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About the Book


A group of former Navy SEALS, the Alpha Pack is a top-secret team of wolf shifters with Psy powers combating the greatest dangers in the world. But sometime those dangers are more intimate than they bargained for . . .


Ever since he saved Dr. Mackenzie Grant’s life, panther shifter and sorcerer Kalen Black has had trouble keeping the beautiful doctor out of his thoughts, and his heart. The brush with death awakened an intense passion between them – one that for the first time had the notorious loner letting down his guard.


With the Alpha Pack battling an evil Fae who is slowly gaining control over Kalen’s mind, Kalen can no longer trust his own actions, and he breaks off his affair with Mackenzie in order to keep her safe. But when Mackenzie learns that she is carrying Kalen’s child, no amount of danger will keep her away from the man she loves. To be with his mate and unborn child, Kalen will have to unleash the full fury of his power, and risk destroying them all . . .
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Prologue


Kalen was thirteen when his grandmother told him that he’d been born under a black moon.


That didn’t sound so great, and to be honest, Kalen didn’t want to hear it. Wasn’t he enough of a freak without adding another nugget of crap to the pile? His dad already had plenty of excuses to beat his ass, and like hell did Kalen need to give him one more. On top of that, it was Saturday—his dad’s busiest day at the shop where he worked as an auto mechanic, which meant hours of glorious freedom. A whole day of no yelling, no fists. No new bruises. As soon as Kalen could get away and hurry to meet his friends, he’d make the most of it, too.


He squirmed as his grandma’s old, gnarled hands gripped his. Who the heck cared about this moon thing? He resisted the suicidal urge to roll his eyes. Barely.


“A black moon is a rare occurrence in astrology, but you were born during the rarest of the four types—a month with no new moon or full moon at all.”


Kalen suppressed a sigh and tried to appear interested. “Yeah, so?” He loved his grandma, and she loved him right back, but jeez. The guys had probably taken off on their bikes without him. “Do we have to talk about science stuff right now?”


Ida May’s faded blue eyes bored into his. “Pay attention, my boy. You’re old enough to understand what I have to tell you, and my stay in this world won’t last forever,” she said, the gentleness in her tone at odds with her intense expression.


All thoughts of his friends and a sunny Saturday of screwing around vanished as fear curled in his stomach. “Are you sick?” he asked in a small voice. “What—”


“Never mind that. Have you been practicing the arts?”


Flushing, he kicked the toe of his scuffed tennis shoe on the carpet. “Not much, since the last time Dad caught me.” He swallowed hard, remembering the awful scene. How his mother had once again refused to intervene with his father. How he’d begged her to at least call Grandma. But she’d just stood there, grim-faced, as he curled on the floor of the living room, yelling in pain and fear while Dad kicked the shit out of him.


His grandmother’s lips thinned. “You must keep developing your skills, no matter the danger. One day you’re going to need every ounce of the incredible power you’ve inherited from my ancestors. Dark days are coming for you, my boy, and I won’t be around to see you through them.”


“Don’t talk like that,” he said hoarsely. “Please. I need you, Grandma, not some stupid magic.”


She ignored his plea. “You’re going to be the greatest Sorcerer the world has ever known, your power beyond comprehension. And that means there are those who would seek to control that power, or take it from you altogether.”


Kalen tried to calm his thundering pulse. The world’s greatest Sorcerer? Dark days? He swallowed the smartass remark that threatened to burst from his mouth. Because Grandma was serious as hell, and she was never wrong when it came to the supernatural. Shit. “Okay. If that’s true, what does it have to do with the black moon?”


“Everything.” She paused. “The moon is protection, an omen of inner strength and good for our kind. A Sorcerer born during an absence of a new or full moon is at great risk for being swayed to the dark arts. For using his power for evil. Do you understand?”


“I—I guess,” he said, though he didn’t. Not really. The scope of what she was telling him was so vast and overwhelming, he couldn’t grasp it. He picked at a ragged hole on the knee of his jeans. “So what am I supposed to do about it? Who’s gonna help me if—if not you?” His throat almost swelled shut with grief at the mere idea of his beloved grandma not being around. She loved him, cared for him as best she could. She was the one soul in the world who did, and she could not leave him.


“That’s why I asked you to come over, my boy—so I can give you something important.”


Standing, she walked slowly and stiffly to an antique sideboard and slid open a drawer. She reached inside, withdrew a small wooden box, and returned to sit beside Kalen. Handing the box to him, she nodded for him to open it.


