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Chapter 1 — Betray
Ella

“I'm sorry Ella.” My physician says gently. “I'm afraid you have very few viable eggs
remaining. Frankly, | normally see these numbers in women ten or fifteen years your
senior.”

"What?" | murmur, not believing my ears. I've been trying to get pregnant for years. I'm
only 30, I should have plenty of eggs left.

“In terms of fertility, you have very little time left.” She continues. “If you want to
conceive, you need to do so before your next cycle begins.”

“My next cycle?” | repeat, my mouth hanging open in shock. | love kids more than
anything, and though it might not be everyone's ambition, | want nothing more than to be
a mother.

| have to get home and tell my boyfriend this news, and there's not a moment to waste.

| make it home in record time, bursting through the door and opening my mouth to call
for Mike, but stopping dead in my tracks. As soon as | walk inside | see a pair of high
heels and a handbag by the door — neither of which belong to me.

Even if | could find a man willing to have a baby with me in time, I'm not eager to trust
anyone after Mike's betrayal. I'm going to have to do this on my own, and | know Cora
can help me. | don't have much money, but | have enough savings to pay for the
insemination, especially since | basically have one shot and one shot only.

When | arrive, all my plans to lay out my situation for Cora clearly and concisely go out
the window, because the moment | see my sister | fall to pieces. She hugs and kisses
me until my tears subside, slowly extracting the story from me piece by piece. When she
hears about Mike and Kate she swears up a storm, but that's nothing compared to her
reaction when | explain about my fertility.

“That little shit! I'll kill him!” She fumes, studying me with a worried expression. “Ella, if
your doctor was right this means you only have one chance to conceive.”

“I know.” | sniffle. “And if this is going to be my only baby, | don't want to take any
chances. | want the best donor we can find.”

“Don’t you worry about that.” Cora assures me, “We've got donations from actors,
models, scientists — it's only the creme de la creme here.” She glances at the door and
lowers her voice. “You didn't hear it from me, but even Dominic Sinclair sent his samples
here for testing.”



“Dominic Sinclair? | repeat, “the billionaire?” I've seen the man around town, but we don't
exactly run in the same circles. He lives in the same neighborhood as my wealthy
employer and often says hello to the children | nanny, but he's always surrounded by
bodyguards and is so intimidating | get goosebumps just thinking about him.

"Oh my god.” Cora slaps her hand over her mouth. “I wasn't supposed to tell you that! |
don't know what | was thinking. Apparently he’s no stranger to fertility issues himself,
and he trusted us to handle his swimmers over every other lab in the country. I've got his
sperm in the other room at this very moment.” She frets, “But Ella you can't tell anyone,
you have to promise me.”

"Of course!” | agree immediately. “I know how important confidentiality is here.”

“Thank you,” Cora breathes. “Now, I'm going to give you a dossier of our clients so you
can pick a donor, and once you've chosen we'll get you knocked up before you can even
blink.”

It's not an easy decision, but eventually | choose a handsome surgeon whose photo
practically makes me swoon. Cora leaves the room only long enough to prepare the
sample, and though she looks a bit flustered when she returns, she quickly and
professionally completes the insemination, holding my hand when the procedure is
finished. “It's all take care of now, Ella.” She promises, “You can come back in ten days
to see if it worked.”

Ten days. | think dazedly. Ten days to decide my entire future.

If only I'd known that by the time those ten days were up, my future would no longer
belong to me — but to Dominic Sinclair himself.



Chapter 2 — Be Fired
Ella

Six days to go.
| think, staring at the date circled on my calendar.

Six days until | find out if my dreams are finally going to come true... or if | have to figure
out an entirely different plan for my life.

I've thought about nothing else since Cora inseminated me last week, I'm so anxious to
find out if I'm pregnant | haven't even begun to process Mike’s betrayal.

I’'m trying to keep a level head, yet | can't help but imagine my future with this new baby.
Try as | might, | catch myself daydreaming about it constantly. | even find myself
humming as | get ready for work in the morning.

When | arrive at my employer’s estate in the most exclusive neighborhood in Moon
Valley — which basically makes it the most exclusive neighborhood in the world, since
Moon Valley is one of the most expensive cities on the planet — I'm immediately greeted
by two little voices shouting my name in excitement. “Ella!”

The next thing | know, 3-year-old Millie is hugging my legs while her older brother, Jake,
wraps his arms around my middle. “Good morning love puddles!” | exclaim, returning
their hugs. “Are you ready for the museum?”

“Yeah!” They cheer, racing out the door without even stopping to put on coats. It takes a
bit of wrangling to get them back inside and bundled up for the cold winter day, but
before long we set out into the snow.

Jake races ahead of Millie and |, impatient to get to the science museum and not
seeming to notice that his sister’s tiny legs simply don’t move that fast. Chuckling, I lift
Millie into my arms and settle her on my hip. “Goodness, you're getting too big for this,
munchkin.”

“Nuh-uh,” Millie grins, “You're justs too little.”

She might have a point. At five foot one, | don’t exactly have the kind of build suited to
heavy lifting. I'm in great shape, but I've never been particularly strong. “Smarty pants.” |
tease, laughing with the little girl.

When | look back towards Jake, | realize he's stopped a few feet ahead of us. My heart
skips a beat when | realize why. We're in front of the Sinclair mansion, and its owner is
currently standing in the middle of the sidewalk, his gaze searing me like a firebrand as |



approach with Millie. Dominic Sinclair is just about the most handsome man I've ever
seen, but he’s also one of the most terrifying.

With dark hair and piercing green eyes, chiseled features and a body so muscular |
could swoon, it doesn’t seem fair he gets to look so good and also be so rich. If | didn’t
know better | might think it was his wealth or imposing height that makes him so
intimidating, after all he’s at least six foot four, which means he towers over me and
everyone else around him. However it's neither of those things, there’s simply an
indefinable quality about the man that | can’t put my finger on, one which screams

danger

. He gives off this energy that's so raw and animalistic one forgets there’'s anyone else in
the room.

Taking a steadying breath, | close the distance between us so Millie can say hello. When
she greets him, Dominic drags his attention from me and offers her a smile so genuine
that it tugs at my heartstrings. As | watch him talk to my two young charges, | remember
what Cora told me about his infertility struggles. He clearly loves children, and | feel a
wave of empathy for him. If anyone knows what it’s like to yearn for a family of their own,
it's me.

Jake is currently showing Dominic his new toy airplane, pulling the matchbox model from
his pocket and demonstrating how far it can fly. With a great heave, he sends the toy
gliding through the air, only to land in the middle of the street. Before any of us can say a
word, Jake races after it, right into the busy road.

“Jake no, be careful!” | cry, watching him dart out into the path of an oncoming car but
feeling frozen by my fear. Before | can contemplate putting Millie down to go after him, a
blur of movement whirrs past my vision. I've never seen anyone move so fast in my life.
Dominic became little more than a hazy outline of himself, chasing after Jake and pulling
him out of the way just before the car slams into them. The vehicle’s tires are still
screeching when Dominic sets Jake down beside me, his expression suddenly very
stern.

“That was very dangerous.” He scolds gently. “You should never go into the street
without looking both ways first.”

Jake hangs his head. “I'm sorry, | didn't want my plane to get runned over.”

“You are a million times more important than a toy.” Dominic tells him firmly, “and you
scared your nanny half to death.”

“I'm sorry, Ella.” Jake sniffles, looking up at me with wide eyes.



“I know sweetheart, just don't ever do that again.” | breathe, cuddling him against my
side. “Thank you so much.” | say to Dominic, feeling more grateful than | can express. “I
have no idea how you moved so fast! It was like something out of a superhero film.”

“Must have been the adrenaline.” Dominic shrugs, giving Millie another smile before
taking his leave. “Enjoy the rest of your day, and stay out of the road young man!”

“Yes sir!” Jake calls after him, pocketing his airplane. “I really am sorry.” He adds to me.
“It's forgotten.” | tell him softly, though | take his hand so that he can’t run off again.

“It all happened so fast.” | tell Cora later that night. “I mean the more | think about it, the
more amazing it seems. One moment he was there, and the next he was gone. It was

like magic.”

“Thank goodness Jake is alright.” She replies, but rather than looking relieved, her face
is twisted into a deep grimace.

Studying my sister’s expression, | realize her grim demeanor is not just about Jake’s
near miss. Something else is wrong, and | actually feel guilty for not noticing sooner. “Is
everything okay?”

Cora frowns, “Not really. But you've got so much going on right now, it's not important.”

“Cora, don’t be ridiculous.” | admonish. “What's going on?”

“Well, speaking of Dominic Sinclair,” She begins cryptically, “you know that sperm he
sent to us for testing?”

“Yeah,” | confirm, wondering where on earth this was going.
“It's gone missing... and I'm the last person who saw it, not to mention it was in my
custody.” She explains, her voice becoming thick with emotion. “Ella, | think... | think I'm

going to be fired. And if there’s an investigation | could lose my medical license.”

“What?” | exclaim. “What do you mean it's missing? A vial of sperm can't just get up and
walk away.”

“I know, | think someone had to steal it, but there’s no way of knowing whao’s
responsible. And it looks like I'm going to have to take the blame.” She shares, her eyes

shining with tears.

“Cora, | can't believe you didn’t tell me this sooner!” | lament, “They can't fire you, it isn’t



fair.”

“You don’t understand, Dominic is one of our biggest donors.” Cora explains. “And he’s
furious, he basically wants my head on a platter.”

A week ago | might have believed there was no hope for Cora, but seeing how kind and
understanding Dominic was with the kids today makes me wonder if he could really be
so heartless. Surely if he understood that Cora would never be so irresponsible he’d
show some leniency? | have to try and help her, | would do anything for my sister — even
begging a ruthless billionaire for mercy.



Chapter 3 - Request
Ella

Three days to go. | repeat these words to myself as | walk down the street, still
preoccupied with my possible pregnancy, even as | prepare to go to bat for my sister. In
some ways it's a coping mechanism: I'm about to beg Dominic Sinclair to save Cora’s
job, and | need a comforting thought to help me get through this.

His bodyguards see me first, and | can see their mouths moving as they watch me move
closer, no doubt notifying him of my presence. Approaching nervously behind Dominic, |
wonder for the hundredth time if this is a mistake. Who am | to ask a favor from one of
the most powerful men on the planet? Shaking myself, | tell the little voice in the back of
my mind to shut up — this is for Cora. | might not be brave for myself, but | can be brave
for her.

“Mr. Sinclair?” | ask hesitantly, feeling my heart pound violently against my ribcage.
He turns around and gazes imperiously down at me. “Yes?”
“I'm Ella Reina, | nanny for Jake and Millie Graves.” | begin, gnawing on my lower lip.

His dark eyes catch on my mouth, and suddenly | feel like a frightened rabbit in front of a
hungry wolf. “I know who you are, Ella.” The sound of my name on his lips sends a
shiver down my spine. He speaks the familiar syllables with so much purpose, as if they
truly mean something to him.

“Oh... well, I don’t mean to be impertinent, but I'm friends with Dr Cora Daniels...”As
soon as | say her name, his expression closes off, and some unidentified emotion
flashes in his eyes.

“She told me she’s in trouble at work, and | know you’re one of the bank’s donors.” |
improvise. “I don't know what Cora is being accused of, but I'm sure she’s innocent. She
takes her job incredibly seriously, and she would never do anything to risk her career.”

“And what do you expect me to do about it?” Dominic asks ominously. | can tell he
doesn't believe my weak story, his body language has changed completely, and | can
feel his rising anger vibrating in the air around us.

“l just thought... | hoped that if you had any sway there, you might be able to put in a
good word for her.” | finish, feeling color flood my cheeks. I'm both ashamed of myself
for such a feeble attempt, but unsure how else to handle such a delicate topic. The last
thing | want is to get Cora in even more trouble than before.

Dominic’s jaw ticks as he watches me, and the voice in the back of my head urges me to



run for it. “From what I've heard, your friend made a very serious mistake, and the
consequences have been more than appropriate. The best thing she can do now is take
responsibility for her mistakes, not sending you to do her dirty work for her.”

“l — she didn't, she doesn’t even know I'm here! | swear.” | plead.

“I've said all I'm going to say on this matter.” Dominic declares, turning away from me
and striding into his house. The door slams shut behind him, and I'm left with his various
bodyguards.

“You need to leave now, miss.” One of the men announces sharply.
“l can't.” | moan, “he has to understand, she’s going to lose everything!”
“We're not going to ask you again.” A second guard growls, a clear threat in his words.

“Please, she’s innocent.” | beg, “you have to —" before | can say anything more, the men
grab me by the arms and begin trying to lead me off the property. Feeling truly
desperate, | dig in my heels, deciding that my dignity is worth Cora’s entire future. “I'm
begging you, if | could just talk to Mr. Sinclair.”

“You've already talked to him.” The first guard grumbles, “and frankly you're lucky he
was as generous to you as he was. Your friend clearly told you things she shouldn’t.”

The next thing | know, they've thrown me off the property and onto the sidewalk so
forcefully that | lose my balance, tumbling to the ground as tears spark in my eyes. The
iron gates slam shut behind me, and | have no choice but to slink off before | can
embarrass myself further.

Of course, this was only the beginning of my misfortune. When | arrived at work the next
day, | found that my keys no longer fit the locks on the front door. | knocked,
overwhelmed with confusion, and a few minutes later the door swung open to reveal
Jake and Millie’s furious mother.

“My keys aren’t working.” | tell her, wondering why she’s glaring at me so fiercely.

“They’re not meant to.” She answers coldly, “as of yesterday afternoon, your services
were no longer required.”

“l... you're firing me?” | squeak, not believing my ears. “Why?”
“We got a call from the neighbors.” She explains haughtily, “apparently you let Jake run

into the road the other day where he was almost hit by a car! And then yesterday you
were seen making a fool of yourself at Dominic Sinclair's home — they said his



bodyguards had to drag you off the grounds like a common criminal.”

“That isn't fair, that isn’t what happened!” | plead. “Jake through his toy into the road and
ran after it, | didn’t let it happen, and what happened with Mr. Sinclair was a
misunderstanding.”

“I don’t want to hear it.” She hisses. “Now leave before | call the police.”

“Please, can't | at least say goodbye to the kids?” | request, praying she’ll grant me this
one kindness.

“I'm dialing.” She tells me simply, pulling her cell phone from her pocket.
“No!” I raise my palms in supplication, “It's okay, I'll go.”

For the second time this week, | find myself shamefully retreating through this opulent
neighborhood with tears streaming down my face. What hurts even worse than losing
my job is the fact | didn’t get to explain the situation to Jake and Millie, or see them one
last time. I'm sure their mother will tell them horrible things about me, despite the fact
that I've been lovingly raising for them for the last two years.

| know Dominic Sinclair is responsible for this. | don’t believe my ex-boss’s story about
the neighbors for one moment. He clearly wanted to punish me, just like he’s having
Cora punished. A rush of fury takes hold of me, and suddenly | wish | could punish him
somehow. It's not like me to be so vindictive, but right now it truly feels like my entire life
is falling apart, and it's partly his fault.

| spent all my money on the insemination, and without a job | have almost nothing. How
am | ever going to afford to have a baby now? | guarantee I'm not going to get a good
reference from Jake and Millie’s mother.

As if things weren’t already bad enough, when | return home | find a stack of bills in the
mailbox and | don’t even recognize half the senders. | open them one by one, feeling my
confusion and disbelief grow by the minute.

As | look at the stores on the breakdown of charges, my suspicion grows: they’re all
Mike’s favorite places. Is it possible he did this behind my back? That he’s been hiding
the bills from me for months... or years? | know he’ll deny it if | confront him, which
leaves me only one option.

| have to call Kate. My former best friend might have betrayed me completely with her
affair, but if anyone knows what Mike has been up to, it's her.



Chapter 4 — Desperation
Ella

My hands are shaking as | dial Kate’s number. Have | ever been this angry? If | have |
certainly can't remember it now.

“Hello?” Kate answers almost immediately, using a sickly sweet tone that screams of
fakeness.

“Kate?” | state bluntly. “Are you with Mike right now?”

There’s a pregnant pause on the other end of the line, before she weakly responds,
“What? Of course not.”

“Come off it Kate, do you really think | don’t know about your s**t?” | demand. “I'm not a
complete idiot.”

“Ella listen—" She begins, obviously gearing up to give me some sort of excuse.

“No, | don't even care about your little affair anymore — but | need to talk to him right
now.” | declare fiercely.

There’s another pause, and then Kate’s voice drops its innocent tone. “You don't care?”
She repeats, sounding truly shocked. “ You know I’'m already pregnant?”

| wasn't prepared for that particular piece of news. | clench my hands into fists, feeling so
furious | think I might actually break the phone with my tight grip, “And what, you think
that's some sort of victory?” | bite.

“Does he know you're pregnant?” | ask sharply, “because a man whao's so afraid of
responsibility that he’d poison me for years is probably willing to do it to anyone.”

“Well no, but he loves me, he would never —” She tried to explain.
“He loved me too once.” | cut her off. “At least he said he did. It's amazing how charming
he can be, considering what a bastard he truly is. How do you think he’s going to support

you and your child? He doesn’t even have a job.”

“Of course he does!” She objects, “He just didn't tell you about it because he didn’'t want
you to bleed him dry. He’s a stock broker.”

“Oh Kate,” | sigh, “Poor, gullible, stupid Kate. He's as much a stock broker as | am a
wizard.”



“Don’t talk to me like that! He’s got money, he lavishes it on me all the time!” She insists.

“With fraudulent credit cards he took out in my name!” | shout, losing my temper
completely.

“What?” She squeaks.

“That’s right. I've only just found out — he’s completely bankrupted me. I'm calling the
police and if | were you, I'd check your own credit rating immediately, because I'd be
willing to be you're next.” | snap.

“No,” she repeats weakly, “you’re wrong, it's different with me.”

My voice is getting thick with emotion now, but | can’t help it. “And frankly | don’t really
care what happens to you Kate, but if you're really pregnant then your baby deserves

better than to be raised in a homeless shelter, and that's exactly where Mike will land

you.”

| hang up before | start crying, not giving her a chance to respond. Why did | buy his lies
about looking for work for so long? He crushed me little by little, all the while pretending
to be so nice, and | let it happen.

Never again. | decide. | won't ever let myself be fooled that way again.
| still want to get my revenge on Mike, but first I've got to try and salvage what's left of

my life. | have to go to the police and see if | can resolve these financial issues... | can’t
have a baby if I'm bankrupt, and | can only pray the police will help.

“I'm very sorry Miss. Reina, but if your ex-partner has left the area, there’s not much we
can do about this.” The police officer breaks this news to me about as gently as he might
smash an ant beneath his boot. “I'll give you the police report to send to the credit card
company, but that's the most help you're going to get from us.”

Anger fills me to the brim. | guarantee he’'d never treat my case with so little
consideration or respect if | wasn’t an impoverished nanny. If | was a wealthy man like
Dominic Sinclair, he’'d be fawning at my feet, offering to go to any lengths to solve my
problems. | storm out of the station before | can lose my temper and verbally assault the
man, immediately calling the credit card companies.

One by one they crush my hopes, telling me in no uncertain terms that unless a culprit is
arrested in my case, I'll be held responsible for the charges.



As | hang up on the final call, | can feel the earth crumbling beneath my feet. How did it
come to this? | literally have nothing. No one will hire me without a recommendation from
my previous employer, which means | won't be able to pay rent or keep food on the
table. Normally | might turn to Cora in such a time, but | can’'t burden her with this when
she’s in the same boat.

Tomorrow I'll finally find out whether or not I'm pregnant, and up until now the strange
sensation I've been experiencing the last few days has been a comfort and source of
hope. | don’t know how to explain it: it's as if I'm suddenly different somehow — even
though | can’t see any changes, | just have this intense knowing that I'm no longer the
same woman | was a week ago.

| thought it was a sign the insemination worked, but now I'm praying that it's my
imagination going overboard.

At first | try to distract myself, turning on the TV and freezing when | see Dominic Sinclair
on the news talking about all his good will initiatives in the community. “When our work is
finished, the Moon Valley children’s home will be a place of love and community,
motivated to find the best homes for every child in need. Our initiative not only ensures
that the permanent residents in the home have the best possible conditions, but that
there is continuous follow up with children placed with adoptive families to ensure they
thrive in their new homes.”

So much for the supposed philanthropist, | think bitterly. Turning a blind eye to the lives
he’s selfishly ruining all the while pretending to be a friend of the downtrodden. A week
ago | might have been touched by such a broadcast. | grew up in an orphanage just like
the one he’s describing, and | know just how terrible the conditions can be. Now
however, | see nothing but his hypocrisy. Cora was an orphan too, she didn’t do
anything wrong — where is his compassion for her? Clearly it's only for the TV cameras.
It's a shame. He’s very convincing... then again, so was Mike.

Of course Mike was never as handsome as Dominic Sinclair, nor did he ever have his
charisma or imposing presence. | don’t know if I've ever met anyone like him. Even while
he was refusing to help me, scolding me and having me thrown out the door, part of me
was still taken in by his handsome features and pure magnetism.

Shaking myself, | turn the TV off. What the hell is wrong with me? The man is a
heartless billionaire and I'm still sitting here mooning over him like a silly schoolgirl.

| end up going to bed early, trying not to think about tomorrow. Of course, | still lie awake
late into the night — | know what it means to grow up an orphan, and | can’t countenance
bringing a child into the world just to abandon it to that bleak existence. The more my life
unravels, the more stark my options become.



If | am pregnant... Am | going to abort the child? Even though it's what I've wanted my
entire life!



Chapter 5 — Pregnancy test
Ella

“No, | understand.” | murmur into the phone. “Thanks for listening at least.”

| wearily hang up the line, burying my head in my hands. | spent all morning calling in
every favor and loan | possibly could, throwing my dignity right out the window to beg my
friends and acquaintances in my time of need.

I've never thought of myself as a proud woman, but begging this way was more of a
challenge than | could have imagined.

| only wish | could help Cora as well as myself. She’s still waiting to hear if she’ll be fired,
and while she’s not supposed to be handling any samples, she got permission to do my

tests this afternoon. After all, I've already been inseminated, so her supervisor didn't see
any risk of further negligence.

Still, I'm far from excited when | walk through the front doors of the sperm bank. Ten
days ago | was heartsore but optimistic for the future, yearning for a baby more than
anything else in the world. Now I'm dreading the exam.

However my trepidation soon gives way to surprise, because as soon as | enter the
facility | have the strangest feeling that Dominic Sinclair is near. It takes me a while to
actually find him, behind closed doors with Cora’s bosses in a luxurious, glass-walled
conference room, but | don’t have the faintest idea how | knew he was present. | also
don’t understand why | feel drawn to him: after all, he’s ruined both my sister's and my
own life. | shouldn't be excited to see him.

It was dumb luck that | stumbled across his path, the conference room is on the way to
Cora’s office, but | find myself stopping to observe the meeting inside. I'm struck
speechless when | lay eyes on him. Is it possible that he’s gotten more attractive since
the last time | saw him? It was already unfair that somebody that powerful and intelligent
could be so handsome, but now it truly just feels like being kicked while I'm down. The
bastard has a heart of stone, and still the universe has rained endless gifts upon him
while people like Cora and | have nothing.

Shaking myself out of my trance, | continue down the hall, though | feel the weight of
dark eyes on my back as | retreat. Cora has clearly been crying when | arrive. Her eyes

are red and her cheeks splotchy, though she tries to hide it.

“Hey.” | greet her gently, wrapping her up in a hug. She leans into me, squeezing tight
and lingering far longer than she usually would. “Is there any news?”

“Sinclair is in there finalizing it all now. I'm going to be given formal termination notice



this afternoon.” She shares, sniffling slightly.

“I'm so sorry, honey.” | croon, rubbing her back.

“It's okay.” She lies, pulling away. “How are you hanging in there?”
“Not very well.” | confess. “I'm sort of dreading this, to be honest.”

“It's amazing how fast things can change, huh?” She asks, looking as though she might
burst into tears. “I mean, what are we going to do, Elle?”

“Well figure it out.” | promise. “We’'ve been in tight spots before.” | remind her,
“remember the summer we slept in boxes on the street after we ran away from the
orphanage?”

“Yeah,” She nods with a sad smile. “But it's winter now, | don’t think we’ll last long in the
elements. And you weren't pregnant then.”

“Yeah well, if 'm pregnant now....” | can’t look her in the eyes as | say this, “I don’t think
I’'m going to stay that way.”

“What?” Cora exclaims, looking horrified. “But this is your only chance! And we aren't
completely hopeless, you've got time to try to figure out a plan B.”

That phrase alone reminds me of Mike, and | realize | haven't shared my latest news
with Cora. “I can’t afford a baby even if | do find a job. I'm going to be paying off my
debts for years to come.” | share, filling her in on the details of Mike and Kate's latest
betrayal.

“I can’t believe this!” She bursts out when I'm finished. “It just isn’t fair, Ella! | mean, |
thought we paid our dues, | thought we were done with suffering. After everything we’ve
been through, we deserve a better future than this! You deserve to be a mom — no one
loves children more than you do.”

“And you deserve to be a doctor.” | reply. “You worked so hard.”

“I still don’t think you should give up yet.” She frowns. “You can terminate the pregnancy
up until the end of the first trimester. It would be a tragedy if you aborted it, then pulled
off a miracle and it turned out you could have kept it. Don't take that risk. Keep the baby
until the very last moment.”

“I don’t think miracles happen to people like me.” | remark softly. “Besides that seems
kind of like it's own form of torture — the longer | carry the baby the more attached I'm
going to get. | don’'t want this to hurt any worse than it has to.”



“It's going to hurt no matter what.” Cora reasons, “You ought to give yourself a chance —
keep the door open. Don't give up hope completely.”

“Let’s just find out if | have to make that decision in the first place.” | state, changing the
subject. “I may not even be pregnant.” Yet even as | say it, | can feel in my heart that |
am.

“Okay.” Cora agrees, pulling a sterile cup wrapped in plastic from one of her cabinets.
“You know what to do.”

| take the cup and quickly duck into the bathroom to provide a urine sample, returning it
to her almost immediately. | pace back and forth across the office as Cora runs the tests.
“Well?” | press, seeing the results pop up on her computer screen.

She offers me a sad smile. “Congratulations little sister, you're going to have a baby.”

| told myself that | wouldn't fall to pieces no matter the results, but as soon as the words
are out of her mouth I'm crying. I've been waiting to hear those words for years and was
beginning to think | never would. It's both unimaginable joy, and unimaginable pain. |
never knew my heart could hold such conflicting emotions at the same time, let alone in
such extremes. “Really?”

“Really.” Cora confirms, hugging me. “Come on, let’'s do an ultrasound. You can hear the
heartbeat.”

“Isn’t it too early?” | squeak.

“Just one of the benefits of being at the finest lab in the country.” Cora quips, the words
bittersweet on her tongue. “Our technology is years ahead of what's available in public
hospitals.”

Climbing onto the raised exam table, I lay back and lift my top, not bothering to change
into a gown or cover my clothes with a sheet, | simply expose my flat belly as Cora
wheels in an ultrasound on a cart. Within minutes the machine is emitting a

strange whoosh woosh woosh, and Cora squirts a dollop of jelly on my tummy. She
pressed the wand to my skin, and before long a tiny heartbeat sounds — making me cry
all over again.

However Cora is frowning deeply. “This is so strange, the baby seems awfully large, but
we tested you at your last visit to be sure you weren't already pregnant.”

“What does that mean?” | ask anxiously. “Is the father just a big guy?”



“l don’t just mean size — | mean development.” Cora purses her lips and furrows her
brows as she studies the images, suddenly looking very worried. She’s whispering now,
speaking to herself more than to me. “It doesn’t look human... but that can't be... it's not
possible.”

“What are you talking about?” I inquire, “How can you tell? Isn’t it just a tiny blob?”

“As | said, our tech is state of the art. It doesn’t just highlight shapes — it analyzes the
molecular structure.” Before she can say another word, the door bursts open, startling us
both. To my shock and horror, Dominic Sinclair is standing in the doorframe, glaring at
us as if we've done something terrible. “What's the meaning of this?” He demands.

“What's the meaning of this? | repeat in shock, “what’s the meaning of you barging into a
private exam?!”

“Because,” He declares fiercely, and | swear his eyes are almost glowing with rage. “I
can smell my pup.”



Chapter 6 — He's a werewolf
Ella

“Your pup?” | parrot, realizing | must sound like an idiot the way | keep repeating him —
but it's all too strange and surreal, | feel like ‘m having a dream — one that may or may
not be a nightmare. “What are you talking about?”

I might have been admiring his physical prowess a little while ago, but now I'm back to
thinking Dominic Sinclair is just plain terrifying. I've known my fair share of bad men, but
none of them have ever intimidatedme the way he does. It's like he’s superhuman, giving
off waves of energy that make me want to curl up intoa little ball at his feet.

“You.” He narrows his eyes at Cora, then gestures to me. “Is this what you did with my
sperm, youinseminated your friend?”

‘Of course not!” She objects hotly, though there’s a noted shake in her voice. “Yes, |
inseminated Ella lastweek, but not with your sperm. She chose a donor from our client
dossier.

You're lying.” He accuses, stating the accusation as if it's fact. “Ella clearly knew about
the samples — sinceshe came to plead your case -*

“You did that?” Cora blinks at me

“Yes, but | was only trying to help. | thought he might show you mercy if he realized you
would never doanything to risk your career” | apologize, “I'm so sorry, | just wanted to
help.

“It's okay.” She tells me gently, patting my hand and turning back to Sinclair. “That
doesn’t mean anything... .mean, yes | inseminated her on the same day your sample
disappeared but... no — it's not possible, yoursample was in a separate fridge...” She
trails off again, looking back at the ultrasound screen with wide eyesOh my god...

What?” | inquire, beyond confused.
“It's not human.” She murmurs again, so quietly | can barely hear her. Suddenly she
whirls around, looking upat Dominic Sinclair with true fear. “I swear, | didn’'t do it on

purpose. | don’t know how it happened!”

“Why do you keep saying that it's not human?” | question, beyond exasperated. “What
else could it be — analien?”

‘Don’t pretend like you don’t know.” The infuriated man growls. “Don’t pretend like you
two didn’t plan thisprecisely for this reason.”



Cora’s hand is shaking on mine now. “Ella, when | told you about the samples, | only told
you half the storyShe explains. “I had to sign a thousand confidentiality documents,
because certain secrets came along with

running tests on Mr. Sinclair's samples.”
“What secrets?” | demand, feeling as if everyone around me is speaking in code.

He's not..” She begins, glancing at the huge man nervously. “He’s not human... he's a
werewolf.

Before | can stop myself, | burst out into laughter. “No really, what is it?”
“Really.” Cora whispers urgently. “He’s a werewolf.”
Cora” | tell her, almost certain I'm dreaming now. “Werewolves aren't real.

i didn’t believe they were either.” She confesses, “until | started working here. This lab is
as renowned as it ibecause there’s two sides of the business. Half of our bank is
dedicated to shifter samples, in fact very fewhumans work here because so few are
trusted with the truth

‘m starting to truly worry for my sister, “Are you high?” ask under my breat

Che’s not hiah ” cinclair rumbles drawing my attention back to his face. Now ‘m sure his
eves are dlowint of liaht, The evidence is right inbe usuallw niercina areerfront of me, but
my brain can’t figure out how to process it, Instead it shuts down. | feel a sudden wave
otserthina is blac

When | wake, Cora is gone. | sit up on the exam table, trying to remember what
happened. Of course itdoesn’t take lona for me to recall the strange events that cime to
faint. because Dominic Sinclair issitting in front of me. watching me closely, His eves
aren’t alowing anymore. but | remember the way they’dlit up from within, | also
remember the way he’d moved faster than should have been possible to rescue JakeAt
the time | wrote it off as adrenaline but now i'm not so sure.

“How are you feeling, Ella?” He asks me, much calmer than he’'d seemed earlier
“I think i'm losing my mind.” | answer weakly. “This can’t be real.”

“It is real” He assures me. “Your friend should never have aareed to let vou try to entrap
me when she knew the truth.”



I just wanted a baby.” | arqut(ora didntlet me do anythina and wasn+ trwina to entrar

Please.” He scoffs, “I've had my men run your background, | know you're bankrupt.
Obviously you thoughtthat if you were pregnant with my child 1 would pay your debts for
you. You simply miscalculated — you didn’know what you were getting yourself into, or
expect Cora to lose her job for the “mistake.” The horrible marhas the nerve to use air
quotes around bis final word.

That's insane!” | hiss. “I didn’t bankrupt myself- my identity was stolen and | didn’t even
know about it untiafter the insemination. I'm not an irresponsible person, or the type of
woman who expects a man to solve he

problems. | would never do what you’re suggesting.

| don’t want to hear your excuses.” He answers harshly. “The evidence is against you.”
“We don’t even know that it's your child!” | remind him. “Maybe it isn’t...” | have to give
myself a shake before can continue. “Maybe it isn’t human, but that doesn’'t mean it's

yours.

“l know it's mine.” Sinclair snarls, making me tremble with instinctive fear. “| can smell it, |
can sense my

bloodline in your womb.

can only gape at him. He can smell it? Sense his bloodline? It's like I've left reality and
entered a differenuniverse. “This is crazy” | can feel myself sliding back into denial, “if
werewolves were real. people wouldknow about it!”

Sinclair rolls his eyes and lifts a hand the size of a dinner plate. While | watch, five claws
extend where hisfingernails were a moment ago. | stare at the odd and slightly sickening
sight with abject disbelief. “How areyou doing that?’

“I'm going to give you the benefit of the doubt and assume that’s your shock speaking,
rather than youlintelligence.” Sinclair drawls.

| glower at him, temporarily forgetting that he’s not only a man twice my size, but
apparently a lethalpredator. “You don't get to talk to me like that just because you have
money and howl at the moon.

He arches one dark brow, challenging my defiance. “Is that so?”

Yes,” | snap, crossing my arms overchest and tiltincg my chin up stubbornly. “tis.If |
didn’t know any better, I'd think he wanted to smile. | swear the corners of his mouth



twitched. “You're agutsy little thing, I'll give you that.”

| don’t want you to give me anything.” | growl, “ want you to leave me alone.

His eyes flash dangerously, “That’'s not going to happen. You're carrying my pup.

Pup.” | say, feeling my stomach churn uncomfortably, “like., four leas and a tail?

“No.” He answers. not unkindly, “t doesn’t work that way.

Well how does it work?” i question, more subdued now. “How does any of this work?
Well in a lot of wavs werewolves are iust like hbumans ” ” cinclair eynlains leanina back
in his chair hut nevetaking his eyes off me. In fact, his gaze is so intense I'm finding it
increasingly difficult not to squirm. “Wecome into the world in human form and we live
most of our lives the same way. Most shifters don’t maketheir first transformationuntil
thew're a few wears oldthere — heightened instincts, sights as adults maketeRtinAlgn ae
aautAraAit look. It's like learnina to speake doing in theearly years.”

“But how can | be pregna

For the first time Sinclair looks less sure of himself. “m actually not sure. I've never heard
of such a thinghappening, Our society exists parallel to your own, A few people — like
your friend — are occasionally let in orthe secret, but it's only in very special cases and
they never truly integrate. It's only when someone hascertain knowledge or expertise

that’s very valuable to us.

So there’s iust like... a shadow world full of werewolves that exists right under human’s
noses?” i summarize.

“That’s a nice way of putting it, yes.” He confirms.

And packs and alphas... all the things we read in paranormal novels -is that all real?”
“Well our transformations have nothing to do with the full moon, but other than that many
things are correct. We're much faster and stronger than humans, and our society is
divided into packs but they’re very large. You can think of them like provinces or states
in a larger kingdom.” Sinclair shares.

“Kingdom?”l ask,“Like with a king and queen and everything?”

“Yes” His answer seems strangely loaded, as if he’s omitting something very important —
but I don’t know what it might be.



“Now, if you're done asking questions, can we finally talk seriously?”
“Talk seriously?”What could be more serious than turning my entire world upside down?

He stares pointedly at my“About this baby.”



Chapter 7 — Agreement
Ella

“This baby is mine.” | tell him possessively. “You can't just tell me you’re magic and
expect me to take that as proof you're the father.”

“My senses don't lie, little human.” Sinclair declares, leaving no room for argument. “Nor
do my investigators. You're not in any position to care for this child. Your income is too
low to pay off your debts in time, and no woman who claims to be responsible would
ever get pregnhant in such a situation.”

“My income?” | force the words out through clenched teeth, “what income? You got me
fired!”

The big man... or wolf, | suppose, blinks in surprise. “You were fired?”

“Now who’s playing dumb?” | demand wryly. “You called the Graves after | asked you to
help Cora, you got me fired and ruined my reputation.”

“l did no such thing.” He insists. “I didn’t even know you were no longer employed.”

“I thought your investigators were the best?” | taunt, and | can feel myself toeing the line
of his temper.

“Clearly this was very recent.” He bites back. “And | don’t blame you for becoming
desperate, but you have to admit the only explanation for this,” He gestures to my
tummy, “is that you needed money and hoped to extort it from me in exchange for the
child.”

“l wanted this child more than anything in the world!” | exclaim, surging to my feet. “I've
been trying to get pregnant for years and when | came to Cora | didn’t know about the
identity theft or that | was going to lose my job. This was my last chance and you have
no idea how hard it's been... how painful it is to think | might have to abort it because of
everything that's happened since.” | didn’t mean to tell him so much, but the words
poured out of me before | could stop them. I've been so preoccupied with these thoughts
the last few days | clearly couldn’t keep them contained.

“Abort it!?” Sinclair rises to his feet in a blur, suddenly towering over me despite the fact
that I'm still standing on the exam table’s step. “So now you're threatening me?”

“What?!” | cry, “no! It doesn’t have anything to do with you, as you said | can't afford to
have a baby so | was trying to do the right thing!”

“Werewolves don't abort their pups.” He growls. “Our children are too precious and Cora



knows that. I'm sure that’s what she was thinking when she suggested using my sperm.”

“Argh!” | explode, clenching my hands into fists. “You're impossible! How many times do
I have to tell you that if this child is yours, it was an accident! Cora didn’t switch the
samples on purpose and | didn’t get pregnant because | wanted you to pay off my
debts!”

He narrows his eyes at me. “You're a very good actress, you know that?”

“And you're a snake.” | snap. “I wouldn't be surprised if you have scales when you shift
instead of fur!”

A true growl sounds in his chest, so full of raw power that my knees go weak. “Be careful
Ella, I'm showing you a lot of lenience right now because you don’'t know our ways, but
keep speaking to me like that and I'll ="

“You'll what?” | hiss, “you just told me how precious your pups are so | know you're not
going to hurt me.” To my horror, | feel my eyes burning with tears. Swiping at them
angrily, | continue, “and I've already lost everything else | care about, so it's not like you
can punish me some other way.”

| spin away so that he can’t see me cry. | don’t know what to do — | know how suspicious
our situation looks. If I didn’t know better, | would think the same thing he did. It was all
too suspicious, especially now that | know the truth about Cora’s lab. It couldn’t be easy
to mix up samples of different species... wait a minute. The little voice in the back of my
head whispers, and | turn back to Sinclair.

“If you didn’t know it was possible for a human to be impregnated by a werewolf, why
would Cora have ever attempted to use your sperm?” | interrogate. “She couldn’t have
known it was the wrong sample. She wouldn’t have believed it would work even if we
were as calculating as you seem to think. And if all | wanted was to extort your money,
why haven't | asked for it? Why haven't | admitted it?”

The huge werewolf blinks, processing this information with a grimace. Silence stretches
between us and eventually he sighs, scrubbing a hand over his face. “I'm not saying |
believe you, but however it happened, we need to come to an agreement.”

| eye him warily, “what sort of agreement?”

“Just name your price, Ella.” He mutters, pinching the bridge of his nose. “How much do
you want?”

“For what? The baby?” | sputter, “You want me to sell you my child?”



“It's my child, and it will be raised by me.” He insists. “You don’t belong in my world. So
how much is it going to take for you to give it up?”

“I’'m not going to negotiate a price for my baby, like it's a bag of rice or a car! Nor do |
want it raised by someone who thinks of it as nothing more than a commodity!” I'm
raising my voice now, feeling beyond offended for the tiny being in my womb.

“You don’t know what you're talking about!” Sinclair grumbles, “do you have any idea
how long I've been waiting for an heir?”

“An heir, not a child — not a son or daughter, but an heir —is that all it is to you? Some
hypothetical legacy? | might not be able to prevent myself from losing this child now, but
I’m not going to hand it over to someone who doesn’t give a damn about it beyond what
it can offer them.” | state ferociously, my maternal instincts kicking into high gear.

“As | said, you don’t know what you're talking about.” He repeats gutturally. “I will give
this baby a life you never could, it will want for absolutely nothing! With you its best
chance is to scrounge and scrape in poverty, assuming you have the decency to let it
live. With me it will be treated like a prince or princess.”

“Money can't buy everything.” | remind him coolly. “I notice you said nothing about love.”

“Because | already love it!” He snarls, “I have a connection to my pup you will never
understand. How dare you speak to me about love when you contemplated Killing it!”

“That was also out of love!” | exclaim, “I didn’t want it to suffer, | didn’t want it to grow up
like...” | almost said, ‘like | did’, but | stop myself just in time. “I love it more than myself,
and | was willing to sacrifice my own happiness for its sake.”

“Then do as much now.” Sinclair commands, “Give it a life you can’t, by signing over
custody to me. Carry the baby and deliver it, then leave it with me where it belongs.”

“You don’t understand, if | do that I'll never be able to walk away from it.” | beseech him.
“I'm not that strong. If | carry it to term, I'll never be able to give it up — | need to be there
to care for and protect it.”

“That’s simply not possible.” Sinclair proclaims. “You aren't fit to be a mother to any child
and especially not mine. You can't even care for yourself, that much is obvious by your
debts—"

“| already told you—" | try to object, however he keeps talking over me.

“And your excuse about Cora assumes she understands enough about werewolf society
to know we don’t cross breed. All she knows is that we exist, and how to inseminate our



women. She probably assumed we occasionally mate with humans and just lucked out!”
He accuses.

“She’s a doctor who works with your samples all the time, she probably knows a lot more
about your organic chemistry than you do yourselves.” | defend, realizing too late that
this could also incriminate her.

He arches his brow, clearly thinking along the same lines. “Either way, she proved she
wasn’t to be trusted as soon as she betrayed her confidentiality agreement about my
sperm to you, and you've proved you can't be trusted by changing your story every ten
seconds. You can’t love the baby enough to abort it but not love it enough to give it up to
a better life. | clearly just haven't offered you a high enough price yet.”

“That isn’t fair,” | object, shaking my head. I've just learned everything | believe to be true
was actually false, at the height of an extremely emotional moment. | wasn't even
conscious the whole time. How can he expect me to think or communicate clearly?

He doesn’t budge. “It's alright, Ella. You don’t need to make excuses. I'm going to make
you an offer you can'’t refuse.”



Chapter 8 —- Compromise
Ella

Up until this point of my life, I've hated a handful of people. At the moment Mike and
Kate are at the top of my list, but they aren’t alone. However Dominic Sinclair is very
quickly rising through the ranks and making a play for the top spot. Mike and Kate's
betrayal hurt so much because | cared for them both, but Sinclair might be the first
person I've encountered who | dislike this strongly after so short a time.

He’s looking me up and down with the bearing of a wolf deciding how to devour the
rabbit in its claws, and | realize that's all | am to him. All those intense looks over the last
couple of years, every encounter, every smile — the entire time he’s been thinking I'm
some lesser being, the prey to his predator. Maybe he'’s like Mike and thought | was a
particularly attractive specimen, but in the end they’re the same sort of monster.

“There is no offer you could ever make me that would convince me to give you my child.”
| tell him sharply. “I am not for sale, and neither is my baby.”

“Now you're just being stubborn.” Sinclair sighs, “digging in your heels because you
don't like me.”

“What gave it away?” | deride. For the second time, it seems like he wants to smile
despite his better judgment, but again he holds back.

“Use your head, Ella.” He instructs patronizingly. “Let’s say | believe you didn’t do this
just to cash in on a big pay day.”

“You obviously don't!” | interrupt, earning myself a look so stern a shiver runs down my
spine.

“Let’'s say | do. What are your options? How are you going to raise this child? If you try to
abort it | will take you to court and | guarantee the judge will prevent you from going
through with it — which means you can either keep the baby and try to get by on your
own, or let me have it.”

“Take me to court if you like.” | challenge, even though my will to go through with
terminating the pregnancy has gotten weaker and weaker from the moment | learned it
was real. “You forget it's my body.”

“Which you intentionally inseminated. It's not like you got knocked up after a one night
stand or were assaulted. I'm offering a child a good life and | have more political sway
than you can imagine.” He flashes his teeth at me, teeth that look alarmingly like fangs.
“Not to mention I'm a donor at every hospital in the city, no physician will perform the
procedure and risk me defunding their entire facility.”



Suddenly | can see how this man acquired so much money and power, he has more
cunning than | know how to contemplate, with a clear killer instinct. All at once | realize
he’s right, the judges and doctors will side with him, whether he convinces them or
bribes them — he’ll win.

He’s trapped me and | didn’t even realize it was happening. | have no doubt he’s every
bit as ruthless as he seems, which means I’'m going to have to carry this baby to term
whether | can afford it or not. My best hope is to find some other job in that time, but
even then the best life I'd be able to offer my baby is an impoverished one. It's not like
disgraced nannies get hired as CEOs.

Sinclair can clearly read my dismay, because he strikes again. “If you cooperate, I'll pay
off your debts. I'll help you find a job and cover every last one of your medical and living
expenses. If you deliver me an heir, | will also pay you a handsome bonus, and give you
anything else you like — a house? A car? A business investment? Be my surrogate and
you can have anything your little heart desires.”

“But I'm not just a surrogate.” | remind him, feeling as though my heart was crumbling to
pieces in my chest. “I'm this child’s mother. It has my DNA and it will be half human. It
has a right to that heritage as well as yours.”

He shakes his head. “This child will be a werewolf, and a powerful one at that — my
genes guarantee it. It will be raised with its own kind. And it will have a wonderful life,
Ella — | promise.”

“Why should | trust you?” | wonder aloud, “you clearly don't trust me, why do you expect
me to give you something you refuse to offer in return.”

“I have good reason not to trust you, but you have no reason not to trust me. I've never
wronged you.” He says, as if this justifies everything.

“Bull,” I combat, “you cost Cora her job, you cost me mine — even if you didn’t make the
call, whoever did reported that | was begging at your gates.”

“Cora cost herself her job.” He claims firmly. “Mistake or malice, my sperm ended up in
your womb — a place it never should have been.” His foreboding expression softens for a
moment. “And | truly am sorry about your job — I know how much Jake and Millie loved
you. If you want your job back, | can make it happen.”

| don’t know what | think of that possibility. I'd love to see my precious charges again, but
I don’t know if | can get past their mother’s cruelty. “Money can’t fix everything.” | reply,
“and all your promises — what good is having everything | need if I'll never have the thing
| want most?”



“If it's a child you want, | can help you adopt a human baby.” He offers, circling me as if
he’s some sort of wolfish vulture. He clearly senses he’s closing in on the kill, and he’s
not wrong.

| can feel my lip begin to tremble as fresh tears threaten. It feels selfish to say ‘but | want
this baby’, especially when | grew up an orphan and know how many children need good
homes. In truth Sinclair is offering me the world on a platter — my baby gets to live and
have a good life, all my problems will be solved, and | can adopt a child that needs a
mother as badly as | need to be one. Am | being silly, holding onto my childhood
baggage about wanting to be part of a family bonded through more than just affection, a
family bonded by blood? After all, blood is no guarantee of love — how many kids did |
grow up with whose natural parents abandoned or abused them?

In the end, | don't think | have a choice. | have to do this. Knowing my baby will be loved
and cared for, will have to be enough. It's the best solution for us both, and the fact that
it hurts so badly doesn’t mean it's wrong.

“Draft a contract before | change my mind.” | grind out, hating this man more than | can
express.

Sinclair nods, and strides to the door. A little while later one of his men comes in with a
heavy stack of documents, which takes me almost a full hour to read through. When |
finally close the last page and nod in approval, the lawyer places the contract in front of
Sinclair, who promptly turns to add his signatures to all the appropriate pages.

“You're doing the right thing, Ella.” He tosses over his shoulder, triumph clear in his
voice.

“That’s easy for you to say.” | gripe, watching him lean over the document brandishing a
fountain pen. “Are you proud of yourself? Bullying a weak little human into giving you the
only child she’ll ever have?” | inquire to his back. “You sent your sperm here because
you struggled with infertility too, didn’t you? How would you feel if you and your wife
finally conceived and someone took the baby from you?”

Sinclair straightens up, going very still but not acknowledging my words. When he turns
around his expression is completely closed off. “Actually I'm not married.” He tells me.
“Not anymore.”

“Way to miss the point.” | mutter under my breath, snatching the pen from his hand and
moving in front of the contract. Before | can add my signature to the pages, | feel the
room begin to spin. | brace my hands against the low table, clamping my eyes shut then
blinking them open and trying to clear my vision, which is suddenly very blurry. The
blood is rushing in my ears.



“How long have we been in this room?” | ask, feeling as if my body is being slowly
doused in warm water. All my senses are fuzzy, and it's not until Sinclair appears at my
side that | realize | slurred my words. “Are you alright, Ella?”

My legs give out, and | suddenly find myself slumping into a very large, very hard wall of
concerned werewolf. Powerful arms come around me, and Sinclair's scent fills my nose.
It's deep and rich, like being deep in the forest on a moonlit night. “You smell nice.” |
murmur, sounding completely drunk, before the world goes black for the second time in
as many hours.

However this time, | hear an odd grumbling noise as | sink into the darkness. At first |
think it's Sinclair, but the sound isn’'t coming from his chest, it almost sounds like it's
coming from... inside me?



Chapter 9 — Counterattack
Ella

| blink my eyes open warily, knowing I’'m not at home in my own bed solely by the
luxurious mattress and beddings surrounding me. The last thing | remember, | was in
Cora’s office with none other than Dominic Sinclair, who was single-handedly offering to
save my future and break my heart in one fell swoop.

| was about to sign away my rights to my baby... my baby, | think dazedly, pressing one
hand to my belly. Am | really pregnant? After all this time?

The idea that | have to give up my child because life dealt me yet another ruthless blow
makes me feel sick to my stomach... in fact, | lurch from the bed and race for the
bathroom, feeling my insides roil and clench. | make it to the toilet just in time, emptying
my stomach into the porcelain bowl and dropping to my knees with a groan of misery.

| suppose that's all the proof | need. | really am going to be a mother... but for how long?
30 seconds? Five minutes? Will Dominic Sinclair give me the opportunity to even hold
my baby before ripping it from my arms? Do | want that torture? Yes, | decide instantly. |
have to hold my baby in my arms, even if it's only for a fraction of a second.... Even if we
aren’t technically the same species.

That particular thought sends my head spinning so quickly | have to clench my eyes
shut. Werewolves are real. Not only are they real, but I'm pregnant with one... Dominic
Sinclair, who I've mooned over a thousand times, is a creature | believed only existed in
novels and films. And what was that grumbling noise when | passed out, why did it feel
like | could hear his voice in my head?

All of a sudden it's just too much to handle. | slip back into the bedroom and climb back
into the opulent bed, for the first time realizing | must be in the Sinclair mansion. There’s
no other explanation. I've never been in a room this beautiful, or with such expensive
furnishings. It must all belong to him.

