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      Black Arrowhead Series: Book 6

      

      Joy Lockwood has spent decades supporting herself as an entertainer. Now she and Salem enjoy a peaceful life with their new family. Though it hasn’t been an easy transition, she’s about to discover just how hard she’s willing to fight for her spot in the pack.

      Atticus lives a solitary life, as all Vampires do. He owns a profitable club, a secluded home, and wants for nothing. But for many months, he has been infatuated by the forbidden fruit of a mated woman. When outsiders target the Arrowhead pack, Atticus forms an alliance with them only to discover that things aren’t what they seem.

      Three lives intersect in a fight for survival, but will they survive their own demons?

      

      Love takes courage.
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      I’ve always been drawn to the scent of roses. I’d soak in rose-scented bathwater until my skin shriveled like a raisin, but indulging in such luxuries had taken a back seat. Despite having two bathrooms on the second floor, eight people shared them, which made finding privacy increasingly difficult even in a large house. It wasn’t fair to others if I occupied the bathroom for two hours. Someone would always knock, voices disturbing me from outside the door.

      I wasn’t used to a noisy house and sharing bathrooms. Aside from my childhood, I’d always lived alone, whether it was in a townhome, apartment, or hotel room.

      Instead of soaking in oils for hours on end, I slathered my arms with rose-scented lotion.

      “I need to get it together,” I muttered while digging through my makeup bag. I owned tons of expensive cosmetics that I rarely used anymore. Now they were relics of another life.

      It still took work to achieve a no-makeup look. My fair complexion benefited from contouring and blush, and brown mascara subtly enhanced my blue eyes. Since my makeup mirror was in the bedroom, I struggled to lean over the sink and get a closer look in the mirror. While brushing the wand over my top lashes, I accidentally poked myself.

      “Ouch!” I cupped my eye and cringed from the burning pain. My eye teared up instantly.

      A knock at the door startled me, and I dropped the mascara onto the floor.

      “Joy?” Cecilia called out. “Are you okay in there?”

      “Gracious, no. I’m a complete disaster.”

      The door cracked open, and Cecilia peered inside. “What happened?”

      I lowered my hand, my right eye still sealed shut as it continued to sting.

      She grimaced.

      That’s when I redirected my gaze to the mirror and burst out laughing. “It looks like a tarantula crawled onto my face.”

      She retrieved a hand towel and ran it under the water. “It’s not so bad. Let me fix it for you.” After adding a drop of liquid soap to the towel, Cecilia dabbed beneath my eye. “The trick is to be gentle or you’ll irritate your skin and make it worse.”

      As she cleaned up the mascara, it dawned on me how Cecilia might have had firsthand experience hiding bruises and cleaning makeup from tearstained cheeks.

      “Oh, honey. You don’t have to make a fuss over a little makeup disaster. Fake eyelashes are better, but I haven’t worn those in years. I’m out of practice with the mascara.” After wiping the corner, she backed up and assessed the damage. “All done, but your eyeball is red.”

      “So be it.”

      Cecilia was a sweetheart, and the poor girl had been through hell with her abusive ex. While her and Archer’s relationship had initially surprised me, they were an ideal match. He doted over her, cherished her, and treated her like gold. Cecilia grounded Archer, which made him more pack-oriented. I loved seeing her give him surprise gifts, and they held hands like young sweethearts. They didn’t kiss in front of us often, but he treated her with such tenderness that it left me envious. The way their fingers touched at the dinner table was every bit as intimate as a kiss. After all she had suffered, she deserved a love like his.

      That often left me wondering what I deserved.

      Cecilia adjusted her ponytail and gave her reflection a cursory glance. Every woman in the house had her own unique beauty, and hers shone through in her kindness and grace. Some might have considered a lithe girl with brown hair and long skirts plain, but Cecilia’s wholesome aura reminded me of the girl I once was long ago. She knew exactly who she was, and that was something I was still figuring out for myself.

      After collecting the mascara off the floor, she put the wand back in the tube. “You’re prettier without it. Besides, it’s just us girls today.”

      “Yes, just us girls,” Virgil repeated from the doorway.

      “Don’t even dream of it,” I warned him. “Only the ladies are invited.”

      Virgil was always inserting himself in conversations and trying to tag along. He hated being left out of anything, so he shouldered his way in. Taking an eyeliner pencil from my makeup bag, Virgil leaned toward the mirror and lined his eyes. “Is this better?”

      “You still need a vagina.”

      He set the eyeliner on the sink and stared down at me, his tousled blond hair giving off a rock star vibe. “This is the twenty-first century, and you still want to define sexuality by genitalia?”

      Cecilia forced him out of the room and let the door shut behind her. “One of these days I’m going to feel guilty about excluding him from our outings.”

      Virgil whimpered outside the door.

      “Honey, don’t.” I placed the eyeliner back in my makeup bag. “Virgil can’t be part of everything. If the men can go out and have their time together, so can we. Virgil only wants to get drunk on sensory magic and flirt with everyone in the bar. I’m not in the mood to babysit tonight.” I cocked my head. “Did he shift?”

      Cecilia cracked the door and peered out before saying, “Virgil, can you run down and tell Robyn we’re coming?”

      Which answered my question: Virgil hadn’t shifted. Thank the fates. He sometimes shifted in the shower or at random times, and because his wolf was hyperactive and unpredictable, I kept my distance.

      “Is Robyn’s yoga class over?” I asked.

      “Everyone just left.” Cecilia rotated her wrist, which knocked the charms around on her bracelet. “I wish Hope could come with us.”

      “Same. It was lovely having a tea party at your bookstore last week, and I think Hope really enjoyed it since we had the whole store to ourselves. I don’t think I’ve laughed that hard in ages,” I said, thinking about how we had read random passages from steamy romance books. “We should do that again so she can join us.”

      “I bought a storage locker last week filled with popular books, so a lot of new people are stopping in to look at the new inventory. Maybe in another week or two, it’ll slow down and we can have another tea party or whatever Hope wants.”

      Since becoming pregnant, Hope wasn’t venturing out as often. She worried that public spaces might trigger an anxiety attack, which could cause her to involuntarily shift. That was incredibly dangerous for a pregnant woman. Her attacks were unpredictable, but most of the time they occurred when she was either stressed out or in public. To curb her anxiety, she’d been religiously attending Robyn’s yoga and meditation classes, which had gained paying members from neighboring packs. So far, there were only about five at any given time, but it brought in money and gave her an important role in the house.

      “Perhaps we can dream up something else fun,” I suggested before entering the hall. “The poor thing. She still has five months to go.”

      “Maybe we can rent a private room at the Rabbit Lounge on an early Monday morning. They’re soundproof, and Bear could cater from the kitchen. That way she’s still getting out of the house but without all the noise and triggers. We could decorate it with magazines, candles, flowers, music—oh, won’t that be so much fun! Melody’s aunt runs a bakery and candy shop, and we could order cakes and sweets and arrange them on those three-tier silver stands.”

      “That sounds scrumptious.” I hooked my arm in hers. “It’s wonderful to have a group of friends.”

      “Family,” she said, correcting me. “But I know what you mean. After my father died, I felt so alone, especially with Noah keeping me at home all the time. It would’ve been nice to have a friend or sibling to talk to. Even though I’m not the social butterfly in the group, I wouldn’t give up this pack for the world.”

      “And we wouldn’t give you up for the world.”

      I often sensed Cecilia needed more reassurance than others because of her quiet nature and abusive past with someone she’d trusted.

      I felt close to all the women for different reasons. Mercy’s fun-loving personality was contagious, and she could handle any sticky situation like a pro. While Melody was a little on the wild side, she was always encouraging me to take my knitting hobby to a professional level by studying more and practicing. Hope brought out my introspective side with her maturity and wisdom, and Robyn’s expressive and compassionate nature reminded me that we were all a little human.

      When we reached the second-to-last hall on the right, Cecilia loosened her hold and flashed me a mischievous grin. “I’ll be down in a minute. Archer came upstairs to change and grab his prosthesis, and I want to say a quick goodbye.”

      “Don’t you lovebirds take too long.” I winked at her as she eagerly rushed to their bedroom door. The love between each couple in the house warmed my heart.