Curious, he raised the little hinged lid and peered inside. “Wow,” he said, touching the cool metal object. It was a silver pentagram pendant about the size of a silver dollar, attached to a matching chain. Excited, he lifted the necklace and studied the swirling design etched into the pendant. “A Sorcerer’s amulet?”


“Exactly.”


“Awesome! This is mine?”


“Yes. It’s been in my family for generations. The story goes that it was blessed by Druid priests to protect the wearer from all harm, no matter how great the source of evil.” Again she hesitated, a shadow of sadness in her blue eyes. “It would’ve been your mother’s, but she didn’t inherit the gift. And then she married your father and he turned her mind against the arts and eventually against you. . . . Well, it doesn’t matter now. It’s yours. Perhaps I should’ve given it to you already, but I thought you were too young to understand the responsibility of owning it. Of taking good care of it.”


And she’d given it to him today because she was running out of precious time.


The pendant shook in Kalen’s grasp. “So I just wear it? That’s all?”


“Wear it and never take it off, Kalen.” Her bony fingers grasped his knee. “Not to shower, to sleep, to play ball or ride bikes. Not for any reason, ever. Is that clear?”


“Yes, ma’am,” he croaked. Fumbling with the clasp, he lifted the necklace, reached behind his neck, and fastened it after a couple of tries. “There. Mission accomplished. I’m safe from all the creepaziods in the world.” He tried a cheeky grin, hoping to lighten things up.


Grandma returned his smile, and though the shadows in her eyes remained, she seemed happy enough now. “That you are, little hellion. Run along and join your friends,” she said with a throaty laugh. “You’re practically vibrating with impatience.”


Leaping to his feet, Kalen grabbed the box and gave his grandma a quick kiss as she rose. “Thanks! I promise not to take it off!”


The heavy visit at an end, he once again looked forward to his Saturday and all the promise it held. Jogging to the front door, he yanked it open. And suddenly stopped. Turning, he faced the woman he loved more than anyone on earth, hurried back to her, and impulsively threw his arms around her middle. Hugged her close and breathed in her sweet scent.


“I love you, Grandma.”


“I love you so much, my boy. Always will.” She kissed the top of his head. “Go on now, have fun. The day is wasting!”


Grinning at her, he turned and dashed out, down the porch steps, his heart light. He’d think about the bad stuff later. Everything would be cool. Right?


It might have been. If only he’d kept his promise.


And if only he’d known that the lingering warmth of her love, enveloping him like a cozy blanket as he pedaled away, would have to last him for the rest of his life.




One


Kalen Black stood apart from his team, awash in guilt. Impotent in his shame.


Right this second the Alpha Pack’s beloved resident Fae prince, Sariel, might by dying. On top of that, Aric Savage’s mate had nearly been killed a short while ago by the witch Beryl before Aric ripped out Beryl’s throat, thereby putting an end to any information they might have gained from her.


The danger surrounding them all increased daily. Hourly. A traitor walked among Kalen’s friends and colleagues, slowly drowning in the darkness clogging his lungs. Overtaking his soul.


And it’s all my fucking fault . . . because the traitor is me.


As Aric tended to Rowan and the prince was rushed to the infirmary, Kalen hung his head. He tried to find comfort in the fact that Aric’s mate was all right, but it didn’t work. Then he wanted the earth to swallow him when Nick Westfall, the Pack’s commander, ushered everyone into the conference room and demanded to know, “How the fuck did Beryl get out of Block T?”


“I let her out.” His voice caught. “God, I’m so sorry—”


“Why? Did she seduce you, or was it Malik?”


Kalen died a thousand deaths during the questions that followed his confession and the truthful answers he supplied. In Kalen’s wretched lifetime he’d suffered abuse and humiliation. Isolation. Starvation. More horrors than most people ever had to face.


But none of those were worse than almost achieving his dreams of a home, a job, a family of sorts, and most of all, acceptance among those who were as different as himself. Almost. Before Malik, king of the Unseelie and Sariel’s evil sire, decided that Kalen Black—Sorcerer, Necromancer, and panther shifter—was exactly the sort of powerful ally he needed in his quest to rule the world.


And that he’d begin by taking over Kalen’s mind. One wicked suggestion at a time.


Facing them all, Kalen whispered his admission. “Not her. Malik.” He resisted the urge to squirm under Nick’s hard gaze.


“He gained control of your mind long enough to make you let her out?”


“Yes, sir. I think Beryl spelled me back at the house where we caught her. My defenses are . . . crumbling. I can’t keep him out for very long at a time.”


