared. Emma had to stifle a gasp as a current crawled deep in her veins, causing goosebumps to dance along her skin.

      “So you blame all of us for her death?” Audra said, one hand out as if trying to calm the man visibly diminishing in front of them. The other hand hovered behind her, warding Emma off and reaching for the knife. “What would you have done if a mortal killed her? Waged war among them all? Or what if she died of natural causes? Would you have been so defiant that you would go after the Angel of Death to cool the meaningless anger within you? I can only imagine the ass-kicking Samael would have given you. She was human, Samiyah. They die. It pains me too, but they die.”

      “You,” he said, switching his cruel gaze to Emma. “You should understand how detrimental this is. You have a daughter. Do you want her to lose her mother to the madness that is the Ghost shifters? Angels who were punished for millennia for their blasphemous acts?”

      Emma shook her head. She had to take a few deep breaths before she could answer him, and even after that her voice croaked out as if she hadn’t spoken in years. “I don’t want that. But that’s not on the Ghosts. It’s on you. Please. They can help you.”

      “And what of your daughter, hmm?” If at all possible, the darkness that already lingered in his eyes grew darker, like a demon peeking up from the depths of Hell. “Do you want her to live like this? Die like this?”

      A vile loathing that she’d never experienced before in her entire life settled in her gut, instantly making her nauseas. “Don’t you fucking dare threaten my child. I give not a single shit about what happened to you or the woman you loved. We’ve all lost people. We all suffer for some reason or another. It’s life. But mention anything happening to my daughter again and I will sell my soul to the highest bidder to end you.”

      “Let’s test that,” he said, hand shooting up as his long fingers curled around Audra’s throat.

      He tried to pull her close, but Audra was immovable.

      Quick as lightning, she jerked the knife from behind her, hand moving faster than Emma could keep up with. The crisp, sickening sound of sharp metal gliding through flesh and muscle filled the air as Audra stabbed Ronin, and at the same time shoved Emma backward and away from the carnage. Still he held her throat, ire pure in his gaze. But his eyes faltered.

      Over and over, Emma could hear the blade connecting with the man who’d threatened her little girl. As horrible as she felt for hoping he died right there on the spot, Audra’s quick and blinding ferocity brought her a sense of satisfaction.

      Finally, he fell to the ground, arms holding on to his stomach and sides. Bile burned the back of Emma’s throat as she saw torn ribbons of flesh barely holding his intestines, and some other organ Emma couldn’t identify, inside his body.

      He coughed a few times, crying out in pain as he protectively held himself. When he looked up, the ominous madness that had taken up residence in his eyes had all but disappeared.

      To keep his body upright, he pressed one hand to the ground to keep him steady. The warm scent of iron filled the air as his blood oozed down the sides of his body, turning the bottom of his hunter green t-shirt black.  “Audra. Sister,” he grunted, blood seeping from his mouth as he spoke. “Kill me. Do it now. Please.”

      Holy crap. He was there. Her brother was awake in there. But so was Samiyah.

      “Ronin,” Audra choked out. She fell to her knees in front of him and pushed her face close to his. “Oh, God. Ronin. Tell me how to help. What do we do?”

      Shaking his head, he coughed up frothy blood and grimaced. The horrible, rattling noise of his lungs filling with blood filled the air. “Just— just kill me. He’s not a demon you can exercise.” Hand trembling, he reached forward and took Audra’s hand that held the blood-stained butcher knife. He put it to his throat and nodded. “Do it quick. Take my heart and my head. End it.”

      No. It couldn’t end like this.

      Audra’s mind was fragile before, and killing her brother just might break her. Jace told her how Ronin had injured Audra and one of their brothers, and how not long after the fight she began a slow descent into lunacy. This, ending her brother’s life, might actually do it.

      Just as Audra looked up at her, brown eyes being taken over by the empty blackness of her pupils, Emma stepped protectively in front of her.

      “I’m really sorry,” Emma said. Setting her legs hip-width apart and bending her knees, she took one step backward. With every ounce of strength in her body, Emma launched her foot forward in a powerful kick, the ball of her foot hitting Ronin right in the chin.

      The quick motion spun his head to the side, and for a brief moment Emma was afraid she’d broken his neck. With his head oddly angled to the side, Ronin’s large body thumped unconscious on the beautifully lined stone walkway.

      Fuck it.

      It was his fault. He shouldn’t have brought this shit to her father’s house where her daughter was most comfortable.

      When Audra looked up at her, Emma said, “What can we do? Duct tape? Rope? Maybe Zeke and Willow can do something.” The words quickly flew out of her mouth as she rambled, trying to come up with a better plan.

      She didn’t have a plan. Knocking him out cold was the first thing that popped into her mind, but no more bright ideas came rushing through after that. The only thing Emma knew was that she couldn’t let Audra kill her own brother. But if Audra didn’t come up with her own plan in three seconds, Emma was going to take the knife and cut off the man’s head herself.

      No. A butcher knife wouldn’t do it.

      Her dad had a sword collection in what used to be her bedroom. One of those would do it. She didn’t want to kill Ronin, but if it came down to him or Lily Pad’s life, there would be no hesitation. She would pay the price of killing him, both in this life and the next.

      Too slow for Emma’s comfort, clarity began to fill Audra’s gaze as she took in Emma’s words. “Umm… duct tape? Yeah, get some duct tape. We need to make sure he can’t speak to cast a spell or use his hands to weave any magic.”

      They were going to get through this and maybe be able to help their brother in the process. Best news she’d heard all day.

      Emma turned to run to the house but was stopped short by a feral growl that made the fine hairs along her arms stand on edge. Turning back around to see what was happening, she had to fight the urge to scream at the scene before her.

      Ronin, floating inches off the ground, skin and muscle knitting and healing as if someone had pressed rewind on a horror movie. His eyes glowed a pitch black that would haunt her dreams for the rest of her life.

      Like a tiger ready to pounce on its prey, Audra stood in front of him, arms defensively out at her sides as her nails began to split from beneath her nailbeds. “Emma,” she growled, voice more animal than human. “Run.”

      The sound of snapping and reshaping bones filled the air as Audra hunched over and let her beast take her body. With a force that shoved Emma backward and almost tumbled over, Audra’s small frame more than tripled in size. Brown and orange fur sprinkled with black spots covered her sinuous body. Long, white, sharp claws dug into the dirt beneath her, and holy crap. Two tusks that looked like murder in tangible form hung from her mouth, glistening with saliva.

      Emma wanted to run, knew she should be running, but she couldn’t. She was hypnotized by Audra’s shape and size. Audra was the stuff of legend; the animal that movies were centered around.

      “Brute force will do nothing to help you,” Samiyah said through Ronin’s lips.

      As he raised one hand and started to speak in a language Emma didn’t understand, Audra’s large mouth opened, caging Ronin within her fierce bite. Like a dog with a ragdoll, Audra shook her head back and forth, shaking her brother until his blood once again rained down on the grass and stone walkway. He screamed and grunted, making noises that had Emma fighting against the nervous laughter that threatened to bubble up her throat. This wasn’t funny. In fact, it scared the hell out of Emma. Audra didn’t stop until he was limp and quiet.

      Just as Audra grew tired of shaking his ass like a bloody, muscular maraca, she flicked her head to the right, sending Ronin soaring into the wooded area that sat behind her father’s house.

      Well, brute strength won out after all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

        

      

    

    
      Jace held Emma and Lily in his arms, breathing them in. Committing their scent to memory. Until this was over, he would not let them out of his sight. Not again. He’d left them to get the herbs for Willow’s potion to put a protective barrier around Emma’s’ dad’s house. Less than an hour away from them and all hell broke loose, and he knew that Ronin did it with purpose. He was following them. Waiting for them before he made his move.

      A low snarl rumbled in Jace’s chest, his beast wanting to be set free to hunt his brother.

      Unfazed by his growling and brooding, Lily grabbed his thumb and shook it to get his full attention. “Do we all get to eat dinner together tonight?” Lily asked, her missing tooth making her words lisp as she spoke. “I wanna eat dinner with everyone. And sleep in my bed by myself.” She whispered the last part, putting her small hand up to Jace’s ear to block her mouth so her mother wouldn’t hear her.

      Mission not accomplished.

      Hoping to not look like a weirdo and freak Lily out, he leaned over and put his nose to her hair, breathing in her scent. He would never forget it. What if she got lost and needed him to come find her? He would rip New Rose apart to find her.

      “Did you smell my hair?” she asked, brown eyes wide as she poked his nose.

      He nodded. “I did. Your brain smells smarter than it did an hour ago. You got smarter, didn’t you?”

      Lily erupted into a fit of giggles, clapping her hands and kicking his shin as her tiny bare feet moved wildly around. “I did! Now I can spell banana and binoculars. And apple and angel.”

      “That’s the best thing I’ve heard all day.”

      Jace had never had to hide his rage before, but being around Lily was teaching him a level of patience he never knew he had inside of him. The call of his beast to hunt down his brother made his insides ache. So many emotions surrounded him right now from the people in the room with him, and he fought every instinct attempting to force him to stalk Ronin.

      Deep inside, he knew it was Samiyah running the show. Somehow that didn’t matter. The threat to his mate and cub were real. They could have been hurt. Or worse.

      For now, he had to focus on Lily. It was the only thing keeping him sane. Lily was happy as the summer days are long, Shaun was staring at him from the across the room, a murderous haze visible around him like a mirage. And Emma was… There were no words that could describe the myriad emotions teaming within his mate.

      Fear, hatred, relief, hope, and a bit of bleakness tumbled from her. He could feel everything when it came to her. She sat there in his arms, elbow resting on the countertop as she chewed on her thumbnail. Every once in a while, she would reach over and tuck a lock of Lily’s hair behind her ear, or kiss Jace on the cheek. But her mind was somewhere else.

      Hell, if he had to endure all those emotions at once, he might actually be going after the rogues and killing them one by one.

      He could sense the emotions coming from everyone, but Emma was experiencing every single one of them all by herself. He’d experienced things like this with her a few times before. Emma wasn’t one to talk about her feelings. Sometimes, she would hold everything in until she erupted into a fit of anger, taking things out on the first person to cross her path. Was she still like that?

      “Come talk to me now,” Shaun said low, eyes still boring into Jace.

      He didn’t want to let go of Emma and Lily, but he needed to have this conversation with Shaun. Jace wouldn’t be selfish. He knew that every ounce of reprieve he’d given Shaun last night over the phone had quickly evaporated after having Ronin knock on his back door.

      Kissing Emma’s forehead, he said, “I’m going to talk to your dad. Are you okay?”

      Eyes blinking rapidly like she’d just noticed him for the first time, she absently smiled at him. “No. No, I’m not. I just want to go home and know that my dad will be safe sleeping here tonight. If not, he needs to come with us. But he’s stubborn. Even if you have to knock him out and put him in the bed of your truck, I need to know he’s safe.”

      Her tone was level, void of emotion. Other than being able to sense the turmoil roiling inside her, the only thing that showed her unease were her eyes. With constant vigilance, her walnut-brown gaze moved from Lily, to the front door, to the back door, down to her hands, and then back to Lily. She needed to burn off some of the adrenaline that refused to leave her body.

      Jace nodded, feeling lower than dirt for not protecting her. “He can come if he wants, but Willow is in the backyard getting the protection spell ready.”

      “Then why can’t she do it for all of New Rose? Why can’t she make a protective bubble that shields us all? She did it for the Ghosts community. Can’t she do something?” With each question, the octave of her voice rose higher.

      She was breaking in front of him, and damn-it, he couldn’t do a thing about it.

      “I thought of it,” Willow said. She stood at the back door, grinding up dried herbs that gave off a savory smell. “Really, I have. But it would be too much. Getting a blood sample of every person in town, making sure only those who belonged here in New Rose were within its limits when the spell is cast, blocking the entire town of all passerby’s that the spell might deem a trespasser. It’s impossible.” Giving a weak smile, she came over and touched Emma on the shoulder. “Your father will be safe within his home. Lily will be virtually invisible to them after you give her the protection powder tonight. I wish I could fix everything, but these are only spot fixes. I’m sorry.”

      Emma took a deep breath, and when she let it out, Jace could feel the tension begin to unfurl from her body. “You’re right,” she said, shaking her head and then nodding. “I’m sorry. This isn’t your fault. None of it is. I just wish we could have gotten to him before he vanished.” She looked up at Jace, shame clouding her eyes.

      Why was she ashamed? She’d done nothing wrong. Yeah, she kicked his brother in the head, effectively knocking him out for a few minutes, but that was nothing to be ashamed of.

      Shifting to sit Lily closer to her mother, Jace stood to go and talk with Shaun. If the man pounced on him and tried to beat him unconscious, he would allow it. Shaun lost his wife. The thought of losing his daughter and grand-daughter worried him, giving him dark daydreams and horrid nightmares.

      As Jace sat down in the comfortable, brown and grey recliner across from Shaun, he held his breath and got ready.

      Shaun’s large brown hands had thick knuckles, a clear sign that he worked with his hands now in his retirement, flexed in front of him. From what he knew, Shaun was personally restoring a shiny blue, Pontiac GTO 72 series. He and a group of retired military folk from all over Maryland got together weekly to restore classic vehicles.

      He clasped his hands, probably to keep himself from choking Jace the hell out, and leaned forward from his resting place on the couch. “I can take them and leave. We’d disappear.” Worry laced through his clipped words as he spoke. “The people I know work fast. Emma and Lily will be far away from this shit by tonight. Would that help?” Even though frustration tinged his words, they were not at all what Jace expected.

      Jace scrubbed his hand down his face and then around to the back of his neck. He rubbed there for a few moments, trying to find the right thing to say. Slowly, he shook his head from side to side. “No. The Rogues are everywhere. We don’t know who they all are. I mean, the Gold Wing clan members who’ve infiltrated their clan can identify some. From what I hear, they are pouring in from everywhere.”