      When I reached the staircase, Salem was ascending. His beard needed a trim, and I wondered when he’d last cut his shoulder-length hair. He often wore it tied back in a knot and didn’t seem to give his appearance much consideration.

      Salem halted at the landing and leaned against the wall. “Where are you going this time?”

      “Today was Melody’s pick, and she wants to go to Dragonfly’s. That’s why Hope’s staying home.”

      “I heard.” He stared vacantly at me while heaving one of his drawn-out sighs. “What happened to your eye?”

      “Mascara mishap. Aren’t you supposed to be helping Tak with staining the fence?”

      “I thought it would be prudent to watch over his mate while you’re out, don’t you think? Tak will understand.” He wearily rubbed his eyebrow. “Wouldn’t you rather stay home than engage in frivolities?”

      I gripped the handrail. “Not especially.”

      An awkward silence descended between us.

      “Stay away from Vampires,” he finally said. “And don’t leave your drink or food unattended. Someone might spike them with sensory magic like what happened last week to Montana.” He hiked up the steps. “And stop ordering sugary drinks.”

      When I reached the bottom of the stairs, Catcher met my eyes as if he’d been waiting for me the whole time. He cocked his head, then startled me with a suppressed bark.

      “Go find a rabbit to hunt,” I whispered. “Shoo!”

      Mercy sashayed into view, her silver hair styled beautifully. “I’m fixin’ to lose my mind.”

      “What’s happening?”

      She stuffed her hands in the pockets of her short leather jacket. “I’m gonna have to take a rain check. Calvin called, and he’s in a pickle. That klutzy gal he hired didn’t show up, and Bear’s fixin’ to start serving food any minute. I sure hate to skip out on a fun afternoon with the girls, but duty calls.” She bustled past Catcher toward the front door. “Y’all have fun without me!”

      When I pivoted toward the kitchen, Catcher walked alongside me. Irritated, I spun around and marched into the living room. His toenails clicked against the wood floor as he caught up.

      “Stop that!” I hissed. “I’m sure you don’t know what to do with yourself now that you’re not Robyn’s watchdog, but find somebody else to follow around—someone who doesn’t already have a mate.”

      He groaned and shook his tan-and-black coat before sitting on his haunches. The scar on Catcher’s right ear reminded me of how he almost died in a barn fire after Dax’s men had beaten him in a vain attempt to get Robyn back, so it was hard to stay mad at him.

      What sort of man gives up his life to serve as a watchdog? Especially when it’s not required that they remain in wolf form the whole time. Why didn’t he shift back when his watch over Robyn ended? Maybe his wolf took over completely. What a terrible fate.

      That was one reason I didn’t want to get too close to him. Wolves couldn’t be tamed, and not allowing his human counterpart out had made Catcher the most feral in the bunch.

      He turned his head toward the murmuring in the hallway and yawned. I spotted Robyn and Montana in the corridor, clutching each other in a lover’s embrace. He had pinned her to the wall, his hands anchored on her hips while she clawed his back from beneath his shirt. Montana didn’t just kiss that woman; he devoured her. I fondly remembered the first time we met and how jarring it was to meet a human traveling with a Shifter wolf. I’d often wondered if Montana would still have gotten serious with Robyn if she hadn’t been born a Potential. How could anyone love outside their species and expect it to last, especially when humans lived incredibly short lifespans?

      Montana’s hat flipped off his head when their kiss deepened to a scorching degree.

      An overwhelming melancholy came over me like a heavy rain.

      Catcher whined and licked my hand, which interrupted the happy couple.

      “Catcher?” Robyn walked in while fastening the top button of her blue flannel shirt. “What’s the matter? You’ve been acting weird all week.” She knelt beside him and scratched his ear. “Are you sad you’re not my number one guy anymore?”

      He groaned and snorted.

      “I think he wants to be a watchdog again,” I suggested. “All he does now is guard the property. Seems awful lonely. How in the world can he stay in animal form this whole time?”

      She kissed his snout and then stood. “I’ve wondered the same. Catcher knows I’ll love him no matter which form he chooses, but it feels like I’ve robbed him of his life.”

      Montana embraced her from behind. “We asked Milly if she had a medicine that would make him shift back, but she said it’s too dangerous to try at this point. He’s wild—as wild as a Shifter can get. And if he woke up in a strange place where everyone knows him, he might have a mental break.” Montana kissed the top of Robyn’s head and loosened his hold. “You ladies better get going.”

      “Mercy bailed on us,” Robyn informed him.

      “Are you shitting me?” Montana crossed his arms and raised a quizzical brow. “She’s been talking about this outing for days.”

      “Work emergency.” Robyn absently stroked Catcher’s ear. “It’s my fault. If I hadn’t let the yoga class run late, she would’ve missed the call and we’d all be out having fun.”

      “Knowing Calvin, he would’ve called her again.”

      “Au contraire. Mercy knows better and always leaves her phone at home when the girls go out. She thinks Calvin’s psychic because he always knows when she’s having fun. I should’ve canceled today’s class.”

      He quirked a handsome smile. “There you go again, blaming yourself for nothing. Cut that out.” Striding toward the front door, he winked at her over his shoulder. “Love you, sweetheart.”

      Lucian stormed into the room and startled Catcher, who jumped to all fours and barked at him. After a deep breath, Lucian wrinkled his nose. “I can still smell it.”

      “What’s wrong?” I asked him.

      “The toilet in the back hall overflowed.”

      My jaw slackened. “Did you fix it?”

      He wiped his nose again. “That’s not my area of expertise. By the way, Tak’s planning to build a chicken coop, but he wants to introduce Catcher to a live chicken first to see what happens.”

      “The toilet is flooding the house, but the big news is chickens?” I put my hands on my hips.

      Robyn walked over to the gong in the corner and tapped it with her knuckles. “One crisis at a time.”
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      Though our group had dwindled to four, I had a delightful lunch with Melody, Robyn, and Cecilia at Dragonfly Bar & Grill. Morning and afternoon outings were the ideal atmosphere. Less cigarette smoke, no loud music, and we didn’t have to deal with rowdy behavior.

      Standing in the club bathroom, I traced my finger across the red scar on my forehead, which angled from my hairline to my right eyebrow. Salem suggested the color might lighten over time, but because it was deep and uneven, not even makeup could conceal it entirely.

      The door swung open, and a stunning brunette in a tight red dress sashayed to one of the stalls. Her polished appearance made me notice my brown sweater poncho that Melody had designed. Though I adored it, women in this club dressed differently.

      After running my fingers through my blond hair and fixing a wayward curl, I entered the gold room and searched for our table. Of the three main rooms in the club, more people dined in this one. The gold room wasn’t ostentatious but earned its name from its gilded atmosphere of gold tea lights, chandeliers, and pendant lights that reflected off the wood floors, casting a luminous glow. The red room, filled with pulsing music and a sexual ambience, wasn’t my scene. But the green room’s jazzy vibe and sophisticated décor appealed to me most.

      Melody waved as if I couldn’t spot her pink hair in a crowd. I weaved around a few busy tables and rejoined my group.

      Melody twirled her hair around her finger. “We’re talking about throwing a baby shower for Hope. We should start planning since it’s already October. The weather’s getting cold, and we’re trying to decide if we should have it indoors during the winter or wait until March and have an outdoor event. Thoughts?”

      “Isn’t she due in March?”

      Melody played with her snake ring. “Yes, but it warms up pretty early in the year, so we can still have it before her due date. Do you think we should have it now?”

      I rested my hands in my lap, uncertain how they would receive my opinion. “I think it’s best to wait. Not to be a dark cloud, but if something unexpected were to happen, the gifts and memories would be too painful. Hope’s history of panic attacks makes her pregnancy high risk, so it might be a good idea to give her a little more time.”

      Robyn folded her arms on the table. “I didn’t even think of that.”

      “All I mean to say is there’s no rush. A woman should settle into the idea of motherhood.” When I noticed the mood shifting, I quickly added, “Plus it’ll give us plenty of time to plan, shop, and design. If I’m going to make a baby blanket, it’ll take time to choose a pattern and learn how. I couldn’t rush something like that in only a month.”

      Melody’s green eyes lit with interest. “Speaking of patterns, I was thinking about designing baby shoes in multiple sizes, but I’ve never made patterns that tiny before.”