The witch had placed a bloodied finger to the center of Kalen’s forehead and whispered, “Abyssus abyssum invocat.”


Hell calls hell.


“Jesus,” Aric said, his tone dripping with horrified disgust.


The red wolf wasn’t any more disgusted with him than Kalen was with himself. Though the spell wasn’t Kalen’s fault, and he hadn’t known that Beryl would try to murder the Fae prince, it hardly mattered. He was to blame. He should’ve been stronger, even without the protection of his silver pentagram pendant. The one he’d given weeks ago to Dr. Mackenzie Grant, his onetime lover, and made her swear never to remove.


Nick cursed and rubbed his eyes. “Okay. We’ll figure this out. At least now we have Malik’s human name—Evan Kerrigan. Grant is tracking him down, gathering intel. With any luck we’ll have his location and a complete profile soon.”


The man Nick referred to was General Jarrod Grant, Mackenzie’s father. Kalen wondered what the man would think of what Kalen had done to his precious daughter. He doubted the man knew—Kalen was still in one piece.


When Mackenzie walked into the room, her blue eyes briefly meeting Kalen’s, they were filled with such pain it stole his breath. Kalen could feel nothing but self-loathing. As she looked quickly away, his gaze settled on the beautiful doctor, hungrily devouring the woman he could never have again, never allow into his mind or heart. The woman he had to protect at all costs from Malik.


From himself.


“I’m sorry to interrupt, but we knew you’d want word of Sariel. We believe he’ll recover.” Murmurs of relief sounded around the room. “But he was already weakened from some health issues stemming from being in our world, so healing will take time. He’s stable, though, so I wanted to pass the good news along.”


“Thank you, Mac,” Nick said, bringing Kalen back to the present. The doc returned Nick’s tired smile and left.


Without looking at me again.


Nick went on. “All right. I need to speak to Kalen. We’ll adjourn for now and discuss this mess later.”


Nick nodded at Kalen, indicating for him to follow. He trailed the commander, wondering if he could take the man in a fight. Nick was tall and muscular, strode with his broad shoulders back, head up, all easy grace and confidence. Yeah, this man could walk the walk, but he also had the power and skill to back it up. Kalen had seen him take on dozens of enraged Sluagh, huge batlike creatures that were Malik’s drones. Just swat them down like they were flies and spit on their carcasses. The man didn’t need the gift of sorcery; he could definitely dispose of Kalen with brute strength alone.


Not that Kalen would defend himself. No. Whatever the white wolf chose to dish out, he deserved.


In Nick’s office, the man closed the door and walked to his desk, parking his ass on the edge of it. With a sigh, he ran a hand through his short black hair threaded with silver at the temples and crossed his arms. “Sit down.”


Kalen complied without comment and waited.


“Tell me exactly what happened before you were compelled to set Beryl free. Don’t leave anything out.”


That was not a scene he’d wanted to revisit. Ever.


But the steely look in Nick’s deep blue eyes said that Kalen wasn’t getting out of telling the truth. He took a deep breath. “I was in my quarters about an hour ago and the bastard started prying into my head again.” They both knew the bastard he was referring to was Malik. “He told me that he’d never abandon me as everyone else in my life has done.”


“Smart,” he said, an edge of disgust to his tone. “He’s isolating the vulnerable cub from the pack, playing the doting mentor.”


“I’m not a cub.” His youth was a sore spot. Always had been, ever since he’d been kicked out of the house at the age of fourteen. A lifetime ago, it seemed. He’d had to scrabble, suffer, for every morsel that eased the hunger in his belly. For every night not spent in a dirty alley under a cardboard box.


He didn’t feel twenty-three—he must be a hundred.


“Trust me, you are, despite all that power the Unseelie asshole is attempting to harness in you. I don’t say that as an insult,” he said seriously. “What I mean is that in you, Malik has found a young, extremely powerful Sorcerer on the cusp of becoming all he is meant to be. As strong as you are, Kalen, you’re nowhere near the level you’ll be in a few years, then a few decades. With you, it’s like when the very first coach ever saw Michael Jordan in action and said, ‘My God, that kid is going to be the greatest player in the NBA one day.’”


In spite of himself, Kalen snorted a laugh. “What a comparison.”


“But true. The Unseelie king knows you’re a rising star and he wants you on his team. I can’t let that happen. Do you understand?”


You’re going to be the greatest Sorcerer the world has ever known, your power beyond comprehension. And that means there are those who would seek to control that power, or take it from you altogether.