      “This doesn’t make any fucking sense,” he said, balling one hand into a fist and shaking it at Jace. “This time last year, nobody cared that you lived here or that you even existed. This is crazy.”

      Jace lowered his eyes, looking at the natural grain of the hardwood flooring. “Samiyah started the Rogue clan seventy years ago. He was preparing them for the day we were whole. This has been going on for a long time. As long as our beasts were locked away, we were acceptable. But now, after Samiyah injecting fear into the community, they think we want to control the entire supernatural world. We don’t. We just want to live peacefully with our family.”

      “Could you and your clan take over? If you wanted to?” Shaun’s dark eyes bore into him as if ready to sniff out any lie Jace gave him.

      Honesty. Complete and total honesty. Jace swallowed a few times, a lump lodged deep in his throat at what he was about to admit. But the father of his mate deserved the truth. “If me and my brethren, all of us, were joined with our mates and got together and put our minds to it, yes. We could. We’re angels, Shaun. Fallen angels, but angels nonetheless. And saber-tooth cats. And immortal. I’m not even including our brethren in the Coven of the Fallen. Who are also fallen angels. We disagree on some shit, but we all stick together. Accept for Samiyah. He sucks. Bullets, knives, all that shit means nothing. We are powerful. We heal. Fast. But taking over means nothing to us. We just want to live in peace. Raise families. Protect our loved ones.”

      A desperate plea filled Shaun’s eyes as he moved in so close to Jace that he almost came tumbling out of his chair. “Can you change Emma? So she can be strong and keep her and Lily safe? I. Can’t. Lose them.” He poked Jace in the arm as he punctuated his words.

      The thought of changing Emma had taken up space in his mind too many times within the last twenty-four hours, but she seemed to have no desire to be bitten. For all he knew, he would still follow them around and keep an eye on them.

      Glancing over his shoulder to see Emma still chewing on her nail as her fearful eyes darted around the room, Jace gave one shake of his head. “She’d be a shifter, but not immortal. Besides, she hasn’t asked me. And,” he said, turning back to Shaun, “that wouldn’t stop the Rogues from coming after us. They have a powerful witch inhabiting the body of a monster of a Ghost shifter. This shit would still be going on, and we’d still be scrambling to keep our people safe.”
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        * * *

      

      The long afternoon glided into an even longer evening at Shaun’s house. Jace did everything he could to put him at ease, but there was nothing he could say to quell the man’s fear. He’d be a shit father if he wasn’t worried about his family.

      Watching Shaun interact with his grand-daughter helped keep the peace Jace was forcing in to himself. Shaun kept Lily’s favorite foods and made dinner for the beautiful ball of giggles as the evening wore on. Emma gave her a bath at her father’s house, changing her into a pair of pajamas that were her second favorite pair. She’d fallen asleep on the ride home, and despite Jace’s insistent claim that he could carry Lily up to her bedroom, Emma denied his request. I just want to hold her close, she’d said as she unbuckled her from the car seat. Lily woke long enough to use the bathroom and ask Emma not to sleep in her very own ‘big-girl’ bed. Jace watched as Emma fought herself, grabbing hold of every bit of willpower she had not to lie down next to Lily after she’d fallen asleep.

      For a long time, he watched as Emma stood outside of Lily’s room, a sentry guarding her most prized possession. Leaning against the door frame with her arms folded across her chest, she peeked through the space in the door and watched her daughter sleep.

      Jace kept his distance as the momma bear protectively looked in on her cub. After about an hour, she began shifting from one foot to the other, probably trying to stay upright after the tiring day.

      His insides raged, his beast confused as to what to do next. He wanted to let the saber-tooth take his body so he could walk the perimeter of the Ghost community to make sure the protections spells held true, but something deep in his soul wouldn’t allow him to leave either one of them.

      “You think she’ll be upset she missed another dinner?” Jace walked up behind Emma and stared at Lily’s sleeping form.

      Emma sighed and leaned into his body, allowing him to support her. That small act of acquiescence warmed him from the inside out.

      “Yeah,” she said. Nodding, she rubbed her hands up and down her bare arms. “She’s going to be really pissed. But breakfast will make up for it.” She kneaded the muscles of her neck and moved again, leaning against the wall but still keeping contact with him. “Will you keep an ear on her while I take a shower? I know she’s safe here, but I won’t be able to fully hear the monitor while the water runs in the bathroom.”

      With gentle ease, he moved her hands away from her neck and placed his palms on her shoulders. He massaged the taut muscles there. He tilted his head and whispered in her ear. “Absolutely. I cooked spaghetti and garlic bread. You can eat when you’re done.”

      “I can’t eat.” Her words were so low, he almost missed them.

      Pressing the pads of his thumbs into the soft tissue on either side of her spine, he stroked up and down, trying to smooth out a knot in her muscles. She winced when he hit the spot, but asked him to keep going when he tried to pull away.

      “That feels so freaking good,” she said, head now rolled forward as she melted into him. “Look at her,” she muttered. “All this crap going on around her and she has no idea. And that’s the way it should be. I need her to never question her safety. She’s too young.”

      Jace agreed wholeheartedly. He wished he could have kept this shit-show from the both of them, but apparently his brother knew that he had found his mate the day she gave him back his grace. No matter how far away Emma’s dad wanted to take them, Ronin wouldn’t stop until he got what he wanted. Jace would protect his family until Ronin was himself again. Or dead. Right now, he was okay with either one.

      “Your brother is still in there, Jace. After Audra cut him, your brother broke through and spoke to her.”

      Audra hadn’t brought that up. Hell, she didn’t even want to talk about anything until dinner tonight. It was best Lily wasn’t there. His clan needed to know everything that was happening, and Lily sitting there and soaking up all of their conversations was not what she needed.

      “What did he say?” he asked, hands still working to comfort his mate.

      “He asked Audra to kill him. And said that Samiyah couldn’t be exercised from his body,” she said, turning her head to look at him. Her eyes were half-closed, and the sides were tinged with red. She was tired. “Jace, I think he’d rather die than hurt any of you. He’s trapped. And I…” The burnt citrus scent of shame emanated from her like it had earlier. “I thought about killing him. He asked your sister to do it, but I knew she couldn’t. She’s been through so much. But I was going to.”

      “Baby, it’s okay. You don’t have to be ashamed because you wanted to end this.”

      “No,” she cried out, bringing her hands to cover her face. She dug the palms of her hands into her eyes and shook her head. “Even after I found out your brother was still in there, I intended to kill him. If I thought for just one minute that knife would have cut through bone so that I could behead him, I would have done it. I wanted to kill your brother, and I’m so sorry.”

      Jace stiffened as she sobbed, shoulders shaking as she fought to hold in the sound as not to wake Lily.

      He knew she was in pain. Emma never cried. Maybe she’d changed over the last five years, but Jace remembered all too well how she kept raw emotions to herself. She held on to things, letting them build up until she could barely contain them. Most of the time, those pent up feelings would somehow transform into anger. It didn’t happen often, but he remembered the times it did. She was a hairpin trigger, just waiting for the slightest bit of pressure to let loose.

      “Come on,” he said, wrapping her up tight in his embrace until she curled her arms around his neck and nodded. “Lily’s safe. You have the monitor and we’ll hear everything.” The long coils of her hair tickled his lips as he whispered into her ear. “Let me feed you. You’re hungry.”

      They walked to the master bedroom, three rooms away from Lily. Just as they entered, Emma turned back to the room where Lily slept. He thought she would push him away and return to her guard. But she didn’t.

      “Do you want me to go close the door?” he asked.

      She pulled her lips in a few times as if trying to figure out the right answer. “Yes.”

      As she started to walk away, he touched her hand and took the monitor from her. “Take a shower. Soak in the tub. Whatever you want. I’ll keep the monitor with me. And I’ll fix your plate so you can eat when you’re done.”

      She started to protest, but he bent closer and lightly kissed her lips. A soft moan escaped her as her lips softened against his.

      “You’re hungry,” he said, reaching out and tucking a stray lock of hair behind her ear. “Just eat a little bit. It’ll be ready when you come out of the bathroom. Okay?”

      “Okay. Maybe I should shower in the room where my stuff is. I don’t feel like loading my stuff back and forth.”

      His breath hitched in his throat. “Yeah,” he said, running his tongue along his top row of teeth. “I moved a lot of your stuff into my room. Not everything,” he interjected quickly. “Just your shower shit and pajamas so you didn’t have to worry about it.”

      She studied him, eyes roaming across his face as she chewed on her bottom lip. Maybe he screwed up. This wasn’t taking things slow, but fuck it. He wanted her close, and he believed she wanted the same thing.

      “M-kay,” she said, still worrying her bottom lip. “I’m okay with that.” Without hesitation, she turned around and walked through his bedroom. She was about to go into his closet but must have noticed the light on in the bathroom. When she walked through the bathroom door, she stifled a gasp and looked back at him. “Holy crap. This bathroom is huge. You updated it. Can I keep it?”

      Thank God her playful nature hadn’t abandoned her. Ghosting him with a smile, she turned back to the bathroom and closed the door behind her.

      He stood there for a few moments, watching the door until the sound of the showerhead played in his ears. He imagined her standing in front of the sliding shower door, hand outstretched until the water reached the perfect temperature. The image of her undressing played in his head, and he could tell the instant she stepped under the hot running water.

      “That feels great,” she said, her voice seeming to relax as he listened in on her.

      Every part of him wanted to make sure she was as comfortable as possible. Despite the crazy that was their constant companion, he needed to make sure the Ghost shifter community was a safe haven for both Emma and Lily. Especially his house.

      He turned on his heel and moved toward Lily’s room. Just as he was about to close the door, she shifted in her bed, letting go of a soft sigh as she stretched out just like a starfish. He smiled and shook his head, his heart tethering itself to her even more.

      The bedsheet and light blanket stayed in place as she turned, exposing her little arms to the cool air. Even from here he could see tiny goosebumps pop up on her arm. She was cold.

      As quiet as he could, he walked toward her bed and pulled the blanket up to cover her shoulders. He didn’t want her to get cold as the night went on. He also didn’t want her to get too hot. Damn-it, what was the air conditioning on? Unless it was hot as hell or a typical Maryland freezing winter, he never bothered with adjusting the thermostat. This was something he needed to add to his list.

      Bending down, he kissed the top of her head. “Sleep well, Little One.”

      He left the bedroom and closed the door behind him. Double-checking the volume of the monitor, he went downstairs and warmed up a plate of dinner for Emma. As her food heated in the microwave, he walked to the thermostat and check the temperature.

      Sixty-eight degrees. Too cold for a four-year-old. At least he thought so. He would ask Emma when she finished in the bathroom, but until then he would set it to seventy-two. That sounded about right.

      He carried the monitor around the kitchen as he moved. His hearing was damn near perfect, but he wanted to make sure he heard every little noise Lily made, just in case he needed to wake her from a bad dream. How the hell had he gone his entire life without being around children? It made something quake in his soul to think of how much headspace the little wonder had already taken up. Taking her into consideration was his new privilege.

      After getting dinner ready for Emma, Jace put everything she would need on a tray to carry up to their bedroom. As he reached the landing, Emma came tipping out of Lily’s room, a tender smile on her face as she gave her daughter one more lingering look.

      She noticed him watching her and smiled. That beautiful smile widened and reached her eyes when she saw the tray. “I was coming downstairs to eat,” she whispered, closing the door.

      “No.” Jace aimed his chin toward the bedroom and motioned with the tray. “You should rest. Eat, watch television, sleep.”

      He took a deep breath as she walked by him, and her sexy scent mixed with her floral soap filled his senses. His cock instantly went rigid when she stood on her toes and kissed his chin, warm breath caressing his neck as she spoke. It calmed a piece of his soul to have her so close.

      “Thank you for taking care of us.”
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      The savory aroma of the spaghetti sauce, garlic bread, and roasted vegetables drifted from the food as Emma took the cover from the plate. Despite what happened at her father’s house, she was hungrier than she thought. She had watched blood and actual guts seep from Ronin’s body and into her father’s yard, feeding the grass with a kind of macabre moisture that would taint the land forever. That backyard would never look the same to her.

      It amazed her that Ronin wasn’t dead. After Audra shook and launched him into the woods behind her dad’s house, Emma couldn’t believe he’d manage to get up and walk away. Jace and Zeke showed up moments after Audra’s flung him, and Jace instantly followed the trail of blood and gore that led to the woods. He was gone.

      How could Emma not be afraid of someone who’d taken a beating as he did? Stabbed, kicked in the face, mauled by a saber-tooth and then thrown at least thirty meters away, yet still, he got up and evaded two men who were healthy and whole. This was getting scary.

      “Stop,” Jace said, deep voice clearing her thoughts away.

      Her gaze shot up to see him peeling his shirt from his torso and over his head. She tried not to gape at his solid form. The lines of muscles beneath his skin rolled as he moved, showing how muscular he was. If his objective was to make her mind go somewhere other than what happened earlier, mission accomplished.

      She cleared her throat and grabbed the fork wrapped up in a napkin. “What do you mean?”

      “You’re thinking about things you can’t control. I know it’s hard, but try to forget that stuff for the rest of the night. You and Lily are safe. You’re in bed with dinner and the remote control. Relax and watch whatever you want. I’m going to take a shower.”

      She swallowed thickly as he reached behind her, propping up the pillows so she could sit comfortably while she ate and watched television. Her nerves were all over the place. Fear of what was happening was inevitable, but so was the heat she felt bloom over her skin as Jace pampered her. He was still the same man she dated years ago.

      He’d always been affectionate, doting over her yet still managing to keep from being over-baring. That would have chased her away. She had always been independent, but sometimes giving in to someone who wanted to take care of you was priceless. He had told her once that he loved the fact that she didn’t need him, but wanted him to be in her life. She didn’t understand until she was healing from her broken heart.