      Cecilia listened quietly. Though she liked to go out on occasion, she was uncomfortable in most public places. People saw her as a shy young woman who struggled with conversation and forming connections, but I thought she was an intelligent, loving soul.

      Robyn raised her hand. “I vote for delivery month. We can coordinate with Bear to create a menu, and Montana and I can work on the outdoor tables and seating. Humans play fun games, so I can look into that. I’m thinking about sketching a portrait of her pregnant, but she’s not showing right now. So I’m with Joy on pushing this to next year.”

      Melody finished slurping her root beer. “We also need to come up with the guest list and send out the invites since some of them will have to make travel arrangements and book hotel rooms here. I have to make sure we invite all the important people, but not too many. Hope would freak out if all her old packmates and mine showed up. One of my aunts has connections if we need anything special.”

      Robyn snorted. “You mean like clowns and elephants?”

      “We already have a few clowns,” Cecilia chimed in.

      The table erupted with laughter.

      “I wouldn’t be surprised if my aunt could find a few elephants,” Melody said while playing with the straw in her glass. “This one time, my pack had a big Halloween party, and my Packmaster wanted to impress a new Councilman. So my aunt hired a Mage who was a Wielder. You know how they can make balls of light that kill people? This guy was juggling them out in the field! One got loose and set the Councilman’s car on fire, so my Packmaster definitely made an impression. True story.”

      I placed my napkin on my plate and signaled for the server to collect our dishes. “Today was a ball, but we should have more of these at home for the time being so we’re not excluding Hope.”

      “Can’t argue with that,” Melody added. “It’s not the same without her, and I sure don’t want to pressure her into these trips. We grew up together, so I definitely know her limits. Plus her father made me promise to keep an eye on her.”

      “Isn’t that Tak’s job?” Robyn finished her drink.

      Melody gave a hollow chuckle. “You don’t know her father. I wouldn’t be surprised if he made Lakota promise the same thing. Hope is their only child, so he’s super protective. For what it’s worth, I ordered her a plate to go.” Melody rifled through her purse.

      “Today is on me,” I insisted.

      The women exchanged a glance, and it was obvious why. I was the only one sitting at the table who didn’t have a job.

      I also didn’t have a penny to my name, but they didn’t need to know that. Salem had offered me whatever I desired for our lunches. For all these girls knew, I had raked up a fortune from my previous career as an impersonator.

      And I had.

      Circumstances change.

      After collecting our dishes, the server placed the bill on the table. When I counted the money and added a tip, the server looked over her shoulder.

      Then she said, “Today’s meal is on the house, courtesy of the owner. Have a wonderful day, ladies. We hope to see you again soon.” She collected the bill and scurried off.

      “Someone’s feeling generous,” Melody remarked before waving. “Thanks, Atticus.”

      I twisted around and spotted the blond-haired Vampire standing by a door that connected to the red room. He inclined his head, hands clasped in front of him as if he’d been watching us the whole time.

      As we collected our purses and pushed in our chairs, a male server arrived with Hope’s meal.

      Melody hefted the sturdy paper bag while giving him a quizzical stare. “What the heck did you put in there?”

      “Fresh cantaloupe,” he said matter-of-factly.

      “We didn’t order this.”

      He briefly flicked his gaze at me. “Courtesy of Mr. Rain.”

      “Um, thanks?” Her exaggerated expression implied it was heavy with fruit.

      I stole another glance at the Vampire. He’d learned from a previous visit that I loved fresh cantaloupe.

      Did he add that just for me? Strange. Perhaps he’s still trying to make amends for that man who grabbed my wrist. Is he going to give me cantaloupe every single time we come here? Don’t get paranoid. He knows Hope is pregnant, so it’s probably a gesture to the Packmaster.

      As the girls filed up the stairs, I glanced back once more, startled to find him watching me. Atticus inclined his head in a lordly manner and resumed overseeing his establishment.

      When we reached the parking lot, I caught up with Melody. “How well do you know Atticus Rain?”

      She moved the bag to her right hand. “He used to work in my aunt’s bakery. Before that, he did the usual ruthless Vampire work, but he’s always been nice to me. Not to mention he’s the one who told us about this property before it was available to the public. Maybe he was lonely out here and wanted friends nearby.”

      “Has he ever charmed you?”

      She swatted a bug off her arm. “There wouldn’t be a reason to.”

      “Unless he wanted to drink your blood and erase the memory.”

      Melody cracked up laughing. “From what I’ve heard, that man hasn’t had a drink in years. Hey! I’ve got an idea. Since Mercy’s working at the bar, why don’t we swing by the Rabbit Lounge and play a few games of pool?”

      “What about Hope’s dinner?”

      “They’ve got a fridge. I’ll put it in there until we leave.”

      Cecilia paused by Hope’s car, and the wind rustled her green skirt. “I had a wonderful time, but I’m ready to go back home.”

      “Me too,” I said. “Why don’t we drop you and Robyn off? Bear can give you a ride back when his shift ends.”

      Melody opened the passenger door. “Sounds like a plan.”
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        * * *

      

      After parking in the garage, Cecilia shut off the engine and unbuckled her seat belt. “I got a call on the emergency hotline today.”

      “Why didn’t you say anything earlier?”

      “In the club? Someone might have overheard us. I can’t be too careful.”

      Cecilia had established a domestic-abuse hotline that was now on display in all the local businesses. We made sure it couldn’t trace back to us. She and Hope managed it with plans to train two more packmates. To my knowledge, no one had called it yet.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      She played with the charms on her bracelet. “Well, the first two times were hang-up calls, and I’m not entirely sure if they were related. Tak thinks a few nosy men are calling to see if they can recognize our voices, but Lucian installed a voice changer.” She worried her lip. “Last night, a woman asked what kind of trouble you have to be in to call. When I asked about her situation, she hung up.”

      I stared into the massive garage. “Is there anything you can do to find them?”

      “Lucian said we could trace the number, but that feels like an invasion of privacy. We can’t force victims out of a situation if they’re not ready to ask for help. That’s what the hotline is for; it gives them someone to talk to when they have no one else. Hopefully it wasn’t anything serious. Maybe they were just curious.” When we got out of the car, she looked at the light shining from beneath the gym door. “Archer’s in there, so… I’ll catch up with you later.”

      On my walk to the house, I witnessed Catcher skidding around the corner to assess the situation.

      “It’s just me,” I informed him. “Little ol’ me.”

      As I ascended the steps, Catcher walked alongside me, so I let him inside. Music blared from the game room to the right, and beyond the archway, Virgil danced and belted out the lyrics, his voice reverberating off the walls.

      I set my purse down on the couch. Salem must have heard the door, because he emerged from the hallway and met me by the sectional.

      “How’s Hope?” I asked quietly.

      “She’s in the stable, brushing Luna.”

      “You and I need to talk. Privately.”

      “If you don’t mind, Cecilia got another order of books and I was going to dig through them for anything I might need before she hauls them to the bookstore.”

      I grabbed his hand. “That can wait.”

      Catcher followed us to the art room. Once inside, I corralled him out and closed the door.

      Salem paced over to Hope’s work desk and admired a few necklaces that were hanging from small hooks.

      Veering away from the door, I walked to the left corner of the room by the front window and sat on the pink sofa. Salem took that as a visual cue to join me.

      He stretched his arm over the back of the sofa and faced me. “What’s so urgent?”

      “Catcher’s been following me everywhere. He sat by my chair at the table last night. People are starting to notice his odd behavior.”

      “Odd indeed,” he said facetiously.

      “I’m not comfortable around the wolves.”

      “Surely you realize they won’t harm you.”

      “That’s not the issue, and you know it.” I moved a small pillow behind me. “I can’t keep this secret much longer.”

      “This was entirely your doing.”

      I felt a sting of annoyance at the accusation. “How does that help me now? Do you think any of this is easy for me? I can’t afford to leave this pack. Not now.”

      Salem stroked his short beard. “Maybe you’re overreacting. Tak seems like a reasonable man.”

      “We’ve been lying to him since day one. Any reasonable Packmaster would find that disrespectful. And before you point the finger at me, it was the only way.”

      He scratched his cheek and sighed. “Do you want to leave?”

      The very idea broke my heart. I loved it here. Living with this pack was the first time I’d experienced the comfort of home and family, even if the tradeoff was lying next to Salem every night.