A lump lodged in his throat at the memory of his grandmother’s ghostly prediction, and he pushed it away. “Do you want me to leave after all? Or are you just going to take me out now and be done with it?”


“Just finish telling me how Malik manipulated you earlier.”


It didn’t escape his notice that Nick hadn’t answered the question. “He promised me power, told me all I had to do to get it was surrender to him. He was . . . very seductive.”


“In a sexual way?”


Kalen felt sick, and fought it down. “Yeah. The bastard touched me, and suddenly I wanted everything he was selling. God, Nick,” he choked out. “What’s wrong with me?”


Once a whore, always a whore, my pet. Malik’s smug voice intruded into his head. Don’t forget you belong to me.


Kalen shoved the Unseelie out with great effort.


The commander pushed from his desk and walked over to stand by Kalen’s chair, gripping his shoulder. “There’s not a damned thing wrong with you. Like the rest of us, you’re trying to get a foothold on fighting the Unseelie, only for you it’s worse because he’s taken a personal interest in recruiting you. That means he’ll stop at nothing to get what he wants. Creatures like him wield seduction like a weapon.”


“I know. Just like I know him messing with me was nothing but a mindfuck, but that doesn’t make it better.”


“A mindfuck? How so?” Nick retreated to park his butt on the desk again.


“He sent Beryl to me in my room, or the illusion of her since she was still locked up, and by then I was lost,” he said miserably. “She seduced me, but when it was over, she just vanished. And here’s the weird part—I was still dressed and I wasn’t even fully hard. No evidence of sex at all. It was so real at the time, and yet it never happened! I’m losing my fucking mind.”


Burying his hands in his hair, he held on as though he could keep his scrambled brains inside. “I called him Master, and I liked his approval. No, I wallowed in it and would’ve done anything right then to please him. So I guess you’re right about the cub thing, huh?”


“Jesus Christ.” Nick’s gaze pierced him to the core. “Then what happened?”


Kalen lowered his hands to his lap, fists clenched. “He told me to let Beryl out of her cell. He said she had a task to perform before she left and that she was never meant to stay with us. I didn’t know he meant for her to die, but I should have. Then I let her out, took her up to the ground level, where she attacked Sariel. Rowan and Aric went after her, and Aric killed her.”


The commander fell silent for so long, fear balled in Kalen’s gut. Finally he gathered his courage and asked once more.


“Are you going to kill me?”


“Would you submit if I said yes?”


Kalen nodded, the bottom falling out of his stomach. “Yes, I would.”


“Why?” Nick cocked his head.


“Because you’re a PreCog and that means you can sometimes see the future. On top of that, you’re the commander and a good, fair man. So if the future is better without me in it, if my death will keep the Pack and other innocents safe . . .” He couldn’t finish.


“On your knees, Sorcerer.”


The commander’s tone was cold, his blue eyes like the Arctic North. Legs shaking, Kalen slid from his seat and knelt on the stubby carpet. Placed his hands on his jeans-clad thighs and stared at his polished black fingernails digging in painfully. His heart thundered in his chest, threatening to break his sternum.


Then Nick walked around his desk and opened a top drawer. Reached in and lifted out the biggest fucking hand cannon Kalen had ever seen. The spit dried up in his mouth and he watched numbly as the Alpha wolf approached, went to stand behind him.


The hard muzzle of the gun pressed to the back of his head. So he’d die on his knees, execution-style. Quick and painless.


Oh, God. Take my soul before Malik can claim it, and look after Mackenzie, too. That’s all I ask.


“I’m sorry, kid.”


Kalen squeezed his eyes shut. Time crawled to a standstill.


The crack of a gunshot split the air.


Lightning before the storm.


“Dr. Grant?”


Mackenzie pushed an errant lock of curly dark hair behind her ear and looked up from the paperwork on her desk to see Noah standing there. The cute blond nurse was wearing a pleased expression as he hovered in the doorway to her office.


“What’s up?”


“Blue’s finally awake,” he said, referring to Sariel. “Blue” was the name all of the staff at the compound had called the Fae prince, due to his long, gorgeous blue hair and matching wings. The Fae had eventually revealed his real name to Kira, Jaxon Law’s mate. Kira had proved to be a godsend in the ensuing months, working with the creatures in Block R, or the Rehabilitation unit, where Sariel used to be housed.


“That’s great news!” She smiled at Noah. “Does Dr. Mallory know?” Melina Mallory was her colleague and a damned fine doctor. Mac counted her as a friend, but the woman also ruled the roost in the infirmary as well as in their research on shifters and other paranormal beings.