      Emma had met people who’d become so engulfed in a relationship that they’d lost themselves. They’d grown to need the person they loved more than they needed themselves, and that was something that never quite sat well with her. People being in loving, all-encompassing relationships and having that emotion reciprocated was awesome, but sometimes it was toxic. Needing someone who didn’t need you back could be detrimental. But knowing that you could live without someone but didn’t want to seemed better to her.

      There were only a few people she needed: Lily and her father. Emma needed her mother, but when she was snatched away from their lives it dug a chasm deep inside her that could never be filled.

      Her mother had warned her years ago. ‘Be with someone you love, someone you want and who wants you back. Don’t need someone so much that everything good inside of you leaves if they leave you.’ It hadn’t made sense to her then, but as the years went on it grew more and more apparent to her. ‘I will always love your father, and in some ways I do need him. But if anything happens to him, the best of me won’t die with him. And vice versa. We complement one another. Make each other better. That’s the kind of love you want.’ Mom had been so wise.

      God, Emma wished like hell her mom was still here to talk to.

      Jace kneeled next to the bed. “You’re still doing it,” he said. He reached over and ran his thumb down her cheek and across her lips, tracing the outline of her pout. “What are you thinking about?”

      “Mom.” Emma put her fork in the middle of the pile of spaghetti, twisting it until it formed a perfect little ball of tasty goodness. “Something she said a long time ago. It makes sense now. I just wish I could talk to her. Not that she could do anything about this, but talking to her always made things better. Mom would have given me advice and calmed me down. My dad gave me a knife tonight.” She snorted a laugh and put the fork down. “It’s a pretty knife, but there is a huge difference between what each of them would say to me. Your brother has taken a backseat to me missing Mom. Don’t get me wrong, he’s still dancing across my thoughts like some lunatic who can’t be contained, but Mom tramples all over him. But this is normal. I always want her.”

      The room was quiet now, save for the sound of the humidifier playing over the monitor from Lily’s room.

      Jace offered her a tight smile as he caressed her face. “You’ll never stop wanting to talk to her. It gets better, though. For countless centuries, I wanted the Creator to talk to me. Tell me something. Especially since we were cursed. Being cut off like that from a parent is a sting that will always be there. It gets better.”

      Was he kidding? “Dude, yes my mom was and will always be awesome. But your parent is God. Like… God. You were cut off from God.” She was being insensitive. It wasn’t her intention. “I’m sorry. It’s the same. A little. You were cursed and thought you couldn’t talk to the one who made you. My mom died and I’m cut off from talking to her. I’m sorry.”

      He shrugged and stood from the bed. “It took me a million or so years, but I’m good now,” he said, a playful grin moving across his lips. “I’ll be right in there.” He pointed to the bathroom.

      Just as he was about to close the door, the thought to be completely open and honest hit her right in the chest. That didn’t happen too often. Emma preferred to keep her feelings inside, just like her dad. She knew he loved her more than the air he breathed, but he barely gave a word of warmth. It didn’t bother her. That’s just who he was. She knew he would tear down the world to get to her and Lily. The only one who ever received constant affection from her and her father was Lily. And apparently, now Jace was included in that tiny group. At least for Emma.

      “Jace,” she said, watching as he turned to face her. “You know, I still love you. Never stopped. That’s it. Enjoy your shower.”

      A slow smile crept across his face, and for the first time, Emma saw the angelic beauty that was Jace. Her mate.

      His blue eyes shown as bright as pure, unsullied ocean water. They comforted her, strengthened her. And he was strong. Not just his body, even though he possessed one of the sexiest bodies she’d ever laid eyeballs on.

      No. His strength was inside. He’d lived this life without going mad. Millions of years cut off from life as he knew it. And she wouldn’t have blamed him if he had gone mad. Emma thought she would lose her mind after her mother died. But her mother raised a strong daughter.

      “I love you too. I always have. I always will.” He nodded toward the bedroom door. “Thank you for giving me someone else to love. She’s…” His words trailed off as he swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down in his neck. He closed his mouth, opened it again but was unable to speak. “She’s in here already,” he muttered. He motioned toward his chest as he seemed to clutch his heart. “I never thought I would love someone so much other than the mate I’d been waiting for. And there she is. And I hope that one day, you’ll give me more.”

      He closed the door behind him, letting those beautiful words hang in the air. There was no explanation. Emma knew exactly what he meant and how he felt.

      They still had a ways to go in their relationship, but Emma couldn’t let another moment go by without telling him how she really felt. Fighting it was no good. She knew the lore behind a shifter finding their mate, and she’d also felt the call of Jace’s heart and soul to hers after they’d touched a few weeks ago.

      This was real. They’d been made for each other. She couldn’t believe how fast she’d fallen for Jace again, but it all made sense. Even though she wanted to hate him and push him away to make him hurt, to make him experience the pain she’d felt when he’d turned her away, it didn’t feel natural. It took until about two seconds ago to realize it. They belonged to each other.

      Long ago, the same one who made Jace and his brethren and everything as far as the eye could see, had sliced out a part of Jace and put it inside of her. Even though Emma had no proof, she knew the same thing had been done to her. Part of her lived inside of Jace, just as part of him lived inside of her. Hell, she knew it five years ago, but her mother had prepared her for the heartbreak.

      Was that part of the Creator’s grand purpose? Had her mother’s teachings on love and her parent’s marriage been an example to Emma of how to be resilient and never forget who she was? Had she been strengthened to hold tight to herself after Jace had cut her heart open just so he could protect himself and keep her safe? She had no answer, but she would bet everything that this all made complete and total sense. Some great design had been set in motion eons ago, and it came to fruition between her and the man she had loved for years.

      After watching the door for a few minutes longer, Emma’s stomach growled as if to remind her she hadn’t eaten since breakfast. She turned on the television, picked up her fork, and flicked through channels as she ate.

      A tiny moan escaped her lips as she enjoyed the bitter tomato sauce and soft pasta. If she could eat spaghetti or pizza every day without suffering the consequences, she would. Bread, pasta, ice cream, and sweets were her friends. They were also her mortal enemies.

      Emma knew she was a big girl and loved every one of her curves. She’d learned the hard way that too much weight on her short frame affected her blood pressure. She had gained too much weight during her pregnancy, and two weeks before Lily was born Emma developed pre-eclampsia. For a little over a year after the birth of her daughter, she’d taken blood pressure medication to lower and control her pressure. Any doses her doctor prescribed of any blood pressure medication wreaked havoc on her kidneys. Once she realized it was the medicine affecting her this way, she started eating better and exercising. But no matter what she did, she still stayed curvy and thick. She’d been that way since she was a kid.

      Now, she was healthy and still ate the good stuff, but only in moderation. Emma loved her body and wouldn’t change a single thing about herself.

      Half-way through the plate of spaghetti, she noticed a small, covered plate that sat on the bedside table with a note. The words, Eat all your veggies first, on it made her smile. She pulled off the napkin like it was some great present she was taking her time to see. It was a strawberry pastry that looked and smelled like it was fresh from a bakery.

      She decided to leave the other half of the spaghetti and eat the rest of the garlic bread so she would have enough room for that sweet little slice of heaven. At the first bite of the sugary strawberries, velvety creamed cheese, and soft, fluffy pastry dough, Emma let go of a long moan that sent a wave of relief to her taste buds. If Jace made this, he’d just given her a new reason to love him more, but she was pretty sure it was from Riley’s shop.

      Just as she finished off the last of the dessert and found an old episode of Doctor Who to watch, the bathroom door opened. Holy shitake mushrooms. Maybe watching Jace walk out of the bathroom wearing only a grey pair of boxer briefs was her actual dessert.

      Steam bellowed from the bathroom all around him as he used a small, white towel to dry rivulets of slow moving water from his hair. His arm flexed as he rested the towel on his shoulders. His thick, sculpted body was on display just for her to watch. Her palms ached to reach out and touch his chest, run them down to his stomach to feel the prominent ridges of his abs, and then make her way to that sexy as hell Adonis belt that always made her stupid. The thick cords of muscle flowed from his neck to his firm, wide shoulders.

      Ohh, she’d forgotten how sexy he was. The man’s face was angelic, but his body was made for sin. Over and over again. Like all night.

      “You like looking at me?” he asked, blond eyebrows hitched high in question.

      Of course, she did! “No. You’re mediocre at best.” She grabbed hold of the tray that sat over her lap and started to stand.

      Surprise blanketed his face, but the slow curve of a smile showed he knew she was teasing. “I’ll take this to the kitchen.” He took the tray from her and started to the door. The back was just as freaking breath-taking and sexy as the front.

      She hopped off the bed and walked toward the bathroom. “Thanks. I’m going to brush my teeth. Have you eaten?” she asked, turning to look at Jace.

      “I did,” he said, eyes deliberately moving down the length of her body until they settled at the apex of her thighs. “I could eat again.”

      His blue eyes darkened to that of a clear midnight sky, and a low growl reverberated in his chest. The sound sent delicious ripples of gooseflesh down her spine, and that heated gaze set her libido on fire.

      Whoa-doggy. He could almost make her forget the world was falling down around them. Almost.

      Okay. Teeth brushing time. Emma turned around and slammed into the wall. He probably thought she was some clumsy idiot who couldn’t handle a man’s attention.

      “Screw you,” she said, finally making her way into the bathroom.

      “Maybe later.”
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      Jace patiently waited for Emma to come out of the bathroom. He’d already taken the tray to the kitchen and washed the dishes, and now he could hear her humming as she brushed her teeth. Once she finished, she sang a song about putting lotion on her elbows and knees. He was surprised that he’d forgotten she used to do that. It was damn cute and funny as hell to listen to her make up songs about the random things she did. Her voice had a low smoky sound to it that made him think of sunset in winter. They both loved winter. It was one of the reasons he had a fire pit in the backyard and on the deck.

      Many of the things Jace did after they broke up was a requiem to their relationship. The fire pits, extending the bathroom into the room beside it, putting bar-b-q sauce on his macaroni and cheese, and donating to the Lupus Foundation. Her mother had Lupus when she was alive.

      He hadn’t realized it at first, but his sister was the one to point out his new habits. She also threatened to break at least one bone a week if he didn’t make up with Emma. He and Audra had a huge fight where Jax had to order Audra to mind her own business. Jace had plans to burn down her house, but his alpha saw him at a gas station filling up a few five-gallon cans with gas. He put a stop to it.

      Jax asked why he wanted to burn down her house when he knew she loved it and had items she’d been collecting for centuries. ‘Cause I don’t hit girls, was his only answer. Jax looked like he wanted to murder them both.

      Jace’s mind snapped back to Emma as she opened the door, singing a song about an Adonis belt. He took her distraction as a blessing and grabbed her, one hand on her waist and the other around her throat, and shoved her up against the wall. A small eek made its way past her lips as she staggered her stance and raised one arm high in the air. It was a defensive move she’d been taught in her self-defense class. Once she noticed it was him and not a stranger, a devious grin took over her full lips as she realized what he was doing.

      “Still pretty fast with the defense moves,” he said as he used his thigh and brought it between her legs. She nodded and tried to lean forward to kiss him, but he tightened his grip on her throat. Not enough to hurt her. He’d never hurt Emma. “Mediocre at best, huh?” he asked. He released her waist and glided his hand up her body until both hands rested on either side of her neck.

      She chuckled low in her throat as she stared defiantly up at him. “I was nice when I said mediocre. Have plans to show me how good you are?” she challenged.

      Hell yeah, he was going to show her. They used to play games like this before. She once dressed up as a ninja, and when he used his key to enter her apartment she jumped on his back and put him in a mock choke hold. She threatened to feed him anchovies— he fucking despised anchovies— if he didn’t strip naked and make it quick.

      She was the first woman he knew and loved that enjoyed sexy games.

      Looking down at her now, he used the pads of his thumbs and stroked the smooth flesh of her neck, urging her to pull her head up higher. He licked at the seam of her lips until she opened for him. He shoved his tongue into her mouth and pressed his erection against her soft stomach. She held tight to his arms as he claimed her mouth, savoring the warmth that he’d come to know and adore as Emma.

      The sweet, feminine scent of her arousal was a drug to him, and the faint moans that escaped her lips were his favorite melody.

      “Do you want my dick?” he asked, voice more animal than human.

      He smiled in triumph as a shiver racked its way through her body, making his cock harder than it had been. She had always been so receptive to him.

      Her hands molded their way down his body until her nails dug into the skin of his waist.  She nodded and rubbed her breasts against his chest. The sensation of her pebbled nipples on his solid chest reminded him of how supple she was.

      “Say it.” He spoke into her mouth as if it were the only way she could receive his words. “Do you want my dick, Emma? Do you want me to make you come? Tell me where. My mouth, my fingers, or on my cock. I’ll make it happen.”

      The lust that filled her eyes as she looked at him intoxicated every fiber of his being. The way she came for him was addictive. It would always be for him. Her body would slow down just before she orgasmed. Her heart rate would slow and her breathing would stop, and just as her pussy would begin to spasm and clench his dick or his fingers, it was as if she was being reborn. She once told him that it was like everything inside of her exploded into tiny nerves that made her entire existence gleam and shimmer.

      “Make me come, please,” she whimpered, small hands now probing his body. She raked her nails down his chest and bit his bottom lip.

      He dropped to his knees, dragging her shorts and panties down her mocha brown legs. Instinctively, she lifted one of her thick thighs over his shoulder as he buried his face in her pussy. A deep-throated groan rushed from her lips. Reaching down, she slid her fingers through his hair and pulled him closer to her core.

      Her taste was just as addictive as the tight, wet heat of her pussy. He ran his tongue up the length of her slit three times, and then gently sucked on her clit as he pushed one finger into her quivering channel. The velvet warmth of her core sent a shiver up his spine. He couldn’t wait to sink his cock into her, fill her with his seed. Her hips bucked forward, and he looked up to see her with her head back and eyes closed, entirely focusing on the desire he drew from her.