      Our relationship was forged from a lie. He never wanted to join a pack—that was my idea. Salem initially thought Tak was part of a large tribe that was opening spots for outsiders and it would be easy for me to join since they might be looking for mates. I told Robyn we were married when I thought she was a human, but the lie spiraled after we arrived at the house and realized the best way to guarantee myself a spot was to pose as a couple.

      So… we faked a relationship.

      The night Tak offered him a spot, Salem’s hesitation had sent me into a panic. I was thankful for Salem’s sacrifice and sticking with me through everything, but my feelings for him were platonic. Now I was trapped in a lie that was slowly unraveling before my eyes. And boy, was it unraveling.

      “I don’t want to leave,” I said glumly. “We should tell them the truth soon, but I need your support.”

      He cursed under his breath. “Maybe you should tell Tak first.”

      “Maybe you should tell him first. Why is this all on me?”

      “Because joining this pack was your idea. I thought this was supposed to be a tribe and I could bow out after a few months. Remember what I said when we first got here and I realized he didn’t have a core pack? I warned you that we should leave. It’s too unstable—too small.”

      “Don’t pretend like you don’t love it here. Or do you miss your old job that much?”

      He winced as if I’d slapped him. Salem rose to his feet, his voice calm and professional. “You should go lie down and take a nap before dinner. Don’t get yourself worked up.” His eyes darted down. “It’s not good for the baby.”
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      Rather than taking Salem’s advice to rest, I accompanied him in the library while he browsed through Cecilia’s new inventory. Once finished, he left me alone to help Lakota with a project.

      One of Melody’s aunts had contributed a whole box of romance books, and since the library was my job, I added each one to a spreadsheet on the laptop before shelving them. It was easy to lose books in our enormous library, so Lucian had given me a laptop to keep track of them. We had two options since not everyone wanted to advertise what they were reading. They could either sign a clipboard with their name, date, and the book they checked out, or they could write the information on a small piece of paper and put it inside a locked metal box. I popped in once a day and updated the computer. When they returned the books, they placed them on the designated table for me to shelve in the correct location. Lucian didn’t want everyone having access to the laptop to enter their information, so that’s why I’d taken on the responsibility.

      When Cecilia joined our family, I worried she might take over my only contribution to the pack. After all, she was not only a bookworm but also owned her own bookstore. But one evening she revealed to me in confidence that she enjoyed coming home and having someone else organize everything. The bookstore overwhelmed her at times, especially with the negotiating she did with sellers. Occasionally Robyn or I would work the register when she was out of town or just having a stressful day.

      All the ladies had important roles in the house. Hope was the pack mother and ran a business. Melody was her partner and designed her own clothing, purse, and shoe lines. Mercy not only earned big tips at the Rabbit Lounge, but she was our pack accountant and handled all the finances. Robyn earned money on the side with her sketches, but now she was starting up yoga classes. Cecilia brought in decent money with book sales.

      And that left me. Working in the library was my only contribution.

      I took more from this pack than I gave, and that wasn’t like me. I’d spent my entire life building a career and living comfortably. Now that I had my own pack, I had nothing to offer.

      Gripping the ladder, I inserted one of the books onto an upper shelf.

      “That’s too high,” a voice boomed from behind me.

      Startled, I twisted around, and the ladder moved.

      In an instant, Lucian flashed across the room and caught the rolling ladder. He turned his golden eyes up and gave me an admonishing look. “Like I was saying, that’s too high.”

      I carefully descended the ladder. “Well, we can’t put everything on the lower shelves, now can we? It only makes sense to shelve the least-read books higher up.”

      “Such as?”

      After my feet touched the ground, I caught my breath. “Encyclopedias, modern plumbing, and manuals. We also have a few books on automotive repair nobody looks at.”

      A crooked smile appeared. “Not in Lakota’s case. His truck’s been in the shop more times than Virgil’s emptied the cookie jar. What troubles you, female?”

      I held the side of the ladder. “What makes you ask such a thing?”

      His nose twitched. “Because anxiety burns my nose, and I could smell yours from across the house. Why are you so nervous?”

      “Why are you so nosy?”

      He sat on top of a wooden table and thumbed through a new fantasy book. “I’m a Chitah living in a house filled with emotional Shifters. What do you expect?”

      I gave his black attire a once-over. Lucian was a dapper dresser whenever we went out, always in a leather belt with expensive button-ups. But around the house it was always dark T-shirts and tank tops.

      “Are you checking out this book?” I touched the novel in his hands.

      Lucian let me take it, but he kept his gaze fixed on me as I turned around.

      I switched on the computer to type Lucian’s name in the spreadsheet and the name of the book in the next column. “Be sure to leave it on the return table when you’re done.”

      “I could set up a scanning system and put stickers on the books.”

      “We decided against that two weeks ago. Cecilia advised against putting adhesives on the books, and Tak is against wrapping them in plastic covers. It would ruin the aesthetic of his home, not to mention he hates plastic.”

      “Funny, because they bought a shitload of diapers a few days ago.”

      I chuckled softly while entering the date in the computer. “He wanted cloth until Hope said he would be in charge of cleaning them.”

      “When are you going to tell them?”

      I saved the file. “Tell who what?”

      “Tell the pack that you’re pregnant?”

      It was as if the air had left the room, and I froze.

      Did I imagine him saying that?

      Lucian sniffed twice. “Did you think you could hide it from a Chitah? Shifters only pick it up in animal form, though not always. Usually in the later months. But you can’t disguise your changing chemistry from a Chitah—not without a boatload of perfume. And lately you haven’t been soaking in rose oil.”

      I closed the laptop and gathered my thoughts, which were as scattered as flower petals caught in a tornado.

      “You don’t need to be afraid, but you’ve been living in this house for seven months. Time’s running out. Exactly how far along are you?”

      Facing him, I flicked a worried glance at the open doorway in the back.

      “No one’s around,” he assured me while staring at the black ring on his finger. “Catcher knows. What I can’t figure out is why he thinks you need a watchdog when you’ve got Salem. He must have a screw loose.”

      My stomach knotted, and just then, Lucian’s nose twitched as he raised his head.

      “Someone’s got secrets,” he muttered.

      “I plan on telling them.”

      He hopped off the table. “Tak’s been going on and on about it being a sign from the spirit world that they’re the first one in the house to have a baby. I wonder what he’ll think about this sign. Anyhow, they sent me here to tell you dinner’s ready. You’re not dropping the bomb tonight, are you?”

      I swallowed hard. “Do you think they’ll be upset?”

      He shrugged. “It’s one thing to keep it a secret for a little while, but you’ve been lying this whole time. I can’t say how they’ll react. Even if they get over it, you still lied to the Packmaster. They take that shit seriously.”

      Lucian was not only pragmatic but also blunt. If he wasn’t sure how they’d react, that left me doubtful.

      “Maybe you should wait until after the wine is served,” he suggested before striding toward the door. “Wine has a way of loosening people up.”

      “Yes, but Tak doesn’t drink.”

      I had done my best to conceal the pregnancy. In the beginning, the morning sickness was awful and food didn’t always agree with me. Because of that, we chose the room across from the bathroom. No one seemed to notice my snacking and odd cravings, and I didn’t carry in an obvious way. Still, I always wore oversized, billowy tops.

      After Lucian left, I ran my hands over my belly. Even though I was almost eight months, I hadn’t felt the baby move. In the first trimester, Salem assured me all was well. But now he wasn’t as confident.

      Catcher’s barking snapped me out of my thoughts. He stared at me from the arched entryway, which connected to the back hall.

      After a quick wag of his tail, he trotted toward me, then rested his head on my stomach and stared up. A whine lingered in his throat.

      “He likes you,” Tak said, coming up behind him.

      Catcher pivoted and growled.

      Tak dipped his chin and threw off enough alpha energy that it skated across my skin and made my hair stand on end.

      “He hasn’t been acting right.” Tak crossed the room and stood before me. “We discussed this a few months ago, but it’s time you shift and meet the pack. What if you had shifted in here alone and Catcher attacked your wolf?” He stroked Catcher’s big head while casting a critical eye at me. “We were all strangers in the beginning and needed time to adjust, but if you don’t let your wolf out to meet us, I can’t protect you or anyone else from what might happen. That reflects poorly on me. No one will feel safe joining my pack if I can’t protect my packmates from one another.”