“She’s with him now. All his vitals are looking good—well, at least for what we know about faeries, anyhow. The prince has got some color back in his face, but he’s still refusing to eat. I wouldn’t be worried because it’s not surprising that a patient wouldn’t be hungry after being severely wounded, except Blue hasn’t been eating well since he’s been at the compound.”


“We need to keep an eye on that,” she said worriedly. “If his weight drops so much as another ounce, I want to know.”


“You bet,” Noah said. Some of his natural cheer returned. “But he’s back with us and that’s what counts.”


“Yes, it is.” Standing, she stretched. “Go and tell Blue I’ll check on him in a short while. I’ve got a couple of things to do first.”


“Yes, ma’am!”


With that, the nurse was gone. Mac couldn’t help but be fond of the guy. Noah was a bundle of energy. He lived at the compound, loved his job, and rarely took any time off. He was in his element taking care of wounded Pack members, who were frequently injured in the course of battling rogue paranormals. He’d also started working with Kira and Sariel, rehabbing the innocent creatures like Chup-Chup, the resident gremlin, and even the prince himself, who had no one else to help them adjust in what was, to them, a strange world.


Noah was adorable, and fantastic at what he did.


After straightening her papers, she walked out of her office and down the corridor past the exam rooms, in the opposite direction of the patients’ rooms. She headed toward the lobby of the infirmary, past the receptionist, and into the main hallway leading to the rest of the compound.


Only when she was alone did she reach up to touch the pendant hanging around her neck from its long chain. The weight of the disk was solid, comforting. She could feel the raised ridges that formed the pentagram within the circle, and the pendant seemed to warm in her hand. Almost as though it were seeking to reassure her that it would always do what Kalen had said—protect her from all evil.


Including Malik. The Unseelie slime had sent a Sluagh to attack her and Kalen in town a few weeks ago, and Mac had been scratched by the beast. This had somehow allowed Malik a portal into her mind, and the bastard had truly frightened her. Kalen had promptly given his beloved amulet to Mac, his sole possession of any sentimental value. The enchanted protection his grandmother had given to him was now Mac’s.


Oh, but Kalen had shared so much more than that. Her footsteps faltered and she halted, remembering.


Breathy moans and tangled sheets. Messy black hair falling over his kohl-rimmed green eyes as he moved over her. Thrusting, possessing.


Making love.


And then it was over and he’d pulled into his isolated shell, claiming there could be nothing between them. He’d given her the pendant, made her promise never to remove it, and then put miles of emotional distance between them. They might as well be living on different planets, the chasm was so great.


Why?


A loud crack startled Mac, making her jump. The noise echoed down the corridor and, as it faded, she realized what the sound had been.


A gunshot.


Heart thundering, she took off in the direction of the noise. Kalen had used his Sorcerer’s power to ward the compound against intruders, but perhaps a Sluagh or some other creature had gotten inside? Or maybe one of the creatures from Block R had become feral?


But no, the sound took her past Rehab, past the wings where the staff living quarters were located. Men from the Pack bolted from their rooms, came from every direction, rushed past her. She ran, at last realizing they were heading for Nick’s office. She couldn’t imagine what terrible thing could have happened.


Until she saw Nick standing like a statue over Kalen’s prone body, a smoking gun in his hand.


Then Mac’s eyes rolled up in her head and she saw nothing more.


I’m not shot. Holy fuck, I’m alive.


Kalen stared at the burned spot in the carpet right next to his leg for about five seconds before he slumped to the floor. His body simply refused to cooperate any longer, and he lay there in shock, hardly believing he was breathing.


“I had to know if you’d go through with it,” Nick said quietly. “I’m sorry.”


“Fucking hell,” he croaked.


“Your last thought was for the safety of others, not yourself. You were willing to die for the greater good of everyone else, and that means Malik hasn’t won. You’re a good man at the core, and so there’s hope.”


“Nick, am I fighting this battle just to die anyway?” It was a question he’d asked before, and he received the same answer.


“I don’t know.”


“And you wouldn’t tell me even if you could.”


“That’s right.”


God, what a screwed-up mess. He wasn’t sure how he would’ve responded, but the sound of footsteps, voices raised in concern, floated from the corridor. Kalen let out a deep sigh, humiliated that the guys, plus Rowan, were here to witness this and learn about Nick’s little “test” of his worthiness.


“Shit, catch her!”