      His tongue lapped at her folds, calling forth more of the dewy passion that would ready her entrance for his cock. He added a second finger into her pussy and rubbed on that magic spot inside her that would drive her over the edge. Jace could feel it now. Her body was coiled tightly, ready for release. Gently, he nipped the sensitive bundle of nerves between her legs.

      “Fuck,” she drawled out quietly. “Please, do that again.” She bit the soft skin of her full bottom lip.

      Again and again, he gave her what she wanted. The more he licked and bit and sucked on her sweet pussy, the harder his cock grew. Her cries of passion fueled his desire for her. He needed to make her come, needed to taste her honey as she came apart for him. Her hips rhythmically moved toward his face, fucking his hand as he ate her pussy.

      Letting a rumbling growl work its way up his throat that would vibrate his mouth, his lips latched on to her clit as he pressed against her G-spot.

      She froze for a few seconds, not breathing or moving, but when the orgasm hit, it was as if electricity soared through her body. The waves of her release made her wet cunt spasm, making it feel as if her core sucked on his fingers. He couldn’t wait to experience her orgasm with his cock deep inside her.
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      Emma’s body exploded as Jace made her come with his mouth, with his fingers, with his teeth. Holy mushrooms, this man knew how to work her body over. Even after she orgasmed, he kept sucking and biting until the spasms of her release gradually slowed down.

      She shivered as her hips still bucked toward his face. It was as if her body had a mind of its own and it wanted so badly to keep receiving attention from Jace. She had to fight everything inside of her to keep her voice down so she wouldn’t be too loud. Her bottom lip was sore from the constant biting it took to keep quiet.

      Nonsense tumbled from her lips as she tried to speak. Right and proper orgasms always made her confused, giddy. She wanted to tell him to take her here against the wall, do anything he wanted to her as long as he fucked her. She wanted the hot, thick, length of his cock deep inside of her so she could feel his pubic bone rub against her clit to enhance his depth.

      As he stood, he pulled her shirt over her head and brought his mouth to her breasts. The feel of that skillful tongue stroking against her sensitive nipple almost took her over the edge again.

      “Come here,” he demanded, gripping her by her hips and picking her up. “Wrap your legs around me.”

      She wanted to protest, but his suckling mouth quieted her. He carried her over to the bed and dropped her on it. Giggles bubbled up through her mouth as she bounced up and down on the large bed. The fact that he could pick her up without complaining about her weight always made her giddy. And it turned her the hell on.

      He stood at the side of the bed, watching her as she moved toward the center of the bed. The bright blue of his eyes were gone now, and in their place were glowing gold orbs that reflected in the dim light of the bedroom. On anyone else it would have frightened her. But not Jace. No. With his eyes like this she could tell that he was just as out of his mind for her as she was for him.

      “Was that better?” he growled ominously as he reached for the waistband of his boxer briefs.

      “A little bit.” She smiled and opened her big legs for him and watched as his heated gaze shot to her drenched folds. “Got anything else for me?”

      Teasing him was fun. Emma wished she had the willpower to keep it up longer, but she wanted Jace now. She laid back resting on her elbows, eyes fixed on his cock as it sprang from the confines of his underwear. His muscular arms and ripped abs flexed as he slowly pushed the material the rest of the way down his muscular thighs. He kicked out of them once they hit the floor and then walked to the front of the bed.

      He stood there, cock proud and hard as his eyes devoured her. The heat in his eyes resonated through her body. As an invitation, she opened her legs wider. She looked up at him through hooded eyes and ran one hand down her body until her fingers hovered above her sex.

      “Touch yourself,” he muttered as he put one knee on the bed, slowly stalking her.

      She smiled and took one finger, dipping it in her sex up to her second knuckle. She was so fucking wet. Letting out a groan, she withdrew the finger and circled it around her clit. Her touch felt so good, but it was nothing compared to the magic Jace could work on her body.

      Closing her eyes, she rolled her head back as her hips flexed toward her fingers. She let out a slow moan as she felt the bed dip from his weight, and when she opened her eyes, Jace was face to face with her pussy. Would he taste her again?

      This time, she slid two fingers inside and then used them to squeeze her clit. Her body almost shot off the bed as Jace leaned down to give sucking kisses to the insides of her thighs. If she didn’t stop touching herself while he kissed her, she would orgasm again. But she wanted Jace inside her this time when she came.

      “You look so fucking perfect touching yourself.”

      His kisses moved up her body as she continued, and it accentuated the heat building in her core. Using his thumbs to caress the bend of her thighs above the curve of her ass, he urged her to bring her knees higher to give him room.

      Just as she was about to crest the wave of release, he pulled her fingers away from the apex of her thighs. She whimpered, gasping as her body came down from the orgasm that very nearly took her over the edge. When she started to protest, he pulled her soaked fingers to his mouth and sucked off every bit of moisture that was there.

      He took her hand and led it to his cock as if he wanted her to be the one to initiate their love making. He held himself over her as she wrapped her hand around his cock. Jace was big, but now she was ready to take every inch of him inside her core.

      She stroked the hard length of him as he put his hands on either side of her head on the bed. He lowered his torso and ran his tongue over the skin of her shoulder.

      “Take me inside you,” he whispered, warm breath caressing her ear.

      Emma took his cock and placed it at her pussy, swirling the head around her slick entrance and coating his shaft with her come. She lifted her hips and gasped as the mushroom-shaped head slipped inside her, stretching her. Slowly, he rocked his hips back and forth, going deeper and deeper each time.

      His chest heaved against her, and she looked down to watch his abs clench as he worked to go slow.

      “Oh, God, Jace. You feel so good,” she cried, wrapping her arms around his shoulders to bring him closer to her.

      Jace rested his forehead against hers as he went deeper. “So tight,” he said, face contorted as he fought to keep control.

      “Deeper,” she muttered. He wouldn’t take them any faster if she didn’t urge him on. “Please, Jace. Deeper.”

      “I don’t want to hurt you,” he whispered against her lips.

      “You won’t. And if you do, I promise I’ll love it.”

      She nodded when he looked into her eyes. As he held her gaze, he thrust his hips forward, burying himself to the hilt until their hips met. Emma cried out, but Jace crushed his lips against hers, drinking in her call.

      He was big inside her. It was the sweetest, most welcomed invasion she could ever imagine. He stayed like this, deep inside her as her body strained to accept the width and length of his engorged member.

      “Fuck me,” she moaned, ready to feel the sweet friction of his dick moving inside of her.

      He drove his cock into her pussy once and paused. He did this over and over until Emma started to move with him. Her body vibrated for him and him only. The delicious ache in her pussy began to dwindle as the fiery pressure of her orgasm started to build deep in her core.

      His hard body undulated above her as he moved in a steady rhythm, moving in and out, the thick head of his cock hitting that wondrous spot near the front of her pussy with each penetration. He must have noticed the subtle change in her body as he fucked her with the head of his cock.

      Now, he took her with shallow thrusts, his lips drinking in any noise that tried to escape her.

      “Are you going to come for me?” he asked as one of his hands dug into her hair and forced her head back until she was looking him right in the eye.

      She panted and said, “Yes, God, yes. Don’t stop.”

      Fuck, he felt so good. Every touch, every kiss, every bite and caress was a build-up to an orgasm they could share. Emma could feel his body clench as his own release approached. Just before his eyes rolled closed, she could see the flash of that beautiful gold she loved so much.

      His mouth took hers with such force that she groaned into the kiss. Just as the heat started to unfurl in her core, everything went silent. She couldn’t hear, couldn’t move, couldn’t speak. She couldn’t fucking breathe. As sight and sound and air came rushing back to her senses, her climax thundered over her. Her body bowed from the bed. She clawed Jace’s arms and back as his shallow thrusts went deeper and deeper, taking her orgasm to new highs.

      The feel of his cock pulsing inside her with his own release started a shiver that wracked her entire body. He spilled into her, warming her from the inside out.

      “God-damn,” Jace said through clenched teeth. The muscles in his neck strained as he bucked into her over and over until she thought she would come again. “Shit. I’m trying to be quiet,” he said, hips moving in a jerking motion as he emptied his seed into her.

      Emma couldn’t help it. She put her hand over his mouth and laughed. “I hope that two closed doors and a white noise making humidifier, we should be pretty good.” She winced as he pulled himself out of her. “At least I hope so.”

      Jace grabbed her by the waist and picked her up so he could pull the soft, navy blue sheet further down the bed. He pulled the covers over them and held her in his arms. With her head against his chest like this, she could hear and feel the steady beat of his heart. His chest puffed out as he breathed. This was bliss.

      Tracing the line of his pectoral muscles that begged for her attention as Jace breathed, Emma kissed his chest above his heart. “Do you work out or is this just a God-given perk of being a fallen angel? Oh, and a shifter?” She could lay on and touch his body all night long. There was something else she could touch all night long, but she needed a few minutes to let her hoo-ha recover.

      “God-given, Em,” he replied, humor and a bit of pride in his voice. “All this is God-given.”

      They laughed for a few minutes, joking about the fun they’d had in the past and the great times they knew their future held.

      Before long, the steady rise and fall of his chest let her know he was asleep. Even in his sleep, he kissed the tips of her fingers as she traced the Cupid’s bow of his lips.

      This was beautiful. This entire experience was beautiful.

      Could it finally be their time to be together? This was the happiest she’d been with any other living creature, other than Lily, in so long. And the fact that Lily was loving every minute of being around the Ghosts made their new life here in New Rose ten times better.

      Yeah, there were crazy shifters running around, but they wouldn’t last forever. This would all come to a close one day. Maybe then they would work on those babies Jace wanted. Lily had been asking for a sibling for at least a year. Before a few days ago, Emma knew in her bones that Lily would be an only child. And now, here Emma was in the arms of her man, thinking about children.

      This was so wonderful. She was back in New Rose near her father and so many other people she’d grown to love. She needed to find a job. Jace told her on the way back here that she didn’t have to work. That if she wanted to be a stay-at-home mom and take care of Lily, he would be all for it. It sounded perfect.

      Emma was used to taking care of herself. That’s the type of woman her parents raised her to be. Self-sufficient, independent. An awkward feeling rose in her belly at the thought of depending on Jace for everything, but dang-it, the idea seemed fantastic. Volunteering at Lily’s school, not having to have Lily be in school all day every day. Maybe she could go back to school herself.

      Mom had been a stay-at-home mother, and Emma loved and appreciated every second of it. Her mom had never been too busy to help with anything. She’d even homeschooled Emma for a few years. They’d traveled so much because her dad was in the military. Her mom put her in activities where she could still socialize with kids her age. Softball, gymnastics, and group piano lessons. Even the self-defense class offered her opportunities to hang out.

      Maybe she could do that for Lily Pad. Just for a little while. Lily always loved when Emma came and ate lunch with her in school. They could do it more often.

      That was it!

      Emma didn’t know if the idea was just that great or if post-coitus euphoria had taken over her brain, making her believe that things that once seemed unobtainable were now within her grasp. She would take a few days to think about it. Heck, she was pretty sure a few of the colleges in Baltimore had online classes.

      Yup. That sounded even better. Everything was falling into place.

      The slow rhythm of Jace’s breathing was now taking her under. She was sleepy. She could hear the light snores of Lily coming clear through the monitor. Emma could sleep now. They were safe in a magically warded community, surrounded by badass shifters and witches.

      Emma couldn’t be happier if she tried.
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      “You can turn off the monitor now.” Audra’s low voice was barely audible so she wouldn’t wake Emma.

      As the days flew by, Jace had grown used to his sister coming into his house every morning to get Lily for breakfast. Before Audra even opened the front door downstairs, he would hear her shoes crunching on the gravel as she walked across the driveway. She would wait until she heard Lily moving around in her room before she gently knocked, asking if she was ready to get dressed.

      The first time Audra unplugged the monitor, static flooded Emma and Jace’s room. Jace had heard Audra moving around and wasn’t bothered, but Emma shot out of bed and almost dislocated her shoulder trying to get to Lily’s room to find out what happened. Now, Audra would whisper quietly to let him know to turn off the monitor so Emma could sleep late. Besides, having Aunt Audra be the first face she saw in the morning seemed to fuel the little girl’s day.

      After Audra helped Lily pick out clothes, brush her teeth, and get ready for the day, they would come and knock on the door so Lily could kiss her mother good morning. ‘See you at breakfast, Mommy.’ It was a routine that they all seemed to love so much.

      For the first time in his life, Jace knew in his bones that Audra was going to be a fantastic mother. She cared for Lily so much, and Lily simply adored Audra. Having a child in their community brought out something new in the Ghost clan. When he, Emma, and Lily came home a few days ago, Simon had just finished putting up a swing set in Jace’s backyard. Hell, Simon even managed to stop cursing around Lily.

      The faint sound of Lily knocking on the door brought Jace from his thoughts. He stood from the chair that sat near the window, ready for Lily to run into him like a tiny freight train on a mission to get to breakfast.

      “Mornin’ Jace!” she sang as he caught her and picked her up. Her tiny arms around his neck always made him smile. “I’m hungry.”

      He kissed the side of her head, rocking side to side as her little feet dug into his thighs. Apparently, she wanted him to lift her up higher. When he’d lifted her so that her chin now rested on the top of his head, she erupted into a fit of giggles.

      “I’m taller than you now.” She put her hand to her forehead and then zoomed her wiggling fingers above his head.

      He tickled her ribs and laughed when she kneed him on the chin, making his teeth clack together hard enough to rattle his vision. “So it seems you are. And you’re beating me up, Nugget. Is that one of those moves Audra taught you?”

      Audra started watching old Karate movies with her, and the proof was in the kicks and the throat chops Lily was trying on him. Lucky he didn’t bruise easy. Lily was a brawler.

      “I didn’t mean it,” she said, worry making her voice into a little squeaky song. “My knee just flew up when you tickled me. Did I hurt you?” There was a bit of laughter in the last part. She knew she couldn’t hurt him.

      Nodding quickly, he used his free hand to rub his face. “You almost took my chin clean off my face. But that’s a good thing.”