But why would he bring me home with him? | have a home of my own. Peeking out of
the plush covers, | scan the room, my eyes landing on a table by the door. There's a
vase of flowers and a folded note, which appears to have my name scrawled across the
front. Gingerly regaining my feet, | collect the parchment and open it, my heart beating a
mile a minute.

Ella,

Please make yourself at home. I'll be at the office until this evening, but as soon as |
return we can finish our talk. Ask the servants for anything you require.



Yours,
Dominic
And if | want to go home? | think defiantly, What then Mr. Bossy?

The suggestion that there’s a discussion to conclude between us grates on my nerves.
He basically left me with no choice, leveraging safety, stability and my child’s wellbeing
over my head so that I'd be forced to agree to his terms. It's not as if | really stood a
chance against him. He has all the power in the world while | have nothing, and he made
it very clear that there was no wiggle room in our agreement.

Maybe passing out was my brain’s subconscious way of protecting me, giving me more
time to process and think before signing away my baby. Or if not my brain, whatever
higher power created shifters and humans — this entire crazy planet. | never considered
myself religious before, but if magic is real, who's to say what else is possible?

Tears well in my eyes, and unlike earlier, they have nothing to do with my joy over being
pregnant, or my grief about everything I'm losing. These tears are nothing but pure,
righteous anger over everything that's happened to me over the last few days. Cora’s
words ring in my head, “It isn't fair.” It isn’t fair that | have to lose everything because of
the actions and cruelty of other people. It isn’t fair that Dominic Sinclair should hold my
future ransom when he could fix it with the snap of his fingers. The amount of money it
will take to repay my debts isn’'t even a drop in the bucket to him, and I'm pregnant with
his child. He could easily help me without also robbing me of my baby — as if he has no
concept of the value of a mother’s love.

Before | can change my mind, | gather myself and slip out the bedroom door, sneaking
through the hallways until | finally find my way out of the maze of a house. Only once
does a servant try to stop me. I'm almost to the front door when a guard steps in front of
me, “Miss, you don’t have permission to leave.”

I notch my chin up and glare at the man. “Are you going to stop me?”

He looks as though he wants to do just that. He frowns deeply, eyeing me closely. | can
almost see the thoughts scrolling through his head. Yes he has orders not to let me
leave, but he also knows I’'m pregnant with his boss’s precious heir. He can'’t risk
roughing me up if | fight back.

After a moment | decide to test the strength of his resolve, storming past him without
another word. When | arrive home a little while later, | head straight for my computer,
pulling up the internet browser and typing in Dominic Sinclair's name. He might have
fancy investigators to look into my past, but I’'m no simpleton, | can do research as well
as anyone.



At first | find only fawning business articles about his genius intellect and cunning as a
negotiator and investor. It seems like everyone who's ever decided to look into the man
has fallen in love with him. Nevermind the fact that he was born with a silver spoon in his
mouth, they make it sound as though he’s a completely self made man. The articles
lament his difficult childhood growing up without a mother, and a number of interviews
actually detail how deeply this affected him. The way they tell it, being raised by a single
parent is the worst upbringing a child could have.

After I've read through all the financial analyses and rave reviews, | dig deeper, looking
into his philanthropic record and secret identity. I'm mildly dismayed to find all his
charitable efforts are completely legitimate and he actually does donate half his
revenues to those in need (of course, half a colossal fortune still leaves a fortune
behind). The internet is chock-full of reports and speeches he’s made, good will efforts to
better mankind.

Things are less clear when | try digging into his true status as a werewolf. At first my
searches result in little more than illuminati conspiracy theories and nonsense, and |
realize keeping an entire species secret must require more discretion. It occurs to me
that there might be a dark or parallel web for werewolves, just like there are for illicit
activities.

It takes most of the afternoon, but eventually | figure out that | can download a special
browser to access the dark web, and before long I've dived deep into the annals of
werewolf society. Here | find a very different image of the perfect businessman touted in
the human media (Don’t even get me started on how bizarre it is to discover that there
really is a sprawling werewolf society thriving in the shadows of my own).

Apparently Dominic Sinclair isn’t just any werewolf, but the Alpha of the Moon Valley
pack and prospective King of the entire bloody continent. No wonder he'd been so vague
and guarded when | asked about ruling monarchs! He's poised to become the next King
himself, if he can pull off his upcoming campaign.

There aren’t many contenders in the race, but Sinclair's been undermined by his family
situation. The last king died without an heir and left werewolf society with a dangerous
power vacuum — it's the reason they have to select a new king in the first place. No one
wants to repeat this cycle with another childless King, and the fact that Sinclair has been
unable to produce an heir is only half the problem. He also doesn’t have a mate, or Luna
— not anymore at least.

| read until my eyes grow sore, learning that Sinclair was once married to a she-wolf who
left him when he couldn’t give her a child — despite the fact that they were fated mates
(another concept | can’t wrap my mind around). It's no wonder he was so intense about
finally having an heir — | thought he was just a domineering jerk who believed he needed



to pass down his business legacy or something, not that the entire future of his society
might depend on it. The articles made it very clear that werewolves would be in serious
trouble if he doesn'’t take the throne. A few of his competitors can only be described as
power mad and unhinged, and they’re doing their best to discredit Sinclair.

When [ finally finish, sitting back in my chair and dragging my hand over my face, | try to
wrap my brain around all this. Sinclair needs an heir, he needs a Luna, and he knows
how difficult it can be for a child to grow up without a mother. For all his cunning, | now
know all his weak spots. If | play my cards right, | just might be able to talk the terrifying
Alpha into letting me stick around after the baby is born. Then | can prove how critical it
is for a child to be with its mother — | can give us all a chance.

Even as | think these optimistic words, a knock sounds on the door, and somehow |
know it's Dominic Sinclair before | can even get up off the couch. Taking a deep breath |
stride across the room and pull the heavy door open, revealing one very large, very
angry werewolf bearing down on me.



Chapter 10 - Move

3rd Person

Sinclair glared down at the tiny human in front of him. It seemed every time he saw Ella
she grew more beautiful, especially since he learned she was carrying his pup. She’'d
been an enchanting distraction before, now she was almost irresistible. With fair skin,
rose gold hair and eyes so amber they almost seemed metallic, he found it hard to
believe she was not a wolf herself. However, as delectable as her scent was, she was
clearly nothing extraordinary.

“Why did you leave?” Sinclair demanded, scanning his sharp eyes over her body to
make sure she was unharmed. His attention lingered on her flat tummy, where his pup
safely rested. He could still smell it, hear its tiny heartbeat and feel an inexplicable
connection to the miniscule bundle of cells.

“Because I'm not a dog. | don't sit and stay just because you tell me to.” Ella announced,
crossing her arms over her chest.

“l didn’t order you to do anything.” Sinclair argued, baffled by the way his wolf purred in
response to her sass.

“And yet you seem displeased that | didn’t sit by and obediently wait for you to come
home and dictate more decisions about my future.” Ella quipped, leaning against the
doorframe.

“l didn’t dictate anything.” Sinclair argued. “We negotiated fair and square.”

“If that’s what you call fair it's no wonder you earned your ruthless reputation.” Ella
remarked slyly, “I wasn’t in any state to have such an important conversation, let alone

make such a momentous decision.”

Sinclair didn't seem to hear her, instead he'd slipped past her into the apartment. “Is this
where you live?”

“Obviously.” Ella rolled her eyes.
He shook his head, “This won't due.”
“Excuse me?” Ella gaped,“you’ve got some nerve you know —

“I won’t have the mother of my pup staying in such poor conditions.” Sinclair decided,
“You’l move into my estate as soon aspossible.”

Ella clenched her fists at her sides and took a deep breath. “| make my own decisions.’



“Not since you agreed to our deal.” Sinclair countered. “The moment you said yes, you
handed over authority to me.”

“l didn’t sign anything!” Ella reminded him.

A verbal agreement is enough in werewolf law — the contract was really for you.” Sinclair
announced, smirking like the cat who ate the canary.

“Then why did your note say we needed to finish our conversation, what was there to
finish if not signing the deal?” Ella demanded hotly.

“Everything, including you moving in with me, your prenatal regimen, birth plan, financial
arrangements.” Sinclair explained, striding into Ela’s bedroom and puling open the closet
doors. By the time Ella reached him. he was already pulling a suitcase from the top
shelf.

“Stop that!” Ela insisted, vigorously attempting to wrest the suitcase from his hand. She
tugged the large bag so forcefully she almost lost her balance. In fact she was puling
with all her strength and weight, if Sinclair had chosen to release his end of the bag she
would certainly topple to the ground. “l never agreed to move in with you!”

The next thing Ella knew, the huge shifter’'s hand was circling her nape, applying just
enough pressure to freeze her in her tracks but not enough to hurt. “Listen closely, itle
human” He rumbled authoritatively, radiating power. ” appreciate your spirit, but

as long as you're carrying my pup, you will be careful, and wrestling with wolves twice
your size over heavy luggage is not allowed.”

Ella narrowed her eyes at the attractive Alpha. Her instincts were going a bit haywire at
the moment.Her insides were in puddles over being so near him, her knees were weak
in the face of his stern scolding, and her heart was in full revolt. No one had ever cared
about her enough when she was young to set rules and discipline, so she’d been
running wild for as long as she could remember. And she did not take kindly to being told
what to do now. With a fiery flash in her amber eves, she stomped her smalfoot right
onto his, sending pain vibrating up through her own bones, and not even phasing him.

Ella couldn’t smother her whimper, “What are you made of, steel?”
“That’s what tussling with a wolf wil get you” He responded unsympathetically, releasing
her and stalking to the bed, where heneatly unfolded the suitcase.“Now be a good girl,

and pack your bags.

“I would sooner set everything | own on fire.” Ella replied coolly, resisting the urge to rub
her aching foot.



That might not be the worst idea.” Sinclair muttered, glancing at her wardrobe. “f you're
going to live with me. you might as well look the part too. Should | fetch a lighter?”

“No!” Ella yelped, moving to protect her things. “They might not be up to your standards
but I like my things, and I like my apartment” In truth, this apartment reminded Ella too
much of Mike, and she hadn'’t picked out any of her furniture or appliances they were all
hand-me downs. til, she didn’t appreciate the way Sinclair was trying to order her
around. There might be an exchange of money or services in their arrangement, but she
wasn't one of his servants, and it was important they establish that if her plan was going
to work.

Sinclair cocked his head to the side, eyeing her as if she were a profound curiosity. “And
how are you going to pay your rent on this place?”

Ella’'s mouth opened and closed helplessly.“That’s not the point.”

Sinclair wasn't sure what to make of the beautiful human. The more time he spent
around her, the more his wolf began to sit up and pay attention. His wolf had always
perked up with interest when he saw Ella around the neighborhood. but he'd

never allowed himself to explore those feelings because she was a human. Now
however.. now he had every excuse to fioure out the puzzle that was Ella. “It's part of the
arrangement.” He dictated firmly, “you’ be back on your feet faster if you don’t have to
worry about living expenses, and | want you close — this baby is too important to me.”

It was true Sinclair didn’t want to let her out of his sight, but that was also because he’d
been dreaming of becoming a father for years. He didn’t want to miss a moment of Ella’s
pregnancy. The little human was beginning to squirm beneath the weight of his gaze,
and he could see her working through the problem in her mind. She had to realize it
made more sense for her to stay with him, she might be feisty, but she was far from
stupid.

“Fine,” Ella finally conceded, shooting Sinclair a sulky pout. “But | want to talk to you
about a few things first.”

“Are you going to keep glaring at me that way while you do?” Sinclair asked, his
mischievous wolf egging him on. He wasn’t sure what it was about seeing Ella all riled
up, but he couldn’t seem to stop himself from pushing her buttons.

“Ye—" Ella bit back her response, seeming to think better of losing her temper with him.
She needed to convince him, to persuade him — not alienate him. “No.” She amended,
taking a deep breath. “| want to talk to you about our arrangement. What's going to
happen to the baby in the early years? Who's going to care for it?”



“I'll pay someone.” Sinclair responded simply, “A nursemaid.”

“Why would you ever pay someone when the baby’s mother is there and dying to do all
the things a servant would? It will need milk and lullabies and love, | can provide that
better than anyone. Forgive me, but | know you aren’t married, and a child needs a
mother.” Ella was hoping this would be an emotional subject for the man — it can’'t have
been easy to grow up without a mother. “It's healthier for the baby to have me around,
especially given how busy you are. You can’'t exactly take a newborn to the office with
you every day.”

Sinclair hesitated. He knew she was right, it was better for the pup to have Ella near, and
he didn’t want his heir to grow up the way he did. Still, Ella didn’t belong in his world.
She was human and she couldn’t be trusted — this was probably another scheme to
swindle him somehow. She’d already proven what a good actress she was back at the
sperm bank. It was a clever ploy, but he wasn'’t going to let another conniving woman
ruin his life. He’'d learned his lesson with his ex-wife, Lydia.

Ella was watching him closely, reading his expression and scrambling for another
argument. Her eyes lit up after a moment'’s thought, and her pink lips parted for the
battle. “It would help you politically as well. I've been doing some research, | know you're
campaigning to become Alpha King and you’ll appear stronger with a family by your
side. How would it look, if you have to hire a human to carry your child? Wouldn't you
prefer to simply tell everyone I'm your girlfriend?”

So much cunning in such a small package — it was honestly impressive. “So you want to
be a queen, is that it?” Sinclair growled suspiciously.

“No!” Ella exclaimed, “I'm not suggesting we actually become a couple, | can pretend to
be a... a werewolf...” She couldn't believe she was saying those words. “And we can put
on a show in public so that you can say we’re in a relationship and you're finally having a
baby.” Ella shrugged, the idea still forming as she spoke. “It could be an extension in our
contract — you get a family in public and the baby gets two parents.”

Sinclair considered her words carefully. “You're serious?”

“Yes.” Ella insisted. “What do you think?”



Chapter 11 - Call me Dominic
Sinclair shook his head almost as soon as the words were out of Ella’s mouth. The idea
was intriguing, but it would never succeed. “That’s not how it works — we aren’t mates.
My kind only gets one, and everyone already knows | found mine many years ago.”
Sinclair informed her coolly.

“But... you got divorced.” Ella’s words were tremulous and hesitant, as if she was afraid
to bring up the subject. She'd clearly been very busy with her research. He was about to
tell her off, when his wolf roared in his head. Enough! Stop this, you know she’s right —
it's better for everyone this way.

Sinclair was taken aback, his wolf never disagreed with him — they’d always been on the
same page about everything. The pup is most important, it needs its mother. His wolf
continued, besides, she’s not asking you for anything — if she was just a gold-digger like
Lydia, she'd be eager to move in with you.

| don’t know. Sinclair thought. It's worth taking a second look at Ella’s background but —
No buts! His wolf interrupted. Give her what she wants.

Why are you so determined about this? Sinclair demanded, surprised by his inner
canine’s insistence.

We can'’t hurt Ella. His wolf proclaimed fiercely. She’ll suffer if we take the pup away.

Sinclair had to admit he didn’t want the lovely human to be in pain, but he still didn’t trust
her. His wolf on the other hand was absolutely adamant, and all shifters knew better
than to question their animal instincts. Intuition didn’t lie — not when it came to the
supernatural.

“Fine.” He grumbled. “But only if you help with my campaign. It won't be easy, there’s
more to being a Luna than standing on my arm and looking pretty.”

Ella’s face lit up so brightly Sinclair had to fight his smile. His wolf on the other hand,
actually wagged his tail like an excited puppy. What the hell is going on with me? He
thought, speaking more to himself than his wolf — who was clearly losing his mind.

“What's a Luna?” Ella asked curiously, barely able to contain her joy but trying to remain
engaged in the conversation.

“It's an Alpha’s mate.” Sinclair explained, realizing just how much he was going to have
to teach her. “And for the record, this little arrangement will only last until | meet a she-
wolf who might fill the role for real.”



“But you just told me werewolves only get one mate.” Ella questioned, not
understanding.

“We only get one fated mate. Chosen mates are completely different. We can choose as
many as we like, but the Goddess only grants us one fated love.” Sinclair informed her.
“The bond is different” “Different, as in weaker?” Ella clarified. “No —just different”
Sinclair corrected. “Not all fated mates are a good fit, and some chosen couples are
much happier together.” “So if you find another mate, | won'’t be allowed to see the baby
anymore?” Ella asked, gnawing on her lower lip.

“We can talk about it if and when it happens.” Sinclair stated after a moment “But | want
to be very clear that this agreement only lasts as long as it works. If we can’t find a way
to get along well enough to convince people or if | learn that this is all another one of
your tricks—" Ella’s eyes flared with anger, but Sinclair forged on ahead. “The deal is
off.”

Though Ella’s cheeks were flushed bright pink, she set her shoulders as if preparing
herself to take on a great challenge. “Fine. Have your people draw up the contracts.”

“I will.” Sinclair agreed, “As soon as you pack your bags.”

Ella sent another glower his way, and though his wolf was preoccupied thinking how
adorable she was when she was grumpy, Sinclair couldn’t help but take her in hand. He
Reached out and caught her chin between his thumb and forefinger, tilting her pretty
face up to his. “And Ella — the first rule of being a shifter? The Alpha makes the rules.”

Sinclair watched as his words sunk in. Ella’s eyes narrowed, and she was squirming
again, positively overflowing with defiance. He had to give her credit, for someone who'd
only just learned about the existence of werewolves, she certainly wasn'’t afraid of him.
In fact, she was showing much more bravery than many fully grown wolves did facing
down an Alpha.

Of course, there were Alphas, and then there was Sinclair- who was strong enough to
bring even the most dominant pack leaders in line. Though perhaps it was simply that
Ella didn’t realize just how dangerous he was.

After a moment Ella settled, looking up at Sinclair from beneath her lashes. “Yes, sir.”
She ground out, clearly hating being forced to submit.

“I like the sound of that.” He praised, dragging his thumb over her full bottom lip. “But if
we’re going to pull this off, you should call me Dominic.”

A visible shiver ran down Ella’s spine, and Sinclair's wolf purred with pleasure. Her
amber eyes were so wide he could see every glimmering shade of gold in her irises. Her



dark lashes fluttered as he stared her down, and eventually she lowered her eyes any
murmured, “Yes, Dominic.”

When Ella arrived back at Dominic Sinclair's mansion, she was beside herself with
confusion. She’d started her negotiation with him feeling completely in control, but now it
seemed like he'd completely turned the tables on her. She wasn’'t sure when or how it
had happened, but the bossy werewolf had somehow managed to get the better of her.
In the moment it had seemed like he had some strange power over her, like she’ d been
hypnotized by his dark gaze.

Her mind was absolutely overflowing with thoughts, but the moment she stepped into the
bedroom Sinclair had prepared for her, her mind went entirely blank. It was the same
room she’d woken up in that afternoon, but everything was different now.

The beautiful space was full of candles and music, the air scented with essential oils.
Ella felt as if she was walking into a spa, in fact there were even servants running a hot
bath in the massive whirlpool tub in the bathroom, just waiting for her to arrive. Ella could
barely take in all the finery and amenities Sinclair had brought in, including a craft table
and miniature fridge full of drinks and snacks. There was even a massage table set up
along the far wall. “You did all this for me?” Ella gaped, staring up at Sinclair’'s handsome
face in abject disbelief.

He blinked down at her, not seeming to understand why she was so surprised. “Pups are
more important than anything.”

Of course. Ella thought, somewhat bitterly. It's not for me, it's for the pup.
“Here.” Sinclair offered Ella a small golden bell. “Ring this whenever you need anything.”

Ella shook her head, trying to push the bell away. “I don’t feel comfortable being waited
on by servants.”

“It's not for the servants.” Sinclair informed her, guiding her to wrap her fingers around
the bell, “it's for me. If you need me for anything, ring that and I'll come.”

Ella reeled, “But... couldn’t | just come find you, am | not allowed to leave this room.”

Sinclair rolled his eyes. “Of course you can. I'm just trying to make things easy on you —
you should be as relaxed as possible for the next six months!”

“Six months?” Ella repeated, feeling as though she was missing something. “Should | be
stressed after that?”

“l think that’s unavoidable. Since you’ll have a new baby.” Sinclair quipped, catching



sight of her confused expression. “Shifter pregnancies are shorter than humans, around
six months — that's why the baby was so large at your ultrasound.”

“Oh.” Ella was still busy processing that detail when Sinclair excused himself for a phone
call. Six months? She thought fearfully. That doesn’t give me nearly as much time to
prepare.

Suddenly needing some fresh air, Ella went to the window and pulled it open, heaving in
two very large lungfuls. The brisk winter air felt good on her flushed skin, even if opening
the window had unleashed a torrent of sound on her ears. In the yard below men or
wolves, she supposed — were sparring on a snow covered lawn. They violently clashed
with bare hands and weapons, openly shouting, growling and laughing. The tumult was
S0 uproarious that Ella was tempted to slam the window shut, but she didn’'t want to lose
the refreshing air.

Ella eyed the bell in her hand, curious to see if it really would bring Sinclair to her side —
even in the middle of a business call. With a mischievous smile, she rang the bell and
waited. Within thirty seconds, Sinclair was in front of her, looking down at her with
amusement — as if he knew exactly what she was up to. “You rang?”

“Would it be possible for them to do... that,” Ella gestured at the commotion on the lawn,
“somewhere else? It's very loud.”

Without hesitation Sinclair leaned out the window and told the sparring sentries to go
elsewhere, ordering them not to train outside this window anymore. Ella watched in
amazement as the men immediately raced to obey — what must it be like to be so
powerful that people fell over themselves to do your bidding? It struck her that Sinclair
was the most powerful person in every room he walked into, yet here he was, deferring
to her — doing whatever she asked.

“Thank you.” Ella murmured.

“You're welcome.” Sinclair answered, still fighting his smile. The more time he spent with
Ella, the more endearing he found the little human. In fact, it was enough to make him
question everything he'd been thinking the last couple of days. He'd already ordered a
second investigation into her background, and he could barely stand the thought of
waiting two days for the results. He'd have to keep his distance until then, until he knew
whether he could trust her — once and for all.

Two days. He thought impatiently, That's nothing, you can easily stay away that long...
right?



Chapter 12 - Investigate
Sinclair was sitting in his office, trying not to think about Ella.

Two days had dragged past at a snail's pace, and the Alpha was finding it more and
more difficult to stay away from the pretty human. His wolf was driving him up the wall,
constantly suggesting that they go and check on her, just to make sure she was alright.

It was ridiculous — he knew she was perfectly fine. The mischievous creature rang her
bell every few hours, just to see if he’d come to her. In fact, he was starting to think the
bell had been a bad idea. He was beginning to crave hearing it, hoping she would ring
the damned thing so he could give in to his wolf and go see her.

Of course, every time it happened, Ella would scramble for some anemic excuse to
explain the call — yet he was never bothered. Sinclair could tell she was just testing her
limits and amusing herself, this was probably the first time in her life anyone had taken
care of her, and he couldn’t bear to spoil her fun.

Ella was so unlike his ex, Lydia, that it made his head spin. Sinclair had loved his mate
and wanted to give her everything her heart desired, but she wasn’'t the most easy-going
of she- wolves. Even before she’d shown her true colors and betrayed him, he'd known
going through a pregnancy with her would be very difficult.

He could imagine her in Ella’s shoes now, demanding every unreasonable extravagance
she could imagine and complaining non-stop. She would have made a wondrous
experience a trial — something not to relish but endure- whereas Ella was sweetly
reveling in the magic of creating life, overwhelmed to find herself in comfort rather than
constantly struggling.

Sinclair's thoughts were interrupted by a knock on the door, and he promptly called,
“come in.”

His heart leapt when the investigator he’d hired to look into Ella poked his head through
the door, “Is now a good time, Alpha?”

“Yes.” He agreed, more than eager to hear what the man had discovered.

“Well you were right.” The investigator announced as he entered and plopped into the
chair opposite Sinclair’s. “I checked with the police, Ella Reina reported a stolen identity
a couple of days after the insemination, and until a few months ago her financial history
was perfectly sound.”

Sinclair's wolf howled triumphantly in his head. | knew it! | knew she wasn't bad.

“Do the police have any leads?” Sinclair questioned.



“Oh she told them exactly who was responsible.” The investigator shared. “She claimed
her ex-boyfriend had opened about a dozen credit cards in her name, and the story
tracks. All of the credit cards she opened herself have no debt on them whatsoever.

She pays off her balance every month like clockwork, and all the charges are very
modest. The new cards were maxed out almost immediately on luxury items which
certainly weren’t in her home based on your description. It's a completely different
spending pattern. | think she was telling you the truth, at the time of the insemination,
she didn’t know she was in financial trouble.”

“Then how did my sp3rm end up getting switched with the donor she chose?” Sinclair
questioned, beyond relieved to hear the mother of his pup was not another shallow,
gold- digging schemer like Lydia.

“l don’t know, but you said yourself she hasn’t asked you for anything other than the right
to stay with the baby. Her file at the clinic indicated she’s been trying to get pregnant for
years.” The investigator reasoned. “That doesn’t sound like someone who set out to
entrap you.”

Sinclair felt a pang deep in his chest. Like him, Ella had struggled with fertility for years,
only to be betrayed by her partner. For all their differences, he was beginning to think.
they had more in common than they realized. However there was one thing he didn’t
understand, and he was tired of going through the investigator. It was time to get the
story straight from the source... and this time he’d actually listen.

When he arrived at Ella’s room, he found her curled up in the window seat with a
sunbeam bathing her in golden light, sound asleep. She was wearing some of the silk
pajamas he’d purchased for her when he saw her shabby sleep clothes on day one, and
looked so sweet it actually hurt to look at her. He was reluctant to disturb her, knowing
she needed her rest, and started to retreat. However the sound of his footsteps must
have roused her, because a moment later Ella opened her eyes and yawned. Stretching
like a sleepy kitten and offering him a welcoming smile. “Good morning.”

“I think you mean, good afternoon.” Sinclair teased, fighting the urge to brush the hair
from her face. “How are you feeling.”..

Ella’s stomach answered for her, growling pointedly and making her flush. “Sorry.”
“Don’t apologize.” Sinclair insisted, “I'll get you something to eat. What would you like?”
Ella peeked up at him from beneath her lashes, “does it have to be healthy?”

Chuckling, Sinclair strode forward and kneeled down beside her. He pressed one hug



palm to her belly, making her flinch. with surprise, then shushing her gently and petting
her hair. “Shh, | just want to feel the baby.” He focused on the tiny being in Ella’s womb,
trying to pick up on their developing mental link.

Once he did, he began laughing again, a rich cozy sound that wrapped Ella in warmth.
“So, pickles and ice cream, is that it?”

“How did you know that!” Ella exclaimed, her eyes wide.
“All shifter parents have a mental link with their pups, even in the womb.” He explained.

“Is that why | can hear you in my head sometimes?” Ella questioned. “Like when |
passed out, | swear | could hear you from inside me.” Sinclair nodded.

He was surprised that a human was able to pick up on it, but it was the only explanation.
“That’s right. Now, sit tight and I'll get your snack.” Ella was surprised that Sinclair
planned on preparing it himself. She assumed he'd send a servant, if he'd even allow
her to have something so unhealthy. He'd been so adamant about prenatal vitamins,
exercise and care.

Apparently cravings were a different matter though — he must have understood how
powerful the hunger was. When he returned, with a heaping bowl of ice cream and a
plate of pickles, Ella almost wanted to hug him she was no grateful. Of course, she put
that idea out of her head immediately. Dominic Sinclair was many things, but she
seriously doubted he was a hugger.

Ella tucked into the snack, sighing with pleasure and making Sinclair grin... though it
didn’t last for long. “I hate to ruin your good mood,” he began apologetically, “but |
wanted to ask — why did you go to a sp3rm bank to get pregnant, if you didn’t know
about your boyfriend’s betrayal until afterwards?”

Ella blinked, “You've decided you believe me about the debt, then?”

“My investigators took a closer look at your situation.” He agreed. “I'm sorry | didn’t trust
you at first... trust doesn’t always come easily for me.”

“l suppose | can understand that.” Ella answered, somewhat cryptically. Working up the
courage to tell this intimidating man her story, she took a deep breath. “But | did know
about Mike's betrayal beforehand — just not the identity theft.

The truth is that he kept me around for years because... well, basically he wanted a
trophy in his bed. All the time | was trying to get pregnhant, he was sleeping with my best
friend and giving me the morning after pill every morning in my coffee. | caught him in
the affair the same day | learned that my eggs were so diminished that if | didn’t get



pregnant now, | never would.”

Tears were streaming down her face now, and she couldn’t bring herself to look at
Sinclair. Setting the ice cream down, she concluded. “So you see, this baby is my last
chance... my only chance. That's why | went to Cora — | couldn’t risk failing again.”

Before she knew what was happening, Sinclair had pulled her out of the window and into
his arms. Suddenly Ella found herself cushioned by warm muscles on all sides. She was
so completely enveloped in his embrace, she wasn't sure where she ended and he
began. So much for not being a hugger. “I' m so sorry, Ella.” He rumbled against her
hair.

She nodded pitifully, trying to hold herself together despite the growing temptation to let

this strange man comfort her. He smelled so wonderful, and she felt so safe — safer than
she could ever remember feeling, though that shouldn’t be possible. After all, she barely
knew the man and he’d caused her nothing but trouble. “I won't take the baby from you.”
Sinclair declared then, astonishing Ella. “If | do find a new mate, you can have visitation

rights.”

“Really?” Ella sniffled, not believing her ears.
“Yes. I'm sorry I've been so harsh.” Sinclair purred, stroking her spine.

That was all it took. The next thing Ella knew, she was sobbing her heart out into
Sinclair’s collar, while he rocked and soothed her. As gentle as he was with the fragile
human, Sinclair was furious inside. He couldn’t recall ever feeling so much rage for
anyone.

His wolf was going berserk with the need to find and punish Ella’s ex-boyfriend. He
wanted to destroy the man who had broken her heart. She was the mother of his pup,
and no one had the right to harm her.

Even as he held her, a plan formed in his mind. A plan to make Mike pay for his crimes.
The police might not be able to help Ella, but he certainly could.



Chapter 13 - Pregnancy diet
Ella

This is confusing. It was much easier for me to hate Sinclair when he was being
overbearing and bossy, I'm not sure what to make of all this kindness. It seems too good
to be true, and that's a guaranteed red flag. | learned the hard way growing up as an
orphan, if it seems too good to be true, it's because it is.

At the same time, | can’t bring myself to pull away from Sinclair. He’s still holding and
rocking me more tenderly than | ever could have imagined. Has anyone ever held me
this way? Mike certainly didn’t, and while Cora has always comforted me in times of
need, this does not feel like cuddling Cora. I'm aware of Sinclair's touch in a way that is
far from sisterly, | feel as though I'm being scalded by his heat, and wonder if
werewolves run higher temperatures than humans.

It strikes me quite suddenly that if Sinclair is half this attentive with his children, my baby
will have more love than | could have possibly hoped for. He really will make a wonderful
father — assuming this isn't some act to make me agree to some new condition on our
agreement. Then again, | remember how kind he’s always been to Jake and Millie, how
obviously he loves children.

I’'m not sure where it comes from, but suddenly | feel a rush of jealousy for the woman
who will become his mate. She will be very lucky indeed, and it's obvious his sperm
wasn’t the problem with his past fertility struggles now. They’ll probably have many
children together, and my baby can have siblings to love and play with. | might not be
able to have a big family, but my child will be part of one — and that’s what's important,
right? So why do | feel so bitter at the thought of another woman being with Sinclair?

I might suspect that a she-wolf would feel threatened by my baby, because it would
prevent one of her own pups from becoming Sinclair’'s heir, but | know that’s not it either.
| snuggle closer as my tears slow, and Sinclair purrs, sending a delicious shiver down
my spine. Why is it so hard to pull away from him? Why does the idea of leaving his
arms make me so disappointed?

| can’t be attracted to him. | can't. It's a recipe for disaster!
“What are you thinking about?” His deep voice sounds in my ear, and | jolt as if I've been
shocked. | can feel myself coloring already, and when | look up at him, there’s a knowing

smirk on his face.

| try to conjure an excuse that would explain my embarrassment, so | confess a half
truth, “I was thinking | want more ice cream.”

Sinclair frowns now, eyeing the bowl I've just finished. “I think that might be overdoing it.



The doctor said you needed a very nutritious diet.”

The baby doesn’t care for this, and neither do |. My craving hasn’t been satisfied yet,
and no one has ever deigned to tell me what | can or cannot eat. “I'm an adult, Sinclair. |
can see to my own health.”

“I've asked you to call me Dominic.” He reminds me, catching me in the crosshairs of his
piercing eyes.

“My point remains the same no matter what | call you.” | state tritely, pulling away from
him at last. | slip off his knee and rise to my feet. His collar is soaked through with my
tears, and though I'm standing and he’s kneeling, he’s still almost as tall as | am. | place
my hands on my hips, trying not to cower in the face of his stern expression.

“What if | make you something else, what's your favorite dish?” Sinclair questions.

Rolling my eyes, | retrieve my bowl and circle around him, heading for the door. My
fingers are inches from the handle when a tree trunk arm circles my middle and I'm lifted
off my feet. “Hey! Put me down!”

“Such a naughty little human.” Sinclair clucks in disapproval, setting me down on the
couch.

“You said | was free to go wherever | wish here.” | remind him. “| want to go to the
kitchen.”

“You may go to the kitchen if you like,” He agrees, “but not if you're only going to fill up
on ice cream. That baby needs more than sugar and fat to grow big and strong.”

The more this goes on, the more | feel like a child. Here | am, demanding sweets when |
know it isn’'t best for my child, but | can’t help the cravings I'm experiencing. The baby
wants what it wants, and there’s no reasoning with my hormones. They are stronger
than any PMS or mood swing I've ever experienced before, it makes me feel like a
different person. I'm a mature adult, I've been on my own my whole life — | raised myself
and Cora, even though she’s older. So why do | feel like crying again simply because I'm
not going to get my way?

I’'m still caught up in my thoughts when | feel calloused fingers stroke my cheek, drawing
my attention up to Sinclair. “Has no one ever cared for you enough to set limits?” He
asks, searching my face. In the wrong tone it might have sounded like a cruel reminder,
but he speaks with true sympathy.

“I'm an orphan, remember?” | bite, my voice thick with emotion. “No one has ever cared
for me at all — not the way you mean.”



“Well that changes now.” Sinclair proclaimed firmly, leaving no room for argument. “I'll be
back in a minute.”

| remain in my room, trying to get hold of myself and wrap my brain around this strange
new relationship with Sinclair. | feel very confused by his behavior, and my own feelings.
My body is responding to him like it's never responded to anyone — it feels as if I've
come alive after a very long sleep — but | have to wonder whether that’s only the baby?
Surely if there is such a strong bond between Sinclair and the pup that they have a
mental link, | must be affected too.

I’'m so lost in my thoughts that | almost don’t realize it when the man in question returns,
carrying a tray. He sets it down in front of me and though I’'m feeling contrary enough
that I'm tempted to reject it on principle, that impulse evaporates as soon as he raises
the cloche to reveal the meal he’s prepared. It's macaroni and cheese with broccoli, not
exactly healthy, but certainly better than ice cream. Not to mention, it's my absolute
favorite dish from childhood.

“How did you know?” | ask, astonished. This is not something he could have possibly
learned from his link with the baby. It's not a craving, but a personal fact very few people
know.

“I have my ways.” Sinclair answers slyly, offering me a fork.

| accept it gladly, and wonder again at this mysterious man... wolf. There’s so much
about him | don’t understand, things that have nothing to do with being a werewolf, and
everything to do with his human side.

“What happened between you and your mate?” | ask, not sure if this is an appropriate
question for me to ask, but deciding to test my luck. “When you said not all fated mates
are good fits, were you talking about yourself?”

Sinclair blinks, and at first | don’t think he’ll answer, but after a moment he sighs and sits
beside me. He leans forward and rests his elbows on my knees. “Yes.” He admits,
watching me take my first bite of food with laser sharp focus. | moan with pleasure when
the flavors hit my tongue, and some unreadable emotion flashes in his green eyes.
“Lydia was beautiful, intelligent, and incredibly calculated. | don’t know if there was ever
really love between us, or just the bond. We married because... that's what you do when
you find your mate. | knew she'd make a good Luna, and | wanted a family. | wanted to
give her everything she desired — that's the way it is with mates, even when the feelings
are complicated, you feel compelled to make them happy.”

“Unfortunately what Lydia wanted was a baby.” Sinclair continued grimly. “And when |
could not give her one, she left me for another Alpha — without a second thought. In the



end I'm not sure if she loved me, or my money and power. She was a very materialistic
woman, and the status of being a Luna wasn’t worth nearly as much if she didn’t
produce an heir.”

“That’s awful.” | murmur, wanting to reach for his hand, but not feeling quite brave
enough. “I'm so sorry.”

Before he can respond, a woman'’s voice sounds on the other side of the door. “Knock
knock!”

When Sinclair rises to open the door, | look at my phone and see a series of texts from
Cora. Why did Dominic Sinclair just call me to ask your favorite meal? How are you?
What's going on? Are you with him?

Well that's one mystery solved. | think. However | don’t have time to dwell on it, because
Sinclair is ushering a woman | don’t recognize inside.

“Ah Aileen, come in.” Sinclair invites, showing her into the room. “Ella this is Aileen,
she’s my Beta’s wife, and she’s going to teach you everything you need to play the part
of a Luna.”

As curious as | am about the role, I'm more curious about Sinclair. | want to keep talking,
but he’s already departing, and Aileen is offering me a wide smile. “Are you ready to
begin?”



Chapter 14 - Purchase
Ella

For a moment | don’t know how to answer the strange woman. Am | ready to begin
learning how to be a queen? Is anyone ever?

That's the kind of job that takes a lifetime of preparation, and | still don’t even recognize
half the words these people are using.

“Am | supposed to know what a beta is?” | whisper to Aileen, watching Sinclair stride out
the door with an unreadable expression on his face.

“A beta is like a second in command.” She smiles warmly, coming forward and taking
both of my hands in hers. Now that we're alone, she looks me over with an approving
nod. “Well you are a stunning little thing, | have to say. When Sinclair explained the
situation to us | wasn’t sure what to think, but now that | see you it makes a bit more
sense. Any man would be lucky to have your genes passed down to their pups.”

| bristle at this statement. | don’t mind the compliment, but after what happened with
Mike, I'm not overly fond of people commenting on my looks. I've already had one man
reduce all of my value to physical beauty, so I'm definitely not crazy about an entire
society of werewolves looking at me through the same lens. Luckily if we pull this off,
they'll all believe I'm a shifter, but | suspect there will still be some questions. I'll have to
talk to Sinclair about giving me a good backstory.

“But being a beta is more than just a job, isn't it?” | say, pushing past the awkwardness
of the abrupt subject change. “It's something you're born into?”

Aileen seems to notice my discomfort, and takes her hands away. “Well yes, all wolves
are born as alphas, betas or omegas.”

“And what do those things actually mean?” | press, not understanding.

“You can think about it like a class system, though it's more complicated than that. Every
wolf is born into their role, and there isn’t any way of changing it. Alphas are the
strongest both physically and in personality. That's why they lead our packs, they are the
only ones dominant enough to rule a lot of very powerful beings.” Aileen shares.

“But not all Alpha’s rule, do they?” | wonder aloud.

“No, only the strongest of the strong actually take control.” She clarifies patiently.

“So Sinclair?” Why does his name feel so electric on my tongue, why does the mere
thought of him send a shiver down my spine?



“Is the most powerful of the pack leaders. That's why he’s campaigning to be king.”
Aileen reveals.

“But why is it a campaign?” | inquire. “If it just comes down to brute strength.”

“Well in the old days they would just fight, but we’re more evolved now. Now we don’t
just want a ruler who can beat the competition into the ground, we want someone
intelligent and compassionate.” Aileen explains.

“I have a hard time thinking of Sinclair as compassionate.” | admit. He was certainly
ruthless when it came to our dealings. Then again, a little voice says in the back of my
head. He did hold you when you cried.

Aileen looks as though she’s reading my mind. “Don’t let Dominic fool you.” She advises.
“He’s had a rough go of it with his mate. Trust me, once you get past all his walls and
sharp edges, there’s a very loving man underneath.”

“I don’t think I'll be the one to get past those things.” | murmur doubtfully.

“I wouldn’t be so sure.” She muses. “You're giving him a pup — after all this time.”

I don’t know what to make of this statement, and before | can consider it, Aileen is
forging on ahead. “Now betas are born mediators. They aren’t so bossy as Alphas, so
they don’t butt heads with the leader vying for control. They’re more mellow and even-
tempered, they balance the Alpha out. That's what my husband, Hugo, does for
Dominic.”

“And omegas?” | ask.

“Omegas are on the bottom of the food chain, literally and figuratively. They’re smaller
and weaker, and they have naturally submissive natures. They’re followers, not leaders.”

“So compared to a human,” | probe, “where would an omega stand?”

Aileen’s lip twitches, “All wolves are stronger, faster and have sharper senses than
humans, no matter their rank. We're different species, even the weakest wolf will be
stronger than you.” She pauses thoughtfully. “I wonder how Dominic will cope with that.”

“What do you mean?” | question anxiously.

“Alpha’s are very protective, very possessive. He’s not going to like the idea that you'll
be so vulnerable among our kind.” She surmises, still halfway in her thoughts.



| can’t focus on this at the moment however — it's not exactly news that Sinclair is bossy,
and I'm still trying to wrap my head around the fact that magical creatures are real. “But
how do shifters even exist?” | burst out. “I mean, do we have some common ancestor?”

“No, the goddess created us separate from humans.” Aileen corrects gently.
Well this is new information. “The goddess?”

“The moon goddess, she rules over all creatures.” Aileen informs me, as if this should be
common sense.

“Why haven't | ever heard of her?” | ask, holding my hands to my head in confusion.

“Humans are more distant from the divine. You don’t know about her, because you can't
feel her magic and influence. We can.”

Aileen states matter-of-factly.

“Gosh that's a lot to take in.” | mutter, trying to imagine what it would be like to feel
celestial power, to commune with the gods of creation somehow. | never believed such a
thing was possible. | never even believed in a god — how could 1? My life hasn’t known
manly blessings. It's hard to believe in a higher power when all you know is suffering.
While I'm lost in my thoughts, a young boy comes running through the door and Aileen
catches him in a hug even as she scolds him.

“Naughty boy!” There was a huge smile on her face, and the child resembles her so
clearly | know he must be her son. “You should know better than to enter a closed door
without knocking!”

There’s pure maternal joy shining off her face, and | have to wonder whether it’s the first
time they’ve seen each other that day, but when she speaks, it becomes clear that this is
not the case. “Where’s your father, | left you with him only ten minutes ago!”

“I know but | missed you.” The boy grins up at his mother, and my heart melts in my
chest. What must it be like to love someone so completely, to have such a powerful
bond to another being? | want it so badly it hurts.

It's still so surreal to think I'm really pregnant after all this time, that it takes me a
moment to remember | don’t have to long hopelessly anymore. I'm going to have that
kind of love soon. | press my hand to my belly with excitement. | can’t wait until my next
check up, until | can hear that tiny heart beat again, and see the baby in a sonogram.
Sinclair is taking me this afternoon —

to a shifter doctor this time — and I'm counting down the minutes now more than ever.



Thump thump thump.

Has there ever been a more beautiful sound than my baby’s heartbeat? If there has, I've
certainly never heard it. This appointment is so different from my last one. Instead of
Sinclair towering over me lobbing threats and accusations, he’s by my side, staring at
the ultrasound screen with the widest smile I've ever seen on his face — completely
transfixed.

| know exactly how he feels. These last few days I've felt like a higher power myself. I'm
creating life inside me and it's nothing short of a miracle. In the moments | can forget my
troubles, I'm giddy with happiness. | didn't realize how low my hope had fallen until | felt
such disbelief at finally becoming pregnant.

“I never thought this day would come.” | didn't mean to say the words, but they fall from
my tongue as fresh tears burn in my eyes — tears of joy this time.

Sinclair’s face turns away from the screen for the first time, his brilliant green eyes
landing on my face as a tender smile takes over his features. His massive hand slides
around my crown, gently cradling my head as he lowers his brow to mine, until they're
resting against each other.

“It's real.” He whispers to me, and | nod happily, taking comfort in his protective hands.
“Hmm.” The doctor mutters, breaking our revelry.

“What, is something wrong?” | ask anxiously. Sinclair's thumb immediately begins
brushing back and forth across my hair, instinctively soothing my fraying nerves.

“The baby’s just a bit small for my liking.” He tells us, making my heart race with worry.

Both men hear it immediately on the machines surrounding us, and Sinclair shushes me
softly. “That’s not necessarily bad, is it?”

“Well babies develop at different rates, but for a man of your size and strength, |1 would
have expected a larger fetus.” The doctor shares.

My hands are shaking, but Sinclair doesn’t seem bothered. He snorts, “They told my
mother the same exact thing when she was carrying me, and | turned out fine. She was
little, like you.” He adds warmly, “your body is doing it's best, it needs to fatten up a bit
before it can support a bigger baby.”



| have to fight the urge to laugh, and instead bat my lashes at him. “Then you should let
me have all the ice cream | want.”

Sinclair tosses his head back and laughs, “You are incorrigible.” He remarks wryly.
“What am | going to do with you at the campaign dinner tomorrow?”

“Campaign dinner?” | repeat, confused.

“Yes, didn't | tell you?” He looks genuinely surprised, or | might be more upset.
“Tomorrow it's out of the frying pan and into the fire for our plan. | need you by my side. ”



Chapter 15 - Learn werewolf
Ella

“What!” | exclaim, unable to wrap my head around this idea. “But I'm not ready!”

“You will be.” He promises. “Aileen will keep working with you tomorrow, and then we’ll
go shopping so you can look the part. It's only a meal, no one is going to be quizzing you
on werewolf politics.”

“I don’t know.” | fret, “what if | say the wrong thing?”

“I'll be with you the whole time.” Sinclair vows. “Don’t worry, | won't let you put your foot
in your mouth.”

This does make me feel better, but I'm still woefully far from feeling confident in my
ability to pass as a completely different species. “Can’'t we wait a little while?” | request
anxiously. “I promise I'll never miss another event, | just need a little more time.”

“Ella, the elections are in three months.” Sinclair says softly. “We don’t have much time
to waste. Very few people change their minds at the last moment. My image has been

marked with controversy from day one because | don’'t have a family.”

“l don’t understand, why is that so controversial if the King is something people vote on.
It's not like having an heir is going to decide the future of succession.”

“Because it's not about succession. It's about personal stability. Unmated Alphas are
viewed as being more temperamental and aggressive. If | have a mate and a pup
however, people will view me as more grounded and cautious.” Sinclair explains.

“Is that true?” | ask, “that unmated alphas are wilder?”

Sinclair grimaces but nods, “To a degree, yes. Some men are more or less aggressive
naturally, but it makes a difference when you have someone to take care of — someone

who might be harmed if anything happened to you.”

“Okay, so you're saying it has to be tomorrow?” | surmise, “the sooner you turn your
image around, the better.”

“That’s right.” Sinclair agrees. “As long as you're well enough, | need you there.”
“And you promise you won't leave my side?” | question.

“You have my word.” He vows.



“Okay then.” | concur, not feeling half as confident as | sound.

The doctor — who by now has finished his exam — steps out, leaving me with Sinclair to
change clothes before we check out.

However Sinclair doesn’t leave, he stays in the exam room as if he expects me to
change in front of him.

“Aren’t you going to...?” | trail off, hoping he’ll pick up on my train of thought without me
saying more.

“To what?” He asks, a knowing smile on his handsome face.

“I can’t change in front of you.” | protest, my cheeks going bright pink. “I'm only wearing
underwear beneath this thing.”

His brow furrows, but there’s a devious glint to his intense eyes which makes me think
he knows exactly what | mean. “Human modesty.” He clucks his tongue and shakes his
head. “So prudish, you'll see soon enough, wolves aren’t nearly as repressed.”

“I'm not a prude! Or repressed!” | defend hotly, climbing down from the table and
regretting it instantly. A second ago | was equal to Sinclair in height, now he towers over
me. .

“The Goddess made our bodies perfect as they are, why would we hide them?” He
questions silkily, the same devilish smile on his face.

Narrowing my eyes at the big man, | grumble, “fine.” Whipping the gown off over my
head, | stomp over to the corner where | left my clothes neatly folded. | tug them on
quickly, but not so quickly that Sinclair will think I’'m embarrassed about being exposed
before him. When | turn back, he looks mildly impressed.

“I didn’t think you’d actually go through with it.” He confesses. “But I'm sure glad you
did.”

I notch my chin up defiantly. “I don't back down that easily. You might have seven
senses or whatever, but it will take more than that to figure me out.”

His smirk only grows as he closes the distance between us, invading my space with his
powerful presence. “I can’t wait.”

“What do you think?” | ask a few hours later, as | stand in front of a full length mirror in a



gown which costs more than my apartment.

“I prefer the green one.” Sinclair responds thoughtfully, his penetrating gaze running up
and down my body as | try on yet another dress.

I don’t know how to feel about this shopping trip. I’'m enamored by the stunning clothes
around us, but it seems so extravagant to spend so much on material things. I'm only too
aware that orphans are starving in this very city, wouldn’t the money be better spent on
charity?

| say as much to Sinclair, but he only smiles at me. How has our relationship changed so
quickly? A couple of days ago he only glared at me, now he always seems to look at me
fondly. “Did you find nothing about my finances when you were snooping?”

“Research is not snooping.” | answer tritely. However then the memory rises, and | recall
that he gives at least half his fortune to the less fortunate. “If you still have this much to
spend on mere clothes after giving away so much, maybe you should give more.”

Sinclair shocks me completely. He nods thoughtfully. “Maybe | should.” | can only blink,
Mike never listened to my advice — or indeed anything | said — with so much attention.
It's only now that | see what true consideration is like, that | realize just how deficient he
was as a partner.

Trying to shake myself out of my thoughts, | change the subject. “So the green one?” |
confirm, knowing precisely the dress to which he’s referring. It's the same emerald
shade as his eyes, and studded with gemstones and rose gold accents that precisely
match my hair.

He nods. “It suits you, besides, it covers your shoulders.”

“Why should that matter?” | question in confusion.

“Because | haven't marked you, and | don’t want people to notice.” He explains.
“Marked me?” | squeak, not understanding what this means.

“| take it Aileen didn’t get that far?” He guesses, rising from the dressing room chair and
prowling towards me. My pulse spikes as he approaches, and suddenly | realize why I'd
felt like a rabbit facing a wolf when | went to plead Cora’s case with him. That's basically
what we are, he could snap me up in one bite, and I'd be helpless to stop him. “A mark,”
He begins, hooking his finger under the spaghetti strap of my gown and tugging it off my

shoulder, “Is the way a wolf claims his mate.”

I gulp, too focused on Sinclair to fully process his works. “Mark how?”



“It's a bite, right here.” His traces a finger over the spot where my neck meets my
shoulder. “A deep bite, one that leaves his scent permanently on her skin.”

“I — doesn’t that hurt?” | fret.
Sinclair laughs, a dark, husky sound. “No sweet Ella, not if you time it right.”
“Time it right with what?” | inquire innocently, furrowing my brow.

The next thing | know, Sinclair's eyes are glowing with his wolf, and my knees go weak.
“Maybe I'll explain it to you one day. In the meantime I'll just scent mark you.” He
remarks cryptically. “Now stay there, I'm going to fetch one more dress to try.”