Her? Kalen sat up quickly, just in time to see Zander scoop Mackenzie into his arms and lift her against his chest. Kalen shot to his feet and, before he thought about what he was doing, grabbed the doctor from Zan with a snarl, holding her close. He glared at the man, warning him back.


Zan raised his hands, palms out. “Chill, man. Would you rather I had let her hit the floor?”


With an effort, he calmed himself. Zan was only trying to help. But inside, his panther raged at seeing Mac—their woman—in the arms of another male. He’d never felt anything like it in his life. It was confusing as hell.


“No. Sorry,” he managed. “I’ll just—”


“You can put me down.”


Anxiously, he looked down into Mac’s beautiful face. Large blue eyes fringed with dark lashes stared up at him, blinking away tears. His gut tightened, knowing he’d been the cause, in more ways than one.


“It wasn’t what it looked like, exactly.”


“Put me down. Please,” she entreated softly.


Reluctantly, he did as she asked, but that didn’t stop him from checking her from head to toe. “Are you okay? Are you hurt anywhere?”


“No.” She glanced around at the guys who’d assembled there, cheeks pale as milk. Swallowing hard, she said, “I’m fine. Now tell me what the hell was going on in there.”


“Nick gave me a test. I passed. The end.”


She scowled at Nick. “What sort of test involves firing a gun at one of your men?”


Nick addressed the group, keeping the explanation to the point. “Kalen was willing to be executed rather than risk bringing harm to his team. That means there’s still hope that he can be saved from Malik’s control, so we’ll see this through to the end. Anybody disagree?”


No one did. One by one each man plus their lone female swore his loyalty to the team. And that loyalty included Kalen. As he looked to each of them, he couldn’t breathe. Never had anyone stood up for him. Stood by him. Not even his own parents, the people who should have sheltered him and loved him the most. The idea that these people who’d come into his life so recently would have his back, even in the wake of him letting them down, overwhelmed him.


He could hardly speak. “I swear I’ll do my best not to fail all of you again.”


Or he’d die trying. Suddenly the chaos inside him seemed to settle and his purpose became clear—he’d fight Malik with everything in him. And when the time came, he’d make the right choice.


Whatever that proved to be.


“Excuse me,” Mackenzie said tightly. “But I think I’m going to be sick.”


Spinning around, she dashed to a woman’s restroom down the hall from Nick’s office and disappeared inside. He would’ve gone after her, but Nick blocked his way.


“You should probably let her be right now.”


It wasn’t a suggestion. Quelling his pissed-off panther again, he nodded curtly and strode in the opposite direction, putting as much distance between himself and everyone else as fast as possible.


Just as he’d done all his life.


“Mac?”


“In here.” Bent over the sink, Mac finished rinsing her mouth, then turned off the water. Glancing at Melina, she grabbed some paper towels from the dispenser, dried her face, and tossed them in the trash. “See? I’m fine.”


“I don’t think so.” Melina’s sharp scrutiny roamed over Mac’s face, and she apparently didn’t like what she saw. “To the infirmary with you. I’m going to give you a checkup.”


“I don’t need—”


“I didn’t ask. I’m telling you. Doctors make the worst patients,” she grumbled. “Let’s go.”


There was no arguing with her friend when she had a bug up her ass, so Mac relented. Though Melina was slight of frame and sort of resembled an elf with her short cap of dark hair, she was fully capable of making the toughest Pack member cringe in fear. She was a tough, militant bitch.


And that was when she was in a good mood.


Her friend hadn’t always been that way, but that was before her mate, Terry, the Alpha Pack’s former commander, had been killed in an ambush several months ago. Accepting Nick as the new leader in her mate’s place had been hard on the woman, and she and Nick didn’t always see eye to eye. But they’d found some peace between them, based on mutual respect.


Melina led Mac into an exam room and gestured to the table covered with the hated crinkly white paper. “Sit.”


Dutifully, Mac did, and proceeded to subject herself to a complete physical. Melina checked her eyes, ears, nose, and throat. Checked her reflexes. All seemed clear, but the woman still wasn’t satisfied.


“I don’t like it one bit that you fainted,” she said with a frown.


“For God’s sake, I thought Nick had killed Kalen! Give me a break.”


“How long have you been queasy? Don’t think I haven’t noticed.”


She had? Mac blinked at her friend, hedging. “I don’t know. A few days, maybe.”


“How often have you been throwing up?”


Mac stared at her, silent. Shit, shit.


“O-kay,” Melina drawled, brows raised. “Here’s what’s going to happen. Noah is coming in to take blood for a complete standard workup. Then you’re going into the restroom to pee in a cup. Then you’ll come back in here, sit down, and wait for me. Got it?”