      “I know.”

      Tak gestured for Catcher to leave, and the wolf obediently trotted out of the room. “Shift.”

      I flicked my eyes up in worry. “Now? Here?”

      “Your wolf has to meet me. If you have a crazy animal, we’ll deal with that. I’ve already got two in the house.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      I sat down in one of the curved wooden chairs. “It’s not a choice. I literally can’t.”

      He crossed his arms. Tak was a formidable man who had built taller doorways to accommodate his height. I’d seen him strike the target on a board with an axe multiple times in a row, and I also remembered how easily he threw out potential packmates in the beginning. “Is it a defect? Why didn’t you tell me before?”

      “It’s not that.”

      “Then I’ll make you shift.”

      I threw my hands out. “No! Please don’t.”

      He gave an irritated sigh. “And why not?”

      Resting my hands on my belly, I replied, “I’m pregnant.”

      He stepped back, arms at his side. “What? When did this happen?”

      Now or never.

      “Before we arrived.”

      Silence engulfed the room.

      When Tak bent over with his hands on his knees, his long braid slipped forward. “Are you telling me this whole time I had you doing manual labor and lifting heavy wood, you were with child?”

      It hadn’t occurred to me until that moment that Tak might feel he had inadvertently put me in danger, but that was exactly how he was taking it as he stared at his feet.

      “Tak, dinner’s getting cold,” Hope said from the back hall. She saw her mate’s awkward stance and hurried to his side. “What’s wrong? Tak?”

      Catcher barked incessantly from the doorway, calling everyone’s attention. And one by one, my packmates filed into the room. Including Salem, who glued himself to the entrance as if he might flee at any moment. Lucian sat on a nearby table and watched with mild interest while munching on a raw onion.

      Virgil swaggered in wearing his Introvert T-shirt and a pair of sweatpants that tapered at the ankles. “What’s the catastrophe? Virgil Nightingale is hungry, and that food isn’t gonna eat itself.”

      Hope rubbed her mate’s shoulder, worry glittering in her dark eyes. “Tak? What’s wrong? Should I call a Relic?”

      I waited in dread. Tak’s word was law in the Arrowhead pack.

      He finally straightened up and took a deep breath. “Joy and Salem are with child.”

      Hope’s mouth fell open, and she was the first to rush at me with a hug. “Oh my gosh! That’s wonderful news. Congratulations! How far along?”

      “Almost eight months,” I answered.

      The only sound in the room was Lucian taking a bite of that onion.

      Catcher trotted over and sat close.

      Meanwhile, Tak dragged a chair in front of me and sat down. “Now I know why you’ve been avoiding my wolf.”

      Virgil pointed at me with an astonished expression. “That explains why Salem always eats after you. And why you never drink alcohol.”

      Everyone nodded while slowly putting together the pieces of our deceit. Archer sat on the table next to Lucian and whispered something to him. Bear still had an oven mitt on his hand when he joined his mate’s side, and if he didn’t already have a grey streak in his hair, he might get another after this meeting.

      “Holy mackerel!” Mercy put her hand on top of her head. “All this time? How in the world did you hide it? We do yoga! I never noticed a bump.”

      I wondered if Salem might jump in, but he held his position by the back entrance, his arms crossed.

      Hope dragged her gaze to my stomach. “Eight months? That’s impossible. Why aren’t you showing?”

      Lakota took a seat in a chair. “Because she wasn’t eating for two like she should have been. We would have noticed. I’m an idiot. Why didn’t I see?”

      Hope blanched and regarded her mate. “She’s malnourished!”

      “I assure you that’s not the case,” Salem informed her. “Some women carry differently. Joy gained weight all over, so it was easy to assume she was just getting larger.”

      Melody scowled at him.

      Lacing his fingers together, Tak leveled me with his gaze. “Tell me why you kept this a secret for so long. I want the truth.”

      I steeled myself beneath the crushing weight of his gaze. “Everyone always says that packs don’t want single women when they have a lot of single men. Especially a woman with a child. It’s another mouth to feed. Most wolves live on their own for a little while, but they eventually join a pack after they find a mate.”

      “That sure wasn’t my plan,” Melody murmured.

      “Yes, but if you and Lakota had never mated, you still had something to offer a pack with your company,” I pointed out. “Good packs have a waiting list and are very selective. If there are too many unmated men, they’ll choose couples so they don’t have to deal with the drama of everyone hitting on the new girl. The only way I stood a chance was to fake our relationship.”

      Melody jerked her head back. “Wait… What?”

      I nervously rubbed my thumbnail and addressed Tak. “Salem and I aren’t really mated. We had no idea what we were walking into, and you expected everyone to prove themselves by putting in the work. Salem’s odds of getting accepted were greater because of his medical skills, but I still wanted to pull my weight. If you knew I was pregnant and single, I would have sat on the sidelines like a freeloader. You rejected busloads of people before we even arrived, and that terrified me. I realized how selective you were, so there was no retracting our lie. It turned out I was right. Salem got accepted, and I squeaked in as his mate.”

      Krys rested his arms over the back of a chair. “Something isn’t right with that bullshit. If he knocked you up, why pretend you’re mated?”

      “Don’t be an a-hole,” Mercy snapped.

      He steered his crystal-blue eyes back to Salem. “I’m just being real. If Tak had known you were the father, he wouldn’t have cut her loose just because you weren’t mated. Tak wouldn’t separate a child from both parents. Why go through life in a fake relationship, all because of a baby?”

      I studied Salem’s expression to see what he thought about telling them everything. When he watched in silence, I realized I was alone in this endeavor.

      “Guilt,” I answered for him.

      Krys scoffed. “For a baby? Shit. He could have given you money and helped raise the kid until you found a mate. Then you join a pack. How long did you two think you could carry on without cheating?”

      Virgil smirked at him. “Technically it’s not cheating if they’re not mated.”

      “Quiet,” Tak ordered them.

      Hope stood beside her mate, her hand on his shoulder as she cast an uncertain gaze on me.

      “It’s not Salem’s baby,” I admitted, making it abundantly clear.

      Tak drew in a deep breath and sighed. “I don’t like being lied to, but now that the truth is out, I need time to reflect on how to handle this. I should have been made aware about the pregnancy. You were hauling lumber and putting out a fire when the barn went up in flames.” He gave a stern tilt of his head before addressing the others. “The father of the baby is nobody’s business, and unless Joy wants to share more, we’ll leave it alone. As for you two in a false relationship, that I have an issue with. All this time, you’ve been sleeping in the same bed. You’ve given everyone the impression you were mated. The baby was a secret, but the relationship was a lie.”

      I stroked the base of my throat. Tak was a fair leader, but he would always put the pack above one person’s needs.

      He rose from his chair. “I can’t allow this charade to go on. You two won’t be sleeping in the same room if you’re not romantically involved. That’s not the pack way.” Tak shook his head. “Now it’s obvious why Catcher’s been following you around—he thinks he’s on watchdog duty again. Maybe that’s not such a bad idea.”

      “It’s a terrible idea,” I protested. “I’m not comfortable with a wolf following me around everywhere I go.”

      He shrugged. “I can’t make him stop if that’s what he chooses to do.” Tak knelt before me and clutched the arms of the chair. “You and Salem deceived me, and I have much to consider. But the baby is a blessing. All children are blessings.” He placed his hand over my stomach and whispered what seemed like a prayer in his native tongue. Then he finally said, “You’ll eat extra food from now on. Your wolf needs meat. And no more work.”

      When I saw Hope wipe a tear from her eye, I pushed myself up. “I’m sorry I lied to you.”

      She shook her head. “It’s not that. I feel terrible. All the fuss everyone made over me. All the precious gifts you made for my baby when you had one of your own coming. The extra food people brought me on movie night. The pampering. And all this time, you were sitting off to the side with your own little one to celebrate.”

      Hope wasn’t an especially emotional person, let alone a hugger. So when I saw those emotions and fell into her embrace, it was real and touched my tender heart. It also meant she was just as hormonal as I was.

      Someone’s arms came around me from behind, and the pack’s love surrounded us. I had never been part of a pack—I’d never known unconditional support. But a looming reality reminded me that Tak would have to weigh his decision heavily on what to do with us.

      “Two babies,” Mercy blurted out. “Everyone’s gonna be on diaper duty.”