When he steps away, | realize just how attuned | am to his presence. | wasn't aware of
any of my other surroundings when he was near. He consumed my attention completely,
barring all else.

Once he’s gone | notice a pretty blue frock on one of the racks just outside the dressing
room. | move to examine it, but as soon as | take the dress from the rack, a second set
of hands lands on the hanger and tries to yank it out of my hands. “Hey, | saw that first!”

The woman in front of me is blonde and pretty, but sneering with an awful expression.
She pulls so hard on the hanger that | start to lose my balance. She must be a shifter, |
think, she’s too strong to be a human. At this point, I’'m only hanging onto the dress
because it’'s the only thing holding me upright, but the woman is soon trying to pry my
hands free. “I said let go!”

I’'m about to simply give up and fall to the ground, when a pair of powerful hands catch
my waist, guiding my feet back to the ground.

“Take your hands off of her, right now!” Sinclair barks, his snarling voice silencing
everyone in the store. The petty woman releases me quickly, seeming to shrink into
herself in the face of the infuriated alpha. “I'm so sorry, Alpha.” She apologizes. “I didn’t
know she was with you.”

“That shouldn’t matter.” He declares, coming to my side. “Are you all right?”

“I'm fine,” | insist, but before | can say more, another man speaks from behind us.

“Brother, don't tell me you're attacking defenseless woman now.” The shifter speaking
turns his attention to me now. “And who'’s this?”



Chapter 16 — Brother
Ella

The stranger looks a lot like Sinclair, and the word “brother” strikes my interest. If they’re
siblings, why is Sinclair looking at him so harshly? They don’'t seem friendly at all.

“This is Ella.” Sinclair announces, sliding his arm around my waist. “My future mate, and
the mother of my pup.”

“Our pup.” The words are out of my mouth before | can stop them. I'm not sure why |
said it, but the way Sinclair declared the pups as his — as if it belonged to him and not
me — brought out my maternal instincts. | even growled a little as | staked my claim,
making Sinclair’s lips quirk with amusement.

“You don't really believe that, do you?” The man scoffs. “I've never seen or heard of you
before, | didn’t have the faintest idea my brother was expecting, and he hasn’t even
marked you.” | realize he’s right. Sinclair had mentioned scent marking me before the
campaign dinner — whatever that means — but he hasn’t done it yet. Luckily his pup’s
presence is strong enough to make me smell like a wolf, but this man clearly isn't fooled
by our pretense as a couple. “Let me guess, he just picked you up off the street because
you make such a pretty womb?”

A low rumble is vibrating against my side as Sinclair's wolf begins to growl. Meanwhile |
flush with embarrassment, it's not the truth, but it's close enough to make me want to
hide behind Sinclair's strength and dominance. Where did that come from? The little
voice in my head asks. You've never hidden from a problem or backed down from a
challenge a day in your life. That's true, but then again, I've never had anyone to hide
behind before.

The man is still speaking, making fun of my naivete for expecting Sinclair to honor my
role as our baby’s mother. “And you actually think he’ll keep you around once you squirt
the kid out? Clearly brains and beauty don’t go hand in hand.”

“Clearly ugliness and cynicism do.” | bite back, feeling bolstered by Sinclair's steady
presence at my side. “If you ask me the fact that you haven't heard about me says more
about your low status than my own. You're obviously not important enough to warrant
the Alpha’s time.”

Sinclair chuckles darkly, giving me a small squeeze to show his approval. “She has a
point, Roger.”

The man, Roger, glares at his brother before offering me a look that almost appears
pitying. “Mark my words, he’ll toss you to the curb at the first opportunity.”



| notch my chin up, “You underestimate me, and Dominic.” | announce, feeling a thrum
of excitement to speak his given name for the first time. | think it's actually coming from
the baby, as if | can feel Sinclair's pleasure to hear me saying it through our pup.

“He has more honor in his little finger than you do in your entire body. That much is
obvious and I've only just met you.”

Roger opens his mouth to argue back, but Sinclair stops him. “Roger, give it a rest.
Show some respect to your future Luna.”

“Really Dominic, you're going to keep up this act?” He counters fiercely. “How did you
even manage this, aren’t you sterile? How do you know the brat she’s carrying is even
yours?”

In a flash Roger is suspended in the air, with Sinclair's huge hand circling his throat,
holding him aloft. He squirms and tugs at Sinclair's white knuckled fingers, but | don’t
think he’s truly afraid because he shoots me a triumphant smirk. “More honorable, huh?”
Roger quips. “You certainly have an interesting definition.”

“Do not speak about my pup that way.” Sinclair snarls, “I know it's mine because we are
bonded already, and | will be bonded to Ella after our formal mating ceremony. If anyone
needs to learn some manners, it's you.”

Roger shrugs. “What do you expect, we never had a mother.” He shoots another
scathing look in my direction, “It's a shame your pup won't either. You could at least
have the dignity to be honest with her.”

Before | can keep track, Sinclair has dropped him to the floor. “Get out, before | really
lose my temper.”

Roger clambers to his feet and calls over the blonde woman who fought me over the
blue dress. “Come on, Sasha, we’re leaving.” Before they depart however, Roger offers
his brother one final scowl. “You miscalculated badly today, brother. What do you think
the Alpha council is going to say when they find out you attacked your own family in
broad daylight — over nothing more than a few honest words? The council wants a stable
king, not a loose cannon. Clearly that pup hasn’t done a damn thing to even you out.
Just you wait, your campaign is going to be over by the end of tomorrow’s dinner.”

Part of me wants to run after Roger and kick him right in the behind, | can't believe what
just happened. | don’t blame Sinclair either, | don't think his aggression had anything to
do with being unmated, | think it was because he feels so protective of his pup, and by
extension — me. Besides, his brother has to know what a sore spot his fertility struggles
are. How cruel does a person have to be to bring up such a thing.



“I'm sorry about that, Ella.” Sinclair’s attention is already back on me. “I shouldn’t have
lost control that way.”

“If I'd been strong enough to attack him, | would have done it myself.” | confide, leaning
into his warmth. His energy is still very agitated, and all my instincts are driving me to
comfort him the same way he’s comforted me today. “What did you mean about a
mating ceremony?”

“Oh,” He shakes his head, brushing the topic aside. “That’s just for show during the
election. | don't expect you to actually go through with it. It's simply a way of explaining
to people why you don’t bear my mark.”

“Oh.” I murmur. Why does that disappoint me so much? | know Sinclair is handsome, but
we’'re different species and he’s completely controlling, | can't truly be attracted to him —
can 1?

Even as | think it, | breathe in his scent, and feel heat begin to pool low in my belly. Snap
out of it! | scold myself. That's just the baby, it wants to be near its father. It's just
another wolfy mindlink thing... isn't it?

I look up to Sinclair to make sure he’s not watching me struggle to untangle these
confusing feelings, and for once, his attention is very far away. My relief immediately
gives way to sympathy as | take in his distant expression. “Don’t be offended — but your
brother is an asshole.” | say gently.

Sinclair looks down at me, his grim features softening to a smile. “You can say that
again.”

“Do you want to talk about it?” | press, curious but not wanting to intrude on his private
business.

“Oh,” He sighs, dragging a hand through his hair. “Roger and I... we’re very different
people — as you saw. We've never gotten along.”

“Why not?” | inquire.

Sinclair’'s face darkens, and | worry that I've pushed into such sensitive territory that he’ll
refuse to tell me any more, however he surprises me again. “l took his mother away from
him. She died protecting me, and he’s never forgiven me. There was already bad
feelings between us — he’s older, but | was always stronger. It was clear from a young
age that |, and not he, would be my father’s heir. So there was always jealousy and
competition — then Mom sacrificed herself for me, and that was it.”

“I'm so sorry.” | express, intuitively wrapping my arms around him for a hug. | can tell



he’s surprised, | don't think many people instigate hugs with the future king, but I'm not a
wolf, and all | see is a man in need of affection in front of me. His arms come around me
in reply, and his vaoice purrs in my ear. “You really are full of surprises, you know that?”
“What's so surprising?” | ask against his chest, using the excuse to breathe in his
delicious scent again. “You hugged me when | needed it — why shouldn’t | return the
favor?”

“I’'m just used to taking care of others, that’s all.” He shares. “And | don’t know anyone
brave enough to touch me without permission.”

“And here | thought wolves were supposed to be all tough and brave.” | joke, pressing
my nose to his pec. “They sound like a pack of scaredy-cats to me.”

Sinclair laughs, sounding like a completely different man than the haunted creature he'd
been a moment ago. “You know, if you keep this up I’'m not going to be able to wait until

tomorrow to scent mark you.”

I’'m getting ahead of myself now, feeling overconfident amidst his praise and safe to
poke his buttons now that his horrible brother has gone away. “Why are you?”

“Because | want it to be strongest before the campaign dinner.” Sinclair explains.
“It wears off?” | ask, putting two and two together.

“Your scent is getting so strong sometimes | forget how little you know about our ways.
Did Aileen explain anything about this to you?” He questions.

“No — I think she was more concerned with teaching me political things.”

His eyes light up, though | don’t know why. “So you don’t even know what scent marking
is?”

“No.” | flush, waiting for him to continue. When he doesn’t | prompt, “are you going to tell
me?”

“No.” He replies slyly. “I'm going to show you.”



Chapter 17 - Preparation
Some of my confidence has waned on the ride home. Sinclair has been so mysterious
about this scent marking business, and | don't like the way he keeps looking at me — as
if ’'m some prey to be devoured.

There's still so much | don’t understand about this word, like how carrying his child can
make me smell more like a wolf myself, or how someone can leave a mark which must
be sensed and smelled, rather than seen with the naked eye. Not for the first time, I'm
jealous of shifters’ heightened abilities. The more time that passes, the more enchanted |
am by the idea of transforming, of letting out one’s inner animal and being truly wild and
free. | don’t know why | like the idea so much —it's not like | have an inner animal to
release, so I'm not actually missing out.

“You look nervous.” Sinclair observes, resting one proprietary hand on my knee as the
car speeds along. Of course, his touch only makes me more antsy.

“You can fix that.” | suggest, “it doesn’t have to be a surprise.”
“True, but it's much more fun this way.” He smirks.

“Fun for you maybe.” | mutter mutinously. “Besides, if you want your scent to be
strongest tomorrow, shouldn’t we wait?”

“And deprive myself of the opportunity to do it a second time?” He arches a brow, “why
on earth would | do that?”

“l...” I don’t know what to make of this. If he were anyone else I'd think he was flirting
with me, but that’s not possible. Wolves and humans don’t mix. Maybe he simply enjoys
teasing me, like a cat toying with a mouse. He certainly enjoys making me squirm. |
realize this must be the reason, and suddenly | find myself feeling very indignant. | don’t
like the idea of being some plaything to the hungry predator. | narrow my eyes at him.
“Maybe | won't let you.” | decide.

The hand on my knee tightens, but not enough to hurt. “What was rule number one, little
human?”

“That | should be as relaxed and happy through my pregnhancy, so you shouldn’t be
making me nervous.” | reason, knowing full well he expects me to confirm that he — as
Alpha —is in charge.

“You forget | have a link straight to our pup, | know when you're stressed, and when
you're just making mischief.” Sinclair rumbles. “But if you want more justification for
doing it often, it's to avoid scenes like what just happened. If people can't see your
shoulder and also smell me on you very powerfully, they can be fooled into thinking |



have marked you. We can give the mating ceremony excuse to those who ask, but it
would be better to avoid the questions altogether.”

A little while later, Sinclair is standing in front of me in my room, looking so powerful and
attractive I'm almost too distracted to hear him speak. “Take off your clothes.” He
instructs.

“What, all of them?” | squeak.

“You can keep your underwear on, but it's better if we're skin-to-skin.” He says,
unbuttoning his own shirt.

| watch with wide eyes as he strips down to his boxer-briefs, taking in the sight of his
muscular body and feeling my jaw go slack.

I've never seen anyone so rugged and chiseled.
“Do | need to take them off for you?” He asks, arching a brow and stepping forward.

“What? No!” | yelp, reminding myself that he’s already seen me in my bra and panties.
Taking a deep breath, | carefully lift my dress over my head, bracing myself for whatever
is to come next.

Standing beside Sinclair in a ball gown, done up from head to toe in makeup, jewelry
and heels, it seems hard to believe Sinclair was rubbing his mostly naked body all over
me an hour ago. Scent marking — I've learned — is a deeply intimate act, one that
confuses me more than | care to admit.

Yesterday when he marked me the first time, he took it slow and explained every step of
the process, making sure | understood why it was so important to impart his scent on
every inch of my body. This second time, however, was completely different. There were
no explanations, no soothing caresses for my frazzled nerves. He came to me with a
mission in mind, and slowly, sensuously covered me in his pheromones. If he noticed my
body’s response to his attentions — my aching breasts and liquid arousal, he gave no
indication.

Now those feelings are long gone, as we're finally at the campaign dinner I've been
preparing for non-stop over the last 48

hours. Sinclair quizzed me in the car on the way over, testing my knowledge of shifter
society and nodding with approval when | smoothly answered each of his prompts. He
hasn’t said a word otherwise, which tells me just how much tension he’s carrying in
anticipation of the event.



When we arrive at an incredible palace, | can’t keep my jaw from dropping to the floor.
“I've never seen such a beautiful estate.”

“This is where our pup will be raised if my campaign is successful.” He shares, “The
King's Palace.”

“Why is the current King stepping down?” | ask as we climb the marble stairs, mostly
trying to distract myself from all the flashing cameras and reporters screaming out to get
Sinclair’'s attention.

“Alpha Dominic, over here!”
“Alpha Dominic, whao'’s your date?”

“It wasn't his choice.” Sinclair shares. “He’s getting old and is no longer the strongest
among us. The alpha council voted to force him to abdicate.”

“Does he not have heirs of his own?” | question, trying my best to smile and wave at the
crowd vying for attention around us.

“His eldest son is my biggest competition — and he would be a disaster.” Sinclair
intimates, ducking his head low enough that his lips brush the shell of my ear. “You're
doing brilliantly by the way — look at them all, eating out of the palm of your hand.”

| giggle quietly, feeling a wave of appreciation for the support. Normally | would be
beside myself with nerves to walk into a room like this, surrounded by rich and powerful
people — shifters. However next to Sinclair, the blatant stares and avid attention doesn’t
bother me. | feel confident by his side, even as I'm bowled over by his raw power. | didn’t
realize how much of it he keeps reined in on a day-to-day basis. Now however | can feel
it viscerally, flowing off of him in a riptide of authority.

Before | know it, we've left the reporters behind and are crossing the ballroom to a pair
of thrones at the end of a great hall. The throngs of people part to let us pass, and | have
to admit — | do feel like royalty. No one has ever shown me so much respect or
admiration.

I’'m still reveling in the attention we're drawing when we stop in front of the King and
Queen. They're both incredibly impressive.

The king’s hair is streaked with gray, but he still has an air of unquestionable strength.
His Luna is lovely and dignified, with features that hint to great beauty in her younger

years.

Sinclair nods to each of them, while I dip into a curtsy. “Alpha Dominic,” The king greets



Sinclair with a smile that doesn’t reach his eyes. “Dare | say you've finally found a
mate?”

“That’s right.” Sinclair announces, loudly enough for all to hear. “And the Goddess has
blessed us with a pup.”

“Well | must say you have excellent taste. You, my dear, are an incredible beauty.” The
Luna smiles, no more genuinely than her husband. “Congratulations to you both!”

The announcement prompts a rush of supporters to gather around us both, and before |
even realize it's happened, Sinclair is no longer beside me, we're separated by a few
people, but | can still see him, so | try not to panic. “You must tell us your name!” A small
throng of women gush in front of me.

“I'm Ella.” | share, unsure whether | should use my own surname, or his. “Soon to be
Sinclair.” | lie, deciding to stick with our cover.

They squeal with excitement, and more people swirl around me, until at last I'm faced by
an imposing looking man. He’s watching me sharply, almost with suspicion. “Tell me,
Ella, where are you from? How is it we’ve never seen you before?”

“I come from the Shadow Pack, in the north.” | explain, repeating the lie Sinclair and |
agreed upon. “I was in town visiting my cousin when | met Sinclair, and the rest is
history.”

“Oh, what cousin?” He asks, zeroing in on the detail.

“Aileen Corentin.” | bluff, smiling widely.

“As in the wife of Dominic’s beta?” He presses. “And you only met him recently?”

“Yes — our families are deeply estranged. Bad blood you know, divided allegiances and
all that.” I explain. “I only recently learned | had a cousin here, but once | did | reached

out so we could meet.”

“Hmm,” He murmurs thoughtfully. “Still you must have been here some time, if you're
already breeding.”

“Not long at all.” | correct him, “but you know how it is when you find the one... or maybe
you don’t. | didn’t believe in love at first sight myself, until | found Dominic.” | beam
towards the man in question, trying to look as if I'm head over heels in love.

It must have worked, because he excuses himself and slips away into the crowd, a
thoughtful expression on his face.



| watch him stride away, hoping Sinclair will return to my side soon. | can’t explain why,
but | feel that wasn'’t the last I'll see of that man, and | don’t want to be alone the next
time he finds me.



Chapter 18 — Campaign dinner
Ella

Where is Sinclair? | think nervously, scanning the room. He promised he wouldn’t leave
my side. Why did | ever let myself get separated from him. The crowd around me is still
bombarding me with questions, and though | think I'm putting up a good front, | can’t
help but feel overwhelmed. My pulse is racing, and the blood is rushing in my ears. I'm
not ready for this. I've only had two days to prepare, surely they're going to see right
through my act!

I’'m getting more and more light headed by the minute, and my stomach is beginning to
churn. | think I’'m going to be sick, but I'm not sure if it's morning sickness, or my nerves.
I might be excited about the idea of the baby making it's presence known, but this is the
last place | want to get sick.

| turn in place, searching the room for any kind of restroom. | can’t ask any of the
aristocrats around me, speaking about such a private matter with people of this stature
would be considered incredibly inappropriate. However before | can figure out a possible
retreat, | see Sinclair striding through the crush of shifters, his brow furrowed as he
watches me.

The people around me disappear when he finally closes the distance between us, and
I’'m amazed to feel my nausea and my nerves settle as soon as | breathe in his scent
and feel his warm presence. “Are you alright?” He asks with concern, brushing the hair
out of my face.

Though | feel far better than | did a moment ago, I'm still terribly overwhelmed. My lower
lip trembles, and | wonder if I'm really so stressed that | might cry, or if it's just my
pregnancy hormones spinning out of control. | don’t want to show weakness in front of
Sinclair, | don’t want him to think I’'m not up to playing this role. | not only have to prove
myself to all these strangers, but to the father of my child. | plaster a wide smile across
my face. “I'm fine.”

He narrows his eyes, sidling closer and dipping his head to my ear. “Are you being
honest, sweet Ella?”

| bristle at this prompt. Who is he to demand honesty about my feelings? If | don’t want
to talk about them, that’s my choice. I'm about to tell him as much, when his low growl
ricochets through my body, and the words spill unwillingly from my lips. “It’s just a bit of
morning sickness.” | explain in a whisper, “I think the crowd made me overheat.”

“And?” He presses, clearly sensing that there’s more to the story.

| don't not like how easily he can read me. Either that means I'm failing in my act, or his



connection to our pup is giving him an unfair advantage sensing my emotions. To be
honest, I'm not sure which possibility frightens me more. Still, | can’t stop myself from
speaking, though | refuse to look him in the eyes. “I got nervous.” | can feel myself
flushing at the admission, “you promised you wouldn’t leave my side.” | add petulantly,
glaring up at him from beneath my lashes Sinclair's demanding growls soften to a purr,
and the next thing | know, he’s tucking me to his chest, stroking his hand down my spine
in a soothing caress. “Poor little mate.” He murmurs, no doubt for the people around us
who might overhear. “I'm sorry I've been neglecting you.”

| can hear the crow oohing and ahhing at the display, an Alpha caring for his mate. Is
that why he’s doing this? Does he actually care about my feelings, or is he just putting
on a show? It must be the latter, | decide, otherwise he wouldn’t ever call me his mate.

“How sweet.” | recognize the voice immediately. It belongs to the same man who was
guestioning me with such suspicion a little while ago. “Breeding women can be so
needy, can’t they, Alpha Dominic?”

A growl rises in my defense, but to my surprise, it doesn’t come from Sinclair — it comes
from me! | don't think I've ever growled in my life. Is that the pups influence? Sinclair
probably thinks it's part of my act, trying to pass myself off as a she-wolf, but | didn’t
intend to do it at all!

A few chuckles pass through the crowd, though | don’t know why. | feel completely
serious, but | hear murmurs describing my cuteness. The other man blinks, looking up at
Sinclair as if he expects him to chastise me. “My apologies, your highness.”

Sinclair states simply. “She’s a fierce little thing at the best of times.” The words sound
like an excuse for my behavior, but his tone is full of praise and his arms tighten around
me affectionately.

Too late, his address for the other man filters through my brain. Your Highness. That
must mean this is the prince, and Sinclair's main opponent in the election. It's no wonder
| found him so imposing, or why he resembles the King so much.

“Well, what more could we want in a Luna.” The Prince remarks, not sounding like he
means a single word of this. “In fact, your loving display has inspired me! What's say we
play a game, to celebrate your new family?”

“What kind of game do you have in mind?” Sinclair's muscles tensed, but his reply tells
me saying no isn’t really an option here.

After all, the entire point of this evening is to sell our relationship to the Alpha council.
They're supposed to believe we're madly in love and overjoyed to be starting our family.
We're being tested now, and backing down from the challenge would be a mistake.



“My own special version of the newlywed game.” The Prince gives us a sly grin. “To test
the mating bond.”

| try to stay calm, but inside I'm panicking. We don’t have a mating bond, how on earth
are they going to test it? We're sure to fail, and at the very first hurdle! I look up at
Sinclair for guidance, but he’s smiling at the Prince, calling his bluff. “As you wish.”

The Prince guides us towards the dais before the king and queen, placing me on one
side, and Sinclair on the other. “Now the object of the game is simple.” The Prince
explains, raising his voice so the entire audience can hear. “Ella and Dominic will
communicate with each other through their bond, and afterwards they’ll both have to
write out what the other expressed without consulting one another verbally. If their
responses maitch perfectly, we’ll know they’re a strong couple.”

The implications are obvious, if our responses don’t match, we’ll look like a
disconnected, weak couple — not the united Alpha and Luna we should be. Oh god,
we’re going to fail! | think anxiously. Sinclair’s bond to the baby is strong, but the baby is
so little that their mental link is still dependent on him touching me. | could hear Sinclair’'s
voice when | was passed out in his arms, and he could hear the pup’s craving when his
hand was on my belly. Otherwise it hasn’t happened.

I look to Sinclair, but he seems completely unconcerned. Then again, | have no doubt
he’s very good at hiding his emotions after spending so long in the public eye. Indeed,
his face is a perfect mask, and as our eyes meet, | try to listen with all my might, praying
that somehow his bond to the pup will spark to life even at this distance.

After a moment | realize it's no use. | don’t have the first idea what he’s trying to
communicate to me, so | do the only thing | can think of. | cross the dais swiftly and
throw myself into the huge Alpha’s arms. | slide my arms around his neck as he catches
me, and press my lips to his.

Sinclair purrs, locking me to him with one strong arm and catching the back of my head
with the other, holding me in place so his talented lips can plunder my mouth. | might
have instigated the kiss, but he takes charge immediately, drawing tiny whimpers from
me as his tongue teases my lips and then delves inside. Fireworks explode behind my
eyes as butterflies burst to life in my tummy.

I've never been kissed like this before, with so much skill and dominance that it feels as
though he’s reaching inside me and touching my very soul. I've also never felt this kind
of electricity with any partner. It's as if my entire body is on fire, and he’s barely even
begun. My feet are hovering around his knees, and | remember Sinclair's remark about
humans being prudish, so | wrap my legs around his waist as best | can through my
voluminous skirts.



It's not until he pulls back, finally snapping me out of my daze, that | remember we’re not
alone. While his lips were on mine | wasn't aware of anything but the two of us, but now |
realize cheers and wolf whistles are egging us on all sides. The crow seems to love our
display, but when | open my eyes again | find Sinclair's dark gaze boring into me so
forcefully my heart stops beating completely.

Uh-oh, I think I might have just made a huge mistake.



Chapter 19 - A kiss

3rd Person

Ella slowly untangled herself from Sinclair's body as he returned her feet to the ground,
feeling terribly unsure of herself. The audience was still making a huge racket, but the
imposing Alpha was studying her as if she was some sort of curious anomaly —

one he was desperate to figure out. Her cheeks were flushed scarlet, but she followed
his lead. Sinclair hadn’t looked away from her to acknowledge their onlookers — so she
didn't either.

Ella couldn’t have known how much more meaningful it was for Sinclair to be watching
her this way, rather than smiling. Shifters were creatures of raw passion and intense
feeling, there were many lighthearted moments of course, but the look of a successfully
mated Alpha and Luna was not the lovesick expressions humans so often displayed in
relationships. To those around them, Sinclair’s laser focus on the little human looked like
a devoted lover hungry for his mate, and her anxious energy was only further proof — a
she-wolf who had just provoked her mate’s lust in public, and was going to have to face
the consequences when she got home.

The tableau only made them cheer louder, and this eased Ella’s fears a bit. Sinclair
might not be happy with her, but the crowd certainly was. It can’t have been a complete
mistake, could it?

“How lovely, but not exactly the point of the game.” The Prince’s drawling criticism finally
broke the spell, at last tearing Ella and Sinclair’'s attention away from one another.

“Wasn't it?” Ella asked innocently, feeling less intimidated by the Prince than the wolf still
holding her in an iron grip. “He told me to kiss him — was | supposed to refuse?”

The spectators laughed and applauded, and Sinclair turned glowing eyes in their
direction. “No doubt you'll forgive us taking our leave.” He declared rakishly, earning a
fresh surge of wolf whistles. “My mate is in need of some attention.”

Ella blinked, wondering if he meant what she suspected. Were wolves really so open
about sex? Before she could think about the matter any further, the King stood and
offered them a toast, “To the happy couple.”

Sinclair led Ella back through the flood of congratulations and well wishes, past the
media frenzy and back into the safety of his limousine.

She slid into the far end of the vehicle, hiding from all the camera flashes behind blacked
out windows. When Sinclair slid in a moment afterwards, he zeroed in on Ella
immediately. The corner of his mouth tilted up when he saw her sitting as far away as



possible. “Is there a reason you're all the way over there?”

“Are you angry?” Ella murmured in reply, wrapping her arms protectively around her
middle. She was painfully aware that if she messed up badly enough, it might cost her
the baby.

“How could | be angry?” Sinclair exclaimed, truly shocked. “Ella, you saved the day. That
was brilliant. None of the Alphas on the council will question me now. Even the King
liked you. My campaign is safe because of your quickl thinking.”

“Oh,” she relaxed slightly, feeling silly now. “You looked so severe after the kiss, | just...
| thought | messed up.”

“Far from it.” Sinclair announced as the car slowly began to move. “But | am curious
what inspired you to kiss me.”

Ella stared at her lap. “It was the first thing that came into my mind. | knew we were
going to fail if we actually had to play the game.”

“But why a kiss?” He pressed. “You were already feeling ill, you could have easily given
morning sickness as an excuse. No one would have faulted you.”

“I don’t know.” She shrugged, fidgeting nervously.
“Did you like it?” He pressed, his deep voice like velvet cloaked steel.

“What?!” Ella chirped, her gold eyes going wide. “Of course not, it was just for show.
Besides, I'm not a good kisser anyway.”

Sinclair's brow furrowed. “Why the hell do you think that?” He asked.
“Mike told me, more than once.” She admitted, her voice barely louder than a whisper.

Sinclair rose from his seat, having heard more than enough. He migrated over to where
Ella sat, kneeling down onto the floor of the car so he could look her in the eye. Is he
going to touch me? Ella wondered anxiously. Why do | want to feel his hands on me so
badly? She got her answer a moment later, when he took her chin between his thumb
and forefinger, and titled her face up to his.”Your ex was a fucking idiot.” He murmurs.
“For more reason than one.”

Her heart sank, it hadn’t escaped her notice how many people had commented on her
beauty that evening, or how proud Sinclair had seemed to have her on his arm.
“Because I'm pretty?”



Sinclair shook his head. “You're gorgeous, Ella, but so are lots of people. He’s an idiot
because he couldn’t see past it — to the force of nature underneath.”

“I'm not a force of nature.” Ella protest. “I'm poor and weak and -’

His finger moves to cover my lips. “You are what | say you are.” Ella bristled beneath his
intimate touch and domineering manner.

She wanted to challenge him, to insist that she knew herself better than he did. With
great effort, she kept her mouth shut because she knew it wasn’t an argument she could
win. Nodding in approval, Sinclair continued. “And | say you are brave, clever, so sweet |
can't stand it, and so much stronger than you know.” He offered her a wolfish grin then,
“Not not mention the best kisser I've ever had the pleasure of tasting.”

Ella blushed scarlet, and Sinclair chuckled, taking the seat next to her. He slung an arm
over her shoulders, encouraging her to lean into his warmth. “Thank you.” Ella
murmured, sinking into his embrace.

“l didn’t say it to please you.” Sinclair remarked simply, brushing off her thanks. “I said it
because it’s true.”

“Bossy wolf.” Ella muttered, earning herself another rumbling laugh.

Before long her eyelids were growing very heavy, and the exhaustion of the stressful
evening threatened to take hold completely.

She tried to stay awake until they returned home, but the little voice in her head told her
not to be silly. Sinclair would make sure she woke up when the time came.

Sinclair watched as Ella slowly succumbed to sleep, feeling a stab of guilt for putting her
through so much when she needed her rest. He couldn’t help ducking his head to press
a kiss to her hair, thinking again of their kiss. For all her flaws, he’'d thought he’d been to
heaven and back with Lydia when it came to sex — after all the Goddess fated couples
together based on sexually compatibility. She’d been the best lover he'd ever had, but
kissing her hadn’t felt anything like kissing Ella.

She threw herself into the act so freely, without any inhibitions or reluctance. Ella was
clearly an incredibly affectionate woman, and it made him even angrier to imagine the
world denying her the love she deserved for so many years. He couldn’t wait until Mike
was finally in front of him. He’d teach that feckless human a lesson he’d never forget.

Sinclair breathed in the fragile human’s scent, calming his temper with Ella’s bewitching
fragrance. His wolf purred with approval, his voice rising in the back of Sinclair's head.
She smells better and better every day. This one is special.



It's probably just the baby. Sinclair reasoned, knowing exactly what his wolf was talking
about. The more time that passed, the more Ella smelled like a she-wolf. Frankly it had
been driving him crazy — pushing him to scent mark her far more frequently and
intimately than was necessary, toying with his senses at every turn. He wasn’t even sure
how to describe her aroma — one moment it was like fresh rain and wild orchids, the next
like sultry summer nights and sweet honey.

Completely different from the pup. His wolf pointed out. You know it's not the same
scent.

That's true, but there’s no other reason her scent would be changing. You forget this has
never happened before, we don’'t know what happens to humans carrying shifter pups.
I’'m sure it’s just the baby.

Sinclair's wolf rolled his eyes. Fine, stick your head in the sand if you're so determined.
The Alpha wasn’t sure what to make of this — of any of this. Why was his wolf being so
difficult, arguing and being contrary just to be contrary. This had never happened before.
His wolf had been with him from birth, and they’d never butted heads this way.

What on earth did it mean? And why was Ella the one to bring out this side of his inner
animal? Was his wolf right? Was there something special about her? Or was it just the
fact that she was carrying his baby, making his dreams come true when no one else had
been able to do so? Did that alone make her special? Sinclair was not a man who was
used to feeling uncertain, and he didn't like it one bit. At the same time, he couldn’t bring
himself to blame Ella for making him feel this way, even though she was certainly the
cause.

Instead he found himself watching her sleep the rest of the ride home, completely
transfixed, and perfectly content to watch her do nothing at all.



Chapter 20 - Shower
Ella

| dream that I'm on a boat, rocking gently in a starlit sea. | stare up at the night sky,
bathed in the light of the full moon. My belly is swollen with my pup, and Sinclair is
beside me, telling me stories about shifters — all the myths and legends. of his people.
His voice carries me along the waves, until he begins describing the life we'll have
together with our baby. He paints a picture of perfection, a happy life as a family of
three- my child and | pampered and cared for while he rules his empire, wanting for
nothing.

It all seems too good to be true, and it's not until | realize I'm dreaming that | understand
why. When | blink my eyes open, | realize that there are tears in them. | really am
rocking, but not in any boat. Sinclair is carrying me inside from the car and clearly trying
very hard not to wake me.

| must have fallen asleep. | realize dazedly.

“You don’t have to carry me.” | murmur, hoping the emotion in my voice can be passed
off as grogginess.

“Hush now.” He croons, “I don’t mind. You just rest.”

Another time | might argue, but I'm so sleepy, and his arms feel so good around me that
| just snuggle in. To my surprise, Sinclair leans his face towards my hair and inhales a
deep breath. “You smell more like a wolf every day.” He shares. “The baby must be very
healthy.”

This idea makes me smile, “Will | be able to feel it move soon,

if pregnancy is so much shorter?”

“After a couple of months, yes.” He confirms.

This is still sooner than human babies quicken, but | feel so impatient. “Hmph, that's so
long to wait.”

Sinclair chuckles. “Maybe, but it will be so worth the wait, sweet Ella.”

“Do... do shifter pregnancies ever have complications?” | ask, finally feeling brave
enough to voice this hidden worry. It's been on my mind ever since the doctor told me
the baby was developing slowly, but Sinclair seemed so confident that | told myself
everything was fine.



“Rarely.” He answers. “But it happens. That's why I'm being so cautious with you — |
don’t want anything to happen, for both our sakes.”

| scoff, pressing my nose to his chest and inhaling his own scent. “I think you just like
telling people what to do — baby or not.”

Sinclair’'s wolf flashes in his eyes, but he smirks; “Keep it up you naughty thing, and I'll
show you what strict really is.” Before | can respond or contemplate what this might
mean, he pushes into my bedroom, striding towards my bed as if he intends to tuck me
in.

“No, I want a shower first.” | object.
“Are you sure? It's very late.” Sinclair asks.

I nod, “I hate going to bed not feeling clean.” After a childhood of almost always feeling
dirty, it had become a crutch of mine.

Sinclair helps me with the zipper on my dress, and within minutes I'm standing beneath
a steaming cascade of water, feeling more and more myself as more of the day washes
away. | felt like a different person with all that makeup and finery on, it's such a relief to
be free of it.

I’'m rinsing shampoo from my hair when | hear a strange growl — violent and very close
by. It isn’t Sinclair, and it isn’t coming through the me*tal link with the baby. | don’'t know
how | can recognize his growl from anyone elses, but in my heart, | know that danger is
near. Did someone come into the bathroom after me? | wonder frantically, trying to peer
through the fogged up glass, how did they get past Sinclair's guards!?

The snarl sounds again, reverberating around the small space, and | cry out in fear,
unable to stay quiet. | don't think ten seconds passed before the door slams open and
Sinclair appears, his wolf glowing in his eyes. “Ella, are you alright? What's wrong?”

He comes over to the shower stall, opening the glass door to release the steam, and
finds me curled up in a ball in the corner. | swear someone was in here with me.” |
confess shakily. “I could hear them growling and sharling, but | couldn’ t see through the
steam.”

Sinclair's body, already rigid, tightens even further as he begins scenting the air and
searching the room. “I don’t smell anything” He tells me after a moment, “but I'll have the
guards search anyway, just in case” He charges out of the room only long enough to
bark some orders at his guards, telling them. to begin searching the grounds. While he’s
away, | wrap a towel around my naked body, trying to ease my trembling.



As soon as Sinclair returns, he pulls me into his arms. “It's okay Ella, you're safe.” He
promises.

“I'm sorry, | don’t know what's wrong with me.” | apologize.

“It's okay, it's probably just all the stress piling up on you.” He reasons. “But if you don’t
feel safe you can sleep in my room tonight.”

I nod into his chest, realizing it's bare for the first time. He must have been getting ready
for bed himself.

My nerves are so frayed that | don’t even object when he swings my legs up into his
arms, or think about stopping to grab night clothes, | simply let Sinclair carry me back to
his rooms. When he sets me down | realize | didn’t bring anything to sleep in. | pause,
trying to decide if | want to go back or ask to borrow something, when Sinclair's voice
interrupts my thoughts. “Oh no!”

“What, what's wrong?” | ask anxiously, spinning around and searching for a threat.

However Sinclair's attention is focused on me, and suddenly I' m painfully aware of the
fact I'm only wearing a towel.

“You washed off my scent.” He frowns, prowling closer.

“So?” | murmur, “I'm only going to sleep. No one is going to be smelling me.”

He shakes his head. “We can't take that risk.”

“I —what risk?” | murmur, feeling my blood heat up in

response.

“Well if | have to wake up early and leave for the office, there won'’t be time to mark you
before | go.” Sinclair reasons. “I'm afraid my wolf is fairly insistent. It needs to be
tonight.”

“Your wolf?” | squeak.

Sinclair nods, “It's for the baby’s protection, he won't let either of us rest until it's done.”
He's towering me over now, and | can already feel my body getting worked up. The last

couple of times he’s marked me have been almost dangerously arousing. “But I'm
naked.” | whisper, as if it's some sort of secret.



His green eyes flash, and a shiver runs down my spine. “Do you want me to go get you
some underthings?”

| gnaw on my lower lip. | don’t want him to leave, and the idea of being completely naked
with this man is beyond intriguing. Besides, | know it doesn’t mean anything to him.
Nudity to shifters is completely normal, and he might think I'm pretty or a good kisser,
but at the end of the day I'm still a human. He could never want me that way.

| shake my head after a moment, hoping | won’t completely embarrass myself. Sinclair
nods with approval, reaching for my towel. | instinctively clutch the fabric to my skin,
backing out of his reach. He arches a brow, “Second thoughts?”

“No.” | respond defiantly, unwrapping the terrycloth and revealing myself to him
completely.

His dark gaze rakes over every inch of my exposed skin, and before long | have
goosebumps. Sinclair strips off his own clothes, and it takes all my willpower not to look
below his

waist. He backs me into the bed, and when my thighs hit the mattress | clamber up onto
it, still inching out of his reach, but too afraid to turn my back on such a known predator. |
know he would never hurt me, but right now his wolf is in control, and | feel his power
deep in my bones.

I’'m shifting backwards towards the pillows, and suddenly Sinclair is on the bed with me.
He’s on all fours, stalking me with lethal grace until I'm pinned beneath him, feeling more
vulnerable than | have in my entire life. A low purr sounds in his chest as his green eyes
bore into mine, and somehow | feel soothed, even as he lowers his face to the curve of
my neck and breathes me in. His chest is brushing mine, and I'm embarrassed to realize
my nipples are already hard.

“Are you cold?” He rumbles in my ear.
| nod, not feeling brave enough to admit how turned on | am.

“Mmm, let's see’if we can do something about that.” He offers, pressing his limbs flush to
mine. The next thing | know his body is undulating against mine as his hands stroke
every inch of me. This is like the previous times he marked me, only even more intimate
than before. We've never done this naked, and until now, he’s always been in total
control, now | can feel his hardness pressing into my thigh, and | have to tell myself over
and over again that it's just a natural response — just the the pooling wetness between
my legs is perfectly normal — considering a gorgeous man is currently rubbing himself all

over me.



It takes longer this time, though | don't know why. It seems like Sinclair is determined to
be even more thorough than in the past. I'm proud that I'm able to get through it without
making a fool of myself, and though | wish it could go on

forever, I'm also relieved when Sinclair finally stops, settling with his ear pressed to my
belly, just above our pup. He looks so serene listening to the tiny heart beat, and who
knows whatever else is coming through the me*tal link. I actually thought he’d fallen
asleep, until of course he opens his eyes and catches me staring. “There’s someone |
want to take you to meet tomorrow.”



Chapter 21 - Sinclair Confides in his father
Sinclair

| think my wolf is broken. Legitimately. | can’t figure out what on earth is going on with
him. Last night the threat against Ella made my heart practically leap out of my chest,
but that's to be expected. What was not to be expected was how upset my wolf became
when he realized that Ella had washed my scent off. Despite what | told her, it had
nothing to do with protecting our cover, and everything to do with him throwing a tantrum
that she was no longer scent marked.

Being naked with her was both a blessing and a curse. | could happily admire her
beautiful body all day long, but the intimate physical contact got me more than a little
excited. My balls were so blue by the time my wolf was satisfied that the only way | could
calm down was by listening to the baby’s heartbeat. It was an important reminder to be
gentle with Ella, and gave me more joy than | can express.

My mental link with the pup is a fleeting thing, and most of the time all | can hear are
blips of emotion. The baby is happy when it hears Ella’s voice or smells me, it likes it
best when we’re together, and more often than not it simply sleeps. Still, merely being
near it has given me new appreciation for my own father. | never knew it was possible to
love someone I've yet to even meet so much, and the power of the bond astonishes me.
Moreover, | want Dad to meet Ella — he’s had a rough few years, and | can’t think of
anything that would make him happier than meeting the woman carrying his first
grandchild.

Ella looks nervous as the car moves along through the heavy mid-day traffic. | haven’t
told her who I'm taking her to meet yet and I'm getting the impression she doesn't like
surprises. She’s a fascinating puzzle, this little human. Clearly accustomed to great
hardship and yet obviously used to getting her own way. | suppose after such a turbulent
life, control is a crutch for her, so much so that she panics when it slips out of her
fingers. Is it terrible that | enjoy throwing her off balance so much, knowing what | do
about her past? She’s just so cute when she gets all riled up — | can’t help myself.

When the car finally pulls to a stop, Ella blinks up at me hopefully. “Will you tell me
now?”

“Come on, trouble.” I chuckle, sliding out of the car and extending my hand to help her
do the same, “You'll find out soon enough.”

Ella grumbles mutinously under her breath as she sets off down the street, and | catch
her waist, pulling her under my arm. “Would you like to say that a bit louder?” | intone

ominously.

“No.” She responds tartly. “I would not.”



“You know | have supernatural hearing, right?” | question, watching her eyes widen
anxiously.

She processes this for a moment, then narrows her eyes suspiciously. “Could you really
hear me?”

“Not this time.” | admit, “you did a good job mumbling.”

“Then I'll do a good job in the future too.” Ella decides, nodding in approval of her
decision.

I’'m reluctant to laugh and encourage her defiance, but | can’t stop the corners of my
mouth from quirking up. | steer her into the house, pushing through the heavy door
without pausing to knock. As we stride inside the familiar space, I'm transported back to
my childhood, remembering walking these same halls as a young boy. It's not as
luxurious as my current estate, but it's undeniably the place | consider home.

“Whose house is this?” Ella asked, surveying the comfortable rooms curiously.

“Actually, this is the house where | grew up.” | finally share, nodding towards the photos
on the wall.

Ella is so preoccupied studying the images that she doesn’t seem to notice my father
wheeling into the hall, seated comfortably but permanently in a high-tech wheelchair.
Either Ella really is interested in the images before her, or human hearing is even worse
than | realize, because she doesn’t turn around until | speak.

“Dad this is Ella.” | nudge her forward so they can meet, “Ella, this is my father.”

Ella blinks, seeming unable to find the words to reply. This was clearly the last thing she
expected. My father was once a terrifying man — every bit as tall and imposing as | am
myself. Now however, he’s a shadow of the man he used to be. He was paralyzed from
the waist down more than five years ago now, and even though the injury stole his title,
vitality and mobility, he’s never let it dampen his spirit. In intelligence and will he’s as
strong as he’s always been, and | still learn from him every time we talk.

“I hoped he would bring you to meet me soon.” Dad tells Ella. “I'm so thrilled that you
found each other. I've been waiting for a grandchild for some time now.”

“It's an honor to meet you.” Ella replies, “I'm happy too, | think we've all been waiting.”

“You can say that again.” | chime in.



“Please, come in, | want to hear everything about my new daughter-in-law.” Dad
encourages, wheeling into the living room. Ella, however, is frozen in place. At first |
thought his allusion to our fake union might have blindsided her, but the more | watch,
the more | suspect she’s more daunted by the prospect of sharing her story with him.
Even though | know all the major moments in her life from my investigators, | realize Ella
has never spoken about them herself. The more | think about it, the more | appreciate
how little she speaks about her past at all.

I’'m almost disappointed in my own powers of observation. She’s so charming and
affectionate it's easy to mistake her genial qualities for openness — but she isn’t open,
not really.

Ella actually sighs with relief when her phone begins to ring, though she looks up to me
for permission before actually answering it. “It's okay, go ahead.” | permit, “I need to
have a word with my Dad anyway.”

She nods appreciatively and raises the device to her ear, “Cora?”

| can hear the other woman'’s voice on the other end of the line, and stride after my
father to avoid eavesdropping. | really did want to introduce Ella to Dad — to connect
these new members of my family with the man who raised me — but | also need to speak
to my father after what happened last night.

“Ella’s taking a call from her sister.” | explain when | enter the room alone, taking a seat
across from him. “And as eager as | am to catch up with you, | need to speak about
something and | don’t want her to overhear.”

My father was Alpha for almost 20 years before the attack, and he understands the need
for discretion and secrecy better than anyone. No one understands the drive to protect
your loved ones from unseen threats better than a pack leader. “Go ahead.”

“We went to a campaign event last night at the King’s palace — it was Ella’s public
debut.” | recount, “But when we came home there was a strange wolf in her room. They
were gone by the time | reached her and | said it was just her imagination, but I'm afraid
whoever was there wanted to hurt her.”

“She has no idea?” My father clarifies.
“l didn’t want to frighten her more than she already was. The baby is still so little — she
doesn’t need the stress.” | share, even as a stab of guilt assails me. “Do you think the

King or the Prince might have been behind it?”

“You know as well as | do that the King will go to any lengths necessary to hold onto his
power.” My father rumbles, nodding to his mangled legs.



We've never been able to prove it, but the timing of my father’s injury was always
beyond suspicious. Rogues beset him after an event during his own campaign to be king
five years ago, after the last king died without ever producing an heir. His primary
competitor became king, and probably expected to rule for far longer than he actually
has. | consider it karma, if you have to sabotage your competition to seize power, it
shouldn’t be any surprise when the alpha council loses faith in you afterwards.

“The King and Prince never paid any attention to me before though,” | remind him, “do
you think my perceived sterility really kept them at bay? Is having a pup on the way
really all it took for them to finally see me as a threat?”

“You know the history as well as | do,” My father murmurs, “They never believed the
Alpha council would elect another ruler without heirs, even if you were the most qualified
candidate for the job. Ella changes everything. Your pup changes everything.”

“Then why not attack me?” | growl, hating the idea that finally getting a family of my own
could also bring about the end of my career. “Why target Ella?”

My father rolls his eyes then. “Come on, Dominic. Whether they admit it or not, you're
the strongest Alpha to enter the field of competition in half a century — stronger even
than me.” He concedes with a smile. “Going after you would be suicidal — but a breeding
she-wolf? She’s the perfect target.” He shakes his head. “And if you don't have heirs,
you might as well give up the throne now.”

“That isn’t fair.” | snarl. “Ella is innocent in all this — and the pup...” | trail off, unable to
comprehend the idea of anyone hurting an unborn child.

“I know.” My father sighs, “But this cannot be ignored. If we're right, Ella and the pup are
in grave danger.”



Chapter 22 - Ella’s Nightmares
Ella

“Wait, what!” | exclaim, not believing my own ears. “You got your job back?”

“It sounds like somebody very important called in some favors for me.” My sister
confirms. “They even gave me a raise to compensate for my troubles.”

She doesn’'t need to say more. There’s only one person with enough power to undo a
command issued by Dominic Sinclair — and that's Dominic Sinclair himself. “I can’t
believe this. Why didn’t he tell me?”

“You mean you didn’t ask?” | can imagine the precise look on Cora’s face. Stunned and
reeling at once.

“I mean, not after that first time.” | relate, wondering if | should have tried harder to help
her. Did | misperceive my importance to Sinclair, or the power | hold now that I'm
carrying his child?

“Well apparently that’s all it took.” She relates, her voice full of elation. “Thank you, Ella.”

“Don’t thank me,” | object. “I'm the one who got us into this situation to begin with.” |
remind her ruefully.

“Of course you didn’t.” She refutes. “Listen, | don’t know how it happened, but either |
made a mistake or...”

“Or what?” | press.

“Or someone did this on purpose.” She sounds uncertain now, as if she can’t fathom the
motive for such an act. | find myself equally confused.

“Why would they?” | fret, not wanting to believe my sister messed up so badly, but not
seeing any logic in the alternative.

“I don’t know.” She confesses. “But that’s not important now. It's all going to be okay
from here on out. You get your baby, | get my career... the only thing we need now is to
find a way to get revenge on Mike.”

“That was a much easier problem to solve before he fled halfway across the country.” |
share. “I'm not sure how I'm supposed to enact any sort of plan against him when he’s

so far away.”

“You could always ask for Sinclair's help.” Cora suggests, a note of teasing in her voice



— the same one children use on the playground to tease each other about crushes.

“No.” | don’t even need to think about it. “I don’t want him to think I’'m high maintenance.
He’s already helped me so much.” Glancing at the closed door Sinclair disappeared
behind, | sidle back towards the entrance, lowering my voice to a whisper. “If | start to
seem like too much trouble he might change his mind about letting me have visitation
rights with the baby. It's honestly driving me crazy — I've got to censor every single word
that comes out of my mouth.”

“It's not as if you were an open book before, Elle.” Cora replies wryly.

“No, this is different.” | clarify. “I'm constantly afraid that I'll say the wrong thing and make
myself seem weak or fragile, too annoying to put up with. It's exhausting.” | drag my
hand through my hair. “I end up over-analyzing everything | do with him. | shouldn’t have
cried, | was too sassy, too timid, too bold. It's like walking an emotional tightrope. And
the worst part is that he can read me so damned well that even when | try to hide what
I'm feeling, he still works it out.”

“I’'m sorry sweetie.” Cora commiserates.

“Thanks,” | sigh, “I think | just need a little more time to get my bearings. Once | figure
Sinclair out I'll understand what | need to do to keep my head above water.”

There’s a pregnant pause on the other end of the line.

“What?” | prompt my sister, knowing she wants to say something.

“It's just that | worry when | hear you talk that way.” Cora admits. “It’s like you're still in
survival mode — ‘keeping your head above water,’ rather than taking care of yourself,
making yourself happy and enjoying becoming a mother.”

“Yeah well, like it or not, this is a survival situation.” | counter cynically, “if | don’t perform
well | lose my baby. The best | can hope for if | do perfectly is visitation rights after
Sinclair finds his mate, and even that could mean anything from every weekend to once

a year. | don’t want to risk landing with the latter or bungling the deal completely.”

Cora sighs heavily, and lets the matter drop. “How are you otherwise? Any morning
sickness?” She asks, excitement entering her tone.

I laugh. “I spent all morning in the bathroom... but I've never been happier to be sick.”

“Aw, I've never been happier for you to feel miserable either.” She jokes. “I hope it keeps
up.”



“Me too.” The more the baby makes its presence known, the more secure | feel that it’s
growing big and strong.

“Anyway, I've gotta run. Sinclair brought me to meet his father.” | confess. “It was great
to talk though, let's have dinner soon.”