      “As long as you don’t try it on anyone in school, Lily Pad.” Emma’s drowsy voice spoke up from where she laid beneath the covers in the bed. “Please, please, please don’t try it on anyone in school.”

      He knew that Emma didn’t like Lily watching violent films, but she was okay with the old Kung Fu theater movies. Her father reminded her that they used to watch it every Saturday afternoon when she was growing up. She gave in and made her daughter promise to only play-fight at home.

      “I promise, Mama.” Lily thumped to the floor as Jace tried to lightly put her down. She ran over to Emma and hugged her tight. “Good morning, Momma.”

      “Good morning, Baby. I’ll hurry and get dressed so we can go to breakfast together.”

      Lily shook her head hard enough to make the little barrettes in her hair click together like beans in a maraca. “I want to go with Auntie Audra.” She kissed Emma on the cheek and ran toward the door where Audra stood. “See you at breakfast, Mommy!”

      “Come on, Nugget,” Audra said, reaching out to take Lily by the hand. Waggling her eyebrows, she glanced at Emma and Jace. “Take your time. See you in a bit.”

      Jace waited until he heard the front door close downstairs before he took off his t-shirt and walked over to the bed. He slid under the sheets, pulling Emma’s warm body against his. She molded her form to his, melting into his embrace. Her scent surrounded him as she nestled into the spot she called her personal nook, resting her head on his bent arm and using her hand to draw lazy circles up and down his sternum.

      “It’s been two weeks.” She trailed warm kisses after the path of her fingers on his chest. “You do realize she knows that this is your bedroom, right? She knows this is your house, Jace.”

      He shrugged and pulled her closer. “I know. I just don’t want her to think I’m trying to take you from her or insert myself into her life in a way that wouldn’t make her happy.”

      When he knew Lily was coming into the bedroom, he would get up and go stand in the corner or sit in the chair near the window. He’d come a long way. The first few times she came in, he would high-tail it to the bathroom and pretend he wasn’t even in the room.

      “Are you serious?” Emma laughed. She raised her eyes to meet his and shook her head. “If it meant we would stay here forever she would toss my butt to you faster than she could pick a name for her new loose tooth. And just so you know, she is pretty fast with picking names for her teeth.”

      He huffed a laugh and kissed her forehead. “Emma. As long as I’ve lived this life, I have never shared a house with a child. This is all new to me.” He thought for a moment and then shook his head. “I take that back. When we first got to Atlantica, a family allowed a few of us to stay with them. They had three kids.”

      “What? Atlantica?” she said, voice going high as she pulled herself up to look at him. Her heart drumming in her chest fluttered against his ribs. “Like Atlantis?”

      “Yeah. We weren’t there too long.” He took in a deep breath and pulled Emma back down into her nook. “Anyway, the couple who let us lodge with them had three kids. But it’s different. I wasn’t with their mother. We were guests in their house, and they were intrigued by us. They knew we were different. Hell, everyone there had knowledge that we were different. They welcomed us anyway. And this with me, you, and Lily is so different from that.”

      Emma sat up again, beautiful face seeming to be in a perpetual state of surprise. “I agree. But, dude. You can’t just mention freaking Atlantis and not—”

      “I want to marry you and adopt Lily, but only if she’s okay with both.”

      The comical way that Emma’s voice cut off like a remote put her on pause would be forever fixed in his mind. Mouth wide open, her entire body went rigid. The only giveaway that she was processing what he said were her eyes. Her lids fluttered wildly; long, thick, dark lashes batting against her soft cheeks as she looked at him.

      Her emotions kicked up, flooding him with a torrent he wasn’t ready for. Love, fear, happiness, and pheromones. It was a potent mix that made his dick hard. The feel of his cock growing heavy, lengthening in response to whatever thoughts ran through her mind made his head swim.

      One eyebrow arched high as she chewed on her top lip. When she finally spoke, her words were soft as a whisper. “You want to marry me? And adopt Lily?”

      For a moment, Jace thought he’d done something wrong. Emma’s breath hitched in her throat, and her bottom lip trembled as she lowered her gaze from his. He was moving too fast. Precisely what she didn’t want. Even though they’d fallen into a pattern that made it seem as if they’d been this way for years, marriage could just be the thing that put them into overdrive. Talk of marriage and babies five years ago had been the trigger that ended them, and now here he was asking for both.

      He would learn to live with her decision if she denied him. It would hurt him deep, but he would accept it. He’d rather be with her and Lily like he’d been the past few weeks than try to push something on Emma she didn’t want.

      His heart beat against his breast bone where her fingers rested. “Is that good or bad?”

      When she looked up at him, two shining tears ran down her cheeks. Her beautiful brown eyes were so bright beneath her lashes. She looked like an anime character.

      She wiped her tears away with the back of her hand and then sat up so fast Jace thought she was trying to get away from him. Her breathy voice tripped with laughter as she spoke. “You want to marry me and adopt Lily?”

      Emma was radiant like this. Brown eyes vibrant as she looked down at him, small hand toying with the collar of her purple nightshirt, and the most beautiful smile that shone as bright as the pure light of clouds. She was happy.

      “Yeah,” Jace said. He sighed and reached up to tuck a long curl behind her ear. “I really do.”

      “Remember you said you wouldn’t mind if I took care of Lily and didn’t work? That still stand?”

      Hell yes he remembered. He loved the way she was with Lily. He remembered her telling him how much she hated that Lily had to be in school every day all day. Yes, it was how many kids lived their lives, but she loved that her mom used to stay with her. The last time he saw Emma’s mom five years ago, she’d mentioned that she always hoped that Emma could do that for her future kids.

      Jace nodded and sat up. “I remember. You looked at me like I was insane.”

      She shrugged and moved to straddle him. “Okay, I did do that, but I’ve been thinking. If we do stay here, which I’m pretty sure we’re going to do, I want to volunteer at the pre-school. And I want to go back to school myself. Coding paid the bills, but it’s not what I want to do forever.”

      “Paige starts classes in September. It’s online, but maybe you could—”

      “Perfect!” A sob wrenched from her throat as she threw her arms around his neck and pushed her lips against his until their teeth clicked together in a painful kiss that hurt just right. “Ow,” she drawled out. She thrust her tongue into his mouth and ground her hips onto his erection. “We need to be quick so we don’t miss breakfast.”

      Quick? He could do quick, but he loved taking his time to worship her body. He’d been hard so long his cock ached, but damn-it, she felt good. Running his hands up under her shirt, he skimmed his nails down her back. She arched into him, body softening against his as she let off a quiet moan.

      Emma reached down between their bodies and slipped her hand beneath the fabric of his gym shorts. Starting at the base of his shaft and gliding her hand up until she squeezed the head of his cock, she stroked him over and over until he lifted his hips and pumped into her hand.

      “Do you like this?” she asked as she grinned into their kiss.

      A rumbling growl in his throat was the only answer he could give as she used her thumb to spread the bead of moisture from his tiny slit around the tip of his cock. Fuuck, that felt good. She brushed her tongue along the seam of his lips as her hips moved against him, her hand still jerking and squeezing him closer to orgasm.

      Just when he was about to stop her, she released him, stood up on the bed, and took off her short and panties. Her pussy so close to his face was a tease. He wanted to taste her, make her slick with need for him.

      She lowered herself over him and slid her wetness up and down the length of him, pulling off her shirt as she moved. Lowering his head, he took his hands and pushed her breasts together, licking and sucking both nipples at the same time. She took in huge gulps of breath as they both worked to get the other downright riled up and ready for a quick, sensuous fuck that would last them until they came home this evening.

      “I love your tits,” he said. He flicked his tongue over the drawn up buds and then bit them. Emma loved when he took his teeth to her nipples, or to her clit.

      Emma speared both of her hands through his hair, pulling him closer to her chest as she arched forward. Still holding his head to her chest, she reached between his thighs and held his shaft. She sat down on him, filling herself with his cock as she screamed out.

      “Oh, Jace,” she called out.

      He wrapped his arms around her, keeping her still as her body adjusted to his size. He usually went down on her until she was dripping wet and worked over, ready to receive him. But not this time. Even without getting her ready for him, she was fucking drenched. The muscles of her hot, wet cunt trembled as they absorbed him.

      Her breasts heaved against his face. If he could die like this, it would be worth it. Surrounded by her scent, her body. He filled her. He adored her. His mate.

      She lifted herself, the tightness of her entrance rubbing his cock the perfect way to send lightning strikes of pleasure up his spine. Over and over, she raised her body and then slowly lowered herself onto him. It was a slow torture that he loved.

      “Fuck me,” she muttered into the top of his head.

      He let go of her breasts and ran his large hands down her back, each hand grabbing a handful of the ample globes of her ass. He spread her cheeks and thrust upwards, filling her over and over with his cock.

      “Play with your nipples,” he demanded as he pummeled her pussy.

      She reached up and used her thumb and forefingers to squeeze her nipples to the rhythm of him fucking her. She whimpered as he slanted his lips over hers, still pumping his hips up and down as she rode him with a wild abandon he’d never seen in her before. Pulling away from the kiss, she threw her head back, eyes closed. A focused look blanketed her face as their sweat-slicked bodies writhed against each other.

      Jace groaned and brushed his lips up the column of her neck, biting her chin as he fucked her. Deeper. Harder.

      Every muscle in his body began to tense. His orgasm was coming, but he wanted his mate to come with him. He reached down between the cheeks of her ass and started to rub one of his fingers around her puckered, tight hole.

      She let go of her tits and grabbed his shoulders, digging her nails into his flesh. A string of unintelligible words fell from her lips as her thrusts grew more erratic. When he felt the telltale trembles of her body before her orgasm, he pushed his finger into her ass and brought his knees up, flipping her over until Emma was on her back. Her hips were elevated on the beds of his upper thighs. From this angle, he could fuck her harder.

      Cock still pumping into her, he took his finger and pushed it into her ass up to the second knuckle. Instead of her body calming to a standstill when her orgasm hit, she moved against him and screamed his name over and over. Her hips rose to meet his as he penetrated her pussy and her ass. Her orgasm shoved him over the edge, the muscles of her slick entrance pressing and massaging his cock.

      With a splintering blast that stiffened his body, everything in the world but Emma disappeared. Her tight, warm cunt pulsed around his cock and he threw his head back and roared a feral, monstrous sound as he filled her womb with his hot seed.

      They panted and gasped, unable to speak as they recovered from their arduous love-making. It took everything inside of him not to collapse on top of her as the lasting flutters from her orgasm milked him of every ounce of strength he had left. He bucked into her, drawing out the sobs of pleasure that emanated from both of them.

      Pulling his semi-hard cock from her body, he rolled them over onto their sides and gathered her close to him. Emma bit his chest right above the claiming mark she’d given him. It sent a wave of heat down to his balls and filled out his body.

      He caressed his hand along her ribs, over the swell of her ass, and slapped the soft, supple flesh. He smiled as she jiggled beneath his hand. “Take your teeth to me again, and we won’t make it to breakfast.”

      Sighing, she rubbed her nose on his chest and laughed. “My goodness, man! I need at least ten minutes to recover. And a bottle of water.” She settled against him and took a deep breath. “Can I tell you something?” Her voice hitched higher as if she were nervous.

      “Absolutely. Don’t ever be afraid to tell me anything. What is it?”

      Her heart beat faster in her chest. It bothered him. He couldn’t imagine what could make her feel like this, especially with him.

      “Umm…” She clicked her teeth together three times and shrugged. “I’ve never been into it, but I really liked the butt play. It was nice. Like really nice. I want to do that again. And try other things too.”

      Holy shit. Emma’s words played a scene in his mind that would haunt him until he came through on her interests. Her full, sexy, round ass in the air as he played with her tight hole, making her call his name. Making her hands reach out for shit that wasn’t even there so she could hold on as the orgasm took complete control of her. Hell. Yeah.

      Butt plugs. There weren’t any stores in New Rose that sold sex toys but damn-it, they were driving into Baltimore to buy as many butt plugs and whatever the hell else she wanted to use. He wouldn’t even consider sinking his dick into her ass until she was ready. Damn-it. He was going to be hard all damn day.

      “Get your brain out of your man-bits, Jace,” she said, swatting his chest and breaking the spell of her request. “I’m going to take that as a yes.”

      He huffed a breath. “That is a hell yes.”

      Emma laughed and sat up in bed. Looking down on him, she smiled and shook her head. Every smile just for him warmed his heart in more ways than he could express.

      “I love when you smile,” he said, reaching up to cup her face.

      She pushed her cheek into his large hand and then kissed his palm. “I’m going to take a shower.”

      “I can join—”

      “No, you can’t,” she interrupted. “I’m hungry. If you shower with me we’d be lucky to eat before Simon inhales everything.”

      Hungry. Emma was hungry, and he needed to feed her. And Simon’s greedy ass would eat everything on the table if they let him. He’d even taken to eating all the leftover gluten-free food Lily didn’t eat.

      Laying back in bed, Jace crossed his arms behind his head and watched as Emma walked to the bathroom. She grabbed a pair of panties and a bra from a drawer, and then looked over her shoulder to wink at him. The sound of her brushing her teeth as she hummed filled his head, and before she even started the shower, he was falling asleep.

      Jace didn’t know how long he slept, but the frantic sound of her running around the room startled him awake.

      She was already half-way dressed. For a moment, he thought the rush of her movements were to make it to breakfast before it was too late, but the way her hands shook as she reached for a shirt brought him clarity.

      “Babe,” he said, sitting up in bed. “What’s wrong?”

      Her eyes darted to him. “Nothing.” She pulled her lavender and gray shirt over her head, giving him a false smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “I’m fine. Go on and take a shower. I’m going to walk over for breakfast.”

      Lies. She was lying to him. She wobbled on her feet, trying to put on socks as she walked toward the bedroom door.

      Emma was scared. And she was lying to him. She knew he could sense lies.