      “That remains to be seen,” Lucian declared from a distance. “On that note, I’ll be at the table.”

      While everyone backed up and gave me their congratulations, Tak crooked his finger at Salem before they left the room together.

      Robyn touched my stomach. “I can’t get over how you’re not showing.”

      I cinched my blouse tight and showed them my side profile. Only then did they see how well I’d hidden my weight beneath oversized shirts, jackets, and ponchos. As a former entertainer, I knew how to use clothing to become someone else. They saw what they wanted to see.

      Though I should have been relieved to have this weight off my shoulders, the uncertainty of where that left Salem and me hung like an ominous cloud precipitating an oncoming storm.
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      Following dinner, Hope led me to her bedroom for a heartfelt conversation. She didn’t inquire about the baby’s father but admitted to noticing how Salem and I were never affectionate. Others had accepted it as part of who we were, but it still raised a few eyebrows since we were even less affectionate than Cecilia and Archer. It was obvious those two were in love, so I could only imagine what they must have thought about us. I talked about hiding my morning sickness and all the times I’d gotten indigestion after a meal. She asked about the changes I’d been experiencing, curious of what her own pregnancy might have in store.

      When she laid her hand on my stomach, hoping to feel the baby kick, I smiled wistfully. No good would come from making her worry, especially with her anxiety, so I didn’t reveal that the baby had never moved inside me.

      The real shock came after dinner. When I headed to my bedroom to change, Salem had already cleared his things out. It was the first time since our arrival that I’d slept alone in our bed.

      To be honest, it was heavenly. Having spent most of my adult life alone, I’d developed a certain nocturnal routine. Now I had the freedom to choose either side of the bed, and I didn’t have to endure the awful curtain of silence whenever he came in at night. Though Salem and I had built an imaginary relationship on a foundation of lies, he’d remained a gentleman throughout it all. It was a relief to no longer have to pretend.

      It was also nice to have the covers and pillows all to myself.

      The next morning, I dressed in privacy while listening to Virgil singing in the other bathroom down the hall. When I passed by, I spotted Krys hanging out by the door.

      “My bathroom’s free now,” I informed him.

      “I’m good.”

      As soon as I reached the landing on the stairs, I spotted Catcher waiting at the bottom. He snorted at me as if to say I’d slept in too late.

      “Are we really doing this?” I passed by him. “I’ve already got a shadow.”

      The scent of sausages, biscuits, and fresh fruit filled the kitchen.

      “Hey,” Bear said, catching my attention as I walked past the kitchen fireplace. “Hope you don’t mind, but I took the liberty of making this drink for you.”

      I accepted the glass he offered me. “What is it?”

      Bear untied his apron in the back. “It has all the nutrients you need, but it’s delicious. I’ve been making one for Hope every morning. Taste it.”

      “Will it make me sick?”

      “No, ma’am. It’s sweeter than it looks.”

      When his chest puffed out, I smiled with amusement. Bear was adorable—a giant who loved making people happy through food.

      When I tasted the fruity beverage, I said, “Mmm. This really is delicious.”

      “It’s got veggies in there, but you’d never know. I made you avocado toast, sausages, an omelet, and a glass of milk.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “That’s quite a food combination.”

      His eyebrows gathered together. “You have to eat it. Tak doesn’t like the processed stuff they sell in the store, so the sausages are fresh from a local butcher. After he found out how much I paid a local for the eggs, he brought up raising chickens again.”

      When I entered into the spacious dining room, which was darkest in the morning because of the west-facing windows, I was taken aback. Instead of the usual chatter and smiling faces, the only two seated at the table were Tak and Salem, and Salem wasn’t sitting in his usual spot. He sat on Tak’s left, his arms crossed on the table.

      “Is this a private meeting?” I asked.

      Tak gestured to the chair on his right.

      Carrying my juice, I walked apprehensively and sat across from Salem.

      “I asked for a private breakfast this morning,” Tak began. “Everyone else will eat outside. Or in Virgil’s case, on the roof.”

      I suppressed a smile. The last time we had eaten on the deck, Virgil had climbed onto the roof. He and Tak got into a heated argument that the pack must eat together, with Virgil arguing he could hear everyone just fine.

      Bear set the rest of the food on the table.

      “Thanks, chef.” Tak nodded at Bear.

      “You bet.” After setting down the last plate, Bear made himself scarce.

      I scooped an omelet onto my plate while it was still hot. Salem sat motionless, which didn’t go unnoticed by the Packmaster.

      “You’re more honorable than I am,” Tak said to him before stuffing a sausage link into his mouth. “My appetite is like a boulder rolling down a mountain; there’s no stopping it.” He gave a boisterous laugh and then gestured at Salem’s plate. “There’s plenty of food at this table. Eat.”

      Salem sipped his coffee. “I prefer to wait, if you don’t mind.”

      “Suit yourself, but eggs taste better warm.”

      After swallowing a bite, I felt the need to explain Salem’s behavior. “Before we arrived here, there were days when there wasn’t enough food.”

      “I had to be careful about moving my money,” Salem tacked on. “So for a time, we were living out of pocket.”

      “Salem always made sure I had enough to eat even if that meant him skipping meals or eating less.”

      Assessing Tak’s demeanor, I found him impossible to read. He could switch between jovial and serious in a snap.

      He licked his thumb and then washed down his sausage. “I’ve learned in these past months that taking in strangers comes with more trouble than I anticipated. I’ve always believed that everyone deserves a clean slate, but some of you are testing me.” Tak ate a strawberry and slanted his eyes toward me, then Salem. “Do both of you wish to live here?”

      I nodded, speaking for myself.

      Salem appeared to be mulling it over. “Yes,” he finally replied. “I’ll admit this wasn’t where I imagined myself, but high aspirations never led to anything good.”

      Tak’s sonorous laugh startled me. He slammed his hand on the table and sat back, the laughter slowly dying in his chest. “If you think living here is lowering the bar, I’d love to hear more about your previous life, Salem Lockwood.”

      Salem stroked his lower lip. “I didn’t mean that as an insult. Let’s just say that my life was once… demanding. Nothing was ever enough for me.”

      “You worked in human medicine, did you not?”

      Salem nodded. “One of many careers I had.”

      Tak slurped his orange juice. After he set the glass aside, he brushed his fingers against the striking turquoise necklace adorning his neck, a piece reserved for impressing others, and it was certainly working now. “Can you two live under the same roof without trouble?”

      I shared a quiet look with Salem, ambivalent about his existence in my life. His deciding to stay here permanently had never crossed my mind. I’d always imagined that one day I’d wake up and he wouldn’t be there anymore.

      Salem stroked his short beard. “I’m all right with it.”

      Tak waited for my answer. “In case you were wondering, I would never cast you out for doing what’s best for your child.”

      I threaded a loose hair away from my eyelashes. “How can I be sure you’ll protect this child if I keep it? I have no mate, and… what if the baby isn’t…?”

      Tak put his hand on mine. “Your little one doesn’t have to be a wolf to be part of the pack.”

      Catcher groaned from beneath the table.

      Tak let go of my hand and then dropped a sausage to the floor for Catcher. “Have you seen a Relic?”

      “I’ve been monitoring her pregnancy since the first trimester,” Salem informed him. “She’s progressing as expected. I reduced her sodium intake, so make sure she doesn’t have the saltshaker near her plate.”

      I flashed him a peevish look. “There’s nothing wrong with a few potato chips.”

      “Then buy the unsalted.” He cut into his sausage and took a bite.

      “That’s as tasty as eating cardboard.”

      Tak chuckled. “I would have never guessed you two weren’t a couple. But I have one question.”

      I set down my fork.

      “Will the father be visiting? If you reconcile, he still has to meet my approval if he’s to join the pack. Unless you want to leave.”

      “I’m not leaving—not unless you cast me out. And… there’s no father.”

      He nodded pensively. “Before I allow my pack to get excited over the prospect of another child, I first need to know if you plan to keep it. This is entirely your decision, but it’s not fair to raise everyone’s expectations if you’re considering adoption.”

      I wrung my hands beneath the table. The procrastinator in me had been stalling on a final decision, hoping that time would make things more clear. I had no maternal instincts, and it was surreal to think I was even carrying. “That’s something I can’t answer right now. Maybe I should know, but…”

      Tak curled his fingers around his glass. “If you decide to surrender the child to another couple, would you consider someone in the house?”