Lunch with Sinclair's father was surprisingly pleasant. | don’t know what | imagined when
| pictured the elder Alpha, but the sweet man in the wheelchair was far from the
imposing figure | expected. He radiated quiet strength and dignity, but he also welcomed
me to his family with genuine warmth. | could see the shadow of a powerful leader in his
stoic demeanor, but also the humility of a man whose circumstances had irrevocably
changed and who chose to adapt rather than rail at the world for its injustice. He was
obviously incredibly proud of his son, and obviously thrilled to become a grandfather.

| felt far more at ease when we finally left his home, and | spent the rest of the day
napping and reading my pregnancy books. | can’t believe how tired I've been, or how
hungry. | expected the changes, | just didn’t think they’d happen so fast. Of course after
so much rest, | couldn’t sleep when night finally fell. It took me ages to finally drift off,
and when | finally found rest — nightmares awaited me.

| found myself trapped in the horrors of my past: reliving the orphanage and the foster
homes, all full of cruel adults and abusive parents. In my dreams I'm always running
away from someone, trying to protect Cora and my other surrogate siblings. The dreams
have gotten worse since | got pregnant, no doubt driven by my raging hormones.

Tonight takes me back to one of the worst days of my life. The sounds of my own
screams and pleading tears fill my head, as dreadful images fill my vision. The next thing
| know someone is shouting my name, and my eyes snap open.

“Ella!” Sinclair is sitting beside me on my bed, his powerful hands gripping my shoulders
as he tries to bring me back to reality. It takes me a minute to realize it’s him, rather than
the man who'd been attacking me in my dreams. | jerk out of his hold and scramble to
the other side of the mattress, curling up into a little ball and gasping for air.

“Easy sweetheart, it's only me.” Sinclair assures me, making a soft purring sound that
magically unwinds my taut muscles. How does he do that?

There are tears streaming down my face, and again | feel a stab of shame for showing
this weakness in front of him. “I'm okay.” | stammer once | come back to myself. “I'm

okay.”

Sinclair shushes me softly, and though | thought | was out of his reach, | clearly



underestimated the length of his strong arms. He plucks me from the corner and pulls
me into his lap. “You don’t have to be okay, Ella.” He remarks gently, cuddling me close.
“You're safe.”

Those words are like a balm on my soul, but | know where they lead. If | let him comfort
me, he’s going to want to know what happened. And | don’t want to talk about my
dreams, | don’t want him to feel like I'm some fragile creature he has to soothe. |
scramble for something to pull his attention away from me, landing on a question that
has been burning in my mind since this afternoon. “Why didn’t you tell me about Cora’s
job?”

Sinclair seems taken aback. “What? Were you dreaming about Cora?”

“No.” | sniffle, “I just want to know.”

“You want to distract me, more like.” Sinclair guesses shrewdly. At first | think this means
he won't answer, but then he says. “I didn't tell you because | didn’t do it for you. | did it
because it was right.”

Why does my heart sink when he says it wasn’t for me? Did | want it to be? Would it be
better if he only took action to please me, rather than doing so for the sake of morality?
No, of course not... so why does it sting so badly?

“Oh.” | murmur, unable to conjure any more eloquent response.

“Does that disappoint you?” He asks, sounding curious, rather than judgemental.

“No, I just didn't expect it.” | admit.

“Because I'm the big bad wolf?” Sinclair teases, petting me in long, tender caresses.

| nod, pressing my nose to his chest. “I keep waiting for you to huff and puff, and blow
my house down.” | joke through my tears.

Sinclair chuckles, and for one long moment he simply holds me, rocking me back and
forth until my racing heartbeat slows. “I ought to make you tell me about your dreams.
He muses, making my limbs stiffen up again. “But | won't.” His lips graze my hair, and
butterflies burst to life in my tummy. “That said, | think you should sleep with me from
now on.”



Chapter 23 - Ella’s First Interview
Ella

I must have misheard him. He can't truly mean that he wants me to move into his rooms.
Does he really think I'm that much of a baby, that | need constant watching?

“But it was only one dream.” | protest, my voice still shaky, “I swear it's not a big deal.”

Sinclair purrs again, and | feel my insides melting against my will. “Maybe it is, maybe it
isn't. | just want you to sleep easily.” Before | can stop him, he’s lifting me into my arms.

“Sinclair—" He interrupts me with a growl, and | quickly amend myself, “Dominic this
really isn't necessary. | can sleep on my own.”

“I’'m sure you can.” He concedes. “But | want you close.”

“And what about what | want?” The words slip out before | can stop them, and Sinclair
pauses, looking down at me with an appraising look.

“And what do you want, Ella?” He asks huskily, his deep voice reverberating down my
spine.

“I-" | open my mouth to tell him | want to be alone, in my own space and without his
intimidating presence. However somehow | can’t make the words come. Why is it that |
can't seem to stop myself from speaking when | don’t want to, then can't make myself
talk when | do? What is this man doing to me?

Sinclair smirks. “You know the problem, don’t you?” He taunts, and | can only shake my
head in reply. “You can't lie to me. The pup is making you more and more like a wolf,
and wolves can't lie to their Alpha’s, not directly at least.”

The breath seems to evaporate from my lungs, | can't lie to him? My eyes go wide as |
realize the implications of this, and | want to protest that such a thing isn’t fair, people
are entitled to their secrets! “But you're not my Alpha.” | finally protest, my voice
sounding very small indeed.

Sinclair cocks a brow. “Aren’t 1?” After a beat he continues towards the door, as if this
settles the matter. | don’t know why | don’t object further — maybe because he’s clearly
made up his mind, maybe because | don't really want him to change it. | let him carry me
out into the hall, flushing scarlet when | see so many guards waiting outside my room.
Had all these men heard me screaming like a baby? Surely | hadn’t spoken or said
anything while unconscious?

“Do you always have this many guards posted at night?” | squeak.



“This pup is the most important thing to me in the world.” Sinclair responds simply. “You
can expect lots of guards to be around from now on.”

Of course. | think, It's all for the pup. I'm just an afterthought. Will | ever be anything
more?

| don’t need to ask Sinclair to know the answer — it's already painfully obvious: No. In a
world of mystically powerful beings like wolves, a human like me could never be
anything but an afterthought. The only reason he’s putting up with me at all is the
pregnancy. And honestly, the only reason I'm putting up with him is our arrangement...
so why does it hurt so much?

The next morning | wake up to find a maid setting down a room service tray by my
bedside, stacked high with my favorite foods. At first the smell of fruit and oatmeal has
my stomach growling, but before | can so much as raise a spoon to my lips, a wave of
nausea overtakes me. | rush to the bathroom and retch, groaning pitifully.

When | finally finish with the joys of pregnancy, | return to Sinclair's sprawling, king sized
bed. The food which looked so appetizing a moment ago just makes my stomach churn
now, but | notice a folded note on the tray. My name is scrawled across the front in the
swooping handwriting | now recognize as Sinclair’s.

Ella,

I've arranged an interview for you this morning, with the leading news outlets in the area.
We've been getting a lot of requests and the reporter promised you would only have to
answer questions of which | approved. Call me if you have any questions. I'll see you
tonight.

Yours,
Dominic

An interview?! I've never given an interview in my life! And this won’t even be an
interview as myself, this will be an interview under cover, pretending to be a completely
different person, a completely different species! What kind of questions are they going to
ask, what on earth am | going to say to them? What am | going to wear?

Two hours later, I'm seated in front of an intimidating man in a sharp looking suit, feeling
very small and out of place. A camera is poised on my face, and I'm trying to look serene
— rather than panicked. | found a pretty sweater dress in the wardrobe Sinclair procured



for me, and decided that simple elegance was the best foot forward. Now | wonder if |
miscalculated, the reporter is watching me with sharp eyes, and | can already feel myself
blushing.

“So Ella, it will come as no surprise to you that many shifters in the Moon Valley Pack
and beyond are very curious about you.” He begins obliquely. “With you by his side, the
Alpha is poised to become our next King, yet no one knows anything about you.”

“l can understand how that might worry some pack members.” | smile gently, trying to
appear confident and self-assured.

“How did you and Dominic meet?” He presses. “When did it happen, I'd love to hear the
whole story?”

Sinclair and | had discussed this at length, even before this interview arose. “Well it will
be obvious to all those in the know that we aren’t fated, but | can’t help thinking that the
Goddess didn't play a hand in our meeting. For years my family in the Shadow Pack
insisted we had no other relations — apparently my parents cut ties with the Moon Valley
before | was even born. It wasn't until they passed away that | learned about my cousins
here — including Aileen Corentin.”

We'd decided the story should be as close to the truth as possible, so my fake identity is
an orphan just like | am in reality. “I came to visit her after making contact, and of course
she’s the wife of Beta Hugo. One day | was having lunch with Aileen and Hugo and
Dominic walked in... and the rest is history.”

“But you haven’t known each other very long, is that correct?” The reporter inquires.

“Yes,” | confirm. “But when it's true love, it doesn’t take long for the heart to recognize its
mate. And then we were blessed with a pup without even trying.”

“Some pack members might be worried that you come from such a humble background,
you have no experience leading.” The reporter states bluntly. “How would you respond
to their fears?”

This was a question Sinclair hadn’t prepared me for in our earlier discussions regarding
our cover. We decided on what we would tell people about how we met, nothing more. “I|
would say that great leaders come from all kinds of backgrounds, and in fact my humble
origins give me insight into the needs of everyday shifters in a way that an aristocratic
upbringing would not. I'm in touch with what regular people want and need, and | can
speak for them with empathy and understanding, representing their voices in a forum
where they often left out.”

The reporter arches his brows, and | know I've impressed him. Take that! | think



triumphantly. People always assume | don’'t have a brain in my head because I'm young
and attractive, not to mention | chose to work caring for children. But I'm no fool, and
hopefully this will help the shifters see that.

“And what do you think our society needs most at this time in history, what is the biggest
issue the future King and Queen need to address?” He asks.

| navigate his questions with more or less difficulty for the next half hour, feeling better
about some responses than others, and praying that | haven’'t put my foot in my mouth. |
think I've done well, but I'm completely exhausted. At first part of me was excited to
pretend to be someone other than myself — almost like playing dress up or make believe.
However that initial interest disappeared very quickly, when | realized just how stressful
it is to constantly be acting.

| know what it's like to put up walls around myself, but this is the first time I've ever been
forced to blatantly lie to those around me, to try to pass myself off as someone else. All
at once, the gravity of this deal I've struck slams into me. If I'm exhausted now, how am |
going to feel when I've been doing this for months? Years? Can | really do this for the
rest of my life? What will happen if the truth comes out? What will people do when they
learn I'm a fraud?

Because, | realize, that's what | am. This isn’t just a game or a play we're performing, I'm
actively deceiving people. I'm campaigning to take up a public office, and lying every
step of the way. Guilt and worry assails me in a tidal wave, this is wrong! | think
frantically. | have to talk to Sinclair.



Chapter 24 - Cold Feet

Sinclair

I’'m sitting in my office, speaking with my cabinet, when Ella’s delicious scent fills my
nose. I've been thinking about her on and off all morning, wondering how she took the
news of the interview, and hating that | hadn’t been able to tell her about it in person.
Normally | wouldn’t do such a thing, but I'd needed to check in with my guards about
their investigation into the intruder, and she’d been sleeping so sweetly that | couldn’t
bear to wake her.

| can sense how close she is how, and wonder if something went wrong. I'm already on
my feet when | hear my assistant encouraging her to stay, “No, he’ll want to see you, just
wait one moment.”

“I'm sorry, it's really not urgent,” Ella is protesting. “I should have known he’d be busy.”

She’s retreating, her delicate footsteps receding, and | push through the door before she
can get away. “And just where do you think you're going?”

Ella freezes in place, her little body winding tight as a spring. When she turns, she’s
staring at the floor, “I'm sorry.” She says again, “I didn’'t mean to interrupt.”

| glance at the wolves over my shoulder, “Leave us.”

Ella gnaws on her plump lower lip as my cabinet members file past her out of the office,
shifting restlessly on her feet. | can tell something is bothering her, but | also can't help
but think how lovely she looks in the cream-colored dress hugging her curves. “Come
here, little one.” | command, not moving from the doorway.

This gets her attention, and indignation flashes in her golden eyes as her gaze snaps to
mine. | can tell she wants to disobey, but | arch my brow in challenge and she slowly
crosses the distance between us. | drag my knuckles over the high plane of her
cheekbone when she’s finally in front of me, enjoying the way her defiance becomes
muddled with uncertainty once more. “How did the interview go?”

“Good — | think.” She qualifies, unconsciously leaning her cheek into my hand. My wolf
perks up at her obvious response to my touch, and | beckon her inside.

“Can | get you anything, have you eaten lunch?” | question, thinking of the pup.
“My stomach has been too unsettled.” Ella admits, looking guilty.

| press my hand to her flat belly, feeling the pup’s heartbeat and prodding the mental
link. The babe seems perfectly content, but it worries me that Ella hasn’'t eaten. “We can



order in some lunch.” | suggest, resisting the urge to continue touching her.

“Sin—Dominic, | need to talk to you.” She answers, ignoring the offer and just barely
remembering to call me by my given name.

“Sure, what's going on?” | inquire, taking a seat behind my desk.

Ella’s hands are fidgeting, and she’s staring at the anxious movement rather than
meeting my gaze. “I think... | think I’'m having second thoughts.”

This gets my attention loud and clear. “How so0?”

“What we’re doing... it's wrong.” Ella chokes out, positively trembling. “It's fraud. I... |
don’t know if | can take the pressure.” Her cheeks are flushing with color and she sounds
as though she might cry. “I know | said | could do it, but I'm not sure | can pretend to be
someone I'm not for the rest of my life... but | don’t want to lose the baby.” Now she
really is crying, and I'm on my feet in an instant. Ella turns her back on me, shoulders
shaking, as if she doesn’t want me to see how upset she is. “I don’t want to fail you, |
can't lose the baby. | just don’t know what to do.”

| approach behind her, my heart aching for the poor little human. | should have foreseen
this problem. Ella is honest and good-hearted, of course a life of deceit would bother her.
| suppose when we made the agreement | didn’t realize how much integrity she has, but
I know now. Ella flinches when | take her shoulders in my hands, and | have to forcibly
turn her body to face me again. “Come here,” | say again, but this time it's not an order.
It's an invitation, one | have to force Ella to accept by pulling her into my arms.

As soon as | envelop her in my embrace, she cracks, emitting a heartbroken sob and
wrapping her slender arms around my middle. She must be clinging to me with all her
might, but it feels about as powerful as a child’s grip compared to my shifter strength.
“I'm sorry.” | profess, kissing her hair. “I should have realized how much this scheme
was asking of you.”

“I can still do it!” She insists defiantly, clearly beside herself with the competing needs to
prove herself, keep her baby, and do the right thing.

Doubts swirl in my own mind. Can this really work? What will we do after the baby
comes, and she no longer has its smell? What happens if someone connects her to Ella
Reina, orphaned human and disgraced nanny? Am | really willing to put her through all
this? She doesn’t even know about the true dangers she faces, and already the stress is
becoming too much. Is asking her to pose as my Luna hurting the pup? What will it think
when it gets old enough to understand our relationship is a sham? What would happen if
the pack found out the truth?



Even as all the potential calamities fill my head, my wolf surges to the forefront, insisting
that we have to find a way to make it work. Ella has already proven to be my biggest
asset in this campaign — not only is she giving me an heir, but she charms everyone she
meets. | need her if I'm going to win. More importantly, my wolf won't abide the thought
of letting her go. I try to tell him dissolving our agreement doesn’'t mean letting her go,
but he’s absolutely determined.

“Come on, let’s talk about this.” | suggest. Moving to the couch. “What worries you the
most about our plan?”

“l don’t want to hurt anyone.” Ella whispers, tears clinging to her dark lashes. “l don’t
want to trick honest, hardworking shifters. | don't want my life to be a lie.”

“How long have you been feeling this way?” | press.

“I guess a little bit from the beginning.” She confesses, “but it really hit me today during
the interview. | just thought about doing this for the rest of my life and it just felt so
overwhelming.”

I nod, pulling her between my legs and petting her sides. “The first, and most important
thing | need you to understand is that shifter society doesn’t work like human society
does. We are a ruthless species, and we do whatever is necessary to ensure the safety
of our packs.” | explain. “I know it feels like a giant fraud, but you have to remember that
my campaign is the only thing standing between a lot of innocent people and a tyrant. If
the Prince takes the throne, he will wipe out the Alpha council and all his political
competition in order to stay in power forever. He will oppress and terrorize millions of
people.”

“If he’s that bad, why hasn’t he already staged a coup?” Ella inquires, a few notable
degrees calmer as my words sink in.

“Because he doesn’t have the power yet.” | clarify, “He doesn’t have an army — yet. His
father is bad, but he’s old fashioned enough to respect our political system. The Prince
on the other hand...” | trail off.

“So basically you're saying that lying is the lesser evil.” Ella summarizes.

“Honesty is an incredibly admirable trait.” | relate gently, “but it's also a luxury that
shifters can't afford right now. | know it feels wrong, but when your enemies are as
abominable as the Prince, you have to bend the rules to survive.”

“Like wartime spies?” Ella suggests morosely.

“A little.” | crack a smile.



She nods, thinking so deeply that her brow furrows, and | have to resist the urge to
smooth out the adorable wrinkles with my fingers. “I want a safe life for my baby. If the
Prince wins the election... would he...?” She trails off, unable to utter the horrible words.

“It's highly likely” | confirm, | have no doubt the prince would try to kill my heir — he
probably has already.

Ella frowns, “Then I'll do whatever it takes to help you win.” She seems much more
relaxed now, but | can still sense her lingering nerves.

“Would you feel better if you could spend more time with shifters, get to know our ways
better?” | ask, suspecting that at least some of her unease is due to the fact that she’s

afraid she’ll fail.

Ella nods, and | give her a squeeze. “Okay, then you and | are going to start going out
more, so you can get to know my world and my people.”

“I think that would help.” Ella admits. “I'm sorry | lost it that way, | don’t know if it's the
hormones or the stress, or what! | just started spiraling and | couldn’t stop.”

“Hey,” I interrupt, “It's okay. | want you to tell me when you lose it, | want you to talk to
me when you have worries or doubts, okay?”

“Okay.” She nods, giving me a shy smile.
“Now let's get some food into you, and tonight — we’ll go out.”
| don’t say what I'm thinking, what my wolf so desperately wants to add to that sentence.

I know it's too soon, and Ella is still too skittish of me. Still, it feels too exciting to deny.
Tonight we’re going out together — On our first real date.



Chapter 25 - First Date
Ella

It's not a date, it's not a date, it's not a date. I've been repeating the same thought over
and over again. | know Sinclair is only taking me out tonight because | fell to complete
pieces this afternoon. I'm still kicking myself, totally ashamed of my weakness and
determined to prove myself to him after all. | spent the better part of an hour picking out
my dress for tonight, eventually deciding on a little black dress that shows off my figure
and makes me feel strong and sexy, nothing like my usual self.

| wrap a heavy winter coat around my body after Sinclair's makeup artists and
hairdressers finish making me up, sliding on a pair of strappy stilettos and taking a few
deep breaths before heading downstairs. Sinclair is waiting for me at the bottom of the
stairs, his emerald gaze raking up my bare legs and lingering on my coat, as if he’s
tempted to unwrap it and get a preview of what's underneath. It's amazing how
overheated he can make me feel from a single glance — he’s already seen me naked,
and it's not as if there’s any true feeling behind it anyway.

“Ready?” He asks, his deep voice making my heart stop for just a few beats.

I nod shyly, and let him guide me out the door with a hand on the small of my back.
However as soon as | take a step outside, | find myself backing into Sinclair's protective
shelter. A sea of reporters is gathered just outside the estate’s gates, cameras flashing
and voices raised in shouts for our attention. It's precisely like the scene which had
awaited us outside the King’s palace, only this is a random Tuesday evening — at the
place I'm gradually beginning to think of as home.

“Dominic?” | squeak.

“It's okay,” His lips brush my ear as he tucks me under his arm, “your interview aired this
evening, that’s all. Early feedback would indicate you're a hit.”

“You mean, they're here because of me?” | whisper, praying | can walk gracefully in my
heels, and that Sinclair will catch me if | start to fall flat on my face.

“That’s right.” He grins, waving at the reporters. “If you feel nervous just take a deep
breath, and remember it will all be over in a few seconds.”

| do as he advises, and sure enough the next thing | know, I'm safely ensconced in the
back seat of his limousine. “Do you ever get used to it?” | ask shakily.

“No.” Sinclair admits, “but it gets easier.”

“So are you going to tell me where we're headed, or is it another surprise?” | guess,



trying not to sound too petulant.

“This time I'll tell you.” Sinclair conceded, in a tone that sounded as though this was a
grave sacrifice. “I think you've had a hard enough day already.”

“Thank you.” | note primly, gazing at him expectantly.
The corner of his mouth tilts upwards, “It's just so tempting.”
“Dominic!” | exclaim in exasperation.

He laughs. “Okay, okay. We're going to a little French restaurant | know, and afterwards
we’ll go dancing at a popular shifter club.”

| find myself practically bursting with curiosity. “Is shifter food very different from human
food? Do shifters have their own dance styles?”

Sinclair smiles, and | suddenly wish I'd chosen to sit beside him, rather than across the
car. “We eat more red meat than humans — rarer steaks too — but otherwise it's not so
different.” A low rumble, somewhere between a purr and a growl sounds in his chest.
“And our dancing can be a bit more.... Sensual, but don’t worry, 1"m looking forward to
teaching you.”

Oh god. His intense focus and scintillating tone has my body heating up like a bonfire,
and | have to squeeze my thighs together to relieve the sudden ache at their center. It's
not a real date, it's not a real date, it's not a real date.

To my dismay, the reporters have followed us to the restaurant, and they’re waiting
when Sinclair helps me from the car. Their cameras are still flashing when the hostess
helps me out of my coat, capturing images through the glass of my slinky black dress
and Sinclair’s ravenous expression when he takes in the sight. It speaks volumes that
despite their blatant observation, all | could focus on in that moment was Sinclair, and
his glowing green eyes.

Before | know it he’s pulled me into his arms and is claiming my mouth in an earth-
shattering kiss. I'm sure it's only for the benefit of the cameras, but | melt against him
immediately, letting him ravish me for all to see. My heart is hammering so powerfully
when he finally releases me that | almost don’t hear him tell me how incredible | look. I'm
in a complete daze as he guides me to the back of the restaurant, trying to recall if I've
ever felt so overpowered by lust. I'm a grown woman who’s had a healthy sex-life, but |
can't ever recall feeling as though I'll die if someone doesn’'t make love to me in the next
five minutes. But that’s exactly how | feel now.

“Ella?” Sinclair’s voice drags me back into the present, and | realize more time has



passed than | realize. We're seated at the table, and a waitress is standing beside him,
watching me with an expectant smile. “Something to drink?”

“Just water.” | manage huskily, trying to pull myself together.
“You still with me?” Sinclair teases a moment later.

I’'m beginning to wonder if werewolf pheromones are extra powerful on humans, the
more time | spend with this man, the more | feel like I'm being drugged by desire.
“Mhmm,” | murmur, my voice much higher than | intended. “Do you have any
recommendations?”

| was talking about the menu, but Sinclair’s sultry reply comes back, “I always
recommend sitting side by side, rather than across from one another.”

“I don’t know.” | answer coyly, “It's awfully warm in here, | wouldn’t want to overheat.”

“You do look a bit flushed.” Sinclair observes, “should | have them turn up the air
conditioning?”

“Then I'll be cold.” | argue.

Sinclair arches a brow, “then you’'d better come over here so | can keep you warm.” It
wasn't a request. | rise from my chair and circle the table, sliding into the booth next to
Sinclair even as he signals the waitress to lower the temperature in the room. He slides
an arm around me and purrs with contentment. “There, much better.”

Maybe for him, I'm squirming in my seat, painfully aware of the wetness pooling between
my legs. In hindsight | can’t even begin to follow the circular logic that brought us here —
but I'm not complaining. | feel safe being so close to Sinclair, and the butterflies in my
belly are fluttering out of control. It's not a date, it's not a date, it's not a date.

Of course it only gets worse as the night progresses. Our intimate dinner turns into him
hand feeding me dessert, then leading me around a darkened dance floor with our
bodies pressed flush together, whirling through unfamiliar, infinitely seductive steps. |
haven’t had a drop of alcohol given my condition, but | feel completely drunk on Sinclair.
The evening flashes before my eyes, and | spiral into my desire: my world reduces to the
feeling of his body moving against mine, his hands gliding over my waist and hips.

It's a good thing Sinclair is so intimidating or | might have tried to make a move, and I'm
not sure | could survive getting involved with this powerful wolf. My body might want him,
but when my senses return I'll remember how completely mismatched we are. We could
never be together, and indulging my physical desires can only lead to disaster.



I’'m slowly beginning to suspect that Sinclair isn’t completely immune to me, but | know it
could never be more than physical attraction on his part, and I'm not the sort of woman
who can handle casual sex. | know I'll catch feelings sooner or later, and then I'll get my
heart broken. Sinclair could never want me as more than an amusing distraction or
plaything and more importantly, I'm carrying his child. | have to be able to get along with
him for the rest of my life, and | know I'm not what he wants.

| fall asleep tossing and turning, until Sinclair loses his patience and pulls my body to his,
spooning me and purring until | drift off. We went to bed late, but | wake up when it's still
dark out, a sense of dread flooding my form.

Something is wrong.

There’s wetness between my legs, but not the slick desire that tormented me earlier. |
reach down and when | withdraw my fingers again, they're stained with sticky, red,
blood.

Trying not to panic, | shake Sinclair awake. He groans and opens his eyes to slits,
mumbling blearily.

“Sinclair, something’s wrong!” | murmur frantically. “I'm bleeding. I think... I think | might
be having a miscarriage.”



Chapter 26 - At the Hospital
Ella

Sinclair is instantly alert. He sits up in bed and pulls the covers back, staring at the red
stain on my nightgown with an unreadable expression. He presses his palm to my belly,
undoubtedly trying to communicate with the pup through their mental link. I'm trembling
while | wait for him to give his verdict, terrified that the new life inside me might already
be coming to a heartbreaking end.

“I think he’s okay.” Sinclair murmurs after a moment, looking up at me with a furrowed
brow. “But we should get you to the hospital right away.”

| slide out of bed on autopilot, my mind spinning with all the terrible possibilities. What if
my ovaries were too damaged by Mike’s sabotage to support a healthy baby? What if
my uterus isn’t strong enough to carry the child to term? Was the doctor right at our last
appointment, was something wrong from the start? Is that why it was so small?

| can only wrap my arms around myself to try and cease shaking as the blood rushes in
my ears. Please don’t take this baby from me. | silently beg the universe, it's all | have, |
won't survive losing it.

Sinclair dresses quickly, but I'm only vaguely aware of him moving around in my
periphery. I'm standing there frozen, too afraid to move in case | somehow make the
bleeding worse. Without asking, Sinclair comes over and sweeps me up into his arms.
He only pauses to wrap me in a coat before heading out into the snow, then bundles me
into the car and takes off into the night.

We arrive at the emergency room in minutes and Sinclair doesn’t even bother parking.
Instead he skids to a stop in front of the main entrance, once again scooping me up and
charging inside. I've been to the hospital before, and it's always been a long, drawn out
process of triages and waiting to be seen for hours on end.

Not this time.

The moment the staff sees Sinclair they leap into motion, eager to do his bidding. I've
never been more grateful for his wealth and influence than | am in this moment. Nurses
and orderlies gather around us, leading us straight into the treatment area. The nurses
bring forward a wheelchair, but Sinclair holds onto me tightly. “She’s three weeks
pregnant and bleeding.”

Seeming to realize he’s not going to release me, the nurses take the wheelchair away
and direct us into a consultation room,

“Okay honey, just hold on.” They advise, “we’ll get someone over to take a look at you



right away.”

No sooner has Sinclair set me down onto a reclining gurney that an orderly comes in
with a scratchy hospital gown and an ultrasound machine, shortly followed by a doctor in
a white coat. The man nods to Sinclair, “Alpha.” Suddenly | realize the special treatment
we’re receiving isn’'t only because of Sinclair’'s wealth. This must be a shifter hospital,
which makes a lot of sense in hindsight. He wouldn’t take a werewolf child to a human
facility.

Sinclair greets the man stiffly, still hovering protectively over me. | haven't had time to
change into the gown or even get comfortable on the gurney, and | find myself leaning
towards Sinclairs solid strength, finding relief in his presence amidst all the hubbub and
uncertainty.

“Is it alright if | examine her?” The doctor asks, nodding towards me.

This strikes me as a very odd question — first because it was directed at Sinclair and not
me, and second because an exam is the entire reason we’re here. Of course it’s alright!
However a low rumble sounds in Sinclair's chest, and when | look up at him | realize how
menacing his outward energy has become. He’s glaring at anyone who comes near me,
and strategically placing his body between me and everyone else. He wouldn't
appreciate the comparison, but his behavior sort of reminds me of a dog guarding a
bone.

| hiccup a hysterical laugh as the image forms in my mind — the big bad Alpha getting
possessive about his new human pet- but when the doctor and Sinclair look down at me
with concern | quickly sober. “Sorry, my nerves are fraying a bit.” | explain, prompting
Sinclair to wrap one of his muscular arms around me.

Turning towards the doctor, | add. “I don’t know how long I've been bleeding, | just woke
up and felt it.”

The doctor looks back to Sinclair, waiting until he gives his permission before
approaching me. “Have you had any other symptoms?”

| shake my head, “nothing out of the ordinary. A bit of morning sickness, mood swings,
cravings — everything you'd expect.”

“That’s good.” The doctor confirmed, offering me a smile before looking to Sinclair. “And
the mental link?”

“Strong heartbeat and consistent emotional blips,” My stomach is quickly becoming
Sinclair’s favorite spot to rest his hand, and it returns there now. “It's sleeping — | think.”



The doctor nods, “Alright, then what I'd like to do is run some tests and make sure
everything is alright with mother and pup.

Spotting isn’t unusual in the early stages, though there’s a bit more blood than I'd like.
Ella, why don’t you get changed and then a nurse will be in to run your vitals — then we'll
take some blood and do an ultrasound.”

He steps out, and before | can even think about changing, | find Sinclair pulling my
nightgown off over my head. “Oh! Dominic, | can do that myself.”

“Just let me take care of you, Ella.” He responds sternly, leaving no room for argument
as he fits the loose gown around my body. In the end, | think fussing over me is his way
of finding some control in a helpless situation, so | comply without further complaint,
telling myself it's all for his benefit rather than my own. | don’t let myself think about how
nice it feels to have someone helping me — not to have to go it all alone for once.

“Lie back now,” Sinclair encourages once the ties are secure, helping me recline on the
gurney. He leans his elbow on the mattress near my head, looking down at me intently.
“How are you doing?”

His scrutiny feels too intense, and | can’t bring myself to look him in the eye. | shrug, “I'll
decide how | feel when we know what's going on.”

Before he can respond the nurse returns and begins taking all my vital signs. Everything
seems perfectly normal until she takes my blood pressure. She purses her lips at the
numbers on the screen, and | feel my pulse race even faster when | follow her gaze.
One forty over one hundred! | think frantically. My blood pressure has never been so
high in my entire life.

“Is that reading normal for you?” The nurse asks with false nonchalance.

“No, my blood pressure is usually below average.” | squeak, causing Sinclair to shift
closer still.

He returns his hand to my belly, circling his fingers in soothing caresses over my skin.
“You've had a scare.” He reasons, looking to the nurse for reassurance, “I'm sure that's
all this is.”

She doesn't respond to his statement, instead eyeing me with concern. “You need to try
to calm down, Ella. Take some deep breaths and let your mate worry about the pup.”

“Let my mate worry about the pup?” | repeat indignantly, sitting up. “I'm its mother, | can’t
just turn off my love for it.”



“She wasn’t suggesting that, sweetheart.” Sinclair croons, gathering me to his chest and
purring in that infuriating way that never ceases to make me unravel. Against my will |
find myself leaning into his protective hold, falling victim to that strange power once
again.

“That’s it.” The nurse encourages with a smile, “everything else looks good, we’ll check
your pressure again in a bit, and I'll inform the doctor of the situation.”

I’'m sulkily snuggling closer to Sinclair as she retreats and glaring daggers at her back.
“How do you do that?” | inquire sullenly, breathing in the Alpha’s familiar scent.

“Do what?” He asks, stroking my hair.

“That purring thing!” | clarify, resenting him for making me feel better when my baby
might be in danger, then feeling guilty for resenting him. My moods are so variable these
days | can barely keep up with them. I've always heard how wild one’s emotions can

become when pregnant, but | didn’t realize it would happen this fast.

Sinclair chuckles warmly, and an unwelcome shiver runs down my spine. “It's something
all male wolves can do — it's how we soothe our mates when they’re upset.”

“Oh.” | blink. “How did you know it would work on a human?”

“l didn't.” He shares, “I didn’'t even mean to do it the first time — it was simply instinct, but
you responded so beautifully.”

“Hmph.” | murmur, not sure if | like the idea of him having that kind of power over me.
“Do female wolves have some way of soothing their mates?”

Sinclair laughs again, a deep sultry sound.. “Lots of ways.”

“Like what?” | press.

“That’s a conversation for another day.” Sinclair remarks slyly, piquing my curiosity.

| want to object, to ask more, but the doctor reappears before | can respond. He does
my ultrasound with quick professionalism, and I'm relieved to hear the baby’s steady
heartbeat through the machine. Still, | won't be able to truly relax until | know everything

is okay. When he finally concludes the exam, I'm practically breathless for news.

“Well?” | ask anxiously. “Is the baby okay?”



Chapter 27 — Mike Meets Sinclair

3rd Person

The doctor smiled at Ella and Sinclair, pleased to be able to deliver good news for once.
“Your baby is just fine.” He shared, watching the tension seep out of the expectant
parents in front of him. “As | said, some spotting is perfectly normal in the early stages,
and everything else looks perfect.”

Sinclair squeezed Ella to his chest, kissing her hair while she tried not to burst into tears
of joy. The doctor let them have a moment to celebrate before continuing, “I am worried
about Ella’s blood pressure, however. It was probably just the stress of the emergency,
but it's something we have to be very careful of. If hypertension persists, it could develop
into a condition called preeclampsia, which can be very dangerous for both mother and

pup.”

Ella was still reveling in their good news, but Sinclair was immediately alert at the
mention of a potential danger. “So what do we do? Just keep an eye on it?”

“I’'m going to send you home with a portable test kit so you can check her blood pressure
at home, you should do it every day until it stabilizes and then every week until delivery.
Of course if it remains high you need to see your regular OBGYN right away.

And more than anything else, you need to avoid stress, Ella.” The physician advised.

Ella nodded in agreement, though in truth she wasn’t sure this goal was entirely
achievable. She was about to be a first time mother, all the while grappling with a false
identity, supernatural society, and political campaign. Stress seemed like an inevitability.

“Thank you doctor,” Sinclair professed, “we’ll do everything we can to keep her relaxed.”
Ella wasn't sure she liked the sound of that — if Sinclair tried to keep her on bed rest or
anything of the sort, it wasn’t going to go over well. She was so lost in her thoughts, she
didn’t realize Sinclair was watching her and all but reading her mind. “Won't we, little
mate?” He added pointedly.

This jolted Ella back to the present, and she looked up at Sinclair with wide eyes,
thinking — not for the first time — that she needed to do a better job paying attention to

the powerful Alpha if she wanted to get through this pregnancy with her wits intact.

“Yes, Dominic.”

That afternoon Sinclair struggled to focus on his work. All he could think about was Ella
and the baby, and he was sorely tempted to take the rest of the day off to look after



them. He'd already blown off all his morning meetings for that very purpose, and though
Ella had encouraged him to go about his business as usual, his mind was on anything
but business.

He was just about to collect his things and tell Hugo he was calling it a day, when a
knock sounded on his door. “Come in.”

The investigator he’d hired to look into Ella and subsequently track down her lowlife ex-
lover poked his head inside. “Alpha, he’s here.”

That got Sinclair's attention. Maybe he would be able to get something worthwhile done
today after all. “Bring him in.” He instructed coolly.

When Mike stumbled in the austere office a few minutes later — practically thrown inside
by Sinclair's guards — he looked around in nervous confusion. Sinclair studied the
human closely, trying to convince his wolf that attacking the wretched man wasn't a very
honorable thing to do — considering his advantages in speed, strength and power. Still, it
was tempting. He didn’t know what Ella had ever seen in the man, and he suspected
that Mike’s mental manipulation and gaslighting had gone a long way towards forcing
her to settle for someone so inferior.

For all her spirit and intelligence, Sinclair knew that Ella had suffered a love-starved
upbringing. It wasn't hard to imagine that she could fall head over heels for the first
person to show her any attention, even letting them convince her she didn’t deserve any
better than their mistreatment and disdain. He thought of Mike telling her she was a bad
kisser, wondering how far the creep’s insults had gone — did she also think she was bad
in bed, bad at keeping a house or doing everyday things? How worthless had this
human made her feel for his own gain?

It infuriated Sinclair to imagine anyone mistreating sweet Ella this way, and he was all
the more impressed that she had been able to come out of the ordeal with so much
strength of will. He growled before he could stop himself, and Mike froze in his tracks,
staring at Sinclair in surprise and obvious fear. “What is this? Why did you bring me
here?”

“This, is your just desserts.” Sinclair answered coldly, rising from his chair. “Do you know
who | am, Mike?”

“You're that billionaire that’s always on TV.” Mike countered, barely containing a jealous
sneer.

“That’s right.” Sinclair smirked. “I'm also Ella’s new fiance.” He lied, going with a similar
story to the one they were telling the shifters. “We’re expecting a child together, despite
your efforts to make her infertile.”



All the blood drained from Mike’s face. He stood frozen for a long moment before
shaking his head in disbelief. “You're lying. We only just broke up and she would never
have cheated on me, the stupid bitch was too spineless to -*

Sinclair's wolf snarled out a warning so fierce that Mike all but wet himself, suddenly
realizing on an instinctive level that the being in front of him was no normal human — but
a dangerous predator. “If you have any sense at all you'll shut your fucking mouth before
you say another word against her.” Sinclair thundered.

Mike backed away towards the door, trembling like a leaf. “I... wh- what are you?”

“Not anyone you want to cross.” Sinclair informed him, prowling forward, stalking his vile
prey as if he were nothing more than a deer in the woods.

“This is crazy!” Mike objected. “I haven’t done anything wrong.”

“Do not lie to me!” Sinclair barked, “I know everything, you leech. You took advantage of
that angel, knowing exactly how vulnerable she was. You ruined Ella’s life — wrecked her
finances, poisoned her body, betrayed her commitment and made her think she didn’t
deserve any better!” Sinclair reached out and closed his powerful hand around the
scrawny human’s neck, forcing his back up against the door. “You are not a man, you
are spineless, despicable little weasel, and if you want to keep your head on your
shoulders you are going to make things right!”

“What?!” Mike choked, clawing at Sinclair’s tight grip, “how?”

“You're going to go to the police, and sign a full confession. Ella already filed a police
report, and you’re going to turn yourself in and pay back every cent you stole from her.”
Sinclair commanded, “I don'’t care if you have to work for a hundred years, you're going

to make it right.”

“But I don’t have that kind of money!” Mike objected frantically, becoming near hysterical
as Sinclair lifted his feet off the ground.

In the back of his mind Sinclair momentarily worried about making a habit of attacking
men this way, but he couldn’t deny that Mike and Roger both deserved it.

“Then you can rot in prison!” Sinclair answered ferociously. “It's that or | gut you right
here.”

“No!” Mike shouted frantically, “Please, don’t hurt me! I'll do whatever you say!”

“Good.” Sinclair rumbled. “Because if you don’t | will make you wish you’d never been



born.”

A little while later a shrill ringtone filled Ella’s suite at Sinclair's estate. She picked up her
phone, seeing the local police station’s number scrolling across the screen. “Hello?”

“Hello, Ms. Reina?” A male voice replied on the other end of the line.
“Speaking.” She confirmed.

“This is Moon Valley Police Department, we're calling in reference to a report you filed
last week?” The man referenced.

“Yes?" Ella questioned sitting up a little straighter. The officers hadn’t given her any hope
that her case would ever be resolved, so she didn’t have the faintest idea why they were
calling.

“Your ex-boyfriend turned himself in this afternoon.” The officer shared, “he doesn’t have
the funds to pay the bills he accumulated in your name, but he signed a confession
which should convince your creditors to remove the charges from your accounts, and he
will be prosecuted to the furthest extent of the law.”

“l.. what? Really?” Ella couldn’t believe it. “How... Mike would never turn himself in, |
don’t understand.”

“Well | can’t speak to his motives, but | can tell you he was dropped off by a pair of
bodyguards employed by Dominic Sinclair, and he seemed very shaken. It sounds to me
like you've got friends in high places, Ms. Reina.”

“Thank you.” She murmured, still trying to process this information. As she hung up she
tried to comprehend this new development. Had Dominic really found Mike for her,
forced him to do the right thing? She knew he’d promised to help resolve her financial
situation, but making Mike stand trial seemed like a gesture far beyond their agreement.

What did it all mean?



Chapter 28 - Ella Pays A Visit
Ella

| hear Sinclair's footsteps coming up the stairs just past five, and | realize he must have
left work at the earliest available opportunity. I'm not complaining, I've been so eager to
ask him about Mike ever since the police called me, and as unbelievable as it seems |
even find myself missing him the more time we spend apart. | think it must be the pup’s
craving to be near its father rather than my own interest, because more often than not
I’'m nervous or on-edge when we're together. The one exception is when | go to his
rooms at bedtime; | haven’t had a single nightmare since he insisted we begin sleeping
together, and | look forward to falling asleep in his strong arms every night.

He comes into my rooms without knocking, offering me a wide smile when he sees me
cuddled up in bed. The doctor gave me strict orders to rest today, and after the
exhausting ordeal at the hospital, | actually didn’t mind. “Hello trouble.” Sinclair greets
me fondly, taking a seat on the edge of my mattress. “How are you feeling?”

“I'm fine.” | promise, “No more spotting.” | blush, but | figure we have to get used to
speaking on such familiar terms about my body. Pregnancy does nothing if not steal
one’s sense of modesty, as the most personal bodily functions must be discussed to
assess the baby’s health.

“I'm glad.” Sinclair sighs with visible relief. “Have you checked your blood pressure?”
“No, I've been distracted.” | admit.

“Tsk, tsk,” He teases, retrieving the home monitoring device from my bedside. “Let’s
have your arm, gorgeous.”

| wait while he settles the cuff around my bicep and presses the machine’s start button.
Once the cuff begins to inflate and pressure increases on my arm, | say, “I got a call
from the police today.”

Sinclair keeps a perfectly straight face, as if he doesn’t have the first idea what I'm about
to say. “Oh?”

“It seems that Mike turned himself in this afternoon.” | share, watching him closely. “He
came all the way back from the coast and signed a full confession. He’s going to stand

trial.”

Sinclair is busy watching the numbers on the machine, but he manages a distracted
smile, “that’s wonderful, Ella.”

| wait for him to say more, but he remains silent, avidly focused on taking my vital signs.



“You're really going to pretend like you had nothing to do with it?” | finally burst.

The machine beeps, and Sinclair frowns, loosening the cuff. “Still too high.” He murmurs,
looking back up at me. Sinclair scans my features, taking my cheek in his oversized
hand. “Are you still feeling stressed?”

“I’'m trying to talk to you about something.” | reply, rather than answering him.

“Ella it was nothing. | would have done it for anyone.” He states simply.

Of course. | think bitterly, better not go getting ahead of yourself, Ella. Don’t make the
mistake of thinking you're special when you're anything but. “That might be true.” |

murmur, “but it's a very big deal to me. | don’t know how to thank you.”

“That’s not necessary.” Sinclair responds, as if this settles the matter. “| was happy to do
it. That rat deserved a lot worse than a jail cell if you ask me.”

I don’t know why, but his ferocity makes me feel better about his dismissive manner. At
the very least it shows that he does care, and | decide then and there that I'm going to
find a way to thank him — whether he thinks it's necessary or not.

The next day | spend the morning sick to my stomach, reminding myself over and over
again that morning sickness is a good sign, and | shouldn’t complain. After my fourth
bout of nausea, | take a few pillows and books into the bathroom, setting up a makeshift
camp on the cold tiles so that I'm not constantly running back and forth. By the afternoon
| feel well enough to go out and about, and | eagerly dress and depart, excited to follow
through with my plans to thank Sinclair for his kindness.

At first | wasn’t sure about turning up at his father’'s house unannounced, but when |
arrive the elder Alpha greets me with so much hospitality and generosity | decide |
should try and visit more often. “Come in, come in! What a lovely surprise!”

“Thank you.” | flush, “I hope you don’t mind me dropping by like this.”

“Of course not, my darling. You're welcome anytime.” He replies genially. “I was just
about to have a late lunch, please join me.”

“Oh no, | couldn’t impose.” | demur.
“Nonsense, | know the look of a breeding mother who's spent the morning indisposed.”

He observes wryly. “You're still green about the gills, dear one. Some food in your
tummy will help.”



“Thank you.” | smile despite myself. “| see you're as perceptive as your son.”
“And | see you would prefer it if he did not perceive so much.” The old man answers.

“Is it that obvious?” | chuckle, taking a seat across from him in the sitting room as a
servant runs to get another place setting for lunch.

“l don’t blame you.” He confides. “I expect if | were in your shoes | wouldn’t enjoy having
someone read my every thought and feeling either.”

Unlike Sinclair, his father sets me completely at ease. So at ease in fact that | find the
words sliding off my tongue before | can stop them. “I'm not used to men like you and
your son, Alpha -*

“None of that Alpha nonsense.” He interjects. “call me Henry.”
| can’t help but laugh, “you and Dominic really are a pair, you know that?”

Henry smiles warmly, “a high complement. I'm very proud of my son, you know. And I'm
so thrilled he’s finally found his second chance mate.”

A stab of guilt assails me. Of any of the people we’re deceiving, Sinclair's father makes
me feel the most ashamed for our lies.

“Thank you.” | manage to reply, unable to stop myself from confiding, “we’re both so
excited for this baby I'm not sure if we've even discussed whether we truly are mates. |
mean we're saying it for the campaign of course, but I hardly think I'm what Dominic
imagined for a mate.”

Henry shakes his head firmly. “Trust me, Ella. | know my son, and | know a good match
when | see it. You two will get there in time.”

“Well, | have to say he has already done so much for me. I've been scrambling for some
way to thank him, but I'm afraid | don’t know him well enough to know what he’'d like

best. | was hoping you might help me do a bit of plotting.” | confess.

“You've come to the right place.” Henry assures me, “what kind of surprise did you have
in mind.”

“Just anything to show him how grateful | am.” | explain, “how excited | am to be having
this baby together, for all his support.”

“Well one secret | will gladly tell you about my son is that he has a powerful sweet tooth.”



Henry intones. “He doesn't indulge it often, but the quickest way to his heart is probably
through dessert.”

| giggle, “Really?” It seems so strange that the terrifying Alpha wolf might have a secret
vice as wholesome as sugar. “Any particular recipes?”

“His favorite cake as a boy was simply chocolate with vanilla icing — simple but classic. If
you make him that, it will transport him straight back to his childhood.” Henry explains.

“ like that idea. One of our first days together he called my sister to find out my favorite
dish — | like the symmetry of returning the gesture.” | muse aloud.

“And of course, if you end up with too much left over, | always appreciate a good sweet
myself.” Henry hints, “As well as charming company.”

“You have a deal.” | agree happily. “In fact, | was thinking | might visit you more often.” |
suggest, “If you don’t mind having me around that is.”

“I would love nothing more.” Henry beams, “though you should probably clear it with
Dominic first.”

| grimace, not caring for this idea. “Do you think he'd object?”

“l think he’s got a new mate and a baby on the way — nothing makes an Alpha more
overprotective.” Henry reasons.

“But surely he wouldn't think you're a threat.” | protest.

“Not me personally, but there may very well be other dangers out there.” Henry
suggests, “in fact I'm surprised he let you come out without a guard today.”

“Well, he doesn’t know.” | answer hesitantly.
“You didn't tell him you were leaving?” Henry clarifies.

“No, but I'm an adult.” | argue, confused. “I shouldn’t have to ask permission just to pay a
visit to family.”

“Ella, you're with an Alpha now.” Henry reminds me gently. “Everything is different now.
Does anyone know where you are right now?”

“No.”Nervously gnawing on my lip, | wonder if I've made a bad miscalculation. “Do you
think he’s going to be angry?”



“If I were you, I'd try to get back before he realizes you left.” Henry suggests.

| don't need to be told twice, | finish my lunch and kiss Henry’s scruffy cheek, before
heading out again. On the way home | stop only to purchase the ingredients for Sinclair’s
cake, hurrying back to the house in the hopes that no one has noticed | was missing. Of
course it's just my luck that Hugo catches me coming up the walk to the mansion, arms
ladened with grocery bags.

He doesn’t say a word, but | know the game is up.

I’'m in big trouble.



Chapter 29 - Ella Bakes
Ella

I've been avidly watching the clock ever since returning home. Neither Hugo nor any of
the guards said a word about my absence, but they did immediately take the grocery
bags from my arms, insisting | shouldn’t be doing any heavy lifting. | came straight to the
kitchen afterwards, hoping that | might be able to finish my surprise before Sinclair
comes home, and thereby counteract some of his displeasure that | snuck out.

In my defense it wasn't really sneaking. Sure, | waited until the guards were distracted
just in case they tried to stop me leaving, but no one ever told me | wasn't allowed to do
so. In fact Sinclair told me | was free to go where | wish... though in hindsight | imagine
the Alpha wouldn't like it if he came home and no one knew where | was — especially
after the hospital yesterday.

| try to focus on baking rather than the scolding I've surely got coming from Sinclair. I'm
really not sure how to handle the situation. It feels entirely unfair that | could be in trouble
for breaking rules | didn’t know existed, but I'm afraid of angering Sinclair further by
expressing my true feelings.

I’'m starting to feel completely bipolar in this arrangement of ours. I'm perpetually afraid
of saying or doing the wrong thing and provoking Sinclair's temper, but I'm not used to
censoring myself this way. Eventually the truth inevitably slips out and then | worry I've
ruined everything. So | try to reverse course and do damage control, and probably come
off like I've got split personalities.

| don’t know what to do. | know I should try to keep Sinclair happy so that | have the best
possible chance to stay with my baby, but I don’t know how long | can keep this up. |
also don’t know what to make of Sinclair in the first place. He’s the most confusing man
I've ever encountered. | don’t even recognize myself around him. Once moment he’s
turning me on, making me feel safer than I've ever felt in my entire life, and doing sweet
selfless things like helping Cora — and the next he’s stomping around like a tyrant and
ordering me about.

I've just finished mixing the wet and dry ingredients together in a big silver bowl when
the door clicks open behind me, and Sinclair’s familiar scent fills the room. Uh-oh, here
we go.

When | turn around, | find him framed in the doorway, his arms crossed over his broad
chest, and a thunderous expression on his face.

“Welcome home?” | greet him weakly, that statement sounding more like a question than
anything else.



Sinclair's emerald eyes begin to glow as he studies me, raking his gaze over my body
from head to foot and making me positively squirm. “What do you have to say for
yourself, Ella?”

“I'm making you a surprise,” | explain, realizing telling him sort of defeats the point. “Or |
was — to thank you for your help with Mike.”

“You left the estate.” He growls, striding forward. “You didn't tell anyone you were
leaving or where you were going.”