      He stood from the bed and moved toward her so fast that she gasped and tried to run for the door. The rise and fall of her shoulders increased as she looked up at him. The crisp scent of snow and burnt oranges wafted from her as she tried to put distance between them. Guilt and fear. Why did she smell like guilt and fear?

      “Please,” she said, a sob clogging her words. She licked her lips as she stared up at him, eyes full of unshed tears. “Just, give me some space.”

      “What happened?”

      She ran her hands over her face and pushed the dark mass of coils behind her ears. “Your brother… Samiyah has my dad. He said he wouldn’t hurt him if I came. He promised not to go after Lily if I came. He said that—” Cries punched through her lips and she wrapped her arms around her middle as if trying to keep herself together. “He said he just wants my blood and something of yours. I’m sorry, Jace. I can’t lose my daddy.”

      Jace tried to pull her closer to him, but she slapped his hands away and backed toward the door. “Emma. You do know he lies. He would kill you as soon as you left this property. And what the fuck made him think I wouldn’t find out? He had to know I would figure it out. It’s a setup.”

      Fire burned in his veins as he thought of whatever heinous plans his brother’s possessed form had in store for Emma. He would fucking kill Ronin, Samiyah, or whoever the fuck was in control.

      She shook her head, moving toward the door again, but Jace grabbed her arm and pulled her to him.

      “Get off,” she screamed. She struggled against him, beating at his chest and pushing him away.

      Something must have reminded her of what she’d been taught to defend herself. As hard as she could, Emma brought her foot down on his, and when the pain radiated out of his foot and through his ankle, it shot up his leg. Instinctively, his torso hitched forward so he could grab his foot. Emma clasped her hands together and brought her elbow up with as much force as she could and struck him in his neck.

      He gasped in a shock of air and grabbed his throat, but she hunkered inward and then used all of her force to shove her body against his.

      Butt ass naked, toes on fucking fire, and his breath caught in his lungs, Emma’s small frame rocketing against his pushed him off balance. He fell to the floor, and when he looked up at her in astonishment and lust— because damn-it, her knocking him on his ass like a full-figured, fierce, erotic goddess was sexy as shit— she pointed down at him.

      Panting, she shuffled back and forth on her feet as if trying to clamp down on the adrenaline raging through her body. “I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry, Jace. I can’t let my dad die because I didn’t come. You can’t stop me, and I don’t have time. I have to be there in less than an hour. Please forgive me.”

      Just as Jace got up off the floor, Emma turned around, opened the door, and ran straight into the wall that was Aiden.

      It didn’t take her long to recover from the surprise of seeing him in the doorway. “Aiden,” she said, voice a low warning as she squared her shoulders and widened her stance. “I will drop your ass if you get in my way.”

      A puzzled frown took over Aiden’s face. “Yeah, Emma,” he said, shaking his head as if her words amused him. “I like you a lot, and the only reason my brother is getting his ass up off the floor is that he loves and adores you. You’re like a sister to me. I’m used to Audra attacking me. I think I can—”

      Aiden’s words were cut short by Emma shoving the heel of her hand into his nose. Stunned, he fell against the door and looked at Emma like she was fucking insane.

      “Oh, my gosh. Baby, you’re bleeding,” Paige said, wide brown eyes peeking around the doorframe as she grabbed her mates arm to keep him from falling over. “Emma. Can you teach me that?”

      Okay. Jace thought himself a fool to ever underestimate Emma. They’d wrestled and played around before, but she’d never come at him like she wanted to hurt him. But he wouldn’t fault her. She was afraid and willing to do anything to save her daughter and her dad. He understood, but he would not let her run out of here like her ass was on fire and get herself killed.

      Jace grabbed Emma’s arm and was ready for her this time. As her hand shot around her torso to do whatever move she was prepared to do, he grabbed her fist and pulled her to him.

      Wrapping her in a tight embrace, he pinned her arms between them. “Stop. Emma, stop.” His voice was calm. He wanted to soothe her, but he knew it was pointless.

      She was a force right now; like a wounded animal that would kill to protect itself. A sob wrenched from her throat as she fought to free herself, and all Jace could do was hold her. There were no comforting words he could offer her. Nothing he could do to guarantee her father wouldn’t die today, because Jace was not letting her run off and into a trap. After a few moments, her entire body went limp as she screamed and cried. She shook and promised him pain and retaliation if he didn’t let her go.

      “I thought it was my dad sending me a text, asking me to call when I got a moment alone. You were sleeping, so I called from the bathroom. I thought he was going to offer me a weird, violent type of advice. But Samiyah answered,” she said, looking up into his eyes. “That’s who he said he was. He’s going to kill my daddy, Jace,” Emma said, pushing her face into his chest to quell her cries. “I just lost my mom, and my grandfather died last year.” She looked up at him again, a mix of fear and something akin to hatred in her eyes. “I can’t lose my dad. If all he wants is blood and something of yours…”

      Emma would hate him forever if her father died, and right now, Jace was willing to take that chance.

      His heart ached for her. He needed to make this better, but there was nothing he could do. Shaun was a good man and a great father, and he would never want Emma to risk herself for him. Hell, her father just might try to kill him if he let Emma go.

      “Baby,” he said, loosening his hold. “Your father wouldn’t want you to do this. What do you think Samiyah wants with your blood and something of mine? He’s either trying to lure you in to kill you or—”

      “He’s trying to break your bond,” Paige said, moving away from Aiden as he looked on at Emma with caution. “He was going to try it with me. My memories are still coming back, and I remember him talking about breaking a mate’s bond. Maybe he found a way to do it. But you can’t let him.”

      Right here in his arms, Emma was falling apart. She was breaking, and there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it.

      “I’ll go,” Jace said.

      He would go and take whatever was coming for him. Jace knew that Samiyah had the power to bring down the Ghosts with his magic. No one was going to win in this. Someone was going to die today.

      “No.” Emma shook her head hard enough to send her tears flying from her face. “He said if he sees anyone but me he’ll kill my dad and then come after Lily.”

      Paige cleared her throat and stepped forward. Jace realized he was naked when she put her hand up to block out his dick from her vision.

      “Jace,” Paige muttered as she put her hand on Emma’s shoulder. “Can you please get dressed?” She turned her attention back to Emma. “I have an idea. It might not work and you might not want to do it, and it’ll change everything for you and Lily. You mostly. If you do this, we’ll need Willow and Zeke’s help.”
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      Emma had to stay calm. It might not work if she didn’t calm the hell down and at least pretend she could go through with this. She whispered a prayer to the Creator, hoping that she could keep herself together long enough to pull this off, but she was scared out of her mind.

      Every time she felt her heart race in her chest, she took a deep breath and tried to slow it down.

      9:36 am.

      She couldn’t stop herself from glancing at the clock on the dashboard of Jace’s truck. It was 9:36 am, and she had until ten minutes to ten to get to her father’s old private office. Ronin, or Samiyah, had given her an hour to get to him, and he promised he would know if she was being followed.

      “Dang-it, daddy. Why didn’t you stay away from your office?” Emma spoke to the empty truck and glanced at the clock again.

      After Willow warded his house a few weeks ago, she asked him if there was anywhere else he regularly went where he wouldn’t be surrounded by tons of people. He forgot to mention his freaking office, and that’s where that son of a bitch Samiyah attacked him. Her father used the single-car garage in the back of his old office to fix up his old car, and she swore that if they made it through this she would flatten all of the tires. Just to teach her father a lesson.

      A spasm of pain shot through her chest as she thought those words again. If they made it through this. What if her father didn’t make it? What if Ronin couldn’t fight through this time and Samiyah actually killed her? What if nothing went to plan and she died?

      No. She wouldn’t think like that. They were all going to be okay.

      Holding the wheel with one hand, she checked her pocket to make sure the little pill Willow gave her was still there. She would need it at a moment’s notice. Icy tendrils of fear oozed through Emma’s veins as she thought of how crazy this was. She could get killed. Her dad would freaking raise her from the dead and ream her out if she was murdered today. Maybe that sweet angel could bring her back like he had Cass?

      No. He wasn’t going to need to do that. Emma was going to make it home so Lily wouldn’t have to grow up without her. Well, Lily Pad might actually enjoy staying with Auntie Audra for the rest of ever, but they weren’t going to find out.

      9:37 am.

      The little colon between the numbers nine and three kept blinking at her, warning of a countdown she wasn’t ready for. This had all been a countdown, really. Long before Jace came to find her to see if they were mates. Long before they’d met years ago. Long before Jax and Damon found Cass. No. This started the night Ronin killed all those people, Samiyah’s girlfriend in particular.

      The ladies of the Ghost clan had told her everything a few days ago. All about Ronin going crazy and killing those people over seventy years ago. The countdown started when Samiyah set his insane sights on Paige’s grandmother. He killed Paige’s grandfather and then inserted himself into the poor, grieving woman’s life to be the man she loved. That’s when it started.

      If he had retained a modicum of decency and left the woman the hell alone, none of this would have happened. Yes, she would still have been killed by Ronin, but the Rogue clan may never have been formed. Probably. And Samiyah wouldn’t have murdered Paige’s parents to keep her with him because he would have never known that she was destined to be Aiden’s mate.

      9:39.

      Damn-it. Where did that extra minute go?

      No. This was what she needed. Emma needed to think of all the things that happened to her clan to keep herself focused. To give her reason for jumping into this like a fool. Grateful didn’t even begin to cover how she felt. Jace had kept her from running out the door half-cocked into what is most likely a trap. Paige came up with a brilliant idea that just might bring this crap-storm to an end.

      Emma turned left into the small business park where two office builders were. She drove around the back to where the private garages sat. There weren’t many. In the shadow of the tall buildings sat a row of one level, single-roomed garages where people could store random things. No one usually even bothered to come here. If she were lucky, maybe someone in one of the buildings would see if things went sideways. And do what? Call the police so they could all get pummeled?

      Dang-it.

      9:41am.

      Emma pulled the truck around to face the front of the garages and saw that only one had the garage door up. She could see the Pontiac GTO inside, tools and manuals spread out on the ground around the car.

      She parked the truck, took a deep breath, and opened the door. She had to catch herself from falling as she slid from the high seat of Jace’s truck. Her car would have been better, but Samiyah or one of his lackeys set it on fire. Douche bags.

      Pulling her light purple jacket close around her, she closed the door and walked toward her dad’s car.

      “Hello?” she called out. She cursed herself for how much her voice quaked. “I’m here. No one followed me.”

      “Truth.” A deep voice echoed from inside the garage. “Come inside, please.”

      Fear stalled Emma in her tracks. She had to take a few deep breaths before she could push herself to walk inside the tiny room. To her, it seemed like it was shrinking with every step she took.

      Once she stepped inside the small room, the dark gray, flat garage door began to lower. She was going to be sealed in here with him. Her heart rate shot up. She had to fight to stop herself from running back out.

      “Did you hurt my dad?” she asked, still waiting to see the man who’d spoken to her just seconds ago.

      The familiar, freakishly large form of Ronin pulled himself out of her dad’s car. There he stood. Dark hair, dark eyes, and a mysterious essence seemed to pool around him. The thin green t-shirt he wore pulled tight across his broad chest, and the sight of his massive arms scared her. She couldn’t do it. She’d managed to get the drop on Jace and Aiden because they liked her. And because she was a badass, but that plan might not work now that he looked at her as if she were a mouse caught in a prison he’d contructed.

      “Your father is right there,” he answered, tilting his chin toward the other side of the car.

      She stood on her toes and saw the top of her father’s head. Keeping an eye on Ronin, she carefully took a few steps toward her father. His eyes shot to her as if they were the only things on his body that could move. He looked freaking pissed off. For some weird reason, she took a step away from her dad. He’d never looked at her like this before, but she knew what he was thinking. Ooh, he was mad.

      Her father made a humming sound, and she could hear it. Emma Sue. Damn-it. He only called her Emma Sue when she tested his patience.

      “What did you do to him?” she asked Ronin as her eyes still focused on her father.

      He couldn’t move.  As if some invisible restraints held him still, he sat on the floor with his legs crisscross apple sauce. His knees were probably killing him.

      Ronin walked up behind her, and she dug her hand in her pocket, making sure the pill was still there.

      “It’s a spell.” Taking a few steps, he moved in between Emma and her father. “I’ve been waiting for him. I knew it was the only way to get you. I’m not a monster, Emma. I don’t want to hurt your daughter.” Some raw emotion flickered in his eyes. He was sorry. And just like that, the look was gone. “But I will end this before all the Ghosts are whole. Even if it means hurting innocent people. Who is innocent, really?”

      Lily was. That was for damn sure.

      Something built inside Emma’s chest as he questioned the goodness of her daughter. How fucking dare he?

      Lily was pure and happy. She was kind and wanted nothing but good things for everyone around her.

      She swallowed down the rage that filled her. Forcing her muscles to still, she looked up at Samiyah and shook her head. “Just let him go. Take the blood from me that you need. Just, please let my father go.”

      A low snarl rumbled in Ronin’s chest, causing her to grip the pill tighter. Now? Should she do it now? No. It was too soon. They had a plan. She needed to stick to it.

      Still growling like a caged animal, Ronin stepped toward her and pushed her toward the side door of the car. “You smell just like the shifters. They’ve kept you sheltered. Made it hard to get to you.” He closed in on her. Putting one hand on either side of her, he trapped her in his lightening gaze and brought his face down to hers. “I may have lied a little bit. I don’t know how much of your blood I’m going to need, but it’s going to have to be fresh. I’m going to keep you for a little while. But your father and daughter will be safe.”

      She knew it. Hell, Jace knew it. But she was prepared for this.

      “Okay,” she said. Her heart beat so fast, and the sound of her blood rushing through her body filled her head. “Just let him go.” He needed to be at a safe distance.

      “There will be no cavalry to save you, Emma. I have people watching every inch of the Ghost territory, and if any one of them leaves before you and I are gone… I’d hate to kill your father. More than anything, I would hate to kill you. But I will. Do you understand?”