      I adamantly shook my head. “Being around the baby would be too difficult. If I changed my mind, it would break the hearts of whomever took them.”

      “Agreed.” He tapped his finger against the side of the glass. “Then if adoption becomes your decision, I’ll make sure this baby has the best home. No orphanages, no black markets, no wondering if they’re safe. At least two couples in the Iwa tribe have been wanting a child, so you won’t have to worry about their future. I’ll see to that. But if you keep it, they’ll be a blessing in this house. You won’t be alone in this; it takes a pack to raise a child.”

      “Thank you.”

      “We’ll support you no matter which path you choose. I’ll have to make the pack aware of the situation so they don’t give you gifts before you’ve made up your mind. Does that sound reasonable? Fair?”

      “More than fair.”

      He shoveled an omelet onto his plate. “You should see Milly. I don’t doubt your skills,” Tak said to Salem, “but Joy needs professional care. You worked in human medicine for years, but how many Shifter babies have you delivered?”

      “Zero,” Salem admitted. “But Joy doesn’t need a Relic.” He gave me a pointed stare.

      “As your alpha, I command it. End of story.” Tak swallowed his bite of egg. “Last night when I learned she’s been under your care this whole time, I contacted the higher authority to retrieve your records.”

      Salem’s countenance transformed to one of sheer terror. He scratched the top of his head, which loosened a chunk of hair from the knot. Staring at his empty plate, he said, “Calling them was unnecessary, don’t you think? You said our past doesn’t matter.”

      “Your personal lives don’t matter, but your experience is relevant, Doc. If you want to care for a pregnant woman, I need to know your history and qualifications.”

      “You could have asked me.”

      “You already lied to me once. Perhaps I wasn’t certain you would be forthcoming with factual information.” Tak narrowed his eyes at him. “I don’t play games when it comes to women and children. You haven’t worked for the higher authority in years, and they lost track of you. But since your previous experience was exclusively with humans, Joy will be seeing Milly from now on. Needn’t worry,” he said to me. “She’s an experienced midwife and the closest one available. Most packs have a Relic working with them, and I’m still weighing my options. We’ll use her for now, but she’s stretched thin with it being a small town.”

      I nodded at Salem to convey that I was fine with Tak’s decision. As noble as his intentions were, maybe he wasn’t doing enough. Yet his unspoken fears about another Relic treating me were also my own.

      Tak grabbed a large spoon and added fruit to my plate. “Good. Now that we have that squared away, I scheduled an appointment for you this afternoon. Mercy will take you.”

      I blinked with surprise. “On her scooter?”

      Tak threw back his head and laughed. Then he wagged his finger at me. “You’re funny.”

      “Who uninvited me to the party?” Virgil swaggered in, his damp hair dripping down his bare chest.

      Despite Catcher barking at him, Virgil nonchalantly took a seat next to me.

      “This is cozy,” he remarked. “Where’s my plate?”

      Tak gave him a thorny look. “The pack’s eating outside this morning. We’re having a private meeting.”

      Virgil grabbed a sausage with his bare fingers. “I didn’t get the memo.”

      “If you’re not out of here in three seconds, I’ll give Bear a vacation and put you on cooking duty for a week.”

      “If you do that, you’ll have to ask yourself who’s the one being punished. I could eat cereal every day of my life. Do you like Lucky Charms, or are you a Cheerios kind of guy? I bet you like all that whole-grain stuff with fiber.”

      When Tak scooted his chair back, Virgil shoved two sausages into his mouth and jogged out of the room.

      “Someone needs to take him to the bar,” Tak grumbled.

      Everyone knew that when Virgil didn’t go out enough, his behavior became mischievous and argumentative. He was a city boy adjusting to being cooped up in a country home.

      As were we all.
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        * * *

      

      “It must be nice not having to keep that secret anymore,” Mercy said. Her country accent was simply endearing. “You shouldn’t have been doing all that manual labor or painting. Just thinking about it gives me the shivers. Something coulda happened.” She rotated the steering wheel of Hope’s sedan and sped down a long driveway surrounded by a thicket of trees. “You need to keep your feet up, mama.”

      I chuckled softly. “Gee whiz. Everyone’s been treating me like an invalid this morning. I’m perfectly fine and don’t see any reason why I shouldn’t be⁠—”

      “Climbing up that library ladder?” she finished. After turning off the engine, Mercy unbuckled her seat belt. “You’re too far along to be doing all that. No more lifting heavy boxes or climbing up ladders. If you need someone to shelve books, I’m your backup.”

      I opened the door and got out. “What is that delectable smell?”

      “Gingerbread,” Milly called out from the porch of her quaint house, her grey bob swaying gently. “I bake when I’m pissed off.”

      A pang of guilt sliced through me as I approached the short woman with a grey bob. “I’m so sorry if I’m putting you out.”

      Her laugh sounded more like a wheeze. “You’re fine. It’s those damn blackbirds that keep gathering all over my car. If they know what’s good for them, they’ll keep migrating before I get out my pistol. Come, come. I’ve got warm gingerbread if you’re hungry.”

      We walked through a narrow hall just as the cuckoo clock started chiming. While I didn’t understand her aesthetic of mismatched furniture and an old TV set, the attached greenhouse in the back caught my eye.

      “That’s beautiful.” I approached the sliding glass doors and admired the rows of plants.

      “Here. Eat up.” She handed Mercy and me a slice of warm gingerbread on napkins. “That’s where I grow all my medicine, and I’ll be damned if those birds figure out how to pick the lock.” She pulled the drapes and then adjusted her glasses. “They might look like dumb feather dusters, but they’re intelligent assholes. They work things out.” She briefly picked up a box of cigarettes before setting them back down by the TV. “Damn. I should’ve smoked before you two showed up.”

      “I don’t mind waiting,” I told her.

      She pushed a button to an elevator on the right-hand wall in her living room. “I have a rule about smoking around pregnant women. Right this way.”

      I followed her into the elevator, and my stomach dropped when the door closed. My shawl slipped off one shoulder, but I couldn’t adjust it with the warm cake in my hands. Since Mercy had already devoured hers, I offered her mine.

      “You take it. I can’t eat a thing right now. Nerves.”

      Milly smoothed her hand over her hair. “You don’t strike me as a nervous Nellie. Babies pick up on our emotions, so the calmer you are, the better. You’ve got nothing to worry about.”

      After removing my shawl, I folded it up in a tidy square. This was the first time I had dared to wear a fitted blouse, and the material revealed more of my full breasts and rounded stomach than anyone had seen. Mercy gobbled up the cake while staring at my belly.

      Milly noticed the direction of her gaze. “How far along are you?”

      “Almost eight months.”

      “Lucky. When I carried, I looked like I was smuggling a beach ball.”

      I smiled politely. When the doors opened and revealed a sterile hallway, I froze in place. Mercy and Milly took off ahead of me, but I didn’t like that it stank of rubbing alcohol and bleach.

      Milly glanced over her shoulder and then did a double take. “Come on, girl. It’s just us down here. Nothing to be scared of. Nothing at all. It’s not the prettiest place to look at, but it has everything I need. Tell you what, I’ll give you the rest of that cake to take home with you. How does that sound?”

      Clutching the shawl, I followed behind them.

      “You can wait out here,” the Relic instructed Mercy. “This won’t take long.” She disappeared into a room and flipped on an overhead light.

      Once inside the quaint room, I stared at the exam table and metal stirrups.

      “Have a seat. I’ll draw your blood first.”

      “Is that really necessary?” I sat in the corner chair. “Salem’s been taking excellent care of me.”

      Milly tied an elastic band around my arm, which painfully bit into my skin. After taking a few deep breaths, I averted my gaze while she slapped my arm and then drew blood.

      “What symptoms have you experienced?” she asked. “Tell me everything.”

      “In the early months, nausea and vomiting. Sometimes after eating, my stomach burns. Lying down doesn’t help, and I get sick from it. Salem said to stop eating greasy foods, but it also happens eating salad.”

      “Acid reflux. Your hormones are out of sync, so it’s perfectly normal. Uncomfortable as hell, but nothing to worry about. Eat smaller and more frequent meals, and don’t drink with food if you can help it. Tiny sips are fine, but get your fluids between meals. And don’t lie down and nap after eating.” She set the vial on a metal tray near her. “What about sleeping patterns?”