“I was perfectly safe.” | supply feebly. “| went to see your father.”

“You just got out of the hospital yesterday.” Sinclair rumbles, as if | could forget. “You
shouldn’t be lugging around groceries or going on extended walks, and especially not
without guards.”

“Dominic, you never told me that | needed to take guards with me if | went out, or that |
had to run my plans by you first.” | counter, trying to stay calm.

“Because | thought it was common sense!” He exclaims. “Ella, you know how crazy the
media coverage has been lately, and you know | don't go anywhere without guards —
and I'm a lot bigger and stronger than you are. What if something had happened- we
wouldn’t have known where to look for you!”

“l was just trying to do something nice for you!” | exclaim, fighting back tears. “I never
agreed to be a prisoner here.”

“Don’t be so dramatic.” Sinclair scoffs. “No one is saying you're a prisoner. But you are a
public figure now, and you're in delicate condition. We're talking about taking basic
precautions and keeping me in the loop. | need to know where you are, | need to know
that you’re safe and not taking careless risks!”

“Carrying a few bags of sugar is hardly a risk to my health!” | argue, smothering a few
extra choice words. “I'm not so delicate that | need a constant babysitter. You forget that
I was on my own for 30 years before you came along and | did just fine!”

“Oh right, so fine that a bottom dwelling asshole bankrupted and betrayed you for years
on end!” Sinclair snaps.

“That isn’t fair.” | fight back, my voice thick with emotion. “Don’t blame me for what Mike
did!”

“I'm not.” He sighs, seeming to regret his rash statement. “I wouldn’t. But if you were
vulnerable to scum like him in the human world, you're five times as vulnerable among



shifters. You don’t know how dangerous it is out there!”

“And how am | suppose to know, if you don't tell me?” | demand. “How am | suppose to
know I'm breaking your ridiculous rules if you don’t even tell me what they are in the first
place?”

“They aren't ridiculous, they're for your own safety!” Sinclair grits out.

“That didn’t answer my question.” | remark, narrowing my eyes.

“I'm sorry Ella, | didn’t expect you to go galavanting around town when you're barely
recovered! | thought you would come to me if you needed something.” He grits out, his
jaw ticking in annoyance.

“l don’t want to have to come to you every time | want to set foot outside the house!” |
cry, “I don'’t like having to rely on other people for things I'm perfectly capable of doing
for myself.”

“You mean you don'’t trust other people.” Sinclair corrects me, cutting to the quick. “You
feel safer doing everything for yourself, and you don’t know how to ask anyone else for
help — let alone believe they’ll come through for you.”

I don’t know how he managed to figure that out. He isn’t wrong — I've always preferred to
do everything myself, because | learned the hard way that I'm the only person | can rely
on when push comes to shove. But I've never told him this — I've never expressed this to

anyone. “I meant what | said.” | insist, stubbornly notching my chin up.

“l understand better than you think, Ella.” Sinclair relates, softening his tone. “But you're
supposed to be avoiding stress.”

“What's stressing me out is you standing here yelling at me!” | accuse, tears burning in
my eyes. “l was just trying to do something nice, | didn’t know it would upset anyone!”

“Come on, now.” Sinclair admonishes. “At least do me the courtesy of being honest —
you couldn’t have gotten out of this house unseen without trying.”

“Or maybe your guards aren’t as on top of things as you think they are.” | bite back.

Sinclair narrows his eyes. “You managed to ditch guards specifically assigned to you,
Ella.”

“What?” | squeak. “Why do you have guards assigned to me?”

“Because you're pregnant with my pup!” He growls, “because | have enemies who would



target you at a moment’s notice, which you very well know.”

“Or maybe it's because you're just an invasive, overprotective ass!” | explode, “you
haven't stopped bossing me around from the moment | got here!”

Sinclair's eyes flash dangerously, and the next thing | know he’s prowling towards me
across the kitchen. | back away until my body collides with the cabinets, suddenly
wondering if I've pushed him too far. “Careful Ella.” He warns, looming over me. He
braces his hands on the counter on either side of my body, pinning me between his
arms. He ducks his head so that his face is only a few inches from mine, and | feel the
power and authority rolling off him in waves. “I've given you a lot of leeway so far
because you don’t know our ways, but if you keep speaking to me that way | won't be
accountable for my actions.”

My knees turn to jelly in the face of his anger, but somehow this fear isn’'t the same kind
I've known in the past. | don't believe he’ll hurt me, especially since I'm carrying his pup
— as he keeps pointing out. No, his threats feel different — darkly sensual in a way | don’t
quite understand. All of a sudden I'm very curious to see what he’ll do if | keep pushing
him. I'm sorely tempted to test him, to see just how far | can push my luck. “Fine.” | hiss.
“l won't speak to you that way. I'll show you instead.”

| reach for the bag of flour on my left, taking a handful in my fist. Before | can think better
of it, | act, lobbing the flour right into his incredibly handsome face.



Chapter 30 - Food Fight
Ella

The flour collides with Sinclair’'s face in an explosion of white powder, covering his
features in dense grains and fluttering through the air around us. A low growl rumbles in
his chest, and fear slices through me as | wonder if I've made a grave mistake. Sinclair
takes a moment to open his eyes after the flour hits, but when he does, his wolf is
glowing bright in his irises, and my instincts take over.

| try to duck under his arms, to evade his hold anyway | can. However the moment |
begin attempting escape he leans forward, crushing my body between him and the
counter. At once I'm reminded of how much larger Sinclair is. Sometimes it's easy to be
fooled when I'm dressed up in heels or there’s space between us, but now | can feel how
helpless | am beside him. The top of my head barely reaches his sternum, and next to
his muscles, my slender limbs feel terribly frail.

Sinclair's breath is coming in heaving gasps, and | have the good sense to remain frozen
as he tries to gain control of his wolf.

When I look up at him, | can see only the wild animal fuming beneath his skin, and |
realize exactly how dangerous this man is.

I’'m not sure if he's going to attack me, or yell at me, and my heart is racing a mile a
minute. | instinctively flinch when he moves, but he doesn’t raise a hand against me.
Instead he reaches past be towards the bowl of chocolate cake batter, and the next thing
I know, a river of the thick, sweet mixture is dripping down my face.

| gasp in shock, realizing that Sinclair is pouring the batter over me, and try to jerk away.
“Dominic, no!”

A dark laugh rolls through the big wolf like thunder, “Oh baby, you asked for this.”

| raise my arms over my head, trying to protect myself, but when that doesn’t work |
reach for the bowl too, returning fire with handful of batter straight into Sinclair’'s
expensively tailored shirt. Soon we're wrestling over the bowl, trying to retrieve more
sweet ammunition to splatter each other with, and I'm laughing harder than | can
remember laughing in a very long time.

The sound of Sinclair's own cozy chuckles fill my ears as | trade out cake batter for icing,
reaching up with two hands and smearing it over his face as he playfully nips at my
fingers, before positively squealing as warm, melted chocolate is drizzled over the low
cut top of my dress, seeping down between my breasts and into my bra.

We're both absolutely covered in the various cake components, giddy with laughter and



still searching for new ways to combat one another. The bowls on the counter are
already empty, and | narrow my eyes at Sinclair as | contemplate moving to the pantry or
fridge for more ammo. His white teeth flash, and the next thing | know he’s racing
towards the fridge faster than | can even comprehend.

| dart to the pantry, pulling open the door to use as a shield and disappearing inside,
zeroing in on a bottle of caramel syrup, even as | see Sinclair plucking a can of whipped
cream from the fridge. Soon we’re stalking around the kitchen island, trying to get close
enough to squirt each other with our chosen item, and inevitably laughing and racing
away when the other gets too close.

| try to feint around the edge of the counter, making him think I'm going to go in a
direction other than the one | intend, but I'm outmatched in this game in every possible
way. Sinclair is bigger, stronger and faster, and he can read my intentions far better than
| can read his.

He snatches me easily, spraying me with cold whipped cream until | manage to wriggle
free, even though | know he’s letting me escape. If he wanted to he could have easily
pinned me in place, but we're both having too much fun with our game.

It's making an unholy mess, but | can’t remember the last time | had this much fun.
Sinclair has completely surprised me too — | never expected him to have a playful side,
and it's so different from the men I've known before. Mike and | certainly never did
anything like this, and | doubt my ex would have had the inclination or the confidence to
let a woman defy him this way. Sinclair, on the other hand, has no doubts about his
masculinity. He can gladly let me tease and defy him without feeling threatened,
because he knows at the end of the day his dominance is complete.

Too late | realize I'm thinking about Sinclair in comparison to my past lovers, when |
know he doesn’t see me this way at all. Yet | can’t help it, the more time that passes the
more certain | feel that Sinclair is attracted to me. | know it's only physical and that |
could never be anything but a plaything to him, but it feels nice to be desired — even if it
is superficial.

When the bottle of caramel is empty, | try to make my way back to the pantry, but
Sinclair has other ideas. “Come here you.” He purrs, shatching me up. “Such a bad girl.”
His fingers are digging into my sides, tickling me ruthlessly and making me giggle and
squeal uncontrollably. I try to wrestle him for dominance, but | know it's a lost cause.

We tumble to the floor together, wrestling and writhing against one another, getting more
and more dirty with every minute that passes. Sinclair lets me pin him to the tiled floor,
straddling his middle and trapping his hands above his head. ‘Ha!” | declare
triumphantly, secretly needing him to prove my victory false, to take control and make
me forget my own name.



“Oh, you think you've won, do you?” He taunts, grinning up at me.

“You're not so scary, you know.” | counter, smiling widely. “What would all those big
tough wolves say if they knew their leader was letting a weak little human throw food in
his face?”

The next thing | know I'm on my back with Sinclair looming above me. The air leaves my
lungs in a great whoosh — | didn’t even see him flip me, but suddenly our situations are
completely reversed. I'm still straddling Sinclair, my legs spread on either side of his
body so that his hardness is pressed to my most sensitive flesh through our clothes.
“They’d say, lucky Alpha.” He answers smugly, looking down at me with undiluted
hunger.

The little voice in my head has me metaphorically squirming, needing to apologize for
reasons | don’t understand. It's almost as if | feel compelled to submit now that Sinclair
has physically bested me, but why would that be the case? | try to hold the words back,
but | can’t stop them no matter what | try. “I am sorry | snuck out.” | confess, peeking up
at him from beneath my lashes.

“You're forgiven.” Sinclair rules gently, “As long as you promise not to do it again.”

My metaphorical squirming becomes very literal now, though | freeze almost
immediately when | realize the way my nervous movement rubs my sensitive sex against
his. Softening, | agree, “I promise.”

| don’t understand what's happening to me. | have all of these strange emotions bubbling
up inside me. Is it all just the pregnancy, the pup making me feel and behave more like a
wolf, or is it something more than that. “That's my girl.” Sinclair praises, looking down at
me with obvious pride.

“What are you doing to me?” | murmur, before | can stop myself.

“What do you mean?” He asks, frowning slightly.

“I don’t know.” | huff, “I just feel like a different person since we met.”

“Maybe you’re becoming the person you were always meant to be.” Sinclair suggests,
shifting so that my wrists are captured between one of his strong hands, while the other
slides down my body. “It's finally safe to come out of your shell, so you are.”

“I think you’re giving yourself an awful lot of credit.” | respond primly, even as | fight the

desire to lean into his touch. “And it's a shame you were such a jerk.” | add pointedly,
“now you won't get to taste the cake | made.”



Sinclair arches his brow, gazing down at my batter covered body and adopting a devilish
expression. Before | know what's happening, he’s lowered his mouth to the swell of my
breast and is licking the cake batter from my skin, groaning with delight.

“Delicious.” He praises, rising up over me again. His eyes drift to the curve of my full lips,
then the whipped cream splattered across my clavicle — as if he can’t decide what to
taste next. A low purr vibrates against my skin, “I want more.”



Chapter 31 - Rogue Attack

3rd Person

Sinclair was tired of fighting his instincts. Ella was looking up at him with heavy-lidded
eyes, the scent of her arousal heavy in the air. Why was he fighting his desire for her?
So she was human — she was also beautiful, spirited and bright, everything he could
want in a woman. It was exhausting trying to rein in his wolf, and he was tired of denying
himself. The fact was that Sinclair wanted Ella more intensely than he could remember
wanting anyone. The logical part of his brain insisted it was just the pup growing in her
womb, but the more time that passed the more the Alpha believed it was the woman
herself.

Sinclair dipped his head until their mouths were mere inches apart, and Ella sighed and
tilted her chin up — offering her lips for the taking. He was about to claim them when a
knock sounded at the door, followed by a low squeak and a familiar man’s voice,

“What on earth?”

Sinclair turned to look at Hugo, who was frozen in the doorway, staring at the food-
splattered kitchen and the couple on the floor in abject shock. “Not now.” Sinclair
growled, his wolf clamoring just beneath the surface of his skin.

Hugo met the Alpha’s piercing gaze, “Dom -*
“l said not now.” Sinclair repeated fiercely.
“Trust me.” Hugo stated resolutely, “you want to hear what | have to say.”

Grumbling with annoyance, Sinclair looked back to Ella, sorely tempted to tell her not to
move a muscle until he returned.

However he knew that if Hugo was being this persistent, he probably wasn’t going to be
back anytime soon. It filled him with regret that he wouldn't be able to lick all the
chocolate from Ella’s sweet body himself, or even help her wash away the remnants in a
steaming shower. His mind was overflowing with all the sensuous possibilities, but the
best he could do was promise the little human that, “we’ll finish this later.”

He helped Ella to her feet before taking his leave, grabbing a dish towel on the way out
to wipe the flour, chocolate and syrup from his face. “What's up?” He asked Hugo, once
they were alone.

“There’s been a rogue attack in old town.” The Beta shared gravely. “It looks like there’s
quite a few fatalities.”



Sinclair cursed, “any hints on who'’s responsible?”

“Witnesses say the attackers came out of nowhere. They burst onto the canals and
started wreaking havoc.” Hugo explained.

“It's clear they were sent to harm, no one reported having anything stolen.”

Sinclair's wolf — already fighting for control — reared up inside him, overwhelmed by
urgent concern for his pack members. There hadn’t been a rogue attack in a very long
time, and he highly doubted that the timing of this incident was a coincidence. “I'll
shower as fast as | can, and I'll be right there.”

The scene of the attack was worse than Sinclair could have imagined.

Moon Valley’s old town was normally an enchanting place at this time of year. With its
idyllic maze of canals woven through historic buildings and blanketed in thick white
show, it should have looked like a winter wonderland — if it weren't for all the blood.

Ever since the river froze a few weeks earlier, the waterways became bustling
thoroughfares dotted with pop up shops to be navigated by humans and shifters on ice
skates. They weren't as grand as they’d be after the solstice celebrations began the
following week, but they certainly shouldn’t have looked like this.

At least a dozen bodies littered the ice, and thick crimson pools steamed then froze solid
on the glassy surface. Keening filled the air as shifters mourned and injured beings
suffered on the sidelines, tended to by concerned bystanders and emergency
responders. Sinclair scanned the carnage — noting that all the victims were wolves, not
that this came as a surprise. This part of the city was dominated by estates passed down
through generations of wealth which, combined with the steep rents on new properties
and high end businesses, all but guaranteed the inhabitants were shifters.

Moon Valley’'s human mayor was already on the scene, but she was only there for
appearances sake. Human tourists might visit to take in the natural splendor, but old
town was strictly under Sinclair’s jurisdiction. Sighing with resignation, Sinclair
approached the austere woman. “Madame Mayor.”

“Alpha,” She replied tersely, “I presume this was your kind’'s doing?”

“Definitely a wolf attack.” He confirmed, ignoring the clear disdain in her voice. “My
investigators are on the case.”

“You know this isn’t the kind of press our city needs — just before the holidays too. It's



high tourist season.”

“It's the holidays for us as well,” Sinclair reminded her. “And you would do well to recall
that | don’t blame you when humans wreak havoc in the territory.”

“That’s because my kind is no threat to yours.” The mayor quipped.

Sinclair scoffed, “Right, that's why we exist in secret — because humans are so
accepting of those who are different.”

The Mayor, like all human mayors of Moon Valley, had been less than amused to
discover the existence of shifters when she took office two years earlier. Nor could she
ever fully wrap her mind around the power dynamics. It never ceased to confuse her that
the monarchy resided in Moon Valley but did not rule the pack directly, rather delegating
power to the territory’s Alpha.

Sinclair, on the other hand, thought it was pure stubbornness on her part — since she
had no problem understanding state versus federal governance in her own society.

“And | suppose this has nothing to do with your campaign?” She questioned. “The
Prince’s statement yesterday was quite damning.”

Sinclair blinked. What statement? Had he really been so distracted by Ella that he
missed an important development in the race?

It was a silly question. As soon as he asked it of himself he knew the answer was yes.
He'd become so preoccupied with the lovely human over the last couple of weeks that
he’s thought of little else — including the campaign. Sure he kept his appointments and
appearances, but his mind was rarely focused on the matter at hand. It was permanently
locked on Ella. In fact, now that he reflected on it — he'd scarcely thought of anything
else since she’d come begging for her sister’s job — even before he knew about the pup.

If he’d missed a major statement by the prince, then she wasn't only a distraction, but a
dangerous one. If he'd been paying attention, would he have seen this attack coming?
He could imagine the kind of drivel the statement included — was the Prince behind the
attack too? He wouldn’t put it past him, and there was no doubt this was going to hurt
him. At the end of the day this was his city, not the Prince’s and the attack would make
him look like an Alpha who couldn’t protect his people.

Guilt washed over him in a tidal wave. The criticism would be true either way. Whether a
political scheme, or a genuine rogue threat, he had failed to secure old town. He had
failed to protect his people, and the death surrounding him was his fault. The lives of all
Moon Valley shifters were in his hands, and he’'d let these slip through his fingers —
worse, he hadn’t even noticed it happening.



If not for Ella this might never have happened. He wasn’t blaming her, far from it — he
knew he was the only one to blame. It was his distraction with the human beauty which
allowed this to happen, and if it was a princely plot, then it was his heir and his campaign
which were responsible.

The mayor, seeing Sinclair had disappeared into his thoughts, shifted away to make a
statement to the media, leaving the Alpha with his guilt. He’d always hated seeing any of
his people hurt — but this was the first time he knew without a doubt that they were hurt
because of him. Suddenly the reasons that he'd been fighting his instincts when it came
to Ella and his desire, came rushing back to him like a wildfire. His wolf might want her,
but taking his eye off the ball at this stage in the game was dangerous to all of them.

Even as he thought this morbid fact, his eye caught on a flash of silver in his periphery.
Turning, he looked up at the raised street running parallel to the canal. There was a
sleek town car parked near the bridge, and a crowd of shifters gathered at the railing,
looking down on the bloody tableau so many feet below them.

Sinclair recognized the Prince immediately, with his sleek blonde hair and gaudy clothes.
The other man gazed over the crime scene with cold disinterest, until he finally met
Sinclair's gaze. He arched one blond brow and shook his head, as if in disappointment,
but he couldn’t keep the smirk from his face. A moment later the human mayor appeared
at his side, murmuring in his ear.

Ice froze the blood in Sinclair's veins, and he looked to Hugo, a grave expression on his
handsome face. “Tighten Ella’s security as soon as possible.” He commanded. “I want
eyes on her at all times.”



Chapter 32 - Ella Has a Visitor
Ella

| scrub the food from my body as steaming water pours down around me in a blissful
cascade. A hot shower is exactly what | needed, but | feel like a silly school girl
starcrossed in puppy love. | can't stop replaying the events in the kitchen in my mind,
reliving every word, every touch — every look from Sinclair's penetrating green eyes.

| find myself running my hands over my bare skin in the same places he stroked and
caressed me, imagining what he’ll do when he comes home. | know he was going to kiss
me before Hugo interrupted us, and the memory of his lips so near mine sends shivers
of excitement down my spine. Sinclair has kissed me before of course, but never in
private, never simply because he wanted to.

My mind races with the possibilities. Will he make love to me when he returns? Is his
attraction that strong? | can’t stop imagining it. Will he be gentle and tender the way he’s
been when | most needed comfort? Will he be rough and dominating, unleashing the
animal within? Or will he be some combination of the two, passion in all its varying
forms?

| finally pull myself out of my daydreams when the water runs cold. | yelp when the heat
disappears, dousing me in icy reality.

What am | doing? Who is this silly, sex-crazed girl who's taken over my mind? Sinclair
and | don’t have a future together, so why am | letting the little voice in my head get so
carried away with longing for the impossible? That's not me — I've always been practical
and realistic, not some starry eyed dreamer. Shaking myself, | cut off the water and grab
a towel, determined to stop being so silly.

No sooner have | stepped out of the shower that a knock sounds at the bedroom door.
“Miss, you have a visitor!” A maid calls through the thick wooden panel.

| do? This is a surprise. No one has ever visited me here, and the only person who might
is Cora — but it's the middle of the day, surely she’s at work. Even though | rationalized
this, I'm still surprised when | get downstairs it's not Cora waiting for me. It's just about
the last person | would have expected to see — Sinclair's estranged brother, Roger.

“Hello Ella.” He greets me, standing from his chair.

| freeze in the doorway of the sitting room, unable to process the sight before me. “What
are you doing here?”

“Easy now.” He raises his hands in supplication, “I come in peace.”



“Excuse me if | find that hard to believe.” | cut.

“l came to apologize for the way | behaved the day we met. I'm ashamed to say that my
brother brings out the worst in me. It was wrong to take that out on you.” Roger states
remorsefully.

“You know | really don’t understand you two.” | confess. “Where | come from, siblings
are all you have — the only friends, the only family or allies. It seems very strange to me
that you and Dominic are so at odds.”

“Where do you come from?” He asks thoughtfully.

“The shadow pack.” I've told the lie so many times now that | don’t even have to think
about it. “But my parents died when | was young.”

“I'm very sorry to hear that.” He says, sounding surprisingly genuine. “But it's different for
Dom and I. Your circumstances pushed you and your siblings together, ours tore us
apart. Being the sons of an Alpha sets you in competition with one another from a young
age. Our father never encouraged it, but we always knew that one of us would rule one
day — and we both wanted to prove ourselves.”

“That must have been difficult.” | empathize, remembering what Sinclair also told me
about their mother’s death. “But it doesn’t excuse the things you said to me.”

“Ella, | truly am sorry.” He professes again, raising a finger to qualify his statement. “At
least, for the way | spoke to you. But I'm afraid | can’t apologize for the things | said.”

My shoulder’s stiffen. “Shouldn’t it be the reverse?”

“No, because | wasn't lying.” Roger frowns deeply. “I may have been speaking spitefully
but my heart was in the right place.”

| cut my eyes to him, “I don’t think spite can ever be the right place.”
“l was trying to warn you.” Roger insists, “And I'd warn you again if you'll let me.”

“I'll listen to what you have to say.” | concede, my morbid curiosity burgeoning. “but |
won'’t promise to take it to heart.”

Roger sighs, almost seeming relieved. “What has Dom told you about Lydia?” He asks.
I’'m taken aback for a moment. | remember Roger’s harsh words about how | was

nothing but a womb to him, that he’'d toss me aside as soon as the pup came along, but |
wasn’t expecting him to bring up Lydia. “That they were fated, but she left when he



couldn’t give her children.” | summarize simply.

“And did he mention that she hasn't had pup with her chosen mate either?” Roger
presses.

“No, why would he?” I inquire, though | can already see where this is going.

“They always assumed the root of fertility struggles lied with him.” Roger explains, “But
now that it’s clear that he can father children after all, | guarantee she’ll be back.”

“Just because she comes back, it doesn’t mean Dominic will accept her.” | remark coolly.
In my head I'm thinking that he won't be so quick to forgive a mate who turned her back
on him, fated or not, but | also have to remember I'm supposed to be Dominic’s second
chance mate. | need Roger to think I'm confident enough in our bond that Lydia’s return
wouldn’t challenge it.

“Ella,” He says my name as if it's an apology itself. “They’re fated. Take it from someone
who learned the hard way — chosen mates can be wonderful, but the Goddess’s bond is
stronger than all else.”

“It happened to you?” | ask, intrigued by his statement.
Roger laughs, “I see Dom left out that part of the story, did he?”
“What part?” | clarify uncertainly.

“Lydia was my lover first.” He reveals. “She’d agreed to a formal mating ceremony and
everything. We knew we weren't fated, but we thought our love would be strong enough.
Then Dominic came of age, and their bond came to life. Everything that had once been
between us... disappeared overnight.”

“Dominic stole Lydia from you?” | can barely stop myself from gaping with the surprise of
this news. Sinclair certainly hadn’t shared that part of the tale when he explained
Roger’s disdain for him.

“They were fated.” Roger shrugs, much more accepting that | would have been about
the situation. “Neither of them had a choice in the matter... and he won’t have a choice
when she comes back either.”

“And you're certain she’ll return?” | prompt.
“I'm sure of it.” Roger relates gently. “I'm sorry to be the one to tell you this... and | hope

I’'m wrong. But you should prepare yourself. | wish I'd had someone to warn me this
way.”



“Well thank you for telling me. I'll take your advice into consideration.” | reply honestly.

| thought about Roger’s words for a long time after he left. | still don’t trust the man, after
all he definitely has a chip on his shoulder when it comes to Sinclair. I'm curious about
why Sinclair left out the details about his past relationship with Lydia, but not enough to
believe Roger hook, line and sinker.

Besides, true or not it doesn’t really change anything at the end of the day. Roger
thought he was warning me, but he doesn’t know I'm human, that I've already been
warned and indeed, prepared for a new mate to come into Sinclair’s life eventually
anyway. Sure, | wasn't expecting it to be Lydia — but the identity of the woman doesn’t
really matter, I'll cease being Luna regardless.

I'm still glad of the idea that my baby might have half siblings one day, but it is an
important reminder to protect my heart. | was already questioning myself before Roger
turned up, and his cautionary tale just reinforces the need to shield my heart against the
Alpha. If | keep carrying on this way, mooning over a man who is completely out of my
reach and letting my feelings get completely carried away, I'll basically be asking for
heartbreak.

Sinclair might be build for casual sex, but I'm not, and that means | have to stop the
flirtation before it goes too far.

That night, | go to sleep in my own bed for the first time in a week. | don’t expect to be
missed. Sinclair still isn’t home, and after what | heard this afternoon — I'm glad for some
time alone. The last thing | need is for Sinclair to come home and truly attempt to finish
what we started this afternoon. No matter how badly | might want to indulge those
desires — | know they’re a recipe for disaster.

Half-asleep, it seems that a person came to my bedside. Who?



Chapter 33 - Sinclair Returns
Sinclair

| smell Roger the moment | walk through the door. My wolf is immediately alert, and |
approach the first guard | see. “Was my brother here?”

“Yes Alpha.” The man replies. “He requested a meeting with Ella, and she granted it.”
| do not like the sounds of that. “How long was he here? Is she alright?”

“They spoke for close to an hour.” The guard replies. “She didn't seem upset afterwards,
but she went to bed early and without supper.”

Worry simmers in my belly. If Roger was here it was undoubtedly to make trouble, and
while Ella might have simply been exhausted, | don’t believe these events are unrelated.
| haven't eaten either, but | head straight upstairs to check on the mother of my pup.
However when | reach my rooms, Ella isn’t there.

Instead | make my way downstairs to her suite, concern tying my insides into knots. |
push open the bedroom door, following the luscious aroma that is Ella, and stalk silently
inside. She’s curled up beneath the covers, sleeping as sweetly as can be. I'm smiling
despite my inner turmoil, moving to sit by her side as she doses.

Ella is lying on her stomach, her arms folded up beneath her pillow, her rose gold hair
spilling over her bare shoulders in a silky cascade. | brush a few locks away from her
face, content to simply watch her sleep. She looks so angelic like this, and | feel a fresh
wave of worry for what Roger might have said to her. Did she go to bed in her own
rooms because | wasn’'t home, or because Roger upset her?

I'll kill him if he’s said or done anything to harm her. The thought circles ominously
around me for a long moment, and I'm a bit taken about by the force of my conviction. |
feel so protective of this little human — is it really only because she’s carrying my baby?

After a minute Ella’s brow furrows and she whimpers in her sleep. | worry she might be
having another nightmare, which brings on yet another flood of possessive energy. What
happened in her life that haunted her dreams this way? Was she reliving past horrors, or
simply imagining terrors which haven’t actually come to pass? Something about the way
she refused to talk about the last one makes me suspect the former.

| push the covers down only far enough to expose the curve of her spine, needing to feel
her shape beneath my fingers. When | stroke one large hand down the graceful column

she stirs and stretches, turning towards me and unconsciously cuddling closer.

She blinks her brilliant eyes open a moment later, offering me a bleary eyed yawn.



“You're back.”

“I'lam.” | agree, “And you're in the wrong bed.” | tease, petting her slender waist and
marveling at how small she is compared to me. The breadth of my hand easily circles
her ribs, and | wonder if my fingers would actually touch if | tried to wrap my other hand
around her middle.

“Mmm,” She moans, the sound like a sultry torment to my oversensitized ears. “You
weren’t here.”

“As if that's any excuse.” | mockingly scold.

“Are you going to make me move?” She murmurs, though her eyes have already closed
again and she sighs contentedly as | continue to caress her.

“I should.” I muse, “I should make you get up and have the dinner you skipped.”
Ella peeks one eye open then, pouting in a way that does nothing to garner my
sympathy and everything to make me contemplate claiming her plump, pink lips. “Your

servants are tattle tales.”

“Uh-huh.” | chuckle, trying to keep my tone light as | continue, “they also told me about
your visit with Roger.”

Ella hums with indignation, but doesn’t say more.

“Would you like to tell me what he wanted?” | ask after a moment.
“He was warning me.” She yawns.

“What about?” | rumble, fearing | already know the answer.

“Nothing I didn't already know.” Ella shrugs sleepily. “That your mate will come along
one day and you'll no longer need me to be Luna.”

Only the sight of Ella contentedly stretching into my touch like a sleepy kitten keeps me
from jumping to my feet and growling.

“He has no business saying such things to you.”
“Why not?” She purrs, “It's true.”

| don’t know why it bothers me so much to hear her speak that way — but it does. “You
know that and | know that — but he things you're my second chance mate like everyone



else. He thinks you're a she-wolf and he has no right to interfere.” The truth is that he
completely crossed a line. Ella isn't familiar enough with our ways to understand how
egregious his behavior truly was. If she was truly my mate and another man came along
and told her | didn't actually care for her, | would be well within my rights to challenge
him.

Still, Ella isn't my mate, and though | genuinely hate hearing her talk about a future
where we aren’t together, | know she’s being pragmatic. That's the arrangement we
agreed upon. She would be equally justified to dissolve our agreement if she met a man.

Before I've even finished the thought, my wolf is roaring in my head, driven over the
edge by the idea of Ella being with anyone else. It takes all my willpower to keep him
reined in, and I'm glad Ella is only half awake. I'm sure it’'s just the pup growing in her
belly — I wouldn'’t care otherwise, but as long as she’s carrying my child, the idea of
another man — even a human — coming near her makes me absolutely furious. | breathe
in a deep sigh, trying to get my wolf back under control. Of course this only amplifies her
delicious scent, and my wolf becomes distracted once more.

“You washed off my scent again.” | observe, thankful that my voice sounds much calmer
than | feel.

Ella flushes despite her foggy state. “| had to — | was covered in chocolate and whipped
cream and who knows what else.”

Oh how quickly things can change, | think sadly. This afternoon | wanted nothing more
than to lick every inch of her body clean, and now I'm glad the temptation is gone. If I'd
gone down that road there would have been no turning back, and this afternoon was a
cautionary tale | won'’t soon forget. Ella and | have to find a way to move forward in our
agreement without all the pent up sexual tension — maybe she realized the same thing
after Roger’s visit. Maybe that's the real reason she chose to sleep in her own bed.

| see the logic of it, and yet | can’'t seem to stop myself from flirting. “Hmm, and who’s
fault was that?”

“Yours.” Ella replies easily, still not opening her eyes.
“Oh really? | seem to remember you throwing the first handful.” | remind her amusedly.

Again that sumptuous pout, more tempting than she could possibly realize. “You
provoked me.”

“Such a temper.” | tease, running my fingers through her long hair. “if I didn’t know any
better I'd think you were a wolf.”



“I think I'd like to be one.” She confesses wistfully, “Just to shift and experience what it
would be like to be that free.”

| can hear the emotion in her voice clear as day, even though she’s not truly awake. Her
words make me wonder what Ella would be like as a wolf, and | have to admit | find the
idea more plausible than | would for most humans. She’s so strong of will and spirit,
clever, intuitive, both deeply independent and pack oriented — she’s even skittish like
she’s wrangling a wild inner animal.

Suddenly | find myself wishing that she was a wolf too, so we could be together without
all these complications. “What am | going to do with you, Ella?”

| can't afford these distractions, and | need to be caring for my family and the pack, not
rutting Ella senseless. I'm not even sure if she could withstand the affections of a wolf.
She’s so small, so delicate. | can't risk her or the pup. | have to simply be grateful she’s
safe, and give up hoping for more — for both our sakes.

She rolls onto her back, looking up at me curiously. “Earlier you said ‘we’ll finish this
later.” She reminds me. “What did you mean?”

Damn. I'd meant | was going to kiss her until she forgot her own name and take her to
bed, but I've seen the error of my ways only too well today. “I meant we’d finish talking
about security and setting boundaries.” | lie instead. “But we can talk about that
tomorrow.”



Chapter 34 - Ella Learns About the Solstice
Ella

| wake up alone in bed, and promptly rush to the restroom to empty the contents of my
stomach. When [ finally emerge, | find Aileen waiting for me, a breakfast tray in her
hands and a kind smile on her face. “How are you doing, my love?”

“I am thankful my baby is growing big and strong.” | recite, clutching my belly and
repeating the same mantra | keep employing whenever the morning sickness or mood
swings act up.

Aileen chuckles, “but you feel like hell?” She guesses.

I nod pitifully, and Aileen offers me a steaming cup of tea. “Here, have some of this.
When | was carrying my pips nothing banished the sickness better.” | take a sip of the
herbal brew, sighing happily as warmth fills me up from the inside out. “That’s it.”

Aileen encourages. “| can already see some color coming back into your cheeks.”

“More Luna lessons today?” | guess, thanking her kindness with a wide smile and a
squeeze of her soft hands.

“And not a moment too soon.” She reports, “We shouldn’t have put it off this long with
the holidays coming up so soon, but Dominic wanted to give you time to rest.”

“The holidays?” | repeat, the wheels slowly turning over in my mind. Her words take a
moment to sink in, I'm so ravenous after going to bed without supper that it's all | can do
not to shove my face full of the cream scones and raspberry jam laid out on the
breakfast tray. “Of course,” | eventually murmur, “It hadn’t even occurred to me that if
you have your own gods you'd have your own holidays and traditions.”

Aileen smiles kindly. “It's alright, this is all a lot to take in, but we don’t have much time to
waste either. The Winter Solstice is next week, and you are going to be very busy, my
dear.”

| know enough about ancient pagan traditions to know that the Winter Solstice is the
longest night of the year, but beyond that I'm fairly clueless about how werewolves might
celebrate the occasion. “What happens at the Winter Solstice?”

“Well, it's all about honoring nature and the goddess, rebirth, transformations and new
beginnings — finding light in the dark half of the year. It's really beautiful. The week
before the solstice day is seven days straight of different festivals and activities, I've got
a calendar around her somewhere.” She adds, moving back towards the breakfast tray
and searching through the contents. “It's all wonderful: bonfires, drinking and dancing,



parading through the streets and decorating the city, lighting candles, giving gifts.

Then there’s feasts and rituals, and it all culminates in a grand ball at the Royal Palace.”
Her words ring a few bells in my mind. I've always known there are exclusive parties and
festivals in the city’s wealthiest neighborhoods, but | always assumed they were for the
human holiday celebrations, not anything supernatural. I've never attended because I've
never had the money or access to such entertainment, but it also sounds like Aileen is
talking about events far more extensive than the few of which I'm aware.

“A ball?” | repeat, latching onto her last comment. “Like... an actual ball?”

“l take it you've never been to one?” Aileen surmises, arching a brow.

| simply laugh, “When would i have ever had the opportunity? The only humans who
have them are rich and famous!”

“I see,” Aileen muses. “Well, | knew | was going to have to teach you our dances, but |
suppose we'll have to be a bit more thorough regarding etiquette and the like.”

| remember the dances Sinclair showed me at the shifter club, and my heart begins to
pound. “What kind of dances?

“Nothing like what you're thinking.” Aileen assures me. “l swear they're all perfectly
tasteful.”

“And the festivals and rituals?” | gulp, remembering Sinclair's teasing about humans
being prudish and repressed.

“Now they can get a bit scandalous, but | promise Sinclair will be with you every step of
the way.” She promises.

Sure, | think, a bitter taste in my mouth. I've heard that before. Before | can say anything
of the sort or ask any additional questions, Aileen abruptly stops rustling through the
tray, “Aha! Here it is!” She offers me a sheet of parchment, and | look down at the page
with trepidation and awe.

Moon Valley Solstice Festival Schedule of Events

Night 1: Bonfire Night — Wulver Hill

Night 2: Solstice Procession — Old Town

Night 3: Yuletide Feast — Midwinter’s Fair



Night 4: Wassailing — Central Canal

Night 5: Moon Bathing — Moon Valley Stone Circle
Night 6: The Wild Hunt — the King’s Forest

Night 7: Masquerade Ball — the Royal Palace

“Aileen, | don’t know what half these things are! More than half!” | exclaim, feeling
suddenly and profoundly out of my depth.

“It's okay.” She croons, “you’ll take it one day at a time, and you’ll be an expert in shifter
solstice traditions by the time the week is out.”

| scan the parchment over and over again, my eyes repeatedly catching on the ball and
whatever moon bathing is. However only one event sends true fear slicing through my
body. “What is the Wild Hunt?”

“Ah,” Aileen purses her lips, looking as if she wants to smile. “That’'s when things get
especially fun for mated couples. Some people find a partner just for the night, but it's
more powerful when you're bonded to the one hunting you.”

“Hunting you?” | squeak.

“Yes, she wolves take off into the woods, and then their mates must hunt them down
and claim them. It goes back to our origin myths, when the Moon Goddess would lead
her celestial army into the forest, in pursuit of souls to create new wolves.

Nowadays “making new wolves” takes on a more literal meaning. | can’t tell you how
many babies are conceived on the night of the wild hunt.”

“But | can’t shift.” | remind her nervously. Would | even have to participate? Is it
required? I'm already pregnant, that must be enough to get permission to sit it out.

“That’s alright. As future Luna you'll lead the way into the forest wearing a special
ceremonial dress and carrying a torch. You won'’t be expected to shift until you're out of
sight, and then Dominic will set out after you long before anyone else joins — he’s the
only one who will know you didn’t shift.”

That doesn’'t make me feel much better. The idea of having the entire pack watching me
lead a ceremony I've never heard of before sounds more frightening than comforting,
especially since it will all be a fraud!



“Did Dominic used to do this with Lydia?” | ask, not entirely sure why that thought
entered my brain.

“Why, of course.” Aileen confirms. “Why do you ask?”

I shrug, “Roger told me that she was his mate first. | suppose I'm just curious about their
relationship.”

Aileen gives me an appraising look, and | try not to squirm beneath her scrutiny. She
sighs. “And so she was, but fated mates...

there are some forces so strong nothing can combat them.”

“You both make it sound much more loving than Dominic did.” | confess, remembering
how disenchanted the Alpha had seemed with his former mate. He never described how
they met or the early days, he never mentioned any love between them, only her hunger
for status and power.

“It's easy to be bitter and cynical when your heart is broken.” Aileen confides, patting my
shoulder.

“Right.” I murmur, and | have to admit this makes sense. Who hasn’t been bitter in the
wake of a lost love — especially when things didn’t end amicably. Is that what's
happening with Sinclair? Is his pessimistic description of his marriage simply the wounds
of a broken heart making themselves known?

And what about Lydia? | can’'t even fathom what it would be like to be in love with one
man, then feel so uncontrollably compelled to be with another that I'd leave him, but from
what everyone says, it doesn’'t sound like there was any fighting it. On the other hand, |
know how devastating it can be to struggle with fertility — | may not understand the
mystical forces behind fated mates, but | have to have some sympathy for her on this
front at least.

If I'd believed Mike was sterile and that | might have a chance with another man, would |
have left him? | think about it for a long moment, but | don’t think | would, and we were
far from fated. Maybe I'm biased, after all I've seen the damage her disloyalty did to
Sinclair, especially considering that a couple of their wealth could have easily gone
through IVF or adopted a child. That, more than anything else makes me wonder if
Sinclair was right, that she simply wanted the most powerful man in the room. Still, if that
is the case, then Roger is probably right regardless. She’ll come back when she realizes
Sinclair is set to be King — and when that day comes I'll be reduced to nothing. Is Roger
right that Sinclair will go back on his word when that happens? Will | lose my baby when
Lydia returns?



All of a sudden it all seems like far too much to comprehend. I'm so overwhelmed by
new information, confusing feelings and strange possibilities that | feel | might burst. |
decide then and there to call Cora — | need to speak to someone who isn't immersed in
this crazy world. If anyone can tell me whether or not I'm losing my mind — it's my sister.



Chapter 35 - Dinner with Cora
Ella

“l swear, Cora.” | groan, burying my head in my hands. “I'm in so far over my head it's
ridiculous.”

“You're doing fine!” Cora insists, despite the fact that she doesn’'t have any idea how
things are actually going. “I mean a month ago you didn’t even know this world existed.”

“How did you keep it quiet for so long?” | inquire.

“l didn’t have a choice.” Cora admits, “I didn’t even believe it at first. It took me a lot
longer to come to terms with it than it took you, believe me. | mean | could see it through
my microscope, | could see the molecular evidence, but...” She trails off, shaking her
head about just how deep her denial had run. “I just couldn’t wrap my head around it. |
always thought magic was nonsense

— it actually shook my belief in science for a minute there.”

| appreciate her consolation more than | can express. I've felt so alone in all this, it's
wonderful to know I'm not the only one who struggled this way. “I think it helps that I've
been completely immersed in it.” | reason. “You have no idea how much better | feel just
being out with you — away from all that. | mean honestly, it feels as though I've been
living underwater or something. Like I'm learning how to survive without air because
there’s no other option, and | don't even realize how odd it is until | surface again and
remember what breathing is.” | explain. “Not to mention Sinclair. He’s confusing me so
much. It's like I'm a teenager again and he’s my first crush.”

“Maybe it’s just the baby,” Cora suggests, “it wants to be near him.”

“I suppose.” | concede, “but | still don’t understand how any of this is possible. | mean
the shifters are one thing — but how can | be pregnant by one?”

“I don’t know.” Cora sighs, “I mean their society has always been hidden for their own
protection. A few humans like me are allowed to know, and | expect a few have fallen in
love at some point or another, but I've never heard of anyone cross breeding.

It shouldn’t be possible.” She shakes her head. “Your baby really is a miracle, Elle.”

“Don’t I know it.” I grin. “I have to focus on that. | have to focus on the baby, rather than
him.”

“Is it really that bad?” Cora presses.



“Yeah, | feel like I'm losing it, and | can’t figure out if he reciprocates the feelings, or if it's
all in my head. And then there’s all this stuff with his former mate. It's all such a mess.”

“Do you trust him?” Cora probes gently, squeezing my hand across the table.

| feel like there’s a rock sitting in the bottom of my stomach as | consider this question. “I
made the mistake of trusting one man —

after everything that happened to us when we were growing up, | actually fell for Mike's
lies. | knew better and | let my guard down. I'll never forgive myself for putting myself in
that situation, and it's not a mistake | plan on making again.”

Cora looks at me with so much undiluted pity that | pull my hand away. “Please don't
look at me that way.”

“Mike wasn't your fault, Ella.” She declares firmly. “Mike was Mike’s fault.”

“It takes two to pull off a con.” | remind her, “It can’'t succeed without an easy mark — and
that’'s obviously what | was. I'm at least partly responsible for not seeing through his
bullshit. There were red flags and | just buried my head in the sand rather than confront
them.”

She’s shaking her head determinedly, “You know, the older we get, the more | realize
just how much you shielded me from when we were kids. You let yourself be hurt so that
| and the other little ones wouldn’t be, and now you carry the weight of that trauma while
we get off scot free. It isn’t fair. And | hate to see you blaming yourself this way when
none of it has been your fault.”

| stare intently at my surrogate sister, feeling a rush of warmth for her. “You know |
wouldn’t change that for the world, Cora. | would so much rather suffer myself, than let
you be harmed, than fail to protect you.”

“That’s why you're going to make such a wonderful mother.” She smiles tenderly.

“I just hope this baby is safe.” | relate. “The campaign ends just before I'm due, and once
Sinclair is King I'll be able to relax. But I'm terrified of him losing. If the Prince wins |

really think he might come after my baby... maybe it and Sinclair both.”

“l can’t imagine anyone being strong enough to lay a hand on Sinclair.” Cora observes
doubtfully.

“On their own maybe not.” | agree, “but with an army behind him?”

“Then you'll just have to make sure he wins.” Cora encourages. “The word around the



office is that you've already made an incredible splash.”

“Yeah, so much of one that | can barely go anywhere without camera crews following me
around everywhere | go.” | complain.

“Well it definitely sounds like you need a night off.” Cora declared mischievously. “We
should go out! Just the two of us — before your whole life gets consumed by the
holidays.”

“I'd love to,” | sigh, “but if we want to go out without an entire entourage we’ll have to be
sneaky about it.”

She arches her brows. “Sinclair is being that overprotective?”

“Yes and it's driving me crazy. | mean about eleven different people have explained to
me about male wolves with a breeding mate. | guess the pup is enough and |
understand the prince might want to take him out of the running — but it's not like
anything has even happened to make him worry!” | exclaim.

“l suppose it's better to be safe than sorry.” Corry counters.
“True — so we'll just have to be extra safe when we go out.” | decide. “In fact, we won't

go anywhere near the shifter neighborhoods — human world only. | need some more
time with my head above water.”

The next afternoon I'm patiently allowing Sinclair to take my blood pressure, despite the
fact that I'm perfectly capable of doing it myself. I'm trying to keep my thoughts neutral
as the cuff begins to inflate, but it's hard to ignore the Alpha’s laser focus on my
features.

“I know what you're thinking.” He smirks after a moment.
“Do you?” | quip.

“I know you can do this yourself.” He grins, “but | like doing it for you and I've been so
busy that last few days that this is one of the only times | get to spend with you and the

pup.n

Sure, | think wryly, other that when he’s scent marking me every morning and night.
“Why have you been so busy?”

“Just the campaign, and the holidays. It's the craziest time of year.” Sinclair explains,



frowning at the reading on the little screen.
“Your pressure is still too high.”

“Have you ever considered that you might be what’s stressing me out?” | suggest, the
words slipping out before | can stop them.

Sinclair gives me an appraising look, before reaching up to stroke my cheek. “Hmm,
your heart does speed up when | touch you.

Why might that be?”

“As | said, stress.” | supply, instantly regretting the direction of this conversation.
“Uh-huh.” He rumbles, still petting me in the most infuriating way.

“Not to mention all this festival business.” | admit, eager to change the subject.
“What worries you about it?” He inquires, taking the bait.

“It's seven days straight in the public eye, under intense scrutiny when | don’t know the
first thing about the Solstice — beyond what Aileen told me.” | share.

“Ella, look at me.” He encourages, waiting for me to obey before continuing. “I promise
you, I'll help you through it.”

“You said that about the campaign dinner.” | remind him.
“I know, but I won't let you down again, I'll stay with you the whole time.”
“Okay, but if you don't -” | begin to object.

“If I don't | will grovel at your feet and grant you anything your little heart desires.”
Sinclair vows, cutting me off.

“Anything?” | repeat, intrigued.

“Yes, but don’t you even think about sneaking away so that I'll owe you.” He forbids,
offering me a wolfish grin.

“Now there’s an idea!” | remark deviously.

Sinclair throws his head back and laughs. “Good Goddess, I’'m not going to have to
chain you to my wrist am 1?”



| shrug, playfully batting my lashes. “I can pick a lock.”

He laughs again, and I'm filled with warmth. Shaking his head, he presses a swift kiss to
my forehead before standing. “No plotting. Focus on relaxing. I'll be home very late
tonight, so don’t wait up.” He informs me, putting away the machine. “I'll see you in the
morning.”

| wait until he drives away before calling Cora. We'd agreed to go out the next time
Sinclair stayed out late, and I'm not going to miss out on this chance. She picks up the
phone promptly, and I'm smiling widely as | tell her the good news, “Cora — we’re on.”



Chapter 36 — Night Out
Ella

“Cora, this is exactly what | needed!” | exclaim, raising my voice over the pounding
music. “When was the last time we went out just for the fun of it?”

“I can’'t even remember!” She shouts back, beaming as multi-colored strobe lights flash
over her lovely features. “When was the last time you weren’t working or stuck taking
care of that prick, Mike!?”

| don't need to know the exact date to know it's been ages — we haven't had the freedom
or money to go out in years, not that it had been much of an option beforehand. Cora
always offered to pay my way of course, but | never felt comfortable accepting money
from her, not to mention Mike would have accused me of trying to meet another man.
Looking at my sister now, dancing without a care to the thumping bass, I'm transported
back to the first night we ever snuck into a club.

We were fifteen years old, and it was our second summer living in the streets rather than
suffering at the orphanage. We couldn’t survive the elements in the fall and winter, so we
always ended up going back — but these summers were quickly becoming our escape
from all the troubles of the broken system, and this night was our first foray into the world
of grown up night life.

We befriended the bartender, convincing him we were much older than our true age and
bribing him with the little money we could spare from our jobs at a local daycare center.
He let us in without complaint, even offering us our first drink for free. It was the first
taste of alcohol we’d ever consumed, and the only amount we’d consume that night. We
were determined to save our money so we could afford an apartment together one day —
even if that meant sleeping in cardboard boxes in the park, or crashing on the floor of the
daycare center in the meantime.

“This is amazing!” | cried, dancing without any inhibitions, raising my arms over my head
as | swayed to the hypnotic beat.

“I never knew it could be so fun!” Cora replied happily. “Why isn’t dancing around in the
dark at home this great?”

“Because we're not allowed to have music,” | laugh, “or do anything even remotely
resembling fun!”

“We should come back some time!” She suggests, obviously trying to figure out when we
might be able to spend money again.

We both know it should be a special occasion, so | throw out, “The last night of summer!



Before we go back to the orphanage!”

The memory shifts before | can stop it, sweeping me off to the night we'd agreed on
during that first outing, to the last night of summer. The evening had started out precisely
the same way, with us changing in the children’s restroom at work, trying our best to look
grown up, and bribing our way in through the back door. It soon dissolved into a hazy fog
of revelry, where Cora and | spiraled into the dizzying lights and deafening music.

It was all wonderful until an aggressive man twice my age took me by the hand and
began grinding his body against mine, gripping me so tightly | couldn’t escape his hold
no matter how hard | struggled. He pulled me away from Cora from the start, but | didn’t
truly panic until he began dragging me towards the bathroom. The music was so loud
that no one could hear me crying out for help. | wriggled and fought with all my might,
but it wasn’t until Cora flagged down one of the bouncers to come and pry the horrible
man off me that | finally escaped.

It had been a close call, but one which was bound to raise other ghosts from the depths
of my past — specters | have no intention of resurrecting now. | reach for Cora,
determined not to continue down the path into my shattered memories, “I need some
air!” | shout.