      Yeah. Emma understood. She knew walking in that she would be alone. At least until she was able to get the upper hand. Her father just needed to leave.

      “I get it,” she whispered. “So, my dad can go?”

      “I’ll release the spell when we are gone.”

      Fuck. That wouldn’t work. Willow made it clear that even if she managed to go through with this, Emma couldn’t let Samiyah take her away. If he spirited her to whatever compound he had, she wouldn’t be able to free herself. Not with Samiyah’s watchful glare and constant security loaming over her, and not with a butt-load of shifters from the Rogue clan.

      “Can I hug him?” She sniffed and rubbed away the tears that fell down her face. Tears of fear. Tears of anger. Tears to make sure her father didn’t get hurt in the middle of this.

      Ronin’s shoulder raised in a shrug, and he moved to let her go. He didn’t consider her a threat. Perfect.

      Taking her hand out of her pocket, Emma ran to her father and dropped to her knees. She threw her arms around him and kissed his cheek. “I love you, Daddy. Please don’t be mad at me. I did this for you and Lily. And for my people.” Just before she put the pill in her mouth and bit down, she whispered, “Run as soon as you are able. Don’t ask questions. Just do it.”

      When she pulled away from him, the disgusting burn of the pill dissolving on her tongue, she looked into her father’s glasses and saw a reflection of herself. Dark, wild, coily hair around her head, full and round face etched with fear, and the flash of gold in her eyes that let her know the pill was working.

      Her father’s eyes went wide with fear and surprise but relaxed as he looked over Emma’s shoulder.

      Gaze cast toward the floor, Emma stood and turned, slowly stalking Ronin with each measured step she took. She held her hands to her mouth to give off a false sense of worry.

      “I’m ready,” she said, getting closer to him. “Will you promise me something?” She pulled her hands away from her mouth and reached out to touch the hands that belonged to Ronin. Taking his left hand in her right, his right hand in her left, she wrapped her small fingers around his and said, “Promise me something, Ronin. That you’re going to fight. I might not be able to do this by myself.”

      Samiyah scoffed and tried to shake her off, but he wasn’t expecting her strength as she held onto his hands. “What does that mean? Why do you smell like blood?”

      With everything she was fucking worth, Emma squeezed Ronin’s fingers as hard as she possibly could.

      The sickly sound of crunching bones and cartilage filled the room, followed by stunned cries of pain from Ronin’s mouth. She would bet her favorite fuzzy socks that she’d broken every finger in his hands.

      An unsettling presence grew inside of Emma. It scared her, but she welcomed it. “It means,” she said, a deep and feral growl working its way up her throat. “Ronin, wake the hell up and help me fight this fucker.”

      Balling her hand into a fist, Emma pulled her arm back as hard as she could, and when she shot forward she put every ounce of her force into connecting with Ronin’s chin. And hell yeah, it worked.

      The power of her punch tore into Ronin’s face, and when he looked at her, she could see it. She’d broken his jaw. A bulge protruded from the side of his face where the bone she’d dislocated made its presence known. Widening her stance, Emma linked her hands together and used her elbow to hit him in this abdomen. He let out a hard grunt of pain and slid down the side of her father’s car, mumbling unspoken words as he looked at his broken disfigured fingers.

      Step one: Break his hands so he can’t wield magic to stop her.

      Step two: Break his jaw so he won’t be able to spell her into submission.

      Step three: Shift and maul this bastard until her cavalry arrived.

      Emma’s shoulder ached like the dickens where Jace had claimed her before she took his truck, and she swallowed the lasting bitter taste of the blessed salt pill Willow had given her. Willow had tons of pills stored away that she’d used to stop shifters from shifting. She kept them for times when they needed to keep a Rogue clan member, or a pissed off Cass, from shifting. Luckily, this one didn’t have a truth spell attached to it. Emma had taken the anti-shift pill before she left, and Willow had given her the salt pill to undo the spell. Paige was a genius

      Popping noises echoed through the room, and when Emma looked down, she could see Ronin’s fingers straightening out. Just as his jaw slid back into place, Emma picked up her booted foot and stomped on his left hand and then his right. Then, she cold-cocked his ass and made that jawbone say hello again through the side of his face.

      “Emma,” her father said, the spell finally broken. He grunted in discomfort as he uncrossed his legs. She wanted to help him stand but wouldn’t dare turn around. “What’s happening?”

      Still looking at Ronin, she said, “Dad. Take Jace’s truck and go. The keys are still inside. Don’t argue,” she began as he tried to argue. “Jace bit me. It’s okay. I’m going to keep him busy until the Ghosts come. Close the door when you leave, please.”

      He was angry. And happy. She could scent it on him. Adrenaline. More things she couldn’t put a name to, but that didn’t matter now. She couldn’t hold it any longer.

      A long, low snarl shook her chest. Something big was trying to stop from bursting its way through her body, though it wanted to. Her beast. Her saber-tooth.

      By some unknown path of communication, Emma could tell her beast was trying to play nice. It knew they had to make sure dad was safe before it was set loose on the world. The beast may not know how to contain itself around Samiyah— this man who’d threatened their cub.

      Time’s up, it seemed to say.

      Emma’s back arched, bowing her into the perfect position to let out a monstrous, primal roar that clattered the building. “Oh, God!” she panted out. She fell to her knees, bones and cartilage and skin shattering and reforming inside her.

      She clamped her teeth together to make it through the pain. If she didn’t, she might fall unconscious. She couldn’t do that. Samiyah might heal and take her if she did.

      Samiyah. That named kicked up something devilish inside her. It wanted revenge. It wanted screams of pain to pour from the man in front of her.

      Ice and fire spread through her as her body exploded in on itself, lifting her in the air. When she came down, the sound of hard claws hit the cement floor first. Claws?

      Holy crap. Those were deadly. And freaking huge!

      She wanted to marvel at herself, but Ronin’s hand lifting in the air stopped her. Before she even realized what she’d done, she clawed one of her ginormous paws down his chest. The smell of blood filled the air, and right now, her beast thirsted for blood. His blood. It wanted Samiyah’s blood, but unfortunately, Ronin’s blood would do right now.

      Just as she raised her paw to shut his mouth in case he tried to speak, a pained voice spoke up. “It’s me. Ronin.” He gurgled on his blood as he spoke. And his eyes were different. Not in color. No. Same dark color. The intention behind them was different. Sorry. Worried. Grateful. “It’s the pain,” he said, fighting to speak as he coughed up frothy blood. “It brings me to the surface. Kill me. Just… do it. Take…” His head bumped against the car as his strength seemed to leave him, but he opened his eyes and frowned. Shutters wracked his body. “Take my head. And my heart.”

      No. She couldn’t. They would stick to the plan. She wanted to tell Ronin, but her voice didn’t work in this form. Why the hell wasn’t it like in the movies where the shifters could talk right into someone’s brain while they were still in their shifted form? She needed to tell him it was going to be okay. And to apologize for his shredded skin and exposed bones.

      Without even trying, Emma’s body began to shrink and reform until she was herself again. This was wrong. She wasn’t supposed to shift until her people got here to back her up.

      Emma fell down next to him, body shaking from the trauma of changing back and forth so quickly. “They’re coming. But I swear on all things holy, I will hogtie and gag you with your own intestines if you try anything.”

      Ronin looked like he wanted to speak, but his eyes rolled back and he passed out.

      The idea of how long it would take before Jace and Willow came didn’t even get a chance to register fully in her mind when the metal door of the garage was ripped off its hinges.

      Jace stalked into the garage, eyes changing from ice blue to liquid gold. His wide shoulders looked even bigger, and two tusk-like teeth started to drop from his mouth.

      “Umm,” Emma said, pointing down in front of her. “He’s right here. Knocked the hell out and blee— Holy crap, my dad is gonna kill you!”

      Before Emma could tell Jace that his brother was incapacitated, he grabbed the back end of her father’s car and threw it against the wall of the garage, knocking it out of his way. The sound of grinding metal and shattering glass filled the space, and the smell of burning tires singed her nose.

      Jace hoisted Ronin up by his neck. Blood and solid parts that should be inside of Ronin’s body leaked onto the floor, dragging a trail of gore in his wake.

      Emma jumped and went to stand next to Jace. “The last one to speak to me through those lips was your brother. Not Samiyah. He’s trying. Please don’t hurt him.”

      Jace looked down at her, a line of confusion between his eyes as hatred seethed from his body in waves. He dropped his brother’s body on the ground, sending splats of blood and other stuff onto Emma’s legs.

      “Really?” she squeaked out.

      Jace pulled her in, crushing her to his body. Over and over, he kissed her as he ran his hands up and down her body. “Are you okay? You were so brave. So fucking brave.”

      His heart thrummed in his chest, and she could hear it. She could sense his worry, his fear. His relief in having her in his arms again. The soft rumble of a growl in his throat tickled her eyeballs as she pushed her face into the bend of his neck and breathed him in.

      Oh, his scent was so beautiful. Citrus and pinecones, fresh rain and fur, and all heady male. This was what he smelled like. Not that deodorant she liked so much. Well, she could still smell it, but that wasn’t him. This was him. And he was hers.

      “So it worked,” Willow said as she strolled through the not-there garage door. “Emma’s dad is going to kill you.” She looked at Jace and winked.

      He shook his head and pointed at Ronin’s crumpled body. “Nope. He did it. Don’t tell Shaun.”

      A happy relief took over Emma’s chest. “Dude. What are you going to do to make me not tell my dad you’re the one who ruined his car?”

      “Something completely different than what he’s going to have to do for me,” Willow sang, almond-shaped eyes teasing as she looked at him. “I’m thinking shoes. Or pastries. Tons of pastries.” She bent down and put her hands in the blood on the floor. When she stood, she held her hands above Ronin, closed her eyes, and started speaking in a language that sounded old. Latin? “There. It’s a binding spell. No magic from him.”

      Well, that was easy.

      Audra and Zeke walked into the garage. She held tight to her mate as they stepped over the mess of the small room. Audra handed Emma a bag with clothes, and it wasn’t until then that Emma realized she was naked.

      Covering her ta-ta’s with her arms, Emma tried to hide behind Jace. “Thanks, Audra.”

      “You’re welcome,” Audra replied, voice distracted as she looked down at Ronin. “Is this over?”

      God, Emma hoped it was over. Her body ached in places she never even imagined could possibly hurt, and all she wanted to do was see Lily and her father. Holding them would be what made this real. Her beast wanted to see them, touch them, commit their scents to memory. But that would have to wait.

      Caked beneath her nails and between her fingers was the blood of the man who she’d been sent here to help. Today was the second time Ronin had voiced he’d wanted to die. The evil being that was Samiyah had to have damaged him something terrible for him to want death. There had to be something Willow and Zeke could do to help him.

      Part of Emma hurt for Ronin. He’d lost hope. He didn’t think his family could save him, and the only way he knew to keep them safe was to sacrifice himself. And he knew the clan better than she did. She may love Jace, but Ronin knew the inner workings of this family and still wanted to give in. He didn’t have the hope inside of him anymore that made him want to fight. There had to be a way to help him.

      “What the hell was that?” Willow said, voice trembling and going higher with each word. “No. No, no, no.”

      When Emma turned around to see Willow, she wasn’t sure what she was witnessing.

      Ronin’s hand was clasped around Willow’s as she held her palm to his forehead. She looked down at him with horror, but the way he gazed at her showed something Emma had never seen in his eyes. And they were definitely Ronin’s eyes that looked upon Willow.

      “Are you freaking serious?” Willow whispered.

      Despite the blood loss that made Ronin’s tanned skin take on a blue pallor, he smiled up at her, and it was a genuine smile full of hope. “Hello, Willow,” he said as blood poured from the side of his mouth. He pulled her hand from his forehead and brought it to his lips. “You’re my mate.”
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      “I whole-heartedly blame each and every single one of you.”

      Jace sat, watching Willow as she paced the length of the community hall. She was infuriated. Her dark wavy hair was pulled in a high and messy bun, showing off the semiquaver tattoo behind her left ear. Her heeled boots clicked across the floor, the sound an echo of how utterly pissed she was. How she stayed upright in heels that high was beyond him.

      “This is what you wanted, right?” Cass asked. A grin played at her lips as her head moved back and forth like a manual typewriter, watching Willow’s pacing form. She sat on Damon’s lap and kissed his temple. He leaned into her and kissed her chin. “This is a good thing. And it’s only one guy,” she said, waggling her eyebrows.

      Willow stopped pacing long enough to point at Cass. “I wanted a boyfriend. I didn’t say I wanted a mate. That was a mistake!” she said, looking up at the ceiling. Was she talking to the Creator? Willow as funny. She looked back at Cass. “Why don’t you use chairs? You’re always sitting in one of your mate’s laps.”

      “Don’t be jealous,” Cass said in a relaxed tone. She snickered as she tried to hold back the laugh that was slowly taking over her face.

      Jace knew he should feel relief. Hell, after everything coming to a head today he should be fucking ecstatic. Emma was safe. Even before he’d claimed her, he knew that she would always be part of the Ghost shifter clan. But now, she had a saber-tooth in her middle to keep her safe. She was a fucking badass before he’d claimed her. Now, she would be downright lethal.

      “Jace,” Willow said, irritation full in her voice. “Why are you smiling? This isn’t funny.”

      Yeah, it kind of was.

      Not only was Willow one of the most powerful witches that walked the planet, but now they just found out that she was Ronin’s mate. If there was anyone who could dispossess his brother of Samiyah’s parasitical spirit, it was her. And now she had a better incentive to free him. They belong to each other.

      Instead of watching Willow pace, Jace went back to staring out of the window of the hall and looking at his house.

      Their house. The house that now housed Emma and Lily. His family.

      After he’d brought her back home, Emma snuck into the house before Lily could see her. She’d taken a shower, or three, to cleanse herself of the blood and gore that covered her body. Jace made sure that her father was resting in the guest room— if you could call it resting since Lily jumped on the bed, bouncing her grandfather as he sat with his eyes closed— before he came to meet with the rest of the Ghosts. They had a plan to make.