She sighed. “Yes.”


“Good girl.”


Melina patted her knee and left. Soon after, Noah came in, swabbed the crook of her elbow, and took three vials of blood. When he was finished, he pressed a cotton ball over the injection site and topped it with a Band-Aid.


Giving her a smile, he pointed in the direction of the restroom. “Go do your thing.”


She absolutely hated peeing in a cup. It was a dicey proposition at best, aiming just right. But she managed and in short order was sitting back in the exam room.


Where the clock on the wall ticked by with unbearable sluggishness.


Ten long minutes passed. Mac was starting to fidget when Melina walked in carrying a sheaf of paper. Her friend closed the door and slowly turned to her. The serious expression on Melina’s face sent a bolt of terror all the way to her toes.


“What is it?” she gasped, gripping the edge of the table. “What’s wrong?”


“Mac, honey. We have to talk.”




Two


“What? Am I sick?” Mac asked, her heart thumping painfully.


“Nothing like that.” Her friend blew out a breath and leaned her hip on the counter. “Mackenzie . . . you’re pregnant.”


The words blew through her like a hurricane. Left her gasping for breath. “What?”


“You heard me. Pregnant, knocked up—”


“Oh, God. But—but how?” Realizing how stupid that sounded, she flushed. “What I mean is, unmated shifters can’t get their females pregnant! Right?”


Melina’s voice was quiet, speculative. “A shifter, huh? Just who are we talking about here? I get that the father is none of my business, but I won’t share anything you choose to tell me.”


Mac paused, but just briefly. Even if their talk wasn’t confidential, she completely trusted that her friend wouldn’t say a word to anyone. “It’s Kalen,” she said hoarsely, searching Melina’s face for the slightest sign of censure. She found nothing but concern.


Instead, the other woman laid the paperwork on the counter and reached out, taking Mac’s hand. A surprising and welcome gesture. “That’s who I suspected, considering how weird you two are acting around each other. Honey, Kalen’s a Sorcerer first and foremost, and his black panther form is second. He’s never been fully human and that makes him very different from the others. Besides, there’s still so much we don’t know about shifters and how their individual circumstances come into play. We can’t take anything for granted.”


Her friend’s words struck a chord and she nodded. “Kalen said pretty much the same thing to me back when we were . . . together.”


“How long ago was that?”


“About a month. Not long after Aric was taken captive, on the night Kalen and I were attacked by that Sluagh. I don’t remember the exact date.”


“I can get it from Nick. He documents all incidents involving the Pack.”


“Oh, sure.” And their boss would know her secret soon if he didn’t already. Hard to keep much from a PreCog.


Melina fell silent for a few moments, consulting her notes, Mac’s test results and personal information, as well as a paper calendar like the ones sitting on the counter in every exam room. “Going just by the dates of your last cycle, I’m guessing you’re about four or five weeks along. We’ll know more as you progress. And since we know next to nothing about pregnancies resulting from shifters and humans mating, I’m going to want reports from your ob-gyn, copies of your sonograms, stuff like that.”


Mac’s hand went over her tummy. “What if the doctor can tell this baby is special somehow? Where in the hell are we going to find a paranormal-friendly ob-gyn who knows how to keep her mouth shut?”


“Nick will find the answer to that, too. One step at a time, all right?”


Mac’s head was spinning. Jesus, how her world had changed in the space of one morning. Kalen’s too, though he didn’t know it yet.


God, Kalen.


Who wanted nothing to do with Mac anymore.


Her eyes filled with scalding tears and she blinked rapidly, trying to stave them off. Her throat burned and she breathed through the grief that crushed her lungs. “I don’t know if I can do this.”


“Many women less prepared and much less capable than you have thought the same thing,” her friend said crisply. “You’re going to be just fine.”


A tear slipped free anyway. “Kalen’s going to flip. He’s already given me the big brush-off.”


“Tough shit,” Melina said, anger creeping into her tone. “He helped make the kid, so he can deal.”


Mac gave a watery laugh in spite of herself. “That simple, huh? Sure.”


Her friend scowled. “You honestly think he won’t take responsibility?”


“It’s not that. There’s something going on with him that has his head all twisted, and he won’t let me in.”


“Anything to do with the pendant he gave you?” Melina glanced questioningly at the silver disk and back to her friend’s face.


“I think it has everything to do with it,” she said, reaching to clasp the object. It was warm and comforting in her palm. “He gave this to me for protection.”