She’s been dancing with a handsome man who hit on her at the bar, looking as though
she’s having the time of her life. Still, she takes one look at my face, and her own
crumples with concern. “I'll come with you!”

“No,” | wave her off, “You stay and have fun, I'll be back soon!”

| stalk out into the snow, not bothering to retrieve my coat from the coat check. The
bracing cold is an utter relief after the writhing heat of the dance floor, and though | chafe
my arms against the chill, I welcome the brisk air filling my lungs.

| hate it when this happens, when I've been doing so well staying in the present — and
then my waking nightmares rise up at the most inopportune moments. | drag a hand
through my hair, trying to clear my mind, to get myself back to that happy haze of a little
while ago. | haven’'t wished for a drink since | was inseminated, but | wish | could have
one now — just to help me escape, if only for a moment.

As | stand in the cold, contemplating how long is too long to spend out here and
distractedly wondering why | never seem to feel the elements the way others do — the
sound of clinking glass shatters the silence. | whip around, startling at the sudden sound.

I’'m out behind the club, where there shouldn’t be anyone else present except perhaps a
raccoon raiding the dumpster.



Yet as | watch, four shadowy figures emerge from the darkness. | know they’re shifters
the moment | lay eyes on them — though I"m not sure how. Each one of the rough,
ragged looking men is twice my size, and | immediately turn for the door to the club. |
yank on the handle, once twice, then over and over again when it doesn’t open. It must
be locked!

Annoyance wells up inside me — despite the morbid turn of my thoughts, this night had
been the break | needed from my new, surreal reality. Since we came out | haven’t
thought about wolves, shifters, Sinclair or the campaign even once. | finally felt like | was
clearing my mind of all the chaos, but now that'’s all gone to hell. | can't very well ignore
this.

“What do you want?” | demand, trying to sound braver than | feel. “If it's money, I'll give it
to you, but you should know Alpha Dominic is my mate.”

The man nearest me laughs, a cruel, humorless sound. “You think we don’t know that?”
He scoffs.

“That’'s why we’re here.” The second shifter states, as if this should be obvious.”
“Then you also know I'm pregnant.” | add, praying that this might provoke some
semblance of mercy from them. They simply laugh again, and | add, “if you lay a hand
on me, he’ll kill you.” | threaten, sensing in my heart that this is true, even though he’s
never told me any such thing.

“That assumes he can find us.” The first man, clearly their leader, proclaims.

“And trust me, he won't.” His side-kick contributes.

“Who sent you?” | scramble for any lifeline to help myself, to delay them long enough for
me to find a way to escape. I'm scanning the alley behind them, but they’re blocking
every possible exit. “What are they paying you? I'll double the fee whatever it is.”

The man scoffs, “We’re not here for money, you dumb bitch.”

“Then what?” | demand, “a cause?”

The first shifter lashes out so quickly and suddenly | don’t even see him moving. He
backhands me across the face, his knuckles exploding against my cheekbone with a

violent crack. | tumble to the ground, even as he looms above me. “Shut the fuck up.”

The coppery tang of blood fills my mouth, and I spit the viscous, crimson liquid into the
snow. The world is spinning around me.



When | look up at my attackers, they seem to multiply, looking like eight men instead of
four. I'm sure they expect me to whimper and plead with him, but if this is going to be the
end of me, | refuse to play into his hands. | would gladly plead for the life of my baby, if |
thought it might help, but | know better than to think these men will do anything other
than use that pain and fear against me. They're the type that will play on any weakness
you expose just to humiliate you.

| glare up at the leader, meeting his expectant smirk with a snark. “You're not the first
man who’s struck me.” | inform him icily,

“and if you want to break me you're going to have to do better than that.” | continue,
taking only the mildest pleasure in their surprise. “You should be ashamed, I've known
little boys with a stronger swing.” It's a bold face lie, but | refuse to give him the
satisfaction.

“Is that so?” He kneels down, taking my chin in his hand. “I see why the Alpha likes her.”
He leers, “Shall we see what other charms she’s hiding?”



Chapter 37 - Roger To the Rescue
Ella

For all my bravado, my attacker’s words fill me with dread. The implications are clear,
and panic is bubbling up inside me. No, no, no. | think desperately, hating myself for
provoking them. If I'd kept my mouth shut would they have just killed me? Did | bring this
upon myself? | open my mouth to scream as he reaches toward me, pure malice
glittering in his dark eyes, but before | can make a sound, a voice rings out behind the
wolves.

“Take your hands off her!” Roger appears out of nowhere, and for a moment I'm sure I'm
hallucinating. Where did he come from?

He charges forward, and | watch in horror and fascination as the clothes explode off his
body in shreds and his sinewy muscles vibrate and pulse with energy. Before my very
eyes he transforms, bursting forth in a whirlwind of fur, fangs and claws. Where Roger
stood a moment before, now there is only a huge gray wolf.

Before | know it the other men have shifted too. Three are gray like Roger, but the first

man -the largest and fiercest — has red fur like a fox. Of course I've never seen such a

terrifying fox. My mind is reeling — have | ever been this near a wolf? Have | ever even

seen one in the wild? | don’t even know why I'm focusing on such things — it's not like it
matters, these aren’t actual wolves.

They're shifters, and the beasts are at least twice the size of true wolves.

My arms are wrapped around my middle, desperately trying to protect my unborn child
from the beings in front of me. I'm suddenly painfully aware of how flimsy my human
body is next to theirs, and while my baby might be stronger, it's far too little to survive if
anything were to happen to me.

| can barely keep track of what's happening, my mind is fractured between primal fear,
amazement as | try to process these incredible sights, and anxiety as | attempt to keep
up with the unfolding events. The wolves are circling one another, growling and snarling,
baring their fangs as their raised hackles and flattened ears reshape their fluffy coats. As
ever, my mind finds humor at the most inappropriate of times, and | have to smother a
smile as | imagine these shifters’ responses to being described as fluffy.

Stop it, Ella! Shaking myself, | push my body up against the wall, trying to flatten myself
to the bricks lest one of the enraged creatures comes too close. At first | think they’ll
continue stalking around each other, posturing forever, but then Roger lunges out of
nowhere, and the fight begins.

My human eyes can'’t keep up with their supernatural speed. All | see if tornado of limbs,



punctuated by the snapping of fangs and yelps of pain. As they attack one another | try
to open the door again, then visually carve out a path past them to the mouth of the
alley. Unfortunately their battle is so chaotic that | don’t think I'll be able to run past them
without falling into the middle of the fray. | just have to pray the Roger is strong enough
to defeat his assailants.

In the end its over relatively quickly, amazingly fast actually — given that it was four
against one. Roger might not be as strong as Sinclair, but he’s clearly much more
powerful than this lot. He seizes the leader by the throat, shaking him like a rag doll and
sending the others running for safety. Can it really be that simple? | wonder, cut the
head off the snake and the body dies? What cowards.

Roger throws the other wolf to the ground — scarlet blood dripping over the snow as he
clambers to his feet and scampers off into the night, whimpering like a pup. I'm still
standing there frozen when Roger shifts back, coming forward with outstretched hands,
as if 'm a wild animal he’s trying to calm. “Ella, are you still with me?” He broaches
gently.

“l... what just happened?” | gasp. | can feel the tendrils of shock beginning to take hold,
wrapping around me with numbing relief.

Yet for some reason my body is fighting the reaction, as if it doesn’t think the threat has
passed and needs to remain in fight or flight mode. “How did you know | was here? How

did you know | was in danger? Who were those men?”

The questions are pouring out of me now, and I'm not sure | can make them stop. | need
answers before | can relax, before | can start to process these events.

“I'll explain everything.” Roger promises, “first just tell me if you're alright.”

“I'm fine.” I insist, still protectively clutching my belly.

“You're bleeding.” He observes, reaching towards me.

| flinch away from his touch, and trembles rack my body. Between the flashback of my
near-assault and this very real attempt, the idea of any man touching me makes me feel
sick to my stomach. Even as | think this, | feel my gorge rising, and turn away to vomit.
Tears burn in my eyes as my stomach heaves, and | can only be grateful my hair is up.
“I need Cora.” | tell Roger. “My sister, she’s inside.”

He looks uncertain. “I don’t want to leave you like this Ella.”

| shake my head stubbornly. “I need Cora.” | need a woman, I'm coming to pieces, and
no man will be able to comfort me right now. | wouldn’t normally place such a burden on



my sister, but I'm afraid this scene is going to be quickly overrun with aggressive
shifters, and | don’t think | can handle it.

He races out of the alley, no doubt circling the block to make it back to the club entrance.
I move away from my quickly freezing sick, and lower myself to the ground in the snow,
Wrapping my arms around my knees. A minute later the back door slams open, making
me jump five feet in the air. Then Cora is there, dropping to her knees in front of me. “Oh
my God, Ella!” She frets, her hands fluttering around me as if she’s not sure what to do
first, “What happened, are you okay?”

Tears well on my lashes as | look up at her. “I want to go home.” I murmur, my lower lip
quivering. “Can you call us a cab?”

“Sweetheart of course,” she wraps one slender arm around me, then pulls out her
phone.

However, before she can dial the number, the device begins to buzz in her hand, and
Sinclair's name flashes across the screen.

We both freeze, and | shake my head. “Don’t, don’t pick up.”

Roger nods in agreement, “You'll only get her in more trouble.”

But Cora is frowning at my bruised face and split lip, “Honey he’s going to find out
anyway, and he’ll be less angry if he hears sooner rather than later.” Before | can stop
her, she picks up the phone. | can hear Sinclair's deep tones through the receiver, and
then Cora is nodding. “I’'m with her. But listen, something has happened.”

| clench my eyes shut as the call continues, listening as she calmly shares our location
and he promises to come as fast as he can. When she hangs up she looks back down at
me, “It'll be okay, Ella.” She chafes my bare arms with her hands, “We should really get

you up out of the snow.”

| get to my feet in something of a trance, hating that I'm worrying her. | bite back my
fraying emotions, swiping at my tears. “I'm okay.” | say again, “it's just a little bruise.”

“Come on, let’s go inside.” Cora suggests.
“No!” | argue, backing away from the concerned pair. “It's too many people.”
“Okay.” Cora agrees easily, clearly not sure how to help me.

Trying to keep up a brave front, | turn back to Roger, “Tell me what just happened.”



“They were rogues.” He explains, “wolves without allegiance to any pack — if they’re not

robbing and raping,” | flinch violently at the word, and he softens his tone, “in the neutral

borderlands between territories, they're working as mercenaries. My guess is that's what
these four were.”

“They knew who | was.” | gulp. “They knew | was here. No one but Cora knew that.”
Roger shakes his head, “They probably followed you from home.”

“But why?” Cora inquires, looking so upset now that | feel compelled to comfort her. It's a
much more comfortable dynamic for me, and | readily squeeze her hand.

“Why else?” Roger scoffs, “The campaign. Your pup — this isn’'t even the first rogue
attack in Moon Valley this week.”

“Itisn’t?” | clarify.
“Dominic didn’t tell you?” He sounds as though he’s trying and failing to sound neutral.

| shake my head, zeroing in on the detail that has me hovering so close to my sister,
refusing to lower my guard. “None of this answers how you knew | was here.”

“l didn’t.” Roger shares sadly. “When | left the house tonight | caught the scent of the
rogues, and | followed it here — afraid there was going to be another attack. | had no idea
you were their target.” He glances at the mouth of the alley, scenting the air. “Brace
yourself now, Dominic is close.”



Chapter 38 — Aftermath

Sinclair

When | reach the address Cora supplied, it's all | can do to keep my temper in check.
She hadn’t explained what happened, only that she and Ella needed to be picked up
from a nightclub. | was able to stay calm while | got the details from her, but | found my
anger growing exponentially the closer | drew to my disobedient little human. After
everything that happened when she snuck out to see my father, | can't believe she
defied me again. However as soon as | round the corner of the alley behind the venue,
my fury evaporates.

I’'m not even sure of what I'm seeing at first. Roger is standing near the back door,
naked, disheveled and bruised. The scent of strange wolves reeks to high heaven, and
blood is splattered over the ground leading away from the club, along with numerous
large pawprints. Cora is standing between me and Ella, her taller frame shielding my
pup’s mother from view. She looks unharmed but a bit shaken, dressed in a tight red
frock.

Roger stiffens at the sight of me, and Cora turns to face me, finally revealing Ella. Her
arms are wrapped around her body, and she’s wearing a glittery black mini dress and
heels. She’s staring at the ground, her energy agitated and withdrawn at once.

There’s a huge black and blue bruise on her high cheekbone, and a cut on her lip, dried
blood congealed around the wound.

I rush forward, surprised when Cora intercepts me, a pleading expression on her face.
“Please be gentle — she’s in shock.”

| immediately skirt around her, reaching for Ella. Roger and Cora both raise their hands
to stop me, “No!” It's as if they think my touch might frighten Ella, but as soon as our
bodies connect the tension seeps out of Ella like a dam bursting. She comes to me
instinctively, letting me gather her to my chest and nestling close to my body. Her small
hands cling to my shirt as her nose presses to my chest, breathing in my scent.

Roger and Cora look on with confusion, and | wonder if Ella had been afraid of their
touch. The obvious implications of why she would feel that way pour over me, and | hold
her tighter. “What happened?” | ask, glaring at Roger. If it weren't for Ella’s obvious need
of comfort, | might have already attacked him. Seeing any man this close to her when
she’s injured was a violent trigger.

“Rogues.” Roger answers simply. “I caught their scent near my house and followed
them. When | arrived they had Ella cornered.

They were talking about...” He trails off, glancing nervously at the woman in my arms.



“They were sent to kill her, but they obviously wanted to have a bit of fun with her first.”

| can’t hold back the growl which tears through my chest, and I'm not sure what enrages
me more — the fact that anyone wanted to hurt Ella, the way she trembles at Roger’s
description, or the fact that he brought up their intentions in front of her. Ella burrows
closer to me, and | wrap my coat around her shivering body, buttoning it around the
small of her back so we’re both snug inside. “I fought them off and they ran for it.” Roger
continues. “But she was already hurt before | arrived... it didn’t look like they did
anything, but I don’t know.”

Leaning my lips to Ella’s ear, | can’t help the ragged huskiness of my voice. My wolf is
going berserk in my head, and | want nothing more than to hunt down the men
responsible and rip them to shreds. “Did they touch you?” | demand, stroking her hair.

She shakes her head against my chest, and | catch the sound of a hiccup — as if she’s
holding back sobs. She still won't look at me, and | realize she’s probably afraid she’s in
trouble even though she needs my comfort.

“I think one of them hit her.” Cora supplies, no doubt referring to her sister’s battered
face. “But she wouldn’t really talk about it.

She just kept saying she’s fine and she wanted to go home.” | can picture it as if | was
there, and | feel a rush of warmth knowing Ella sought me for safety when she shied
away from the others.

Cora frowns, continuing. “I don’t even know how they found her. We were inside dancing
and then... | don't know, | think she got overheated or something and came outside.
But... it's like they were waiting for her.”

I nod, “However it happened, it sounds like we both owe Roger our thanks.” | hate
saying these words, and | find all of these circumstances incredibly suspicious. Cora has
hit the nail on the head, and the red flags are only compounded by the fact that my
brother managed to find Ella just in time to leap to her rescue. Still, | don’t want to let him
on to my suspicions. If it happens the way he says, then | do owe him my thanks, and if
it didn’t, | need to play my cards close to my chest in order to uncover the truth. “Brother,
can you escort Cora home?”

Cora looks very reluctant to leave Ella, but eventually she departs with Roger, giving me
another imploring look as they walk away. If | had to guess I'd presume she’s asking me
not to be too harsh with her sister, but she needn’t be worried. | have no intention of
scolding or punishing Ella — not tonight at least.

“Come on little one.” | encourage, unbuttoning my coat and scooping her up. She slides
her arms around my neck and leans her uninjured cheek against my shoulder, still as



quiet as a mouse. The car ride home passes much the same way, and when we reach
the mansionl take her straight upstairs to my bathroom.

Setting her on the counter, | rummage through the cabinets for a first aid kit. Ella leans
back against the mirror, her face devoid of all emotion. “Come here, let me look at you.” |
instruct when I've retrieved the proper supplies.

Catching Ella’s face between my hands, I tilt her head from right to left, studying her
injuries and trying to stay calm. The bruise on her cheek is swelling quickly, it's bright red
center showing just how close the blow came to breaking her skin. The cut on her lip
seems minor, but the amount of dried blood makes me worry it's deeper than it looks.

| wet a washcloth and begin cleaning the cut, causing Ella hiss and wince, “I'm sorry,
sweetheart.” | croon. “It has to be done.”

Ella sniffles and clamps her eyes shut as | continue working, determined to suffer
through it without complaint. Of course, when | switch out the water for alcohol, she
practically leaps off the counter, whimpering so pitifully my heart aches. “Shh baby, |
know.

I’'m almost done.” | promise, holding her tightly in place.

“Do you want to tell me what happened?” | ask a little later, pressing a cloth wrapped ice
pack to her cheek. She flinches, but replaces my hand with her own, keeping up the cool
pressure.

“They already told you.” She murmurs, silently submitting as | strip off her dress to check
for other injuries.

I’'m relieved not to find any other wounds, and when | press my hand to her belly the pup
seems perfectly well. It's heartbeat is steady and strong, and though | sense earlier
flashes of unease — no doubt caused by Jane’s fear — it now seems relieved to be safely
home with us both. “I want to hear it from you.” | press gently. “Roger and Cora don't
know what happened when you were alone with them.”

Ella blinks up at me, and I'm surprised by the lack of emotion on her lovely face. “It was
nothing. | went outside for some air.

Then | heard movement in the alley and they appeared. | tried to go back in but the door
was locked -*

“It was locked?” | question, more sharply than | intended.

“Yes, but it was probably just an automatic door.” She reasons. “Anyway | offered them



money, | told them | was your mate and you'd kill them if you harmed me, then one hit
me... and | made the mistake of provoking him...” She trails off. “Roger turned up soon
after that.”

“Provoked him how?” | ask, pleased that she’s talking but not liking the hollow look in her
eyes, or emptiness in her words.

Ella stares at her lap, “it's not important, he probably planned on... raping me even
before that.”

Sighing, | pull her into my arms, “I’'m sure he did.” | confirm, knowing how strange a
comfort this must seem. Still, Ella clearly knows exactly what they intended, and I'd
rather her understand that she didn’t cause them to think that way, than deny that the
danger was always present.

“You really don’t have to fuss over me this way.” Ella says after a moment of cuddling.
“I'm fine.”

“You don’t have to be fine, Ella.” | inform her sternly.
She squirms in my hold, and | reluctantly release her. I'm not sure what | expected her to

say, but her next question takes me by surprise. “Why didn’t you tell me about the other
rogue attacks?”



Chapter 39 - The Truth Comes Out
Ella

| can’'t explain it, but for some reason Sinclair's tender care upsets me more than if he
was angry. It's taken me a while to come back to myself —as the fog of my shock wore
off and the utter safety and security of being with Sinclair thawed my frozen senses, |
found my emotions slowly returning. Just not the ones | expected.

Do | want him to be angry? | wonder. Why? Because it somehow hurts me that he
doesn’t seem to care that | defied him?

Because | feel badly for breaking his rules and want to see that they weren't all for
show? Because I'm so angry with myself for what happened tonight, and | feel like |
deserve to be punished?

| don’t have the answers to these questions, though on some level | suspect all my
theories have a kernel of truth. Either way, | find myself picking an argument, rather than
letting him comfort me.

Sinclair sighs, though he still doesn’t release me entirely. “| didn’t want to worry you.” He
explains, his handsome features a hard mask. “There’s only been one so far, and you
know I've been worried about your stress levels.”

“Is that why you were called away the other day?” | inquire, his sudden disappearance
from the kitchen making more sense now.

“Yes.” He confirms, “It was horrible honestly. Almost a dozen dead in broad daylight and
twice as many injured. They didn’t smell like the same wolves who were in the alley with
you tonight, but I'm sure they were hired by the same person.”

“The prince?” | guess , shifting my hold on the ice pack as my fingers gradually go numb.

“That’s right.” Sinclair nods. “I've been searching for them ever since, but I think he’s
probably protecting them.”

“Will you search for the ones who came after me tonight?” | murmur, not understanding
the sudden bloodlust | feel. It must be my maternal instincts responding to the threat
against my pup — I've never wished anyone dead before, no matter what they’'ve done to
me, but | want nothing more than for Sinclair to destroy those cruel wolves.

Sinclair nods. “I will hunt them down and tear them to absolute pieces.” He snarls, letting
out more of his wolf than | think he intended.

I’'m amazed to realize I'm smiling about such a macabre idea. Frankly I'm amazed | can



smile about anything so soon after the attack, even if it is a somber grin. Either way the
stretch of my lips pulls on my cut, and soon my smile is a grimace of pain. “Ow, ow, ow.”
Sinclair tsks, “poor, vicious, darling.” He croons, resting his forehead against mine and
petting my sides.

“Is it terrible that | wish them harm?” | whisper, gazing into his green eyes, mere inches
from mine.

“Of course not.” Sinclair promises, smiling himself now, “you really are becoming more
like a wolf every day.”

A painful pang blooms in my chest. He seems so pleased every time | do something he
considers wolfish. It might just be that he’s happy the pup is growing, but it really feels
like he doesn't approve of my humanity — as if he wants me to be a wolf and will take
any scraps of behavior he can get. I'm getting lost in my thoughts now, but Sinclair soon
pulls my focus back to him.

Framing my face in his hands but careful to avoid touching my bruise, he prompts,
“Would you like to tell me why you snuck out tonight — after everything we went through
the other day?”

| peek up at him from beneath my lashes, “Am | in a lot of trouble?”

“Just answer the question, Ella.” He admonishes. Part of me wishes he’d tell me | am in
trouble — if | am it means he hasn’t given up on me. But it worries me when he goes stoic
and unreadable. His anger | can handle, his grim contemplation makes me fear he might
decide I'm not worth the hassle and void our deal — taking the baby from me.

“l just needed a night away from all this.” | share, gesturing to our surroundings. “I
needed to feel human again, just for a little while. And | thought it would be fine since we
were sticking to human territories and businesses. | didn’t know about the other attack.”

“Ella, the other attack isn't what matters.” Sinclair rumbles sternly, pulling my distracted
thoughts back to the present. “I told you it was dangerous for you to be out without
guards, you promised me you wouldn't do this again and you broke your word at the
very first opportunity.” | can see his temper flaring now, flashing in his eyes as we finally
address the events which led up to the attack. “What were you thinking? After everything
I've told you about the Prince, after everything you've learned is at stake in this
campaign.”

“But it's your campaign, not mine.” | argue. “And I've turned my entire life upside down,
given up my entire identity to support it.



At the very least | think | deserve a night to myself.”

“I will gladly give you a night to yourself.” Sinclair agreed, “but if you're going to be out in
the city, you need protection!”

“l don't want to have to ask permission just to set one foot out the front door!” | burst out.
“I shouldn’t have to have babysitters just to go to the park or the grocery store. | don't
know how anyone can live with those kinds of restraints, Dominic.”

“I understand better than you think, Ella.” Dominic confesses, “I don't like having to drag
around half a dozen people with me either, but it's a necessary evil. Just think about the
baby, if not for yourself, please take these precautions for the pup.”

| push down off the counter, shaking my head as | stride past him. “I don’t think you
realize just how much you're asking of me —

or how difficult this is. A month ago | led a completely different existence and now
everything has changed and everything | thought | knew — was wrong. The only thing |
have left is my independence, and now you're demanding that too!”

“l don’t want to take your independence, or your freedom, Ella.” Sinclair insists, “And |
know this isn't how you wanted to have your baby — but it isn’t exactly what | wanted
either. | always imagined | would share the experience with my mate and that we’'d be a
family forever. | never imagined contracts and custody and fake relationships.” Ouch. It's
completely true, and yet the statement cuts me to the core. “So we can make the best of
our situation, or we can let it divide us. Now, | for one, think we should be a team. | want
our baby to have two loving, united parents, don’t you?”

“Of course | do.” | murmur, tears springing to my eyes. | need to get out of here before |
start to cry. “And | think we’ll get there.

But right now | just need some time to myself. I'm going to sleep in my rooms tonight.”
| turn to leave, but Sinclair's deep voice stops me. “I don't think that’s a good idea.”

| pause, turning back in bafflement, “Why not?”

“You've had a traumatic experience, you might have nightmares.” He reasons.

I roll my eyes, turning back to the door. “I've had traumatic experiences before and I've
always gotten myself through them just fine — nightmares or not.”

“l understand that, but you don’t have to get through it alone anymore.” Sinclair counters,
his footsteps sounding behind me.



“And | understand that you might not want to let the pup out of your sight after the attack,
but if you want me to avoid stress, then | need some space to process this.” | reply,
trying to empathize with his perspective.

| can practically hear him grappling for another excuse, before he finally gives up the
pretense and commands. “Ella, I'm sorry, but | can’t allow that.”

“Excuse me?” | scoff, turning to face him.

He’s standing a few feet away, clenching and unclenching his fists as the muscle in his
jaw twitches with agitation. Something about his behavior makes me think this has
nothing to do with my potential nightmares, or his own possessive instincts. | have the
distinct intuition that he’s keeping something from me — like the first rogue attack.

Narrowing my eyes, | sidle forehead, feeling an inexplicable wave of intuition that not all
is as it seems. “What aren't you telling me?”

“What do you mean?” Sinclair questions impassively.

“I mean that you were already in a security frenzy before there was ever a rogue attack,
and unless you're a complete tyrant and just determined to control me, all these
precautions must mean you have another reason to be afraid. | don’t think you're a
tyrant

— despite your spot on impression at times — so what aren’t you telling me?” Now that |
see it, it seems so obvious. | don’t know how | missed it before.

“Fine,” He sighs, looking as though he’s about to deliver my death sentence. “I'm sorry,
Ella, but there really was someone in your rooms the other night.”



Chapter 40 - Intruder
Ella

“What?” | squeak, my voice catching in my throat. The moment the words left Sinclair's
mouth | felt my blood run cold, and now | feel as though | might topple over with the
shock of it. | must have misheard him, surely he doesn’ mean what | think he does.

“That night you heard someone growling in your bathroom?” Sinclair explains, stepping
forward as though he wants to reach for me, but stopping himself short when | flinch
away. “I told you I didn’t smell anything... but I lied. There was someone in your rooms, |
just didn’t want to scare you.”

“And you let me go back there, knowing there’'d been an intruder?” | demand, indignation
swirling to life amidst my fear, surprise and sorrow.

“Sweetheart, | had the guards do a thorough search of the grounds then and there. They
were long gone, and I've had you sleeping in my rooms ever since. | also increased the
guards during the day when | knew you'd be back there.” He shares. “Trust me, I've
done everything possible to ensure your safety.”

“Except tell me that | was in danger!” | cry. “It's no wonder you flipped out the way you
did when | went to see your father! And you blamed me like | was supposed to know
about the threat!”

“Ella =" He begins in a placating tone.

“No!” I cut him off, stomping my foot out of pure wrath. “How am | supposed to know it’'s
dangerous if you don’t tell me, Dominic?”

| exclaim. “You didn’t even tell me about the rogue attack and that had nothing to do with
me! All this time | thought you were being overbearing and overprotective, but | just
didn't have a clue what was happening in my own life!” Too late | realize my earlier
desire to leave before | start crying is now a lost cause. Tears are sliding down my
cheeks as | continue. “How could you do that! You know what | went through with Mike. |
spent years thinking | knew my situation when it was all lies — and you turned around
and did the exact same thing!”

Dominic’s usually golden skin goes very pale, “Goddess Ella, | never even thought about
it that way.” He admits. “l was just trying to protect you and the pup. | didn’t want you to
be afraid.”

“Well all you actually did was make a fool of me.” | inform him stiffly. “And for the record,
you also made me more vulnerable to danger. Do you think | would have ever
considered sneaking away without guards if | knew someone might actually be after



me?! Do you believe | would ever risk my baby that way?”

“Ella, I'm sorry.” Sinclair professes, and I'm amazed to see how earnest he looks. Gone
is the bossy Alpha who orders everyone about and lays down the law when they defy
him, replaced by a man who has been truly humbled. “I'm truly, truly sorry. | was
inconsiderate and patronizing — | assumed | knew what was best and never consulted
you... I've been a hypocrite, I've been going on about being a team but I've been acting
like a tyrant.” He continues. “You were right, and that’s not the kind of parent | want to
be.”

Despite my simmering anger, I'm completely agog. | never expected a man as powerful
as Sinclair to admit a mistake — or any fault for that matter. | thoroughly believed that
people of his ilk never took responsibility for their actions, because they have the
privilege of passing it off onto someone else. Even men without means, like Mike, often
can't admit when they’re wrong. In fact, as a woman, the number of times I've heard any
man tell me that I'm right in a disagreement is... well, | think this is the first time.

“Can you ever forgive me?” Sinclair is still going, coming forward to brush the hair back
from my face, and looking deep into my eyes.

| cross my arms over my chest, tilting my chin up and giving him a haughty sniff to hide
my amazement. “As long as you promise never to do it again.”

“l promise that I'll try to do better.” Sinclair vows, taking hold of my arms. “I'm still an
Alpha, and hopefully a King. It's in my nature to protect at all costs, and those instincts
are strongest when it comes to she-wolves and pups. When | think about you in danger
my wolf fairly loses his mind, and | really am concerned about this preghancy. You're
high risk as a human, and the longer your blood pressure stays elevated, the more likely
you are to become high risk in shifter terms too.”

His words send a frisson of fear through my nerves. I've been trying to tell myself all this
worry is his overprotectiveness gone mad, but when he puts it in these terms | realize
my baby and | might have a harder road ahead of us than | realized. | hadn’t considered
myself high risk simply because I'm a human carrying a shifter pup, but it makes sense.
Again | recall the doctor’s warnings about the size of the fetus, the spotting incident and
now my persistent stress. | really don’t mind if | suffer, but the idea of my baby being at
risk is enough to bowl me over.

“So | can't say for certain that I'll never slip up again,” Sinclair forges ahead, massaging
my arms with the pads of his thumbs,

“but | promise to always consider your perspective, and consult you whenever | can.”

“Thank you.” | murmur, leaning into his warmth.



He nods and kisses the top of my head, wrapping his strong arms around me. “Do you
still want to sleep in your rooms?”

“Would you let me?” | inquire, already testing his resolve.
Sinclair offers me a wolfish grin. “As long as you let me post enough guards at the door.”
| chuckle, and shake my head. “l want to stay with you.”

His muscles untense slightly, and he purrs in contentment. “Good. It's been a very long
night.”

“You can say that again.” | agree, wriggling out of his hold so | can retrieve a night dress
from my designated drawer in his dresser.

A little while later we're curled beneath the plush covers of his king sized bed. Sinclair
always sleeps shirtless— not that I'm complaining — so he’s stretched out on his back as |
rest my uninjured cheek on his bare pec, immediately soothed by his intoxicating scent. |
once asked him why I find smelling him so soothing, and he explained that it's just the
pup. Still | can’t help thinking that | would have loved his scent even if | weren’t
‘breeding’ as he calls it.

“Are you sure you're alright?” Sinclair asks, tracing his fingers in soothing patterns down
my back. “After the attack, | mean.”

| nod, brushing my cheek over the fine hairs of his chest and landing myself with a tickle
in my nose. “It was nothing.”

A loud rumble vibrates against my cheek. “Not to me.” Sinclair growls.

My hand has been resting on the hard contours of his abs, and | find myself caressing
his soft skin, hoping to soothe him the way he so often soothes me. “Honestly the most
shocking part of the whole ordeal was seeing them shift... I've never seen anything like
it. | still can’t believe it.” In fact that might go a long way to explaining why the entire
ordeal still doesn'’t quite feel real to me.

“Were you very afraid?” Sinclair presses, taking advantage of my sudden willingness to
talk.

“I was more afraid for the baby than anything else.” | confess. “That's what hurt more
than anything, when | thought that my brashness might have cost it, instead of just me.”

A low purr rolls to life in Sinclair's chest. “Nothing they did or would have done was



caused by you, Ella.”

| huff out a laugh. “It seems like there are an awful lot of people telling me things aren’t
my fault lately.” | muse aloud. “But at a certain point one has to think the common
denominator is common for a reason.”

“Who else?” Sinclair probes. “About what?”

That's not a conversation | plan on having with Sinclair anytime soon. We might be on
better terms, and he might make me feel safe, but | vowed not to make the mistake of
trusting another man, and | meant it. Sinclair has already proven himself unreliable on
that front. “What does your wolf look like?” | ask, instead of answering his question.

He chuckles, clearly not missing my less-than-smooth transition. “It's black.” He says
simply, “Pitch as the night, with my same colored eyes.”

“Can | see it sometime?” | ask, not quite understanding why I'm so interested in meeting
the beast.

“If you like.” He agrees. “But not tonight. Tonight we sleep — and tomorrow we start with
a clean slate. Deal?”

For a moment | wonder if such a thing is really possible — part of me thinks it's too late to
stop what'’s already begun. Still | have to try, for the sake of my pup if not myself. “Deal.”



Chapter 41 - Parenting Class
Ella

“Parenting classes? Already?” | ask in surprise. “I'm only a few weeks along.”

“Yes, but we only have five months to prepare, and you don’t know anything about
shifter children.” Sinclair replies easily.

I’'m sitting up in bed with a breakfast tray in my lap, while Sinclair sits in a bedside
armchair watching me like a hawk. It's the morning after the attack and | haven’t been
allowed to move a muscle, not even to vomit on my own. | attempted to free my body
from Sinclair's strong arms when we woke so that | could make a mad dash to the
bathroom, but he ended up carrying me instead — holding my hair up and rubbing my
back until I was finished. In fact he's been so attentive that he took the day off of work to
stay with me, and now he’s talking about going to our first birthing and parenting
courses.

“Are shifter children all that different from human ones?” | ask, feeling a wave of anxiety.

“Well they gestate so much faster that I'd expect unique developmental milestones both
during pregnancy and infancy, and then there are certainly differences in ability and
personality. All their senses are heightened from day one, and they’ll need to learn about
our ways and society — which means you do to0o.” Sinclair reasons.

| frown. Suddenly | feel as though I’'m way out of my depth. My child is going to be a little
superhuman miracle running circles around me, will | even be able to keep up? Before |
realize what he intends, Sinclair has reached out and smoothed my wrinkled brow with
the pad of his thumb, a kind smile on his face. “Don’t worry, sweet Ella. This is why |
want us to go to class, and we're a team remember? I'll always be there to teach our pup
the shifter side of things, all you have to worry about is loving him.”

| can’t help but smile at Sinclair's tender assurances, and it takes me a moment for his
last word to click in my brain. “You said

“him”, you did the same thing the night | was spotting — | forgot until just now.” | share,
eyeing him curiously. “Is that just hopeful thinking because you need an heir... or do you
know something | don’t?”

Sinclair smirks, grazing his knuckles over my cheeks. “I expect there are a few things |
know that you don’t.” He teases. “But yes, it's a boy. | knew the moment | felt the mental
link.”

“Really?” | gape, my hands naturally gravitating to my flat tummy. Sometimes it still feels
terribly surreal that there’s actually a life growing within me, and now — to think | have a



son, it's almost too much to take in. | feel tears in my eyes, and Sinclair grins, brushing
them away with the pad of his thumb.

“Really.” He confirms. “We’re going to have a little boy.”

Before | can stop myself, | push the breakfast tray aside and launch myself at Sinclair,
wrapping my arms around his shoulders and hugging him tightly. He catches me with a
chuckle, squeezing me tightly and burying his face in my neck. He inhales deeply, his
warm lips flush to my skin. “Are you smelling me?” | ask, amusement clear in my voice.

“So0?” He laughs, “you smell me all the time.”

“Yeah but that's the baby.” | remind him, repeating the same explanation he’s given me
a hundred times.

“Well | like the way you smell.” Sinclair shrugs, nuzzling my hair. | wait for him to tell me
this is also because of the pup, but he doesn't. Instead he emits a soft purr. “The baby
likes it when we’re close this way.” He tells me, and | realize our bodies are so tightly
pressed together that he’s undoubtedly able to connect to the child’s consciousness. “He
can feel us both, and our happiness.”

“I'wish | had a link to him like you do.” | admit, pulling away at long last.

“Don’t worry.” Sinclair murmurs, “I'll always be here to tell you what he’s thinking and
feeling.” His hands slide from my body, and suddenly | feel a rush of cold air. | almost
want to wrap myself back around him, just to get that luscious warmth back, but Sinclair
is already standing. “Now hop to it, cuddlebug. Class is in an hour.”

“Hey you're good at that!” | exclaim, looking over at Sinclair's station. Our first
assignment in parenting class is properly diapering an infant (using a doll to stand in of
course). There are eight other couples joining us, all at varying stages of their own
pregnancies. Having diapered many children through my nannying days, | was confident
that | could ace this part of the course, but | wasn't prepared for Sinclair to complete the
task faster and equally as competently as | had.

He shrugs, the very picture of humility. “In my line of work you have to kiss a lot of
babies.”

| roll my eyes — | highly doubt many politicians go as far as diapering the babies they
kiss. In fact | expect most of them probably pawn off the less pleasant duties of
parenthood onto their wives — if they ever lift a finger at all. “Maybe, but it's more than
that —



isn’tit? | remember how great you were with Millie and Jake.”

For whatever reason, Sinclair doesn’'t seem to want to take credit for this. Instead a
mischievous glint appears in his eye. “Hey, how about we race?”

“That hardly seems fair, you have supernatural speed.” | whisper, careful not to be
overheard. Everyone here thinks I'm a wolf, and I'm doing my best not to give away my
secret.

“Scared?” He challenges, waggling his eyebrows.

Perhaps another woman might laugh off this silly taunt, but I've never been one to back
down from a dare. “Fine.” i answer, narrowing my eyes. “You're on.”

Sinclair flashes me a wolfish grin. “Ready, set, go!”

At once | get to work, simulating a diaper change complete with wiping and powdering,
before sliding the baby doll over a clear diaper and doing up the tabs. Naturally Sinclair
finishes about ten seconds ahead of me, “ha! | win!”

Before | can reply, the instructor comes over to us with her arms crossed over her chest,
“Parenting is not a game, you two.

Honestly Alpha, | should think you'd take this more seriously.”

We both straighten up, feeling chastised. I'm about to apologize when Sinclair points at
me and says, “She started it!”

| gape at him, and before | realize what's happening a tiny growl vibrates in my chest. |
have no idea where the impulse came from — it's just like that night at the campaign
dinner. Before meeting Sinclair I'd never growled a day in my life. It occurs to me that
this is probably foolish — wolves don’t growl at their Alpha’s unless they want a beating.
Still, Sinclair can only smile. He drags me close and ducks his head to my ear. “You're
lucky that was cutest little growl I've ever heard in my life.” He teases.

“Why, what would you have done if it wasn’t?” | challenge.

“Keep it up and you'll find out.” He promises ominously.

| shrug, “You deserved it, you threw me under the bus and you know it.” | try to keep my
tone stern, but inside my insides are veritable mush. | love seeing Sinclair’s playful side,

and it seems the more time we spend together the more it comes out. It's nice to know
he’s not strong, tough and terrifying 100% of the time — a strong protector is a wonderful



thing, but | want my baby to have a father who will play and have fun with it too.

The instructor, having given up on us, moves on to the next couple. Still our amusement
only lasts a while. After diapers and cpr we move on to the birthing portion of the course,
which is the last thing | want to think about. Like most expectant mothers, I'm excited for
the miracle and eager to meet my baby, but | am absolutely dreading the pain of labor. |
know it will be worth it in the end, but I'd rather not think about it overly much.

The instructor seems to have no such sympathy, clearly believing that the best
preparation is to know every gorey detail ahead of time. Sinclair and | are seated on a
yoga mat and my body is settled between his legs, my back resting on his chest. At first |
was supporting my own weight, but with a little bit of encouragement | gradually leaned
back against Sinclair, letting him support me completely.

The instructor is in front of the room, standing in front of a chart displaying a baby curled
in the womb. “The average werewolf baby is 9-12 pounds and 21-22 inches in length-"

| stop listening at this point, trying to wrap my brain around this information. “Did she say
9-12 pounds?” | squeak.

Sinclair strokes my belly, “Shifters are bigger than humans, remember?”

I’'m shaking my head, “No — no, | can’t do this!” | whisper frantically. “I can’t have a 12
pound baby! Delivering a small baby is terrifying enough now you're telling me it's going
to be the size of a butterball turkey! Nope, uh-uh, not happening!” I'm well on my way to
genuine panic, and my voice is getting louder by the minute. Other couples are turning to
look at us, and if | don't get it together quickly, | might not only have a very public
breakdown, but expose myself as a human too.



Chapter 42 - Late Night Snack

Sinclair

| can hear Ella’s heart racing at a mile a minute, and the baby is starting to become
stressed in accordance to his mother. I'm worried too, Ella is small even for a human,
and I'm big even for a werewolf, but | don't believe the Goddess would have chosen her
to carry my heir if she couldn’t handle the toll. | need to calm her down quickly.

| begin to purr, petting her sides in long, soothing strokes. “Easy, little one. It will be
alright.”

| can feel her nerves begin to settle, but it seems Ella’s mind is still in full revolt. “Stop
that!” She whimpers, “I don’t want you to just soothe this away, I'm right to be afraid!”

“Of course you are.” | croon, not letting up on the purrs. “Childbirth is always scary, and it
always seems impossible — that's why it's a miracle. You're going to have the best
doctors in the country, Ella. | promise you'll get through it in flying colors.”

“That’s easy for you to say.” She grumbles. “You don’t have to push a watermelon out of
your privates in five months! Oh god, what have you put inside me?”

“Well technically, | didn't put it there.” | remind her, trying to lighten the mood.
“Sinclair, I'm serious!” She snaps, “I don't think | can do this!”

“Ella look at me,” | instruct gently. She shakes her head, refusing point blank, so | stop
caressing her long enough to catch her chin and turn her beautiful face up to mine. “I'm
going to take care of you.” | promise. “If that means we have to induce the baby to come
a couple of weeks early or do a cesarean, we will. We’re not going to put your body
through anything it can’t handle.”

Ella is gradually submitting to my purrs, though | can tell she still wants to fight. | can see
that keeping my little human calm and relaxed through this pregnancy is going to be
even more difficult than | anticipated, but I'm not the least bit disappointed if that means
we have to spend more time snuggling and talking this way. | like taking care of Ella —
It's in my nature as an Alpha to care for others, and | need to give this comfort every bit
as much as Ella needs to receive it — whether she realizes it or not.

Ella sniffs sullenly, nestling into my warmth. “It really isn’t fair that you can influence my
emotions this way.”

“I know.” | commiserate, glad she can’t see my smile. The stubborn little thing clearly
isn't used to having help solving her problems, and I'm sure she doesn’t feel comfortable
giving anyone else that power. | don't tell her how much influence she has over my own



feelings, however. The more time that passes, the more | realize how much my own
mood depends on whether Ella is content — something | haven’t experienced with
anyone but my mate.

With Lydia it was very different, my wolf was never settled unless hers was — and she
fully expected me to manage her emotions for her, making every complaint in her life
loudly and dramatically known. Ella is a very different creature, hiding her upsets most of
the time and never expecting or even want me to fix them for her, but my wolf seems
even more unhappy when she’s unsettled, than he was with Lydia.

My mind swirls with the implications of this, and | reason that it must be the baby once
more. I'm so attuned and concerned about Ella because she’s carrying my heir, it makes
perfect sense that my wolf is in this heightened state given our situation. I'm sure this
connection is also why Ella seems only to be soothed by my purrs, and no one else’s.
The instructor has gone silent —

clearly an old hat at talking couples through the trials of childbirth and expecting panic
attacks like Ella’s.

My sweet human is not the only first time mother in the room insisting the task ahead of
them is impossible, and I'm not the only mate purring. Still, when | stop for a moment to
test whether the other men'’s purrs soothe Ella, her heart rate begins to increase again,
and | know she only responds to mine.

It's the pup.” | tell my wolf, who's strutting around with masculine pride in my head. “It
has to be the pup.”

That night | wake alone in bed.

At first I'm not sure what woke me, it's not until | realize my arms are empty and | reach
for Ella that | understand she’s missing. | sit up, instantly alert. She’s not in the room,
and the bathroom is dark and empty. | surge out of bed, scenting the air. | don’t smell an
intruder or sense anything off — not that | would. If anyone got close enough to snatch
her from my arms they certainly wouldn’t have left me alive.

| follow Ella’s intoxicating fragrance out the door and down the stairs, my wolf gradually
calming as we near the kitchen and | piece together the puzzle in my mind. She must
have woken with a craving and decided to sneak a late night snack.

| pause to listen at the door just in case, the familiar aroma of bacon filling my senses. A
moment later | push inside, finding Ella stationed over the stovetop in the dim light. | flip
the light on and she leaps half a foot in the air, yelping in surprise.



“It's alright sweetheart, it's only me.” | promise, coming forward to wrap my arm around
her.

She backs away from me instinctively, clearly not realizing | only want to feel her body
against mine, but | catch her hand before she can escape my reach and gather her
close. “Did you get hungry?”

Ella nods, flushing, “I didn’'t want to wake you.”

| offer her a stern expression. “| want you to wake me when you get up in the middle of
this night.” | tell her, “whether it's to satisfy a craving, or to feed the baby when it comes.”

Ella blinks, and | wonder if she expected us to sleep apart after she delivers. “But you
can't help me nurse. Why would you get up too?”

| roll my eyes, “because we're in this together. If you have to wake up ten times a night,
then | should have to, too.”

“You say that now,” Ella snorts, “We’'ll see if you're still singing that tune in a few
months.”

“I'm serious Ella, 1 don’t want to miss a moment of this experience. I've waited for it for a
very long time. Besides | might not be able to give the baby milk, but | can support you

while you do.” | reason, not giving her an inch literally or metaphorically.

Ella narrows her eyes. “Are all shifter men like you? Or all Alpha’s? | guarantee you
human men aren’t.”

| furrow my brow, thinking for a moment. “I don’t know — honestly. And | really don't care
what anyone else does. This is how we’re going to do it.”

“And what if | don’t want you to get up with me?” Ella poses, a devious glint in her eye.
“What if | want to let you sleep, or to steal alone time with the baby.”

| chuckle, pleased to see she’s comfortable enough with me to indulge her mischief.
“Just try it and see what happens.” | tease back. “Now,” | continue, looking over her head
to the frying bacon. “What’s on the menu tonight?”

“Bacon.” She answers, not meeting my gaze.

“And?” | press, knowing her cravings are never so one note.

“Covered in chocolate.” She murmurs, flushing. | wait, sensing there’s more to the story.



Ella does not disappoint. “Dipped in guacamole and hot sauce.”

| can’t withhold my chuckle, and Ella looks up at me with wide eyes. “You think I'm gross
don’t you.”

Oh if only she knew how far the opposite my feelings were. “Of course not — | think
you're pregnant.” | answer, nudging her towards one of the high bar stools. “Now you sit
here and relax, beautiful. I'll take care of the food.” I'm pleased to see Ella no longer
flinches when | mention her beauty. She obviously still doesn'’t like it when others do, but
now instead of seeming uncomfortable or annoyed, she blushes when | compliment her.

| finish preparing her snack with ease. The bacon was almost finished cooking already,
and the chocolate is already melted. | pat the bacon dry and let it cool a bit, before
cutting the strips in half and dipping them in the rich ganache. | lay them out on a plate
and pull out a carton of guacamole from the fridge, placing a heaping spoonful at the
center of the plate and drizzling it in hot sauce. | place the plate in front of Ella, who
gazes at it in amazement.” | was just going to eat it out of the tub like a heathen.”

| throw my head back and laugh, “I would probably have done the same.” | watch her
take the first bite, moaning with pleasure as her lashes fall shut in epicurean delight.

However odd it may seem to me, it's what the baby wants, and Ella loves it.

| get a head start on the dishes while Ella indulges, only pausing to try a bite myself. It's
not as gross as | thought it might be —

but it definitely doesn’t delight me the way it does my little human. When | place the last
dish in the drying rack | turn back to Ella, only to find her sniffling pitifully.

“Ella, what's wrong?” | exclaim, shocked by her heightened emaotion.
She shakes her head, “It's nothing, I'm being silly.”

“Tell me right now, Ella.” | order.



Chapter 43 - Roger Comes for a Visit
Sinclair

Her lower lip quivers dangerously, tears sliding down her cheeks. Eventually the truth
spills from her lips. “I ate all my bacon!” My heart eases immediately. My wolf hates the
sounds of Ella’s tears, but I'm relieved to know this is just a mood swing.

Chuckling, | pull her into my arms. “It's okay baby, we can get more bacon.”

The next morning | wake up bright and early, though not intentionally. Instead | was
jarred from sleep when Ella wriggled out of my arms to race for the bathroom. This is
quickly becoming our morning ritual, and I'm far less concerned with my little human’s
unhealthy snacking than | was a week ago, as I'm simply pleased she’s able to keep
some food down.

When Ella is finally done being sick, | coax her back to bed and wrap her up in my arms.
My wolf is urging me to scent mark her again, but | want to give her a few minutes to
regain her strength before | begin rubbing my body all over hers. Of our daily rituals,
marking Ella has quickly become my favorite. It's a unique sort of ecstasy and torment:
satisfying my wolf and claiming the mother of my pup, then denying both of our lusts
when they inevitably spark.

| know exactly how powerfully the intimate contact affects the little human, and the scent
of her arousal is becoming increasingly difficult to ignore. It's not as if I'm not equally

turned on, but | also don’'t have wild pregnancy hormones rushes through my body

— I wonder how much longer Ella will be able to hold out before she asks for more. More
importantly, | wonder if | will have the strength to deny her when that time comes.

“You know the only good thing about this crazy six month pregnancy?” Ella asks.
“You get to be done with morning sickness faster?” | guess.

“Mhmm.” She hums, pressing her nose to my chest and breathing deeply.

| reach down to the hem of her night dress and deftly slip my hand inside, resting it on
the soft, warm skin of her belly. | feel a steady heartbeat and waves of contentment
through the mental link, “Well | know you’re miserable, but if it helps the baby is happy

as can be.”

“Of course he is.” She murmurs sleepily. “He’s always happy when you're around.”



“And what about you?” | ask, “Are you happy when I'm around?” I'm not sure why | press
her this way. | know that at least some of the baby’s emotions are feeding directly off of
Ella’s, which means she’s probably content at a minimum around me. Still, | want to
know.

“That depends.” The cheeky creature replies, “on whether or not you're being all high
handed and bossing me around.”

| shake my head, shifting my hands to tickle her sides. Ella giggle and squeals, trying to
wriggle away from me, but | hold her tight. Soon we’re writhing around on the bed, Ella
begging me for mercy as | continue tickling her, and me showing no mercy whatsoever.
Before long the came turns to the intimate dance of scent marking, and as our bodies
rub sensuously together | realize an unavoidable truth.

If Ella loses control and asks me to go further, there’s no way in hell I'll be able to deny
her now.

A little while later | head downstairs to go to work, but | stop dead in my tracks when |
see my brother waiting in the foyer. “What are you doing here?” | question coldly.

Roger arches a brow. “It's amazing how alike you and your little mate already sound.
That's precisely the way she greeted me the other day.”

A rush of pride flows through me. “That's because she’s a very clever she-wolf.”
“Or because you've turned her against me.” Roger suggests.