      They’d already taken Ronin/Samiyah down to the cells below their common hall. The cells were magically warded to contain supernatural creatures. Even if Samiyah could come up with a spell to break free, it would bounce back off the barriers and knock him on his ass. But Willow had bound him. He wouldn’t be doing any magic until Willow released him.

      Part of him wanted to be happy. His brother was back. They had him there with them where they could all work to free him, but what if he was still crazy as a fucking bedbug? That’s why he’d been put down in the first place. Ronin had been put under by the Coven of the Fallen seventy years ago, and they said he needed to be in the earth to be leeched of his rage and insanity for at least a century. Could Willow save him? She didn’t seem interested.

      In fact, she’d now taken to cursing and stomping her foot like a petulant child.

      Finally, he was tired of listening to her complain.

      “Damn-it, Willow. Don’t you see what’s happening?” Jace said, standing from the table. “You wanted a mate. You’re the one who said the Creator was setting up the Ghost clan to be powerful. Remember? And now, here you are, mated to a Ghost shifter. And he needs your help. Not just as the powerful witch you are, but as the mate who can give him back his grace and save him from his madness. You have to see that.”

      Willow sucked in her bottom lip and then looked away from him. She was scared. He could see it now. For some reason, she was scared as hell. Maybe some kind of happiness lingered deep inside of her for finding someone, but something overshadowed her joy.

      Before Jace could say anything else, Willow flipped him off and walked toward the door. “Fuck off.”

      “That’s what I always say,” Simon said as he slapped one hand on the table. “I think that’s the first time I’ve heard Willow say ‘fuck’ since she got here.”

      Willow paused, hand reaching for the door. With her head hung low and her shoulders heaving as she breathed, she turned around to face them. There were tears in her eyes. “Remember, Ezeqeel, when you were worried about what Audra’s madness would do to you?”

      “Yeah,” Zeke said. A flash of recognition widening his eyes.

      When Zeke found out he was Audra’s mate, he flipped and almost ran out on her. He’d dealt with his own demons. If Audra’s insanity had taken over Zeke’s mind, New Rose might have been wiped from the map. Zeke was powerful, and he’d been locked away by the Creator for what he’d done before the time of the Great Flood.

      Zeke had the power to control the weather, and if Zeke’s storm was enough to level a town, Jace didn’t even want to imagine what Willow’s power could wreak if she lost it.

      Willow sighed and shook her head. “I’m not even talking of what Ronin’s lunacy could do to me if I let it. I’m talking about Samiyah. What if he gets into my head? He may be a spirit, but do not underestimate him. We did before and look where that got us.” Slowly, she shook her head and turned back to them. “I have to leave, but I’ll be back by the end of the week. My best spell books are at the coven house. I’ll speak with Sariel to see if she can help me find a way to exercise an angel from an angel’s body. How fucking crazy does that sound?”

      Audra raised her hand. “Crazier than the man you’re mated to.”

      Jace could tell his sister was trying to be helpful, but all it did was seem to take Willow lower.

      Willow tsked and let out a deep breath. “Zeke,” she said over her shoulder, “Once I find out what we need I’ll start sending you a list of fresh ingredients for you to collect for me to work this spell.”

      “Absolutely,” Zeke said, right before he kissed Audra to keep her from talking.

      “Bye.” Willow walked out the door and didn’t stop until she reached her car. She didn’t even bother to pack a bag. She got into her SUV and drove off.

      Everything was quiet for a few moments until Aiden broke the silence. “Anyone heard from Cole?”

      “Yeah,” Jax said, walking up to stand behind Cass and Damon. “He’s going to be staying with the Salvatore Ghosts. It’s the only thing that’s keeping him level right now.”

      If that’s what worked for Cole, that’s exactly what he needed to do. Before he left, he considered going to the Coven of the Fallen and being put down voluntarily. He was tired of this life and wanted to take a break. It didn’t matter that they were all getting paired up and finding their mates. He was convinced it wouldn’t happen for him. If staying locked away from the rest of the world with the Salvatore clan helped Cole, so be it.

      Audra cleared her throat and clasped her hands in front of her on the table. “I know I’m the designated food giver to the people we keep down in the cells, but I can’t go down there with Ronin. Someone else is going to have to do it.”

      Everyone nodded in agreement. Audra and Ronin had a volatile past. There were things they needed to work through.

      Jace stood and took his empty glass to the kitchen sink. “Well, I can say one thing. Samiyah may not be thrilled to be here, but I get the notion that Ronin couldn’t be happier. Oh, and just so we’re clear. Ronin was the one who trashed Shaun’s Pontiac. Not me.”
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      “Do you feel different?” Paddie sipped from her coffee cup. She stared at Emma and then smiled when Audra brought their food to the table. “You don’t look different.”

      Emma shrugged and thanked Audra for the burger and fries. “I don’t feel different. Everything is the same. I’ve been a shifter for like two days, Paddie. Give me some time.”

      Truth was, she did feel different. She just didn’t know how to put it into words. It wasn’t the fact that she now had a saber-tooth inside of her or that she was stronger than she’d ever been. It was more than that. For a brief moment, she thought of telling Paddie it was the possible adventure of her new life. But that still wasn’t quite right.

      Emma picked up a leftover hush puppy and broke it in half. “Is your mom upset with me? I told her I’d be gone for a few weeks.”

      “But instead, I’m here bringing you your stuff from your cubicle.” Paddie took one of the hush puppy halves from Emma’s hand and ate it. “No, she’s not upset. Someone trashed your house and set your car on fire. She just wants you to be safe. I didn’t tell her that the guy I dated was actually stalking you. Did the police find him yet?”

      The scent of worry wafted from Paddie. Emma put her hand on her friends arm and gave it a gentle squeeze. No one outside of the Ghost clan knew that Ronin was in a cell in their community, waiting to be freed of Samiyah.

      Emma reached for the ketchup and shook the red and white bottle, readying herself to lie to her best friend. “Yeah. They got him. You don’t have to worry about him coming after you.”

      “Are you kidding me?” Flitting her hand in the air to dismiss Emma’s statement, Paddie blew a raspberry and shrugged. “I’m not worried about me. We already figured out it was you. Besides, the only thing I’ll miss about him is his skilled mouth. And fingers. And teeth. I need a man.”

      “Barf. Please stop sharing.” Emma cut her burger in half. “So, are you staying for a few days?”

      “No. I just wanted to come to drop off your stuff and see where you were staying now. I’m heading back this afternoon. It’s so nice here in New Rose. I think I might come back later this year and spend a few weeks with you. You never know. Maybe I’ll find a reason to stay here in New Rose with you.”
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        * * *

      

      Emma sat outside of Lily’s school and listened to the birds play in the tree next to her. She could hear things like that now. The flapping of bird wings, the skittering of little animals in the grass. Her vision was near perfect at best. It was crazy.

      While Lily slept last night, Audra and Zeke came over so that Emma could wander through the woods in her saber-tooth form. It was like being allowed to go outside for the first time in her life. The stars in the sky showed off, lighting up and twinkling just for her. The crickets were louder than they’d ever been. Jace was patient as she sniffed and walked and got to know the world all over again.

      The familiar heartbeat of the man she loved came closer and closer until he stood behind the wooden bench she sat on. That was another thing. Heartbeats. Everyone’s heartbeat was like a fingerprint. Each person had their own unique signature, and Jace’s was so close that if she focused she could write a love song to it. Lily’s heartbeat played the loveliest tune Emma had ever heard in her entire life.

      “School doesn’t let out for another hour and a half,” Jace said. He bent down and kissed her behind her ear, and it sent a shiver up her spine.

      A low purr started in her throat. Emma coughed a few times to make it go away. It was embarrassing.

      She shrugged and lifted her head to accept a kiss on the lips. “I know. I just need to be near Lily. She felt so comfortable this morning when we came into the classroom. She asked me to leave like three times.” Emma laughed and pictured the excited little face of her daughter. “When she started pre-school back in September, I was late almost every day for over a month. She never wanted to leave. Now, she wants me to leave her be.”

      That’s one of the reasons Emma knew she’d made the right choice. Lily fell in love with New Rose and the people who lived here instantly. Her Pop-pop living here was an added bonus.

      Jace moved around the bench and sat down next to Emma. Pulling her feet into his lap, he said, “Did Lily tell you about calling me DJ?”

      His voice dipped, and when Emma looked up at him, she could see his ears were turning red. She leaned forward to look in his eyes, but he wouldn’t meet her gaze. He was tearing up.

      “Yeah,” she said, reaching forward to grab Jace’s chin and gently turning his ice blue gaze to hers. “She asked me. I told her it was okay to ask you.”

      Oh, her man was happy and embarrassed. He wasn’t the type to cry easily, but over the past few weeks Lily had been the one to make tears appear in his eyes the most. Now, Emma’s tears burned the backs of her eyes as she watched him.

      Blinking away the tears, he cleared his throat and turned his adoring attention to her. “Is that okay with you? I’d like it if she called me that. I’m fucking amazed that she wants to.”

      Daddy Jace. DJ.

      Lily didn’t want to keep calling him Jace. She said it didn’t feel right, and that Daddy Jace was the best name for him. ‘He’s what a daddy should be. Right, Momma?’ she’d asked during their afternoon walk. Yeah. He was what a daddy should be like. His protective and caring ways reminded Emma of the way her father treated her when she was growing up. The way he still did.

      Emma nodded, leaned forward, and kissed Jace on the cheek. “Yeah. I’m okay with it. You will be her stepdad soon.” She rubbed her face along the hair of his beard. There was that damn purring again.

      Touch was a new thing to Emma now. The slightest caress from Jace made her feel like everything was going to be okay. It didn’t matter that the Rogue clan was probably in disarray, trying to figure out what to do.

      Sara’s husband Dean, Alpha of the Gold Wing Raven clan, had people who’d infiltrated the rogues. Without a word from their leader, they were trying to figure out what to do next. And that was dangerous. Either they would fall apart, or one of them would try to do something grand and stupid to make their presence known. Dean said that a few of the rogues were already trying to figure out how to get close to the Ghost clan to bring them down.

      Emma wouldn’t focus on that. There was time enough to be worried about those douche nozzles later. Right now, Emma wanted to focus on everything that was right. Everything that was good.

      “Em, I know you mentioned getting married at the courthouse, but I don’t want that. For either of us. You had a Vegas wedding you barely remember—”

      “Elvis was there.”

      “— and I’ve never gotten married. I want to do it right. You in a beautiful gown, Lily with an equally beautiful dress as she drops flower petals as you walk down the aisle, and our families there to witness our joining. I want you to take my last name, and I want Lily to have it too. If that’s okay with you.” Jace reached into his pocket and pulled out a wooden box that looked old and well cared for. “I got this in ancient Kemet back when it was thriving. And I’ve held on to it. I knew that one day I would find my mate, and when I saw this ring I knew it would be for that woman.”

      Ancient Kemet? They needed to talk about everything he knew. “Jace, I— I don’t know what to… I don’t even know how many years ago that is. Three thousand years ago? You’ve been holding on to this for over three thousand years?”

      “Forty-six hundred,” he said chuckling. “Emma, I’ve been waiting for you since the beginning of time. Eons have passed, and the only thing that kept me sane was the idea that you would come.” He picked up her left hand. He kissed each of her fingers and then bit the thin skin between her thumb and forefinger.

      Her breath caught in her chest as she watched him. This man loved her. Had loved her since before she was born. But even then, they’d been destined to be together. Part of him lived inside of her, guiding them, leading them until they were together. And now, here they were.

      He opened the box and Emma cried out in awe. It was beautiful. A ring made of solid gold sat in dark purple velvet. Tiny hieroglyphs ran the entire length of the band.

      “What does it say?” she whispered, holding up her left hand before he even had the chance to ask.

      He slid the ring on her finger and then lifted her hand to kiss it again. “It translates to Queen of my Heart. I was worried it wouldn’t fit, but look at that. It fits perfectly. You are the queen of my heart, Emma.” He leaned forward and cupped her face in his large, warm hands. “I can’t promise that things will be smooth. Hell, you see how this shit has been the past few weeks, and we’re just getting started. But I promise to always be there for you and Lily. I’ll lay down my life for the both of you and will do everything in my power to make you happy. You already said you would marry me, so no taksie-backsies.” He laughed and wiped away a tear that fell down Emma’s face. “I’m yours and you’re mine. I love you.”

      Faster than she meant to, Emma jumped and threw her arms around Jace’s neck. If it weren’t for Jace’s strength, they both would’ve tumbled to the ground.

      “I love you too, Jace. So much more than you know. And I’m good with a big wedding. I already bear your mark and you have mine. I’m yours and you’re mine.”

      She pressed her lips against his, and when she pulled away from the kiss she couldn’t help but drop quick, plucking kisses all around his face.

      He ran his hands up and down her back, filling her with every ounce of love he could give to her. The years they’d spent apart readied them for their time together now. It made them ready to fight when the battle was brought to their front door. Regardless of what the rogues thought, no matter how hard they tried to prevent or reverse their bonds, the Ghost clan would always prevail. It wasn’t over yet, but she knew that her clan would always be the victors. She even had hope that Willow would be able to free Ronin and help him heal. She may not be happy that he was her mate, but Emma knew that Willow wouldn’t give up.

      Jace had given her so much. A large family, friends who loved and protected her and Lily without question, and a beast that would make her ready for any battle that came their way. Her heart was bound to Jace and the Ghosts so wholly, and nothing could ever change that.

      She loved Jace, adored him. Needed him, and he needed her just as much.

      “You make me feel like I have my wings back, Emma,” he whispered into her ear, warm breath permeating her skin and reaching straight for her heart and soul. “I’m soaring because of you. I’m flying, and nothing can ever take that away. Thank you.”

      Her fallen angel had waited for her, and she was so grateful to be the one to give him back the feel of flying

      And his grace.
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