      “I suppose I’ve been sleepier than usual.”

      “Any dreams?”

      I jerked my head back.

      Milly cleared her throat. “It’s not unusual for your animal to communicate with you in dreams. That’s why I ask. Pay attention to those dreams. If they’re distraught, that’s never a good sign.”

      “No dreams that I remember. I don’t sleep well, which is why I’m always sleepy.”

      After the second blood draw, she pulled out the needle and covered my arm with a small Band-Aid. “What about your wolf? Any sign she’s awake or might come out?”

      I shook my head. “It’s been really quiet these past months.”

      “Good.” Milly rolled out a machine. “Hop up and we’ll have a look-see.”

      After climbing up the steps, I sat on the exam table and felt nervous butterflies when I touched one of the stirrups.

      Milly chuckled and pushed them down. “We won’t be using those today.” She pulled out the end of the table, lengthening the cushioned part so I had something to rest my legs on. “You’ll need to remove your shirt. The pants are up to you, but I’d suggest pulling them down unless you want jelly all over them.”

      While she switched out the lights and turned on a monitor, I pulled off my blouse and reclined. Nothing was more humbling than having a complete stranger examine my body in a nonsexual way.

      Men had sexualized me my whole life, and over time I’d come to resent my features. What was once a gift had become a curse. Now my stomach, breasts, and feet were larger, and I loved my new physique. I no longer had to watch calories to maintain a specific hourglass shape.

      I squealed when Milly squirted clear jelly all over my stomach.

      “Have you had one of these before?” she asked.

      “Salem doesn’t have the equipment.”

      While I’d helped Salem during medical emergencies, having tests done on me was entirely different. The sterile environment and medicinal smells didn’t help. I took a deep breath to calm my nerves.

      It’s only a test. Milly would never hurt me. Everything’s fine.

      A tolerable heat radiated from the device she placed against my belly. While staring at the screen, she moved it around.

      “There you are,” she murmured.

      I twisted my head to look, but the screen was out of view. “What do you see?”

      “A healthy-looking baby. I thought maybe you were carrying small, but it looks the right size.”

      While she moved the device around, anxiety flooded my veins.

      Does she see something wrong? Why is she so quiet? Oh, please let this baby be okay. Please, please, please.

      “Huh.”

      My pulse jumped. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing. It turned its head and looked at me. Maybe it senses heat or vibrations, but I’ve never had one do that.” Milly moved the wand around again. “Is the father a Shifter?”

      I worried my lip.

      The Relic frowned at my reaction, the wrinkles on her face deepening. “Does it hurt?”

      “No, it’s not painful. I’m just… nervous.”

      “Try not to be. Like I said, babies pick up on that, and you don’t want a nervous baby. All the wrong hormones could give you a fussy little insomniac.” She resumed her examination. “This is why I like bringing kids to my clinic from a young age. They get used to all the equipment and aren’t scared of it. Taking in adults who haven’t been exposed to a medical environment is another story. I had one patient with a bullet lodged in his thigh come in to have it removed. As soon as he saw the X-ray machine, he shifted. His bear busted up my machine.” She squinted at the monitor. “Do you want to know the gender?”

      Do I? Maybe it’s best if I don’t.

      “No, I’d rather not. Are you positive it’s alive?”

      She chuckled. “Strong heartbeat.”

      Still disbelieving, I lifted my head to see. “But I haven’t felt it kicking or moving.”

      “Not even a flutter?”

      “Well, it’s hard to tell if it’s gas.”

      “When a baby stands on your bladder, you’ll know.” She focused on the screen again. “The amniotic fluid plays a role in activity. Some babies are less active than others. All bodies are built differently, but you’ll feel it soon enough.”

      A loud crash in the hallway made me jump out of my skin.

      “Sorry!” Mercy called out. “Don’t you worry none. I’ll clean everything up.”

      Milly shook her head. Then her small eyes widened, and her eyebrows drew together. She leaned forward to study the screen while moving the ultrasound wand across my belly. “Impossible,” she whispered.

      A swell of terror washed over me. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

      “Lie still, girl. Let me have a look.” She stared at the screen, her silence drowning my thoughts. “Now I see why you haven’t felt the baby kicking.”

      I reached out and pulled the cart, but Milly helped by tilting the screen toward me. While staring at the grainy black-and-grey image moving around, I blinked away tears. It was difficult to make out exactly what I was seeing. “It’s smaller than I thought it would be.”

      Milly moved the wand. “Look closer.”

      When I saw the misshapen face and legs, I burst into tears. “What’s wrong with it?”

      With an unwavering gaze, she watched the infant with rapt interest. “That, my dear, is a healthy young wolf.”

      My blood ran cold. “That’s… that’s impossible!”

      “Exactly. And yet… here we are. A few seconds ago, I was looking at a healthy fetus. But when your friend knocked something over, it scared your baby into shifting. Right inside you, it shifted. I’ve never seen anything like this. Not one case of a child Shifter, let alone a baby in utero. It’s not to say it’s never happened.” She set the wand aside. “The animal’s smaller than its human counterpart. If you’ve been stressed out lately, it might have been staying in animal form out of instinct. That’s why you haven’t felt anything but maybe a few flutters that could be mistaken for gas.”

      I forced myself up and stared at my glistening belly. When my fingers glided over the surface, an overwhelming sense of relief washed over me.

      “You’re alive,” I whispered.

      Milly handed me a towel. Then she rolled a stool over and sat down. “Mind telling me more about the father?”

      I wiped my stomach in silence.

      “Everything you say is confidential,” she assured me. “This is what my family’s been doing for generations. If you want me to help you through this pregnancy, the more information I have, the better. Otherwise, you’re setting me up for the unexpected. You can trust me. If I couldn’t hold a secret, I wouldn’t be this old.”

      After setting the towel aside, I put my black shirt on. “My wolf was the one impregnated.”

      Milly stared at my stomach. “Believe it or not, I’ve heard of that happening. Usually the wolf will shift and go into immediate hibernation so the mother can carry, but the fetus is always human. Generally speaking, most women can’t get pregnant in animal form.”

      “What will happen when it’s born?”

      “Hard to say, but you’ll be the first to find out!”

      That was hardly comforting.

      “Everything looks hunky-dory. I’ll run the blood work and check if you’re mineral or vitamin deficient. You’re a wolf, so make sure to eat plenty of protein. In the meantime, avoid stress. I don’t know if shifting in the womb is good or bad for the baby, but your priority needs to be relaxation. Whatever you feel, that baby and its wolf feels.”

      The baby had undoubtedly sensed my anxiety since conception. I’d been stressing over the birth, when to tell Tak, whether to keep it, and how my packmates would react. Maybe now that everyone knew, I could finally enjoy the pregnancy—get used to the idea. Decide if I was able to mother a child with obvious special needs.

      Milly patted my knee. “Are you sure you don’t want to know the gender?”

      I shook my head.

      “Suit yourself. In the meantime, I don’t have any advice out of the ordinary. Eat healthy, avoid stress, don’t shift, and most importantly, don’t tell a damn soul about this.”

      I cradled my belly. “I didn’t plan to.”

      “Good. You won’t be able to hide the truth once the baby’s born, but by then everyone will know about it, including the Council, who can give your baby protection. You can never be too careful when it comes to anomalies in the Breed world. People are awful. Just awful.” She switched off her machine. “I’ll call you with the test results and schedule another appointment. I want to see you once a week until the delivery.”

      “Which one will I give birth to?”

      “I suppose that’s up to the fates. But I’ll be honest—I’ve never delivered a pup before.”

      We chuckled nervously at the joke, but in the back of my mind, a whole new box of fear opened up.

      Milly removed her rubber gloves and pitched them into the trash. “Avoid manual labor, alcohol, cigarettes, and sensory magic. The usual. Stay active and sleep whenever you feel like it. Go out and have fun. You won’t have much of that after the baby’s born. My guess is sitting around that house is stressing you out for some reason. If you’re not happy, your inner wolf’s not happy. And believe me, you don’t want an unhappy wolf. Find a way to unwind. Doctor’s orders. Now, how about that gingerbread cake?”
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