“I don't need to manipulate Ella for her to see through you, Roger.” | remark, descending
the last few steps in front of me. “And you didn’t answer my question.”

“l wanted to check on Ella.” He answers easily. “| was worried after the other night.”

“She’s fine.” | reply simply, not feeling he deserves any more information than this. |
know he saved Ella, but I still find the circumstances which allowed him to do so
incredibly suspicious. I've already had a team of investigators out looking for the rogues
since the night of the attack, and | was planning on assigning another team to look into
my brother’s potential involvement today. And now that he’s turned up like this it's going
to be my top priority.

“Can | see her?” Roger requests, having the decency to look uncertain of the question.

My wolf growls in my chest, and | have to forcibly restrain the impulse to lash out at my



brother. “Ella was sick this morning, and besides, | need to speak with you myself. Walk
me to work?” | suggest.

Roger frowns but agrees. “Is she alright?”

Something about his interest in my little human’s wellbeing makes my hackles raise. It all
sounds completely innocent and, indeed, compassionate, but | wouldn’t put anything
past Roger. He’s the king of manipulation and gaslighting, and though | don’t think he

wants to harm Ella, | don’t think his preoccupation with her is innocent either.

“Naturally I'm investigating the rogue attack.” | tell him as we head out into the snow, my
bodyguards framing us on either side.

“But | wanted to see if you picked up on any particular details which might help us track
down or identify the culprits.”

He adopts a thoughtful expression, “You mean like distinguishing features or tattoos?”

“Sure, or anything they might have said — really any hints about their identities or who
hired them.” | clarify.

“The only piece | overheard was them discussing having “fun” with her before they
finished the job.” He reports.

| emit a violent snarl, and Roger flinches before he can stop himself. I'd be lying if | said |
wasn'’t pleased to have startled him this way. “Sorry,” I lie. “You know how it is.”

“Actually | don’t — you stole my mate, remember.” Roger snaps back.

| resist the urge to roll my eyes. “That isn’t what | meant and you know it.” | answer.
“Only that wolves take the front seat when it comes to the ones we care about most.”

“Whatever.” He grumbles. “I can tell you that three of them were gray and the leader was
red once they transformed. Definitely not locals. Their accents sounded like they came
from somewhere in the east, but that doesn’t mean the person who hired them is also
foreign.”

| nod in agreement. “And remind me, how did you find her that night?”

“I told you, | didn’t know Ella was their target. | simply smelled rogues and took up the
hunt.” Roger supplies.

“That was incredibly lucky.” I tell him. “If it wasn’t for you who knows what might have
happened.”



“I was happy to help.” Roger answers easily, either not picking up on — or not
acknowledging — the inherent suspicion in my remark. “Ella is family now, and your pup
will be the future of this pack. I'm actually glad you suggested we walk together. | wanted
to see Ella, but | also wanted to talk to you. | think it's high time we put the past behind
us.”

“Because of Ella and the pup?” | state, not believing my ears.

“In part.” He confirms. “It was one thing to be at odds when Lydia and the pack was still
between us, but it's been five years since Dad got hurt, and almost two since Lydia left.”
He reminds me — as if | could forget. “At a certain point it just seems petty to hold onto
old grudges, especially when the future is so bright for our family. | want to be in my
niece or nephew’s life, and soon you'll be King. We should be united if you're going to
rule. The attack made me realize that loud and clear.”

“You know Roger, the bad blood between us has never been on my end. I've never held
a grudge against you, so | don’t know why you're bringing this to me as if our conflict is
mutual. If you want to stop working against our family then stop.”

Roger’s skin flushes. “How typical of you not to take any responsibility for what
happened.” He gripes. “I come to you with an olive branch and you foist all the blame on
me.”

| stop in my tracks, turning toward him. “Do you have any idea how many years | spent
in therapy to stop blaming myself for Mom’s death?” | demand. “I was a child — | didn’t do
anything wrong and she did what any good mother would — which is protect her pup. |
know you’ve never seen it that way but I'm done letting you make me feel guilty for
taking her from you. I lost her too, you know!”

“If you hadn’t =" He begins, worked up into a true lather now. So much for putting the
past behind us — he can’t be that resolved to mend bridges if that little push back sets
him off.

“No, Roger!” | snap. “I'm done with this. If you want to move on, then move on and the
family will welcome you back — even and especially Ella because she doesn't have a
cruel bone in her body. But if you can’t stop blaming a pup for things out of his control
then you better believe I'll never let you set a foot near mine.”

Without another word Roger turns on his heel and storms away. On one hand I'm proud
of myself for finally standing up for the child | once was, and on the other | have to
wonder if | just made a terrible mistake. Roger has always had a volatile personality, and
he’s dangerous even at the best of times. | hope | didn't just put Ella in even more
danger than she was already in.






Chapter 44 - Bonfire Night
Ella

“Are you ready?” Sinclair asks, standing behind me in the mirror. | have to stop myself
from staring at him. He’s dressed down from his standard suit, but somehow he looks
even more gorgeous and intimidating than usual. In sleek black slacks and a simple
white dress shirt, rolled up to his elbows and unbuttoned to his sternum, he looks
powerful and laid back at once.

“That depends, what do you think?” | reply, extending my arms to show him my dress
and get his opinion. I'm wearing a sleek velvet dress in ink bottle green. When the
dressmaker suggested velvet | was skeptical, but now that | see the finished product |
can fully appreciate her vision. It's simple but sophisticated, not to mention incredibly
cozy.

“Hmm,” Sinclair replies, striding nearer. “| think you're missing something.”

“Like what?” | ask, turning back to the mirror to study my reflection. My makeup and hair
are done, | found matching heels despite the infinite challenges of matching uncommon
dress colors, and I'll wrap myself in my new coat (courtesy of Sinclair) before we leave.

“Like this.” He beams, pulling out a thin black jewelry box.

I look down at it in surprise. “For me?”

“And just who else do you think | would be buying jewelry for?” He teases.

“l don’t know.” | shrug. “For all | know you have a girlfriend on the side.”

“Ella.” Sinclair's impossibly deep voice sounds even richer than usual. “There isn'’t
anyone else.”

For some reason, this statement makes me feel more uncertain. It's not like we're in a
relationship or have discussed not dating during the pregnancy to avoid scrutiny. It
makes sense that he wouldn't risk the campaign by seeing someone else when he’s
supposed to be happily mated, but he’s expressly told me that everything will be different
when he finds his second chance mate.

It seems strange that he should make such a firm assurance in this intimate way, it feels
as though he’s blurring the line of our arrangement. The little voice in my head might not
mind this, but my heart knows better, it isn’t safe.

Too late | realize Sinclair is watching me work through all these feelings, and he narrows
his eyes at me. “What'’s going on in that head of yours?”



“Nothing.” | reply simply, nodding towards the box. “Can | see it?”

“l shouldn’t.” Sinclair states circumspectly. “I should make you tell me what you're
thinking first — but we don't have time.” He sighs, flipping open the smooth black lid.
Inside the box is a stunning silver necklace, dotted with diamonds and boasting a
matching pair of earrings.

My jaw drops, and | try to cover my gaping with my hand. “Sinclair, this is gorgeous. But
it's much too extravagant, | can’t possibly accept it.”

“Of course you can.” He insists, turning my body back towards the mirror. | don’t know
why, but I’'m holding my breath as he drapes the necklace over my collar and secures it
at my nape. My fingers immediately flutter over the opulent jewels. | can guarantee that
I've never worn anything so fine in my entire life. “You see,” Sinclair says, beaming at my
reflection. “It was made for you.”

“It's incredible.” | answer honestly. “But | feel like an imposter.”
He frowns, furrowing his brow. “Why do you say that?”

“Maybe because | am one.” | reply, trying to tone down the sarcasm at the last minute.
He’s been so sweet and generous, | don’'t mean to take out my pregnancy angst on him.

“Ella, look at me.” He instructs, his tone gentle but brooking no argument.| don'’t really
want to obey, | find Sinclair's penetrating gaze far too observant at the best of times, and
sometimes | want to be able to sulk without my thoughts becoming public. “Now,
trouble.” He chuckles, seeing my reluctance.

| do as he says, lifting my gaze to meet Sinclair's emerald irises in the mirror. | feel like |
might become hypnotized in their depths, but his expression is warm and open. “You
might not be a she-wolf, but you are carrying my heir, and you are my date for the
festival.” He slides his strong arms around my waist from behind, still staring at me
through the looking glass, “This is not a sham. This is right.”

| have to admit that side by side, we make a striking couple. Sinclair is so tall and dark,
rugged yet classically handsome — as if all his features have been carved from stone. In
my heels my head actually reaches his shoulder, and though I look very small and
delicate beside him, the fine clothes and jewelry make me look like a woman deserving
of all his strength and power, not just some pretty face in the crowd.

Again | feel as though Sinclair is reading my mind, “Will you be upset if | tell you how
stunning you look?”



| peek up at him from beneath my lashes, “I don’'t know, why don’t you try and find out.”

Sinclair grins, moving his lips to my ear and sending a shiver down my spine before he's
even said a word. He purrs a laugh at the feeling of my body trembling against him,
obviously amused and pleased at once by my response. “You look stunning Ella, so
stunning it's very hard not to eat you right up.”

| shiver again, feeling heat pool between my legs and praying that his senses aren’t
strong enough to pick up on such an intimate thing. I'm beginning to think he likes
getting me all hot and bothered, though it seems terribly unfair of him to tease me this
way. Of course, | know Sinclair isn’t completely immune to me either, and suddenly a
devious idea sparks in my mind. | lean back into his embrace, squirming slightly as if I'm
trying to get comfortable, and intentionally rubbing my round bottom against him.

Sinclair growls in response, but it's not the dangerous kind he makes when he’s angry.
This is low and sultry, and butterflies burst to life in my belly even before | feel him
growing hard against my backside. “I suppose | deserved that.” Sinclair murmurs,
grazing his lips over the place where my neck meets my shoulder. “Such a mischievous
little human.”

“We're going to be late.” | answer huskily, trying to stay upright as my knees turn to jelly.

“I'm the Alpha, I'm never late.” He jokes, though he releases me at last.

“What, everyone else is just early?” | prompt him, quoting one of my favorite romantic
comedies.

He grins, retrieving a glossy white coat and wrapping it around my shoulders. “Exactly.”

The Solstice festival is more beautiful than | ever could have imagined. | know it's only
the first night, but it seems so magical already. | can't believe that it's going to get even
more magnificent. We're standing at the top of a snow covered hill, our bodies bathed in
the glow of firelight. A huge bonfire is in front of us, but as | turn to gaze out at the
sprawling city, | can see hundreds of smaller fires blazing through the pristine winter
landscape. The shifter society has gone completely dark, cutting out all electric lights
and replacing everything as far as the eye can see with lanterns and flame.

Music unlike any I've ever heard fills the air around us, a blend of familiar instruments
and exotic ones, set to tunes that feel older than time itself. Suddenly it's painfully
obvious that these people aren’t human, that they’re connected to their deity and nature
in ways that defy all logic and science. It truly feels as though I've stepped into another
world — one far too mystical for me to ever make sense of. | can actually feel the magic



in the air, which is definitely not something I've ever encountered before.

Women and men wearing sheer panels of cloth and painted with blue ink whorls begin
some sort of ceremonial dance around the fire. They’re holding torches of their own, and
dancing with the flames as if they were lovers. I'm completely transfixed, but soon the
people gathered around the edges drinking mulled wine join in, as an air of unbridled
revelry takes hold of the night. | assumed Sinclair and | would stay on the sidelines and
watch the evening unfold, but the next thing | know he’s pulling me into the crowd of
dancers.

“Just let me lead.” He teases, pulling my close.

For once | do as he says, letting him guide my body through the unfamiliar steps until I'm
so warm between him and the fire that | have to strip off my coat. He does the same,
and soon | can feel his hard body flush against every inch of my soft curves. For once |
don't find it difficult to let go of my worries and anxiety, Sinclair banished the reporters
who tried to follow us into the event, and though we’re surrounded by people, | don't
think anyone is paying attention to anything but their own partners. | barely even
remember that Sinclair and | aren’t alone. It certainly seems like we’re the only two
people on the planet right now.

I’'m gazing up at Sinclair as | think all this, and | know | must be telegraphing my every
emotion to him, because he ducks his head in the next moment, until our lips are mere

inches apart.

He’s going to kiss me!



Chapter 45 - First Real Kiss
Ella

| don’t have the chance to gasp, because the moment my lips part, Sinclair's mouth has
claimed them. His hand is firm on my nape, holding me in place so he can plunder my
mouth at will. His tongue teases my lips before delving inside, coaxing my own out of
hiding until they’re dancing, tangling and massaging each other with ravenous hunger.

My shock passes quickly, and soon I'm rising up on my toes to meet him, my insides
turning to mush as | wrap my arms around his neck, moaning when he pulls his lips from
mine and begins carving a ruthless path over my jaw and down the sensitive skin of my
throat.

I’'m out of breath already, completely invigorated and lost to the world around us. As
Sincalir's talented tongue snakes out to dip into my clavicle, | take the opportunity to
nibble his ear lobe. He purrs and a delicious river of heat pours through me. My body is
flush against Sinclair's, and I've completely forgotten about the other dancers. | press
myself as close to him as possible, trying not to squirm. I'm desperate to get relief for my
suddenly aching breasts and the deep pulsing between my legs, but too shy to truly seek
it.

Luckily Sinclair doesn’t need to be told, he seems to sense my need effortlessly, and
he’s not at all shy about seeking his own desires. He grips my hips in his powerful
hands, holding them firmly against his and letting me feel his hardness. He gently
undulates our bodies through the dance, rubbing me in all the right places under the
pretense of following the sensuous steps.

This isn't like our other kisses. There are no cameras around, no eager shifters looking
on. I'm sure a few of the other wolves present are peeking our way, but everyone is so
preoccupied with their own partners that | doubt we have a large audience. If | had the
ability to think clearly right now | might wonder why Sinclair is being romantic when we
don’t have anyone for whom to put on a show, but that's all beside the point — because |
couldn’t think clearly if my life depended on it.

I’'m sure time stops, that the world stops spinning and everything in it ceases to matter
except this singular moment between two people — despite the fact that we could not be
more different if we tried. Sinclair’s lips are soft as silk, but his affection is rough and
merciless, as if he’s trying to sear the feel of his kiss into my bones so that I'll never
forget the way it feels to be in his arms —

to be his. | know he’s setting me up for heartbreak in the future — because | won't forget,
I'm sure I'll never be able to kiss anyone again without remembering this and feeling
infinitely disappointed that nothing can ever compare.



It's also getting carried away very fast, but | can’t seem to find the will to end it. Luckily
Sinclair does, pulling back a moment later and looking down at me with a fiery gaze that
leaves me tingling from my head all the way down to my toes. It's a good thing he has
more restraint than | do, because | was about ready to rip off both of our clothes despite
the cold. | swear I've never lost control that way in my entire life, and though part of me
is worried about the power Sinclair obviously holds over me, it's also impossible for me
to be too worried when I'm with him. He makes me feel so safe it's astonishing — and
when | finally have the space to clear my head, frightening.

“Why did you do that?” | manage to gasp, still dazed with the aftershocks of his touch.

“Why?" He offers me a wolfish grin that makes my heart do somersaults. “Didn’t you like
it?”

My cheeks flush with color, “Yes, but —"

“Then what's the problem?” Sinclair inquires, completely missing the point. Before | can
think of answering he’s kissing me again, stealing the thoughts from my mind and
making my insides flutter. This time | do find the will to back away from him, and I'm not
even a little intimidated when he rumbles with displeasure... at least, that's how I try to
act. In reality his growl has my knees turning to jelly. Why, oh why do | suddenly want to
throw myself at his feet and expose my soft underbelly to his mercy?

“Dominic, | don't think this is a good idea.” | finally manage to say, even though the little
voice in the back of my head is protesting at the top of her lungs. .

“You don’t want me to kiss you?” Sinclair arches a skeptical brow, massaging my nape
and studying my face so intently | wish | could run and hide.

“l didn’t say that.” | answer huskily. Lying when he’s looking at me this way is not even
an option, the best | can do is skirt around the truth and pray he’ll let me get away with it.

“So you do want me to kiss you?” He smirks, tucking my body closer against his.

With an exasperated huff, | glare up at the impossible Alpha. “Look, I'm simply not the
casual type.”

The amusement drains from Sinclair’'s features at once, as if he realizes I'm truly not
playing his game. “And you think | am?”

| want to scoff, or laugh in his absurdly handsome face. | think he’s rich and good looking
enough to have any woman he wants, and ever since he divorced the tabloids have
never once reported him taking the same woman out twice. They haven't named him a
playboy exactly, and | know it isn’t fair to label him this way because he’s obviously a



family man — but committing to one’s children is very different from committing to a
woman. Plenty of men continue their roguish ways even after becoming fathers.

| don’t say any of this, instead | answer, “I think I'm human and your surrogate. You've
told me a dozen times that your mate will come along eventually and I'll step down as
Luna. le we have no future, which makes ‘casual’ the only option available to us.” |
remind him stiffly.

“Would you want something more — a relationship — if it was possible?” He asks, the
gears visibly turning in his head. | find myself reeling back. Why would he ask me such a
thing — doesn’t he realize how cruel that is? Is he taunting me? Dangling the impossible
over my head for sport? He doesn'’t look like he’s being humorous or attempting a joke,
he’s also not wearing the playful expression he’s donned when he flirts, but | can’t
fathom why else he would go down this path.

“Itisn’t possible, so why ask?” I inquire, feeling more and more annoyed by this line of
guestioning.

“Because | am.” Sinclair replies, with just enough edge to make me rethink a sassy
retort.

“No, I wouldn’t.” | snap, and despite my overexcited body — | mean it. I'm woman enough
to admit that | couldn’t handle a man like Sinclair. He would chew me up and spit me
out... and I'd never survive it, no matter how attracted | might be to him. Rather, |
wouldn’t survive it because of how attracted | am to him. The problem is that the heat
between us is so much more than physical, I'm getting more emotionally invested every
day, and | can't take anymore. A relationship with Sinclair would be beyond self-
destructive, especially given how raw | am after what happened with Mike.

“But you do want me to kiss you?” He presses, his cocky grin covering a countenance
which suddenly seems dark and unreadable.

“| never said that.” | remind him.

“Not verbally, maybe.” Sinclair agrees. “Your body on the other hand...” He trails off,
caressing one of his huge hands down my ribs, perilously close to the curve of my
breast. I'm still plastered against him, on fire from his touch, and it takes all my willpower
not to turn and press my aching nipple into his hand.

“You're impossible.” | grumble, trying to stop myself from lashing out at him. The more
he drags this flirtation out, the more | feel like some helpless rabbit his wolf is just toying

with for sport. It isn’t fair, or right.

Sinclair sighs then, relaxing his hold on me and dragging one hand through his hair,



“Ella, there’s probably something | should warn you about—"

| shake my head, drawing away from him. | don’'t want a warning or lesson right now. |
just want to catch my breath and I'll never be able to do that if | stay with Sinclair. “I'm
going to find a restroom.” | announce, cutting him off.

“Ella -"
“The baby is pressing on my bladder.” | declare stubbornly, knowing he’ll do anything to

accommodate the pup. Unsurprisingly, he lets me go, and | storm off into the crowd,
hoping I'll be able to find some decent facilities.



Chapter 46 - Setting a Date

Sinclair

I’'m watching Ella retreat, wishing I could read her complex mind as easily as | can read
her body language. My wolf is angry with me for upsetting her, but I'm not sure what | did
wrong. She liked kissing me, there’s no doubt about that. | also don’t know why she
would ever think I'm the casual type — because I’'m anything but. Still, she seemed to be
telling the truth when she said she didn’t want more. What am | supposed to do with that
information?

Ella is clearly feeling off-kilter, and it's my responsibility to center her — but if she won't
tell me why she’s feeling agitated, how am | supposed to help her? | know exactly what |
would do if she was a she-wolf, but | don’t know if a human would react the same way.
My wolf wants me to try — he’s completely convinced that Ella is like any other out-of-
sorts mate, who just needs a firm hand to remind her who’s in charge so she’ll share her
worries with us. After all, she made me promise to communicate more —

shouldn’t that go both ways?

I’'m so caught up in my head | almost don’t realize that the Prince is approaching me, a
knowing smirk dominating his features. “| remember those days,” He remarks. “When
you first meet your mate and you can’'t keep your hands off each other — when you miss
them even though they’ve only left the room for a moment. It's a wonder you haven't
marked her yet.”

My blood begins to boil so quickly that I've barely processed his words before my wolf is
clawing at the surface of my skin. The only person who knows that Ella hasn’t been
marked is Roger... if the Prince knows too, it's because my brother told him.

I’'m not surprised by Roger’s betrayal. He's had it out for me since day one, and his
heroics with the rogues was always highly suspect. It was much too convenient that he
happened to turn up just in the knick of time when Ella needed him that fateful night, and
his overtures of friendship in the time since have been completely out of character. For a
moment | wondered if he truly did have a soft spot for the human — if anyone is capable
of thawing his frozen heart, it's my Ella, but now the truth is clear.

More importantly, the crown and the Kingdom are on the line. If people think something
is off with Ella and | they’ll lose confidence in my ability to lead. We have to appear
strong and united to pull this off, and Goddess forbid if anyone begins to suspect we
aren’t truly mated, it could ruin everything. There’s no doubt in my mind that the Prince
will use this information as ammunition against me in the campaign unless | can
convince him it would be a mistake to make it public. If he believes it will backfire on him,
he won't share it, and the only way | know how to make him think this is by marking Ella
and showing him the evidence, or selling the same lie | told my brother.



The former option is more tempting than I'd like to admit. My wolf is already urging me to
mark Ella despite the fact that she’s human and it's impossible for her to be my mate. He
wants her, and he doesn’t seem to care about any of the difficulties or details. Already, |
hear his voice growling mine, every time | lay eyes on her. But it can't happen, I'd never
be able to mark her without damaging her delicate flesh. For all I know the force of the
bite could permanently injure her.

“You know | pride myself on self-control.” | finally answer the Prince, shaking myself from
my thoughts. “We’re waiting until our mating ceremony.”

The Prince scoffs, “Self control, or lack of passion? Not a good sign for an Alpha. If your
mate isn’t taking the edge off, how stable will you be to govern?”

“One thing you don't ever have to worry about with Ella and 1, is passion.” | tell him, my
voice imbued with abject honesty. | don’t need to have bedded Ella to know we aren’t
lacking in that area. She overflows with both sweet submission and fiery passion, and |
can’'t imagine a more perfect fit for my own desires. Sometimes | feel guilty for
comparing her to Lydia— but they’re so different | can’t help myself. Lydia was skilled but
always distant in bed. She let me dominate her physically, but never gave herself over
emotionally — creating a cavern of distance between us long before she left.

Ella on the other hand... | already know that were she to give herself to me, she would
give herself completely — she wouldn’t be able to help herself. She throws herself, body
and soul, into everything she does — leading with her heart. The challenge with her is
convincing her to take the leap. | can see how skittish she is after Mike’s mistreatment,
and who knows what other traumas she’s survived. It's clear she doesn’t take the
decision to jump into relationships lightly... | wonder if that's why she’s behaving the way
she is tonight? Does she truly not want anything from me romantically? Is it purely
physical for her and she’s just not interested in being with someone without an emotional
connection? Or does she feel as strongly as | do, but holds herself back out of fear or
uncertainty?

“I presume you've already set a date for the mating ceremony, then?” The Prince
prompts me, seeming more than a little peeved that he isn’t holding my full attention.

“Of course.” Now this time | am lying. We've made no such arrangements, making up
the story solely for Roger’s sake.

“But not before the wild hunt, | take it?” He guesses, even cockier now, “You really think
you can get through the night without marking her?”

“As | said, self control.” | repeat, though in truth I'm very worried about this. I'd started to
warn Ella before she rushed away, but the Prince’s mocking makes me more determined



than ever to hold out. “We’ll be mated exactly one month after our pup is due —
at the summer solstice.”

“An auspicious day.” The Prince nods, looking pissed. He knows as well as | do that
royal mating ceremonies are not to be taken lightly, and are often planned around major
holidays when the Goddess’s magic — and our own — is strongest. The fact that | named
this date implies that I'm already assuming I'll win the campaign and that Ella and | will
have no problems delivering the Kingdom its heir. Besides, the pack will eat up the idea
of a Royal Wedding far more eagerly than they would a private ceremony for a
contender. Some people might vote for me just for the occasion alone — of course that’s
not how | want to win, but this is life or death — | can’t afford to be noble.

“You must be sure of your victory.” The Prince continues, his tone much too smug for my
liking. It's obvious he’s just trying to push back at my own power play, but there's
something about his smirk that makes me worry his confidence isn’t all a bluff.

“It will be an important day for my family whether | win the campaign or not.” | shrug.
“Only the Goddess knows what the future will hold in that regard, but | know my mating
day with Ella will be one for the ages, King or not.”

The Prince laughs humorlessly. “That’'s one way of looking at it.”
“Do you have another?” | bite, before | can stop myself.
“In my opinion a true Alpha makes his own destiny.” The Prince answers ominously.

My spine stiffens as | think about my father. Is the Prince alluding to his attack? To his
own father claiming the throne by eliminating the competition through any means
possible? Is he confirming that he has plans to pull a similar act of aggression to keep
me from winning? Taking credit for the attack on Ella? Of course he’s always been my
number one suspect, but it's one thing to believe this without proof, and another entirely
to have a confession rubbed in your face. Surely he’s not so stupid to do such a thing.

“Well as an Alpha with actual experience leading a pack,” | cut, leaving the rest of my
sentence obvious but unsaid: rather than lazing around while my Daddy does all the
hard work for me. “I can tell you that it's not that simple. You might be surprised at the
unexpected twists life throws at you.”

“Spoken like a man who'’s prepared to lose.” He shaps in an undertone.
I arch my brow. “Haven’t you been paying attention? | can’t lose— | lead the strongest

pack on the continent, | have an incredible mate and my first pup on the way.” | offer him
a wide smile bound to infuriate him. “In my book that’'s a win — no matter what else



happens.”

It's both the truth, and a misdirect. | do feel as though | have everything | need
personally — but I'm not in this campaign for myself. | don’t want the power for personal
gain, | have to take it in order to protect shifter-kind and the human world from the
Prince’s tyranny. If he succeeds we’'ll likely be headed for a civil war and abuses unlike
anything we've seen before. And | can’t let that happen at any cost.

It's time | buy a ring. Ella and | can’t keep pretending she’s already marked — by morning
everyone in the Kingdom will know she isn’t, which means we're going to have to go
through with the mating ceremony even if the rest of our relationship is a sham. | might
not be able to really mark her — but | can sure as hell marry her.



Chapter 47 - Ella Takes Matters into Her own Hands
Sinclair

I’'m resolved to buy Ella a ring tomorrow, but we still have to get through tonight first.

She was distant on the ride home, sitting across from me in the back of the limo rather
than tucked up against my side the way | prefer. Moreover she didn’t say a word until we
got back to the house, and then her only message was that she wanted to sleep in her
own rooms this evening.

“Are you angry with me?” | ask, furrowing my brow in confusion.

“No, I just think a little space would be good for us.” She answers, hugging herself in a
clear defensive move.

Maybe she’s right, | think, though it's not easy to hear my thoughts with my wolf snarling
in protest. | still haven’t gotten to the bottom of her reluctance to indulge our shared
desires, and | don't want to press her if she really isn't interested. Even if she is, | think it
would be a mistake to push her too hard or fast and risk spooking her. “Okay.” | agree
eventually. “I'll notify the guards.”

My wolf is whining like a pup as | stride away from her, and | can’t believe how attached
I've become to the sweet human in so short a time. | don't like letting her out of my sight
when | know she’s under threat, but this is so much more than that. I've gotten so used

to sleeping with her warm little body snuggled in my arms or sprawled out on top of me,
that I'm not sure I'll be able to rest without her.

As | prepare for bed, | try to make my wolf settle, but it's nearly impossible. In the end, |
realize | didn’t scent mark Ella tonight, and if anything will calm my wolf, | imagine that
will. | pull on a t-shirt over my pajama bottoms and set off towards her rooms, knowing
precisely how ridiculous I'm being and not giving a damn.

However when | arrive outside Ella’s rooms | immediately pick up on a strange tension
among the guards. | look around at them curiously, but their stiff postures are only
compounded by their refusal to look me in the eye. A moment later a soft whimper
emanates through Ella’s door, and | understand. It's not a sound of worry, sadness or
fear, but one absolutely dripping with sex.

My ears sharpen towards her door and | hear more sounds: the slight rustle of the bed
sheets; the gentle glide of deft fingers sliding over wet flesh; uneven and excited
breathing; and pounding pulse. It's obvious what Ella is up to in my absence, and | have
to stop myself from groaning aloud.

| silently order the guards away — knowing Ella would be mortified if she realized my men



can overhear her touching herself. My own mind is divided over what to do — | doubt she
wants me to hear this either, though she probably wouldn’t mind if she realized just how
open shifters are about sex. Even my men weren't embarrassed, simply nervous over
my reaction to them being near Ella at an intimate moment. She might not be my mate,
but she is carrying my pup, and that's a claim every bit as powerful and sacred to our
kind. They know how possessive | am of her, how protective. They probably thought I'd
rip their ears off just for standing in hearing distance. Still it was their duty to guard her,
and now it has to be mine until this private moment has passed.

I’'m confident that I'm the least objectionable audience to Ella, considering the intimacies
we’ve already shared. Still, | have to keep telling myself this reminder as time passes.
Every time | begin to wonder if I'm using her protection as an excuse to eavesdrop, | put
myself in Ella’s shoes and recall how humiliated she would feel about so many strangers
hearing her in this state. Leaving her unguarded isn’t an option, so this is the lesser of
two evils.

Nonetheless, it's absolute torture to listen to Ella finding her pleasure this way, because
every small pant and moan fills my head with a thousand explicit images. | can imagine
exactly what she’s doing, and the tiny sounds she emits every now and then egg my wolf
on. He's in a near frenzy, demanding we go in and put a stop to this immediately. |
should be the one pleasuring her, she shouldn’t have to take matters into her own
hands. This is a mate’s job. If she were mine | would march in right now, give her lush
bottom a few swats for not making her needs known to me, then bury my face between
her legs and feast until she’s begging me to stop.

But she isn’t mine. | remind myself furiously, trying not to get so carried away by the
fantasy that | give in. Still, she’s clearly worked up because of the kiss, my wolf reasons,
she’s probably thinking of us this very moment.

We don't know that. | caution. She didn’t want to get involved, remember? Her current
need might be related or it might be the pregnancy, her hormones, or simply the fact that
she’s a living breathing woman with a healthy libido. Either way, we have no right.

Ella’s quiet ministrations speed up, and | pray we're near the end of this — I've given up
all thought of scent marking her. If | go in there now, | won't be able to restrain myself or
my wolf. I'm hard as a rock on my slacks, and as soon as Ella’s need for privacy is over,
I'll let the guards return and trust her safety to them once more. Afterwards I'm going to
have a nice cold shower and relieve me cock the only way | can in my current
predicament.

Ella’s delicious murmurs finally crescendo, and | wish I'd pressed her harder about her
reluctance to start something romantic between us. This is only going to get harder as
her pregnancy progresses, and my wolf is quickly running out of patience. | can'’t
understand his behavior. I've had sex with plenty of she-wolves over the years, and he’s



only ever pushed me to claim Lydia, no matter how much | cared about the women who
came before her.

It's like he doesn’t believe Ella is human — like he refuses to accept that | couldn’t mark
Ella even if | wanted to. And | don’t want to... right? It's just my wolf going overboard
because of the pup.

If only we could mark her somewhere else, He suggests wistfully, completely ignoring
my logic. And don't even pretend like that idea doesn’t tempt you.

Unfortunately he’s right, but it doesn’t matter how tempting the idea is. Mating marks are
so intimate because they require allowing another wolf to wrap their jaws around your
most vulnerable spot. It would defeat the point to mark Ella somewhere safer.

But just think about how amazing it would feel. My wolf urges.

Again | have to stop myself from groaning out loud. The bastard is right. The last thing |
want is to hurt Ella, but I'm very experienced when it comes to bringing a she-wolf to the
peak of pleasure before sinking my teeth into her. I'm sure | could do the same for her- if
only it wasn't her neck | had to bite.

Goddess, stop it! | internally shout at myself. You're losing it! This is crazy talk. It's your
cock talking, not your brain or even your heart. You don’t really want this, and neither
does she.

Right on cue, Ella climaxes, a soft keening escaping her lips. My hands close into fists
and | grit my teeth against the intoxicating noise, and it's only as | drag in a few gasping
breaths, suddenly worried | might actually burst through her door — that | hear my name
on her lips. It's a mere whisper as she comes down from her high, and | have no choice
but to get out of there before it's too late. | storm past the guards, waving them back to
their posts, and race for my shower.

A little while later | find myself lying awake in bed, my cock hard again despite the
release | found in the shower. Ella is the only thing on my mind, and I'm beginning to
wonder if I'll ever be able to think of anything else. That might have been the most erotic
thing I've ever heard, and | didn’'t even see it happening. Does she have any idea what
she’s doing to me? How irrational and crazed I've become about her? | barely recognize
myself anymore.

I’'m sure she has no clue. Unlike Lydia or some of the other she-wolves I've known, Ella
doesn’'t have a manipulative bone in her body. When others would take pleasure in
tormenting a powerful Alpha like myself, Ella would never believe she could. Not
because she doesn't realize how lovely she is or lack confidence, she just wouldn’t want
to and doesn’t understand that her allure is strong enough to do so unintentionally.



Even as | think this, a small knock sounds on my door, and as soon as | scent the air |
know it's the object of my near... okay, not near, we're way past near at this point — the
object of my total obsession.

Has she come to say she’s changed her mind about us? Is she going to ask me to
pleasure her the way she should have from the beginning? Does she know | overheard
her? Will this be the beginning of something new? More importantly — if | let her in, will |
be able to control my wolf? There’s only one way to find out.



Chapter 48 - The Ring
Ella

“Come in.” Sinclair’s voice sounds even deeper than usual, and I’'m wondering if I'm
imagining it. | waited as long as | could bear before coming to his rooms after finding
some relief for all the pent up sexual tension he’s created in me. Still, | don't feel nearly
satisfied. My sex is still swollen and pulsing with need, and I'm terrified that he’ll
somehow be able to tell how erotically charged | am.

The larger problem, however, is that I'm exhausted. I'm desperate for some rest,
especially after missing my usual afternoon nap amidst the preparations for the festival.
As the pregnancy progresses | can’t help but think how ironic it is that the closer | come
to bringing a baby into the world, the more childlike | seem to become: overly sensitive,
constantly exhausted, picky about food, sick half the time and struggling with bladder
control. Last week | cried because | ate all of my snack and didn’t have any left!

And now this... | can’t sleep by myself. I'm grumpy because | didn't get tucked in by
Sinclair, and couldn’t fall asleep without him next to me. So I've abandoned my pride and
now I'm actually going to him so | can beg to crawl into his huge, comfy bed with him.

| poke my head inside, and fight back a whimper. His bedside lamp is on, and he’s
propped up on his elbows, looking expectantly in my direction with the same dark
intensity he always reserves for me. He's shirtless, his chiseled abs glowing in the
lamplight, and his dark hair is tousled effortlessly. There’s a swath of scruff over his
powerful jaw, and his green eyes are almost glowing in the dim light. It's not fair for
anyone to look that good, especially not when I'm already squeezing my legs together
just to relieve the ache he planted with his kiss.

“Are you still up?” | ask inanely, apparently forgetting that he’s clearly awake and staring
right at me.

“I'am.” The corner of Sinclair's mouth curves up, and I'm reminded of how soft and firm
his lips had been on mine. “Is everything okay?”

| slip the rest of the way inside, leaning back against the door until it clicks shut and
staring at the ground. “I can’t sleep.” | confess, wrapping my arms protectively around
my body.

Sinclair sits up a little straighter, frowning with apparent concern. “I can give you a
supplement.” He offers. “The doctor left some herbal remedies in case you needed
them.”

My heart sinks. “No, | don’t want to take something that's going to leave me groggy all
day tomorrow.” | reason, actually impressed with my ability to improvise an excuse so



quickly.

“He assured me they wouldn't have that effect.” Sinclair states simply, rising from the
mattress and coming forward, moving with the lethal grace of his wolf.

“Still, I haven't ever tried anything like that. I might have a bad reaction.” | suggest
lamely.

“Hmm, well we wouldn’t want that.” Sinclair murmurs, closing the final distance between
us. “Why can’t you sleep? Are you stressed? You look a bit flushed.” He's stroking my
cheek now, and for the first time | have the sense that he might be wise to my arousal.
Naturally this only makes me blush a deeper shade of red. “And your pulse is awfully
fast.”

“No, I just couldn't fall asleep.” | shrug, feeling more frustrated by the second. Why
doesn't he just scoop me up and take me to bed the way he usually does?

Maybe because you told him you wanted to sleep alone and that you weren’t interested
in his affection. The little voice in my head snipes, sounding even more bitter than | feel.
You wanted him to respect your wishes, didn’t you?

Oh put a sock in it. | think back — | swear my conscience has gotten more and more
vocal since | became pregnant, and she’s really not all that helpful at times like this.

“How about a midnight snack, or some ambient sounds.” Sinclair muses, still petting me.

| lean my cheek into his hand before | can realize what I'm doing. | shake my head
pitifully, realizing a few things at once. First, Sinclair knows exactly what | want. Second,
he’s taking no small amount of pleasure in suggesting all the wrong solutions. Third, if |
want to sleep with him, I’'m going to have to come out and ask for it.

As if he’s reading my mind, Sinclair says, “Just tell me what | can do to help, Ella. And |
will.”

| sigh, fighting the sudden urge to stomp on his big giant foot and only holding back
because | remember how much it hurt the first time. My next thought is to turn my lips
toward his palm and take a chomp out of him. It’s incredibly tempting, but | have no idea
where the impulse comes from. I've never contemplated — let alone wanted — to bite
another person in my life.

Sinclair narrows his eyes, then smirks, tightening his hold on my cheek. “Don’t even
think about it.” He warns, his rich voice full of foreboding — but also amusement, as if he
thinks my bloodthirsty thoughts were cute rather than bizarre and inappropriate.



My eyes widen. I'm both surprised that he sensed my intentions and annoyed that he
forbade them. It honestly makes me want to bite him even more than ever, but I'm afraid
that if | do he won't let me sleep with him — and | need rest more than | need revenge.
“Can | sleep with you?” | finally mutter, keeping my voice very low.

“Of course.” He agrees easily, finally gathering me in his arms bridal style. | snuggle in
and lean my cheek against the hard plane of his chest.

| don’t know why, but | feel compelled to make an excuse for myself as he transfers me
to the king-sized bed. “Thank you, | think the pup has a hard time settling without you.”

Sinclair hums softly, moving his big palm to my belly before | can even think about
moving out of reach — not that running away would do me any good. His brow arches a
moment later, and | suddenly feel very vulnerable with him standing over me this way.

“The pup is sleeping, Ella.”

“Oh.” | can’t seem to figure out anything else to say, and slide beneath the plush covers,
turning my back to the intimidating Alpha. | wait for him to pull me close when he takes
his place beside me, but for once he lets me keep space between us. My frustration is
quickly disintegrating into crankiness. | know he’s doing this on purpose!

Rolling onto my other side, | find Sinclair watching me with one of those knowing looks of
him. He's expectant, waiting for my next move. | glare at him, and he smiles back,
extending an arm to me. The message is clear. | can have what | want, but I'm going to
have to take it myself.

Grumbling under my breath, | sidle over the space until our bodies are flush together,
and finally Sinclair wraps his strong arms around me fully. | sigh with relief, and a shiver-
inducing growl sounds in my ear. “Would you like me to purr for you?”

“If you want to.” | answer, noncommittal. At first | think he’s going to make me ask for this
too, but it seems I've paid my penance, a steady vibration takes up in his chest and |
bury my face against his shoulder, breathing in his addictive scent. The next thing |
know, darkness closes in, and I'm fast asleep.

The next night is day two of the Solstice Festival. Sinclair and | haven't talked about any
of yesterday’s events, and I'd be lying if | said | wasn'’t painfully aware of the man every
time he’s near. | feel like | have some sort of sixth sense for knowing when he’s close by,
and all the thoughts disappear from my head every time he gives me one of those
hungry stares.



We're both dressed up again and preparing to leave the house, and though | know part
of tonight’s event involves delivering gifts around the city, | never dreamed that Sinclair
would appear with another present for me when I've given him nothing in return.

Still, before we set out, he pulls me to a stop and offers me another jewelry box.

“Don't tell me I'm not finished again.” | joke, gesturing to my necklace. “I'm already
wearing your last gift.”

“I know.” He grins, “this is just a little something extra. | thought it was time we made it
official.”

At his urging | lift the lid on the box, expecting to find another pair of earrings, however it
isn’t earrings at all. It's a ring — one that steals the breath from my lungs. There’s a
stunning silver band, with a gleaming moonstone at its center, surrounded by tiny
emeralds. It was unmistakable — an engagement ring.



Chapter 49 - The Prince Interferes
Ella

“Is this...?” | trail off, unable to find the right words.

“l thought if we're going to pretend to be together, we ought to do it right.” Sinclair
smiles, his obvious pleasure at my reaction taking the sting out of his words. This isn’t
because he feels anything for me, but he’s happy that | like the gift — and that’s worth
something, right?

“It's beautiful,” | sigh, “But | feel... | haven't gotten anything for you, Dominic.”

His dark brow furrows, and the next thing | know, he’s turning me towards the mirror at
my back. His reflection towers over mine, so dark and sexy in his black dress shirt and
trousers. His size and strength are so daunting, and his skin vibrant bronze next to my
porcelain complexion and slender limbs. I'm wearing deep purple tonight, and his hand
finds my tummy with practiced ease.

“How can you say that?” He demands, gentle but fierce, his lips moving against the shell
of my ear as his eyes pierce me through the glass. “Ella, you're giving me everything.”

My own hand slides to the place where our baby rests, stopping just above his. However
a moment later his palm is over mine, pulling our hands just over my belly button. “l| wish
you could feel what | do.” He tells me solemnly. “You'll understand when he quickens,
when you can feel his movement and moods.” For the first time, the mirror Sinclair pulls
his gaze from mine, but only so the real man can turn his head to look at me in reality.
My heart stops beating as | turn my face to his, eager to hear what he has to share
about our baby. “You're his whole world — he’s never happier than when he hears your
voice.”

“Really?” | squeak, tears flooding my eyes.

“Really.” Sinclair confirms, and I'm surprised and impressed to see there isn’t even the
smallest hint of jealousy in his expression.

“Everything | care about, is right here.” He continues, tugging me back against him a
little, in a way that makes my delusional mind think that he might be talking about me as
well as the baby. “You are making all my dreams come true.”

I’'m shaking my head, tears flowing freely now. “Don’t you get it?” | ask hoarsely. “You
gave me a miracle t0o.” | remind him. “It doesn’t seem fair that you should get me so

many other gifts t00.”

“Then it's a good thing you aren’t in charge.” Sinclair chuckles, kissing my neck just



where it connects with my shoulder and finally turning me back around. He wipes away
my tears and slides the ring onto my finger. “Now everyone will know that we're taking
vows before the Goddess.”

Sniffling and trying to get myself back under control, | ask. “But | thought the mating
ceremony was just an excuse for, Roger?”

Sinclair shakes his head. “As | said, it's time to make it official. Now come on, we're
going to be late.”

I’'m in such a whirlwind of emotion as he guides me out the door that | can barely think
straight. Sometimes | feel like Sinclair are going around in emotional circles, getting
carried away with excitement and joy about the baby and then pulling back when reality
sets in. Still, I'll be damned if | know how to escape the maelstrom — let alone how | got
in it in the first place. My brain is scrambling to figure out what this all means, what's
changed and why this is coming up now. Part of me wonders if it was my rejection the
other day, however | don't really have a chance to think it over, because the next thing |
know we’re heading into the oldest part of the city.

It's a glittering maze of frozen canals, and | can see hundreds of vendors set up on the
ice. I'd love to go down and explore them, but ice skating has always been for rich
people — not the likes of me.

“In another hour the canals will be full of people for the procession.” Sinclair tells me as
we look down on the wintry scene. “The processions will start here and weave through
the old town until dawn, putting up greenery and decorations to transform the city for the
holiday and giving gifts to the residents.”

“That’s so lovely.” | express genuinely. I've never known a holiday as magical as the
solstice, and it’s only just beginning. “But if it doesn’t start for an hour, then why did we
come so early? You said we were going to be late!”

“l padded the time a bit — | thought we could take advantage of the peace and quiet and
skate a little.” Sinclair suggests, keeping one arm protectively looped around my
shoulders.

“But | don’t know how to skate.” | whisper nervously, “And what about the baby — is it
safe?”

Sinclair shakes his head, as if | should know better than to ask such a silly question. “|
won't let you fall, sweetheart.”

Strangely enough, I believe him. | believe he’s fast and strong enough to keep this
promise, and | know he means it with every fiber of his being. He’s as good as his word



too. Before long I'm zooming around the rink, unable to stop smiling. Sinclair has stayed
glued to my side all night long, never letting me out of arm’s reach and holding my hand
more often than not. Of course, the more confident | become, the less | want to be
leashed to him, and | find myself taking every opportunity to get far enough away to test
my wings.

Shifters are constantly approaching him, saying hello, congratulating us on the baby or
commenting on the campaign. The media also starts to arrive after someone tips them
off about our early arrival, and it's as Sinclair shakes hands with a constituent that |
begin to skate away.

Naturally | don’t make it five feet before her catches me. “Not so fast, you.” He scolds
warmly.

“I swear it's like you have eyes in the back of your head.” | complain.

“My wolf has special Ella radar.” He jokes. ‘So you just keep on trying to get away,
trouble. I'll catch you every time.”

| stick my tongue out at him, and flames burst to life in his vibrant eyes. “Are you sassing
me, little mate?”

My heart pulses when he calls me his mate, even though | know it's only for our
audience. “So what if | am?” | challenge.

“Is that really how you let your woman speak to you?” A new voice drawls behind us.

Sinclair's expression goes very hard, but he doesn’t look the least bit surprised to see
the Prince hovering over my shoulder. | instinctively lean closer to Sinclair, remembering
what he told me about the other man’s desperation to take the crown.

“A true Alpha isn’t threatened by strong she-wolves.” Sinclair growls, emphasizing the
first part of his sentence in a way which makes me think they’'ve debated what makes a
“true” alpha before.

“There’s strength and then there’s insolence.” The Prince replies snidely. “And everyone
knows that a wolf who doesn’t discipline his mate properly isn't fit to lead.”

“You and | have very different ideas of discipline.” Sinclair rumbles. For the first time |
realize that we’re drawing a crowd.

“If your mate thinks it's appropriate to challenge you in public.” The Prince scoffs, “Then |
don’t think you know the meaning of the word at all.”



“My mate feels safe enough to test her limits with me no matter where we are.” Sinclair
bites back. “That’s a far better sign of a caring Alpha than one who’s Luna cowers away
from him in fear.”

The Prince’s face scrunched up with obvious fury, but he glances at the reporters around
us and clearly bites his tongue. “Then again, you aren’t true mates yet. You haven't even
claimed her yet.”

There’s a sudden rash of murmuring through the crowd. | look up at Sinclair in shock.
How did the Prince know? And why doesn'’t Sinclair look surprised? In fact, Sinclair looks
positively triumphant, as if he’d been hoping this would happen when the argument
began. “Well thank you for giving me the opportunity to announce the date of our mating
ceremony, your Highness.”

The Prince blanches, and | feel my own confusion grow. What on earth is happening?
I’'m trying to keep my emotions off my face, even managing to smile up at Sinclair when
he beams down at me. “Ella and | will be mated one month after we welcome our son.
On the night of the Summer Solstice. We're having an incredibly hard time waiting, but
we figured the occasion should be fitting our incredible bond.”

The next thing | know, Sinclair is kissing me soundly for the cameras. A flurry of
excitement explodes around us and reporters immediately begin shouting follow up
questions as the prince fades into the background. Suddenly | realize that Sinclair has
done it again, he’s left me out of key decisions in our arrangement and left me in the
dark about too many things | don’t understand. Not only that, he clearly knew the Prince
was aware | haven't been marked and never warned me.

But worse than any of this... is that those blissful moments we shared before we came
out tonight, were all just a part of some political ploy. He didn’t want to give me this ring,
or make it official — he was simply trying to help the campaign — and he lied right to my
face.



Chapter 50 - Ella Demands Answers
Ella

The rest of the evening passes without further drama, but as far as I’'m concerned, the
night has been a wash. The procession through the city’s old quarter would have been
magical at any other time— with the traditions, music and palpable gaiety of all those
around us. If I'd been able to focus on anything other than my thoughts, I'm fairly certain
| would have fallen in love with the occasion, but | wasn’t able to give the events the
attention they deserved.

I’'m exhausted by the time we're finally free to leave, thinking that I'll certainly need an
extra-long nap tomorrow even as | climb into the back of the limo. I'm distracted and
grumpy, and when Sinclair slides into the car next to me, | vacate my seat, choosing the
one facing him instead.

Sinclair arches a brow, but doesn’t move to stop me. “You're angry with me.” He
assesses simply, eyeing my crossed arms and stiff shoulders.

“What was that all about, Dominic?” | inquire, trying not to get too carried away in my
temper.

“What, with the Prince?” He clarifies, as if the answer isn’'t completely obvious.

“How did he know | haven’t been marked?” | demand, “And how long have you been
aware he knew?”

“You know it would be a lot easier to talk if you were over here.” Sinclair coaxes, patting
the seat beside him.

“I'm fine right here.” | insist. | know how Sinclair works — he gets me within arms reach
and the next thing | know I'm being soothed into complacency by his soothing caresses,
cozy warmth and gentle purrs. But I'll be damned if I'm going to let him lull me into
calming down. | have every right to be upset.

He sighs. “The prince came to speak with me last night at the bonfire. | don’t know how
he found out you haven’t been marked, but he made it clear he planned on using that
information against us. So | told him the same story we told Roger.”

“And you didn’t tell me?” | clarify. “Why, because you didn't find the right time? Or
because you didn’t plan on filling me in at all?”

“Ella =" Sinclair begins, giving me a beseeching look. | know then he wasn’t ever going
to tell me, though | shouldn’t be surprised. He had every opportunity to share this
information with me — like when he gave me the ring.



“Don’t,” | interject, “just don’t bother. | thought we agreed we would be a team from now
on? | thought we were supposed to be in this together?”

“Sweetheart we are,” He insists, looking as though it's taking great restraint not to reach
for me. “I just didn’t think this was something you needed to worry about.”

“You didn’t think | should know that | might have to publicly defend our relationship?” |
question sharply, “that | might be asked questions about this? What if a reporter had
asked me about the mark already knowing your answer, our entire plan could have fallen
to pieces because you didn’t inform me, Dominic.”

“It has all happened very quickly, Ella.” Sinclair excuses, “I would have told you sooner
or later, but | miscalculated. | really wasn’t expecting the Prince to make an appearance
tonight, let alone bring it up. | thought he was smarter than that.”

“Do you know what I'm hearing here?” | bite. “You thought, you expected, you believed
and you calculated. You are making all the calls, all the decisions and | am sitting on the
sidelines looking like an idiot — Again!”