“Against what?”


“More like who.” Mac paused, clearing her throat. “Earlier, before I went in to tell them Sariel would probably survive, I might have eavesdropped outside the conference room door just a teensy bit.”


“So? They never tell us shit about their ops unless we’re patching them up or they have medical questions.” The other woman pulled a face. “We get answers however we can. Go on.”


“The one after Kalen is Sariel’s Unseelie father, Malik.”


“Is this the same being that encouraged Kalen to free Beryl?”


“They believe so. The bastard is trying to seduce Kalen to his side so he can use his power for whatever terrible reasons.”


“If Malik is so strong, why doesn’t he just go after Sariel himself? Use his son’s power to his advantage, or kill him outright?”


“I don’t know, but there must be a reason or he would’ve done it by now,” Mac speculated. “If Sariel knows, he hasn’t confided in me.”


“Same here.” The other woman shook her head. “But you’ve got more pressing worries. When are you going to tell Kalen about the baby?”


“You’re assuming I am.”


“Aren’t you?”


Looking away, she felt crushed. “I’m not sure. The jerk couldn’t get away from me fast enough after our one-night stand, so how do you think he’ll react to the news that he’s going to have a kid? He’ll either hightail it out of Wyoming like the whole Pack is out for his blood, or worse—he’ll feel obligated to be with me and take care of our child.”


“You don’t hold a very high opinion of your man.”


“Kalen is not my man,” she snapped. “He couldn’t have been more clear about that.”


“Well, now it’s not that simple, if it ever was.” Melina sighed and suddenly looked tired, showing an uncharacteristic crack in her usual armor. “Give him a chance to come around.”


The anger bled from Mac’s body, leaving her drained. Disheartened. “Maybe I will, eventually. But first I have to figure out how I feel about having his—our—child.”


“Good point.”


Melina shocked her again by closing the distance and pulling her into a warm, comforting embrace. That’s all it took for Mac’s tears to break free and flow. Her chest felt like it had cracked apart and was bleeding everywhere. The smaller, birdlike woman was, at this moment, the stronger of the two of them.


By far.


Kalen stumbled out of bed and stood blearily in the middle of the room, trying to get his bearings. From the slant of the sunlight filtering through the blinds, it was late afternoon. Seemed like it should be midnight.


After the fucking stressful morning he’d been through, he’d gone down hard the second his body was sprawled facedown on his bed. Not even Mr. Evil Unseelie had been able to break through his mental exhaustion, if in fact he’d tried.


The radio silence made him uneasy. It wouldn’t last long. The bastard was likely crouching in wait, a spider ready to inject his venom at the worst possible moment. God, he despised being the tool of an enemy he didn’t have a clue how to fight.


Walking to the bathroom, he felt a thousand years old. After taking care of business, washing his hands and splashing his face to wake up, he headed out in search of dinner. He wasn’t very hungry, but it wouldn’t help his cause to hole up in his room, isolating himself from the guys. He’d promised them he’d fight Malik, and he meant to do just that.


A couple of minutes later, he walked into the dining room and glanced around. Most of the Pack was there, settled around several tables where the food was served family-style. Mackenzie was present too, sitting with Melina, Jax, his mate, Kira, and Sariel. He hesitated, uncertain, his body flushing with heat at the sight of his beautiful doc.


Not yours, Malik intoned, darkly pleased.


“There you are, you crazy fuck,” he muttered under his breath, tensing. “Don’t you have some kittens to drown or something?”


No response. Just a lingering touch of cold fingers brushing down his cheek, his neck, then squeezing his shoulder in warning, digging in to grind painfully into muscle and bone before releasing him. Kalen sucked in a breath at the realization that the touch had been absolutely physical. Despite the wards Kalen had placed on the Alpha Pack compound, the Unseelie could actually hurt him from a distance, if he chose. Or harm one of his friends. Goddamn him.


But not Mackenzie. Ever. He’d made sure of that.


Shaken, he took a seat across from Hammer, the team’s quiet giant, and tried to relax. The big, bald man simply uttered a polite, “Hey, whatzup?” and went on shoveling in his dinner like he’d never get another meal.


Kalen’s muscles began to uncoil. Unlike some of the others, Hammer never forced conversation, pointed out Kalen’s failings, taunted him, or poked into his biz, and for those things alone he liked the guy. Since the man didn’t really seem to be waiting for an answer, Kalen didn’t give one. Instead, his gaze fell on the dish of lasagna in the center of the table and he willed down sudden nausea.
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