“I'm sorry.” Sinclair admits. “I told you this wouldn’t come easily for me. I'm trying, but I'm
not used to consulting anyone else on this sort of thing. Change doesn’t happen
overnight.” He frowns. “That’s not a copout, it’s just that my instincts are still to shield
you rather than share the burden. | know that probably seems very patronizing —"

“It doesn’t seem patronizing, it is patronizing.” | correct him.

“No.” He counters sternly. “Patronizing implies superiority. | don’t think I'm better than
you Ella.”

“Of course you do!” | burst out. “You're supernatural — the bias is in the name! I'm just a
human and next to shifters we’re primitive, tiny, weak and slow. And on top of all that
you're the wealthiest, most powerful man in the pack. How could you not feel superior?”

Sinclair's green eyes slice through me, and | have to work very hard to stay still. | feel as
though I'm about to receive a lecture,

“Because none of those things have any inherent value beyond staying alive and
controlling the world around you. There’s no integrity in being fast or rich, and our
society didn’t earn any of it. It was handed to us by the Goddess. Yes, we're more
advanced, but not due to our own virtue.” Sinclair continues, still pinning me with his
intense stare. “But you, you had to earn everything all on your own. You started from
nothing and used your brains and ingenuity to succeed, you had the mental strength to
overcome all the trials you faced, and you came out of all that with the purest heart I've



ever seen.”

| don't think anyone has ever complimented me this way. Cora might, but she’s as good
as my sister — she has to love me. But I'm certain no other man has ever praised me for
such things — or mentioned my positive attributes beyond my beauty. This isn’t even the
first time Sinclair has made this kind of speech, making me feel valued for the person |
am rather than the good looks I lucked into. | feel as though he truly sees me —and I'll
be damned if that isn’t terrifying.

“l... I don’t know how to respond to that.” | admit shyly, my voice barely above a whisper.

He chuckles, the sound filling me with warmth. “You're a far better person than | am, Ella
— and you're going to have to get used to compliments because | have no intention of
letting you continue to undervalue yourself.”

“If you think these things, why do you keep trying to shield me then?” | inquire, much
more docile now.

Sinclair's dark brow furrows. “It's because | think those things.” He explains intently. “I
don’t want you to have to struggle and worry. You don’t deserve more hardship. And it's
in my nature besides. I'm dominant — as a man and an Alpha. What you perceive as
condescending are the power dynamics that govern all shifters. Dominance is everything
to wolves and it makes it my responsibility to protect those less powerful. That's a
distinction you'll have to come to terms with if you're going to live among us.”

His words remind me of the Prince’s other accusations — calling me insolent and saying |
need discipline. A shiver works its way down my spine at the memory, and as curious as
| am about that particular part of the conversation, we have more to discuss before | can
bring it up. Despite Sinclair's kind words, I'm still incredibly hurt. And | know it's not the
fact that Sinclair kept the information from me which stings worst, it's that he didn't give
me his ring because he wanted to — he pretended like we were having some intimate
moment when really it was just an act.

“Tell me about the mating ceremony.” | request. “As far as | understood, we made up
that excuse assuming it would be delayed indefinitely — but you just set a date. What do
we do when that date arrives?”

Sinclair's mouth forms a hard line, the vein in his jaw twitching dangerously. “We’ll go
through with it. Though it will only be for show.”

“What about when your true mate arrives?” | counter. “This all seems very short sighted.
How will you explain it when you leave me? Are third chance mates as common as
seconds?”



“The endgame is about making it through the campaign. Once I'm king and | have an
heir, the identity of my Luna is...

redundant. It's important that | have one, not who she is or how many I've had before.”

Well that's a slap in the face. | think sadly. I've basically just been told that I'm a faceless
symbol, and while this is undoubtedly the deal | agreed to when we struck this
agreement, it doesn’t take away the ache of hearing I'm basically nothing to him.

“So everything you said to me when you gave me this ring was just bullshit?” |
summarize, gesturing to my left hand. “You didn’'t make the gesture because you felt it or
wanted to, but because of political pressure?”

Sinclair's eyes flash, and too late | realize | might have shown my hand. | don't know
why I'm so bothered that he didn’t truly want to make things official with me. | might be
attracted to Sinclair, | don’t want anything more — so why is it so upsetting? Why is my
stomach tied in so many knots? Why is it so difficult to simply breathe?

Sinclair seems to be reading my mind, because in the next moment he inquires, “Why
should that matter, you already told me you don’t have any interest in something real
with me, so shouldn’t you be happy that it was fake?” His expression has gone truly
deadly now, like a hunter closing in on the kill. “Why do you care so much, Ella?”



Chapter 51 - Ella Learns About Shifter Relationships
Ella

My mind goes blank at first. Sinclair is too close to the truth, to figuring out that I'm not as
immune to him as either of us would like to believe. The voice in my head is panicking,
but | try to keep it together. Praying for calm, | take a deep breath, and as | exhale |
recall the ability to speak.

“Because we're supposed to be in this together, and you played me.” | murmur,
speaking the truth — but not the whole truth. | can’t admit to him that | feel utterly rejected
by his ploy, that | feel unwanted on a visceral level and it's tearing me up inside for
reasons | don’t yet understand. “You played me like I’'m one of those reporters, or the
Prince.”

Sinclair’s face twists into a grimace, and the next thing | know he’s reaching for me,
“Please, come here Ella.”

“No.” | insist stubbornly, preparing to move away if he tries to approach me.

“I'm sorry.” He expresses, looking truly remorseful. “I didn't mean to do that. | care about
you, | don’t want to hurt you that way.”

“Well you did.” | reply petulantly. | don’t know where this comes from. With anyone else |
would have accepted the apology and moved on, whether | actually felt better or not. I've
always chosen peace over my own feelings — but | find it very hard to pretend with
Sinclair. | think he would know that | don’t actually feel better, so why should | fake it?

“I know.” He nods grimly. “I promise I'll find a way to make it up to you.”

“l don’t need some sort of reparation.” | insist, “Just... do better, Dominic.”

“I will.” Sinclair vows soberly, “You have my word.”

| breathe a sigh of relief, but Sinclair is surveying me closely. | can tell he wants to
metaphorically kiss and make up, but as | suspected, he senses my upset is not wholly

resolved. “What else?” He prompts.

“Nothing important.” | shrug, not feeling brave enough to ask the questions I'm most
curious about.

“Ella,” He says my name as an admonition, scolding me for not being honest with
nothing but those two familiar syllables. “Come on, tell me what's on your mind.”

| gnaw on my lower lip, hating that he can read me so easily, but also relieved that |



might get my answers. “Alright, what was all that about discipline? Those things the
Prince said about my insolence? It didn’t just sound like Alpha stuff... | mean it's one
thing to be insubordinate to a leader, but the way you two were talking... it made it seem
like all men expect to be in charge of their mates.”

Sinclair’'s lips quirk at the edges, and the energy in the limo abruptly shifts. The air
around us goes taut, feeling suddenly tense and electric despite the fact that nothing has
actually changed. Neither one of us have moved a muscle. Still | know Sinclair feels it
too — it's all too obvious in his reply. “Such a clever little human.”

“You mean it’s true?” | gape. “Why, because of the dominance thing? But that’s so
backwards! You just said that strength and all that doesn’t have true value.”

Sinclair emits a low rumble. “I said it comes down to power dynamics, and that
dominance isn't a virtue — but it is a reality in relationships.”

“So what, because men are physically stronger they get to boss around their mates?” |
demand hotly.

Sinclair chuckles, flashing his fangs and clearly enjoying my indignation. “You have to
remember that shifters are very primal beings. Whatever instincts humans once
possessed have been socialized out of you. You've been completely detached from your
inner animal. But for us? Our inner animal controls everything, our instincts drive
everything.”

“And everyone else has to submit?” | guess, feeling a shiver run down my spine. “Even
to their lovers?”

“Especially to their lovers.” Sinclair smirks. “For she-wolves, the best mate possible is
the one who can best protect and provide for them. Their instincts drive them to test
potential partners in order to figure out who is the strongest. They need to feel their
mate’s dominance to know they’re safe, to satisfy their own inner animal. Only then will
they submit.” Sinclair shares. “That’s part of why | think you’d make such a good wolf. |
think you have some of those same instincts. You may not realize it, but you often test
your limits with me, the same way she-wolves test their mates to ensure they have the
strongest partner.”

“So all that talk about discipline... that was serious? Literal?” | squeak nervously.

Sinclair is up now, crossing the limo to sit beside me, invading my space with his big
body. “Yes.” He rumbles deeply. “It was.

Does that scare you?” | don’t know why, but for some reason, his ominous manner
makes me think he wants me to say yes, he wants me to be scared. Oh Goddess, what



do | do now?

Sinclair

Ella’s eyes are adorably wide, and she’s squirming in her seat. However she doesn’t
look afraid, she looks intrigued — curious. | can see her thighs clenching reflexively, and |
can smell the beginnings of her arousal. My wolf howls in triumph. The gendered nature
of shifter power dynamics might outrage Ella’s human values, but she clearly craves a
strong mate just like any she-wolf —

whether she realizes it or not. Her body has always responded to my dominance even
when her saucy little mouth argues against it.

“So,” her pink lips form a perfect “0” as she tries to wrap her mind around this idea, “if a
she-wolf does something her mate doesn’t agree with, she just gets abused?”

“Of course not.” | explain, pulling Ella into my lap. “Only weak men assert their authority
through violence or mistreatment. That isn't our way.”

“But you said —”
“Consequences, not abuse.” | correct gently.

“What kind of consequences?” Ella asks, a tiny furrow appearing in her brow. | wish |
could read her thoughts right now, but it's enough to see the blend of eagerness and
apprehension on her beautiful face — she’s excited by this conversation, and more than a
little interested.

“Well, what does that word make you think of?” I inquire, thoroughly enjoying watching
Ella come to terms with these ideas. It hasn’t been easy for me to pull back my wolf from
treating her like one of our own, especially when she shows so many wolfish qualities.
I'd be lying if | said | wasn't hoping this conversation might open a new door in our
relationship.

“With the children | nannied consequences were things like time outs and no screen time
— groundings for the older kids.” Ella explains.

“It's much the same with our pups.” | say, to Ella’s obvious relief. “But mates aren’t pups.
You aren’t a pup.”

“I don’t understand.” She frowns, fidgeting nervously. Her silky thighs are still clenching
and it’s all the more obvious now that she’s settled in my lap. The sweet little human



probably thinks | don’'t have a clue what she’s up to, but | know perfectly well that she’s
trying to relieve the ache between her legs.

“Sure you do.” | encourage. “Just say the first thing that comes to your mind.”

“I mean, dominance and submission...” She trails off, her voice no louder than a
whisper. “That makes it sound like... kinky sex stuff.”

“It does, doesn't it?” | tease, stroking her hip.

“You mean it is?!” Ella exclaims, looking scandalized.

“You never experimented with that sort of thing?” | ask.

She flushes. “I've only ever been with Mike — he wasn't the adventurous type.”

“Well in my book, these things aren’t adventurous. They're standard — normal and
natural.” | relate, my voice low and husky.

“And more fun than you can imagine.”
“But it's discipline.” Ella argues. “Isn’t that only fun for you?”

“Not if you're doing it right.” | remark coolly. “And it's fulfilling for us both. She wolves
need to submit as much as male wolves need to dominate —it’s in our dna.”

“That sounds completely sexist. Would a she-wolf tell me the same thing?” Ella asks
archly.

“Ask Aileen if you want.” | shrug.

“Well it's not as if these things really matter for us.” She reasons, straightening up a little.
“After all, I'm not a she-wolf, and we’re not actually mates.” Am | imagining a twinge of
disappointment in her voice? But over which part? The fact that she’s human?

That we aren’t mates? Or is she sad she won’t experience these things herself? |
already know she never had anyone to take care of her — she’s never had discipline or
consequences in her life, she only knew neglect as a child. Does she want someone
who will give her the care she was denied now?

“True,” | agree. “But now that you know the consequences, | wouldn't be too surprised if
you get them the next time you act out.”

“But we aren’t lovers!” Ella objects, her pupils dilating and her breath coming in little



pants.

“No, but you're the mother of my pup, that makes you my responsibility. I'm not saying it
would be sexual — | know you don’t want that — but if your behavior needs correcting,
you better believe I'll correct it.” | declare, knowing I’'m playing with fire here. This sort of
attitude might be catnip for she-wolves, but Ella might take it as a threat.

Her eyes are wide as saucers again, but she doesn’t look frightened, if anything she
looks invigorated. “All those times you warned me not to test you, that you were showing
leniency because | don’t know your ways...” She realizes aloud.

“That’s right.” | confirm. | watch her closely as my words land, and sure enough, she
deflates a little. “You know now, so sneak out again or stomp your little foot on me, and |
won't hesitate to put you over my knee like the naughty girl you are.”

Ella gasps at my blunt words, staring at my lips as though she might kiss me. At first |
think I'm imagining it, but then she leans in. She’s going to kiss me.



Chapter 52 - Sinclair’s Warning

Sinclair

At the very last second Ella seems to realize what she’s doing and starts to pull back.
Unfortunately for her, the scent of her arousal is filling the small space where we’re
confined, and the desire in her eyes is so strong | can't stop myself. | catch her nape
before she can move away from me, claiming her lips in one swift move.

Ella offers me a plaintive little moan then sinks willingly into my arms, sliding her arms
around my neck and pressing her soft body flush to mine. | growl in reply, my wolf
chuckling in my head when she noticeably shivers. She’s so beautifully responsive, my
every touch sending ripples of heat through her small body. It's only too tempting to
continue touching and petting her in new ways, just to see how she’ll react.

Despite her reluctance or disinterest in getting involved with me, Ella shows no
hesitance now. | suspect our heated conversation pushed her past her inhibitions or
worries. She’s too turned on to think clearly and though | know | shouldn't take
advantage, I'm not a saint. | don’t know any man or wolf who could deny such a sweet
offering — and Goddess is she sweet.

Ella returns my kisses with open fervor, parting her lips for my questing tongue and
shifting until she’s straddling my lap. Before long her swollen center is pressed to my
hardness, separated only by my slacks and her dress. | want to rip the clothes from her
body, to expose every inch of her soft skin and finally fulfill my erotic fantasies about her.
I've become so pent up with sexual tension lately that I've found myself making lists in
my head, noting all the things I'd like to do with the lovely human if she ever decides to
let me into her bed.

It's practically torture not to escalate our tryst when | know how close | am to making
those dreams a reality, yet at the same time I'm overjoyed to simply have Ella in my
arms this way. Her lips are completely addictive, and | could happily spend hours tasting
her this way. Ella, on the other hand, seems more impatient. She gradually drags her
lips from mine and trails them across my jaw and down my neck, her nimble fingers
busying themselves with undoing the buttons on my shirt.

When | realize what she intends | catch her slender wrists. “Take it easy, gorgeous.” |
advise, worried she’ll regret this if | let it continue. “We’re not even home yet.”

Ella grumbles wordlessly, continuing to lick and nibble her way over my body even as |
hold her hands captive. The next thing | know, her little teeth are sinking into my pec —
not a nibble or a nip, but a true bite. It seems my sweet human didn’t care for being
refused, and she’s reacting like any she-wolf who's mate isn't giving her what she needs.
| fist one of my large hands in the silky strands of her hair, pulling her off of me before |
lose control completely. It takes all my willpower not to throw her onto the seat and claim



her once and for all, but somehow | manage. “Fuck, you can’t do that, Ella.” | grit out.

“Why not?” | look down at her, catching sight of an indignant pout so adorable | have to
kiss her again.

“Because only mates bite one another.” | sigh when we part. “It's incredibly intimate, it
carries meanings you don’'t understand.”

“So explain.” She counters, her brow crinkling in confusion.

Huffing out a laugh, | loosen my hold on her long hair, stroking my fingers through the
tresses. “I can't. It's a wolf thing. It's part of our bond, there’s magic that passes between
two partners.” | continue. “And you biting me is like an open invitation for my wolf to
claim you. It isn’t easy to hold him back.”

| don’t tell her that this shouldn’t be the case. A simple bite from any random woman
certainly wouldn’t tempt my wolf, even a bite from a lover wouldn’t tempt him unless he
wanted to claim her anyway. But Ella doesn’t know that and | don’t want to overwhelm
her. Still, my words have the intended affect, the idea of my wolf claiming her sobers Ella
more quickly than anything else, and the tension between us lowers to a simmer.

| carefully extract the sweet bundle from my lap, placing her on the seat beside me. The
fog of lust is still covering her eyes, but | can see her slowly coming down from the
endorphin high. Her pulse isn't racing so fast anymore, and | settle my palm on her belly,
feeling our pup. He's awake and giving off pulses of happy contentment, no doubt
pleased to have us both near. | tenderly stroke Ella’s stomach, still reveling in our baby’s
elusive consciousness. “The pup’s influence is strong — you're acting more like a wolf
every day.” | observe.

“I'm sorry.” Ella finally confesses, looking truly lost now. “Not just for the bite... for all of
it. 1 don’t know what came over me.”

“You don’t have to apologize.” | answer. “I like kissing you.”

“But it’'s not...” She shakes her head. “I don’t want that.” Ella insists, gazing up at me.
“Thank you for stopping me, | don't... I've never lost control that way. | made such a fuss
about us not blurring the lines of our relationship and then | threw myself at you like
that... | really don’t know how it happened.”

I do. I think with amusement. | should have expected as much given Ella’s mischievous
streak and the way she’s been playfully testing me from the beginning, as well as the
times she’s very seriously pushed back at my authority. She needs a firm hand, she
craves the kind of care only a strong mate can provide — and it doesn’t matter one bit
that she’s human.



“It's okay.” | repeat, “And | will always do what | can to make sure we don’t get carried
away.” One huge exception looms in my mind’s eye, and after tonight, | know | can’t put
it off any longer. “But Ella, | really do need to warn you about the wild hunt.”

“How so?” She asks.

“The wild hunt event happens on the second to last night of the festival. It's a tradition
where male wolves hunt,” I'm careful to put this word in air quotes, just in case she
misunderstands, “their mates in the forest.”

“I know.” She breathes. “Aileen told me all about it. She said | would have to start the
hunt, but it was okay that | couldn’t shift because I'd enter the forest in human form

anyway.”

“Yes.” | confirm, wondering if my beta’s wife told her the rest. “And | assume you know
what happens when the she-wolves are caught.”

Ella flushes scarlet. “Aileen said you celebrate by ‘making new wolves'.” As
embarrassed as she seems to be saying these words, the darling human doesn’t seem
to be taking it seriously. | understand why she might not think there’s anything to worry
about in our case, but unfortunately that isn’t the reality.

“Right.” | agree again. “But you have to understand that | will be shifted by the time |
reach you. My wolf will be in control, and he’s not as gentle or patient as | am.”

“But you'll shift back, won't you?” She inquires, sounding suddenly anxious.

“Yes, but he'll still be at the forefront, and we’ll have been on the hunt.” | wonder if she
comprehends all the implications of this, then realize she can’t possibly. Only a shifter
could understand. | know | have to be more direct. “That night brings the dawning of the
Solstice, when our magic is strongest. Our wolves will be closer to the surface that day
than they are almost any other day of the year. | won’t be myself, | won't be able to hold
myself back without help from you. My wolf will see the mother of our pup and want to
carry out the ritual — to make love to you. If you encourage me, | won't be able to stop
myself.”

“So | won't encourage you.” Ella answers, as if the solution is truly that simple.
“It might be harder than you think.” I warn. “The pup is changing your behavior already,
and the event is very heated from the beginning. We can't let what happened tonight

happen at the hunt.”

Ella grimaces, “Okay.” She nods gravely, clearly taking the matter very seriously.



“There’s one more thing.” | add, my mouth forming a hard line.
“Yes?” She prompts me.

“Once I've caught up to you, you have to stop running.” | state, hoping the baby’s
influence isn’t strong enough to make her do this. A true she wolf wouldn'’t give up until
her mate actually pinned her to the ground, but if it gets that far | don’t think I'll be able to
hold myself back. “If you keep going it will send my prey drive into override and | will
chase you down... It would be a different kind of encouragement, but every bit as
dangerous. So whatever you do — don’t run.”

Ella gulps, “l promise.”

I'm relieved to have this conversation out of the way, to know we’re on the same page.
And yet, | saw how curious Ella became tonight about our ways, and | can see the same
curiosity in her now. | just have to hope that curiosity isn’t so strong that she decides to
test me on the night of the hunt. If she does — we’ll both be in big trouble.



Chapter 53 - Yuletide Feast
Ella

“You look radiant.” Sinclair’s father is beaming up at me from his wheelchair, “how’s my
grandbaby treating you?”

“Oh he’s certainly making his presence known.” | laugh, sliding my arms into the sleeves
of my coat. Sinclair is holding the garment up for me, then straightens it around my
shoulders as if worried | won’t be warm enough. He’s been particularly on edge tonight,
and though | understand his agitation, I’'m beginning to tire of being treated like a china
doll. “Stop fussing, Dominic, I'm fine.”

“I'm still not sure this is a good idea.” He grumbles. “Your blood pressure was much too
high this afternoon and you didn’t get nearly enough rest.”

“You're the one who keeps telling me how important these events are.” | remind him.
“And | feel perfectly well.”

He’s still muttering to himself, and Henry chuckles, “You're fighting a losing battle, my
dear. There won't be any reasoning with him — | was the same way when his mother was
breeding and we weren’t campaigning.”

“It's too much stress.” Sinclair agrees. “All the media and the royal family, on top of the
crowds.”

“Not to mention your brother.” Henry adds darkly. It's true that this is the first time I'm
going to be encountering all of these people together, but it's also far from the last. The
Yuletide Feast is only the third night of the festival, and we still have four more high
profile events to get through before we can relax. Even then it will only be a temporary
reprieve — we still have the rest of the campaign to get through.

“I'll be fine.” | insist. “You don’t have to coddle me.”

Both men raise their eyebrows, as if to say that this isn’t my decision and | absolutely do
need to be coddled. Sure enough, Sinclair shakes his head and overrules me. “We'll
come home at the first sign you feel overwhelmed — and that isn’t up for debate.”

I turn away, rolling my eyes when I'm confident they can’t see my face. However as |
begin to step towards the door, Sinclair pulls me back against his chest. The big Alpha
lowers his lips to my ear, his deep voice like rough velvet. “I saw that, trouble.”

My stomach swoops with excitement and apprehension, and | try to make my voice
sound stronger than | feel. “And?” | challenge him. “I'm not scared of you.”



A low chuckle vibrates in his chest, and | feel very overheated all of a sudden. “Liar.”
Sinclair croons, petting me affectionately.

I’'m only too aware that his father is only a few feet behind us and can hear every word. |
feel my cheeks flush with color, but the elder alpha doesn’'t seem embarrassed at all.

“Alright you two, we’re going to be late.”

We pile out the door and into the back of the limo, Sinclair effortlessly lifting his father
into the seat and stowing his wheelchair in the trunk before joining us. I'm deeply curious
to know more about Henry’s relationship with Roger, especially given the way he warned
us about his presence. “Do you see Roger often?” | inquire shyly.

Dark clouds seem to pass over the older man'’s features. “No, I'm afraid my son has
never forgiven me for naming Dominic my heir.”

“I'm sorry, | shouldn’t have asked.” | apologize, realizing how personal the question was.

“Nonsense, you're family now.” Henry assures me, looking pensive. “I love my son as
any father should,” he shares thoughtfully,

“and when you welcome your pup you'll learn firsthand that children don't always
appreciate what's best for them. Roger would not have made a good Alpha, and | had to
do what was best for the pack as well as him. Neither would have thrived under his
leadership, and | haven't ever regretted passing the role to Dominic one bit. | just wish it
had been possible to do the right thing without sewing so much discord in my family.”

“Roger hated me long before you named me as your heir.” Sinclair interjects, and | can
see his protective side coming out in response to his father's sadness. “He’s been after
me ever since Mom died, and becoming Alpha wouldn’t have helped our relationship at
all. If anything it would have created more problems. He would have mismanaged things
and | would have been compelled to challenge him. You did the right thing.”

“Oh | know,” Henry reaches over to pat Sinclair's shoulder, “I just can’t help thinking that
there might have been a better way, | could have handled it differently, including losing
your mother.”

“Everything is easy in hindsight.” | offer gently. “And grief blinds us all, there is no right
way to handle it. Besides, it sounds like these cards were already on the table from the
start. I'm sure you did the best you could — and that’s all any of us can hope for.”

“Thank you Ella.” Henry proclaims, managing a dim smile. “I appreciate that.”

We continue to the fair in peaceful silence, and | find myself staring out the window at all



the lavish decorations which were put up around the city yesterday. | was too
preoccupied fighting with Sinclair to notice when we departed the festival, but the old
town has truly been transformed for the holiday. Lights, greenery, ice sculptures and
ornaments abound, glittering almost too brightly against the stark white mounds of fresh
SNow.

The feast is happening against the backdrop of the Midwinter Fair, and though | wish we
had time to explore the carnival, when we arrive reporters and photographers are
clamoring around us the moment we exit the car. Sinclair growls at them in warning
when they edge too close to me, and though they back off, they remain persistent in
their demands for questions and photos. So we head straight to the feast, eager to cross
the velvet ropes that will block the clamoring media from the main party.

We have to greet the royal family first, bowing and curtseying to the King, Queen and
Prince and making polite conversation — at least, as polite as one can be with political
opponents. Afterwards we move to our assigned places at the head table, relieved to
have the tense interaction resolved.

Sinclair pulls out my chair, but | can’t bring myself to sit down. “Oh no,” | gulp, holding
my breath when | see a large platter of grilled fish on the table. “Is that fish?”

Sinclair follows my gaze, quickly growling at a waiter. “Can you remove the fish,
please?”

“Remove it?” The man blinks, looking back and forth between us. I've got my hand over
my mouth, and my face is probably very pale from holding my breath. I'm about to break,
needing air but knowing the scent will be terrible.

“Yes, the smell makes Ella sick.” Sinclair explains, getting impatient with the man’s
slowness on the uptake. “Get it out of here, can’t you see what it's doing to her?”

It's too late, at that moment | lower my hand, heaving in a gasp of much needed oxygen,
and feeling my stomach turn in the very same second. | shake my head, knowing I've
probably turned green and whimpering when | feel my gag reflex engage. | take off for
the restrooms, knowing if | stay I'll be sick all over the beautiful table.

| can hear Sinclair coming after me, but | race into the bathroom just as another woman
is exiting. | can barely hear their confrontation over the sounds of my own retching, but

when Sinclair doesn’t enter | know the stranger must have insisted he not set foot in the
lady’s room. Propriety must have won out, but | don’t mind — | hate being sick in front of
people, especially handsome men who give me butterflies.

The door opens just as a second wave of nausea overtakes me, and | hear high heels
clicking across the floor. “Oh you poor dear.” A feminine voice sounds behind me, and



gentle hands pull the hair back from my face. “There, that's better.”

“Thank you.” | croak, miserable beyond words.

“Nonsense,” My savior replies. “We she-wolves have to stick together.”

“Well | appreciate it.” | repeat, looking up for the first time. The other woman is beautiful,
with short dark hair and bright blue eyes. She’s elegant and sophisticated in a way I'll
never be, and | feel a twinge of shame. | bet this stranger has never done anything as
unseemly as vomiting in public — pregnant or not.

“This is your first pup.” She observes kindly, “They’re always the hardest.”

“Do you have any?” | ask, moving towards the sink to rinse out my mouth.

“No,” She frowns, a dark look crossing her features. “I haven't been so blessed.”

“Oh I'm sorry, it was insensitive of me.” | realize, flushing with embarrassment.

“Don’t worry about it.” She gives me a long, lingering look full of unspoken emaotion.
“You're very lucky, you know.” She murmurs meaningfully, then turns and leaves without
another word. | can't help feeling as though I've missed something important. It's only

after she’s gone that | realize | never even asked her name.

When | return to the feast, Sinclair stands to greet me, reaching for my waist. “Are you
alright?”

“Yes,” | try to summon a smile, “as long as the fish is gone.”
“Do you want to leave?” He asks, stroking my cheek.

| shrug, leaning into his warmth and pressing my face to the curve of his neck. He smells
S0 good, it's almost enough to make me forget about being ill. His arms come around me
reflexively, and | can hear him breathing in my own scent. However rather than purring
or humming with contentment like he usually does, his body goes completely stiff. He
pulls away from me slightly, his brow furrowing in confusion as he searches my features.

“What's wrong?” | ask, feeling uneasy. He’s looking at me as if I've grown a second
head, and | don't like it one bit.

“You smell like my ex-wife.” Sinclair grits out, his wolf suddenly glowing in his eyes. “You
smell like Lydia.”



Chapter 54 - Lydia’s Return
Ella

It takes me a minute to understand what must be happening. The only woman I've been
near tonight, is the stranger in the restroom. So if | smell like Lydia... that must have
been her. It's no wonder she seemed so mysterious and sad. | feel for her immensely. |
know what it’s like to try for years on end to get pregnant with a partner, only for them to
succeed with someone else.

Of course, Sinclair didn’t do to her what Mike did to me, they’d been in their struggle
together— but it must still hurt. In fact, my pregnancy probably proves the problems they
had conceiving were with her, which is devastating for any hopeful mother.

“There was a woman in the restroom.” | tell Sinclair hesitantly. “She helped me, held
back my hair.”

“What did she look like?” He demands urgently.

“Dark hair, blue eyes, tall and willowy.” In fact she was my opposite in just about every
way, right down to her perfectly manicured nails and custom designer shoes.

Before | can say any more, Sinclair turns and disappears into the crowd, scanning the
feast for signs of his ex. My heatrt falls, faster and harder than | could have believed
possible. | can’'t believe how painful it is to see him running after her this way, obviously
desperate to find her. One mention of Lydia and | might as well not exist. | feel like
crumpling in on myself, though | don’t have any right to feel jilted. I've known the score
from the beginning — Sinclair never pretended otherwise. So why does it hurt so much?

“You should get off your feet.” Henry says kindly, urging me to take my seat. “You still
look very pale.” | follow his gesture obediently, not sure how much longer my legs will
support me. Sinclair is out of sight now, no doubt chasing down his true mate to
convince her to come back to him. | can’'t seem to conjure up any words or coherent
thoughts, I'm slowly being crushed beneath the weight of my disappointment.

I’'m cursing myself for being so silly, for getting my hopes up when | knew better. It's
obvious now I've been lying to myself about my feelings for Sinclair, or this wouldn’t be
S0 agonizing. At the same time, It's irrefutable proof that | was right not to get involved
with him. | was right to try and protect myself — even though | failed. | can’t imagine how
much worse this would be if I'd actually started a relationship with him.

Stop this, the little voice in my head scolds. You're overreacting, he just went after her,
you have no idea what he’s thinking.

You're assuming the worst because you expect to be let down.



| expect it with good reason. | reply bitterly. | learned the hard way, remember?
Sinclair is different. She insists. He’s special and he cares about you.

He cares about the pup. | correct her. He’s protective of me for its sake and he might be
grateful to me for carrying it, but I'll never be a she-wolf. I'll never be in his league and
we both know it.

That's your insecurity talking, not your brain. Think of the way he compliments you!
You're more than just a surrogate to him. She presses.

And the moment | deliver this baby, | guarantee I'll cease to warrant his attention. |
predict grimly. Just you wait and see.

Before my conscience can reply there’'s movement in my periphery, and a new voice
joins the conversation.

“I tried to warn you.” Roger appears as if from nowhere, but he obviously saw what
happened. “I told you she would always come first to Dominic.”

“Roger, that isn't fair.” Henry rumbles beside me, giving his eldest son a disapproving
glare.

“Oh hello, Father.” Roger quips, turning his attention to the former Alpha. “It's been too
long — I'm surprised you still remember my name.”

“That’s your own doing.” Henry answers fiercely. “I still call you every week though you
never pick up the phone. I'd be thrilled to see you any time you like.”

| feel a rush of sympathy for Sinclair’s father. | might not be a parent yet, but | know that |
already love my baby more than | thought possible. | hate to think of how badly being
rejected by him would sting — no matter how old he gets. Most parents would probably
give up after a while, to save themselves the pain if nothing else. It speaks volumes that
Henry has never stopped trying to be in his son’s life, and I'm glad that Sinclair learned
how to be a father from him. | might not ever have my feelings for Sinclair returned, but |
know my baby will always have his father’s love and protection. That’s certainly more
than | could have said for Mike, and more than many women get from their partners.

However Roger clearly doesn’t feel any sense of gratitude for his father’s dedication.
Instead he turns his nose up in disgust,

“You clearly let that injury steal your dignity as well as your mobility. No true Alpha would
shamelessly chase after someone who clearly didn’t want to be around them.”



“No true father would let a bitter child push him away without a fight either.” Henry growls
back, showing a glimmer of his former strength. “Like it or not, | will always be there for
you — even and especially when you don’t want me to be.”

“That’s called smothering.” Roger complains, curling his lip.

“It's called parenting.” Henry counters coolly. “And if | didn’t teach you that well enough
then I'm relieved you don’t have pups of your own.”

“Please don't fight.” | cut in. | hate disagreements, especially between men. That's
another lesson | learned the hard way — men are dangerous when they lose their
tempers. In fact, it's amazing that I'm not more frightened of Sinclair's temper— given
how intimidating he is. Maybe it's because he’s always so in control, but somehow |
know in my heart that he wouldn't ever raise a hand against me. The more | think about
it, the more | realize that | can’t recall ever trusting anyone the way | trust Sinclair. That
must be the pup’s influence too, he's bonded with Sinclair and knows he isn't a threat, so
| don't fear him either.

“I'm sorry, Ella.” Henry proclaims swiftly. “You're right, it's the holidays, we shouldn’t be
arguing like this, especially not in front of you.”

“I'm sorry too.” Roger concedes, though he doesn’t sound it. “I simply thought you might
need a friendly ear, what with Dom taking off on you.”

“He didn’t take off, he simply went to investigate.” Henry sighs, sounding as though he’'d
like to scold his son some more and is holding back for my sake.

“Investigate what?” Roger scoffs. “He knows it was Lydia in the restroom with Ella, and
he knows she wouldn’t be here if she wasn't still interested in him. If he went after her,
it's because he wants to see her. He chose her over Ella, just like he always will.”

Henry, who doesn’t have the first clue that Dominic and | aren’t really mates, looks
outraged in my honor. “Why in the Goddess’s name would you say such a thing?”

“Because it's true.” Roger states simply. “I'm not going to lie to Ella like the rest of you.
Dominic and Lydia are fated, their bond is more powerful than anything they’ll ever share
with another.”

Henry shakes his head. “Then why did she leave? Why did Dominic let her go?”
“Because she thought he couldn’t give her children and he believed it too, he wanted

better for her so he didn’t go after her. But now it's clear he can father pups, they can try
again.” Roger surmises, gesturing to my middle.



“They weren't right for each other.” Henry argues. “And though you don’t want to hear it,
she wasn't right for you either.”

“We were in love — every bit as in love as Ella and Dominic, but as soon as their bond
kicked in, none of that mattered.” Roger reminds the other man. “The Goddess doesn’t
make mistakes.”

| want to protest, to correct him and attest that Sinclair and | aren’t in love, or tell Henry
that he doesn’t have to defend me this way. | want to scream that it's all just a sham for
the campaign — just to make them stop talking about it. It's no longer the disagreement |
mind, | just can’t stand to be reminded of how little | mean to Sinclair over and over like
this.

| can see that Roger is biased, but | also feel for him. He lost his mother, he grew up in
his younger brother’'s shadow and lost his birthright and his chosen mate to him. He was
clearly scarred by those experiences, and part of me agrees that Dominic shouldn’t have
gotten involved with his brother's ex — fated or not. Maybe Roger is trying to manipulate
me, or maybe he really is trying to help — either way, he isn’t lying. Lydia and Sinclair are
bonded in a way | will never be with any man — least of all the father of my child.

Before anyone can say another word, | turn on my heel and walk out.



Chapter 55 - Sinclair Catches Up with His Ex

Sinclair

It doesn’t take me long to catch up with Lydia. Once | caught her scent on Ella, it was
easy to track her through the fair. | leave the feast pavilion and set off into the twinkling
lights, finally spotting her in front of one of the food stalls near the snow maze.

She’s standing in line for mulled wine, and she looks exactly like she did the last time |
saw her.

| wait for the familiar tug on my heartstrings, for our bond to trigger my wolf — to hear him
chanting mine in my head the way he does with Ella. But it never comes. | don't feel
compelled to claim her, or even to approach her. If it weren't for the fact that she’d been
sniffing around Ella and my pup, | wouldn’t even consider going near her. I'm amazed to
realize that — after all this time —

I'm finally free of her influence. I’'m finally over her, and she no longer holds any power
over me.

When did that happen? | wonder. The last time | saw her was over a year ago, and
though | hadn't felt anything like affection for her, my wolf had still recognized our mate
just like always. There was chemistry between us even though I'd wanted nothing to do
with her. Then again, maybe the fact that | felt so much animosity for her then was
evidence of lingering feelings. | can honestly say | feel nothing for her now, and that
seems much more final than when | still held our past against her.

Taking a steadying breath, | approach. Lydia turns to face me when I'm still a few paces
away, and she gasps in surprise.

“Dominic!”

| feel my hackles raise instinctively. | don’t believe her show of surprise for one moment.
She obviously knew | was here because she helped Ella in the bathroom, and my scent
was all over the little human. In fact, knowing Lydia, she’d probably approached Ella in
order to engineer this exact situation. I'm annoyed with myself for playing into her hands
— but | also couldn’t do otherwise.

A jealous female is a threat to a breeding she-wolf, especially when the title of Luna is
on the line.

“What are you doing here, Lydia?” | demand coolly, not bothering to greet her.

“Oh come now, Dominic, is that any way to greet your mate?” Lydia smiles, batting her
lashes.



“Don’t do that,” | growl. “We haven’t been mates for a long time now, and | know you
approached Ella — what are you up to?”

“We might not be married anymore but we’'ll always be mates, whether you like it or not.”
She reminds me, her smile dimming but not disappearing. “And | was curious. | heard
you found a new Luna and | wanted to see my replacement for myself.”

“Ella isn’t your replacement.” | bite back, “She’s nothing to do with you at all.”

“She is a pretty little thing, I'll give you that.” Lydia sneers in return, flashing her fangs.
“But she seems awfully meek for your taste. | thought you liked strong she-wolves, not
frail damsels who are afraid of their own shadows.”

“I'm not going to talk to you about my mate, or dignify your comments with a response.” |
declare icily. “Where’s your new husband anyway, surely you didn’t come all this way
alone?”

“Oh, Sloan is back in the Bloodbane pack. He doesn't like to travel.” She answers
boredly.

“Does he know you're here?” | inquire, wondering if things are sour enough between
them that he doesn’t care, or if she’s sneaking around behind his back. | don’t know an
Alpha alive who would allow his Luna to go visit her ex alone, even if they were in an
unhappy relationship — it would look too bad for his reputation.

“He knows what he needs to know and no more.” She answers archly, confirming my
suspicions.

“You can't honestly tell me you were willing to go to all this trouble just to get a look at
Ella.” | counter. “What are you up to?”

She laughs humorlessly. “I guess the damsel act works, you were never this protective
of me.”

“Of course | was.” | hiss. “I loved you with all my heart — even after | realized you only
married me for my title.”

Lydia pretends to look offended. “How can you say that, we were fated.”

“Fate didn’t matter to you until after my father named me his heir.” | recall, “remind me,
how many years did you stay with Roger after figuring out | was your true mate? And
how long did it take you to leave him after realizing he’'d never be Alpha?” | don’'t need
her to answer me. | know the dates like the back of my hand. Roger never realized it, but



our bond presented itself when | was just sixteen — two years before my father named
me his successor. Lydia broke my brother’s heart the very next day. | knew it then, but |
was young and foolish. My wolf had been pining after my mate for so long then that |
would have done anything to be with her. | couldn’t see her for the scheming social
climber she is — but | do now.

“You're right.” She simpers. “l wasted too many years on him hoping to become Luna. |
should have listened to my wolf from the beginning. Maybe if I'd gone to you when the
bond first appeared we would have had children and we could have avoided all this
drama.”

“Or maybe we'd be in exactly the same place we are now.” | counter. | wish | could tell
her how easy it had been for Ella to conceive with me. That even after the damage Mike
did to her ovaries, one simple insemination had done the trick when years of trying
hadn’t gotten Lydia and | anywhere. | might point it out if | didn’t think it was so cruel. For
all her faults, Lydia had always wanted pups, and | know better than anyone how much it
hurt her not to conceive.

“No.” She frowns. “I obviously gave up on you too quickly. | blamed you for our fertility
struggles but | was wrong. | think we deserve another chance.”

Oh. Of course, now it all makes sense. She’s back because she knows I'm not sterile,
but she still can’t conceive with her husband. “Go home, Lydia.” | grit out. “Go back to
your husband. You're still young. It wasn’t in the cards for us, but it obviously can be with
other people. Ella proves that.”

“You know she’s not strong enough to be your Luna.” Lydia whispers in an undertone,
looking up at me from beneath her lashes.

“Keep her as a plaything if you like, but don’t put her in charge. If you care about her you
wouldn’t subject her to that pressure.

Let me come back, we can keep trying and if it doesn’t work I'll even adopt her pup as
my own.”

It takes all my willpower not to reel back in shock. | always knew Lydia was calculating
and power-hungry, but | didn’t think she’d go to this length. | don’t even believe this is all
about Ella — except that Ella finally gave the Alpha counsel and the allied packs enough
confidence in my ability as King to get me elected. Is Lydia here because she thinks |
can give her a child after all, or because | might be king after all? Maybe it's both — but
either way, she isn't here for me.

Ella isn’t here for me either, but her dedication to our baby is undeniable. | know she’'d
do anything for our child, and I've never seen that kind of emotion in Lydia. Ella has



more love in her little finger than Lydia does in her entire body, and that’s the mother |
want for my son.

“You're out of your mind.” | tell her bleakly. “You can’'t honestly believe | would ever take
you back after you walked out on me.

You're the reason | might lose this campaign, and that puts the entire realm at risk. You
should have stayed for that duty alone.”

“l wanted more than duty, Dominic.” She argues, puffing out her lips into a pout. “Is that
so wrong?”

“You wanted power.” | correct. “You've always wanted power, but never the
responsibility that comes along with it.”

“You're wrong.” She insists. “And I'm going to prove it to you, I'm going to win you back,
Dom!”

“You're not, because I'm happier with Ella than I've ever been.” I'm amazed to realize I'm
telling the truth. We’'re not even together, but | feel like I've finally found the partner I've
been looking for in life. Even if nothing ever happens between us, | know we’ll be good
parents together, and lifelong friends to boot. | might wish we could be more, but I'm
satisfied just having Ella in my life. As I think this, | turn away from Lydia, wondering why
| ever let her drag me away from my heart’s true desire.

“I’'m not going to leave, Dominic.” Lydia says to my back, and | can hear other shifters
murmuring around us. Our conversation is clearly private no longer, and | regret coming
after her. “I'm not going to give up on you.”

“I've made my decision, Lydia.” | counter, turning away again. “Deal with it.”

My good mood only lasts until | get back to the feast table, where | find my father and no
sign whatsoever of my little troublemaker. “Where's Ella?”

My father sighs, looking tired and forlorn. “She left.”



Chapter 56 - Ella Gets Her Hopes Up.

Sinclair
| stare at my father, not comprehending his words. “What do you mean she left?”

“Well you took off and your brother came along and started whispering in her ear about
Lydia and picking arguments with me.”

Dad explains pointedly. “I wasn't surprised when Ella walked away — the poor thing
clearly doesn't like conflict. | thought maybe she’d just gone back to the restroom, but
she hasn’t come back and | haven't seen hide nor hair of her since.”

“Damnit.” | swear, dragging a hand through my hair and looking around. | don’t see the
guards | specially assigned to her, and | can only hope that they’re with her — not
searching for her too.

“What were you thinking, running off that way?” My father scolds.

“I had to make sure Lydia wasn’t a threat to her or the pup.” | grit out, wondering just
how much damage my impulsivity has done. Between leaving Ella alone, publicly
arguing with Lydia and now preparing to walk out before the feast has truly kicked off, it's
entirely possible that I've hurt my campaign — not to mention the mother of my pup.

“l understand that but you must know how that looked to Ella.” My father sighs. “And
Roger didn't help.”

“What did he say to her?” | demand, more harshly than | intended.

“About what you'd expect.” Dad grimaces. “That Lydia came back to try to mend bridges
and you would dump Ella in a heartbeat to get back together with your fated mate.”

A low growl tears through my chest, and I've half a mind to go track down my
treacherous brother and make him eat his words.

However my wolf won't allow that. He's demanding we see to Ella first — her welfare is
more important than punishing Roger.

I make my excuses to the King and Queen, using Ella’s iliness as an excuse. No one
could fault me for caring for my breeding mate rather than furthering my campaign, and
Dad and | return to the limo without much objection. The driver confirms he took Ella
home a little while ago, but | won’t relax until | can talk with her.

When | get home, my rooms are empty, and | know it's a bad sign if Ella is sleeping in
her own bed. She only ever does this if she’s unhappy with me or — Goddess forbid, in



need of privacy to relieve our sexual tension. Still, after the night we've had | doubt
there’'s much danger of the latter, so | make my way to her rooms without hesitation.

| enter without knocking, finding Ella curled beneath her covers but wide awake. She sits
up when | enter, her golden eyes wide.

“You're home already?”

“You didn't think I'd stay after you left, did you?” | inquire, coming to sit on the edge of
her mattress.

“I don’t know.” She shrugs. “l wasn’t sure you'd notice | was gone.” She winces almost
as soon as the words are out of her mouth. “I'm sorry, | didn’t mean that — | sound like a
spoiled child.”

“Don’t apologize.” | admonish, “not for sharing your feelings.”

“But they’re so petty.” She whispers, flushing bright red.

“You're allowed to be petty every now and then.” | tease, brushing the hair back from her
face. “it's the least | can offer when you're giving me a baby. What you're not allowed —
is to run off without telling anyone where you’re going.” | continue sternly.

Ella peeks up at me from beneath her lashes. It's amazing how different she and Lydia
can seem even when wearing the same expression. Lydia had adopted this look to try
and manipulate me, but Ella’s shyness is entirely genuine. “You asked me if | wanted to
leave, but then you disappeared before | could answer.”

“Uh-huh,” I hum, sliding my hand around to her nape. | close my hand around the back
of her neck, massaging her tense muscles with my thumb. “You don’t really think I'm

going to let you get away with that, do you?”

“l took the guards with me!” Ella protests, clearly knowing she was in the wrong, but
attempting to push her luck. “I didn’t break any rules!”

“But you didn’t tell anyone where you went.” | reply. “My father was really worried about
you, and so was |.”

“Oh.” She frowns, looking truly guilt-stricken. “I'm sorry, that’s not what | wanted.”
“What did you want?” | press, encouraging her to lean her weight against me.

“] just wanted to get out of there.” Ella murmurs, leaning her head against my shoulder.



“Is that really all? You weren’t angry at me? Trying to punish me for leaving you alone?” |
suggest, trailing my hand up and down the curve of her spine.

“Not consciously.” Ella reasons, “I just felt overwhelmed, you were gone and Roger and
your Dad were arguing, | didn’t know what else to do.”

“And | suppose it didn’t have anything to do with the things Roger said to you about
Lydia?” I inquire.

“He didn't tell me anything that wasn't true.” Ella remarks, repeating a sentiment very
close to the one she’d shared the first time Roger sought her out. | hadn’t cared for her
acceptance of his warnings then, and | certainly don’t now, given everything that's
happened between us.

“Oh yeah, like what?" | probe, overflowing with suspicion.

“That you two are fated and I'll never have that bond with you. He’s not wrong.” She
answers blithely. Despite her casual tone, | can see the tension behind her eyes.
Perhaps it truly doesn’t bother her but she understands he was out of line, or maybe she
cares more than she’s letting on. Is it terrible of me to hope for the latter? To hope she’s
sad about this painful truth?

“We've talked about this once before, he shouldn’t be saying those things to you — he
was trying to be hurtful.” | clarify, wishing | hadn’t been so thoughtless as to leave her
alone and vulnerable to his interference.

“Or maybe he was just hurt.” Ella suggests, using a tone | haven't heard before.
“What do you mean?” | ask.

Ella pulls away from me, though not by much. “Look, | don’t want to get in between you
two, and | know you're right. He lashes out at everything and everyone... but he does it
the way a wounded animal does... | can’t help but feel sorry for him.”

My mind reels and | try to keep my wolf calm. Ella sympathizing with Roger bothers me
more than I'd like to admit. | love that she has such a big heart, but she doesn’t know
even a fraction of his misdeeds, let alone what | suspect about his recent scheming. |
guarantee she wouldn't be feeling sorry for him if she knew he might be behind her
attack, or helping the Prince to keep me from winning the throne.

Ella leans closer to me when she feels my muscles tense, and damned if it isn’t
effective. It's very difficult for me to stay in a bad mood when her soft curves are pressed
up against me. “He hasn't gotten what he wanted out of life and he might be wrong to
blame others for his misfortunes... but | know what it’s like to be denied that way.” She



continues, clearly feeling the need to explain herself.

At once | understand what Ella means. She sees something of herself in Roger, though
she fails to grasp the core differences between them. Roger has let his misfortunes twist
and corrupt him into a wolf without integrity or morals, whereas Ella has stayed pure of
heart no matter what challenges she faced — and | guarantee they were considerably
greater than my brother’s.

“You did once, not anymore.” | correct fiercely, taking her chin and forcing her to hold my
gaze. “From here on out you're going to get what you want, Ella. | won't see the mother
of my pup denied happiness.”

Adorably, Ella places her hands over her ears, as if she might block out the sound of my
voice. “Don’t! Please don't.” She pleads.

“l don’t want to get my hopes up, it will just hurt all the more when they fall through.”

At once I'm furious with a world that has conditioned her to think this way. | wish | could
go back in time and find her when she was a young girl, to take her under my wing and
protect her from the cruelties she’s faced. | know she wouldn’t be the same woman
today without them, but I still wish | could spare her the pain.

“Listen to me very carefully, Ella.” | instruct, staring into the brilliant pools of her golden
eyes, “I'm going to do whatever | can to ensure your hopes aren’t ever dashed again. |
can’t promise you'll never be disappointed, but you have my word that if it's in my power
to give you what you want, you'll have it.”

“l don't trust this.” Ella confesses, not meeting my gaze. “It sounds too good to be true.”
She slowly raises her eyes to mine, taking a deep breath as she summons her courage.

“You sound too good to be true.”

“Then | guess I'll just have to prove myself to you, won’t I?” | grin, grazing my knuckles
over her cheek.

She shakes her head. “I don’'t need you to be anything more than you already are, just
please don't tell me to wish for the moon when | can’t even reach the sky.”

“That’s because you've been reaching on your own all this time.” | inform her gently. “It
doesn't have to be that way.”

“No?” Ella questions, her eyes shuttering. “Then maybe you'd like to tell me what Lydia
had to say when you found her?”

Too late | realize | pushed too hard, | promised too much, and Ella is calling me on it. |



need to make a decision and fast. Do | tell her the truth and make her fear for our future
with our baby, or do | shield her from Lydia’s intentions and protect her peace of mind?



Chapter 57 - Sinclair Makes Progress
Ella

I’'m holding my breath for the second time this evening, though this time it isn’'t to save
myself from any bad smells or illness.

Now I'm waiting to see if Sinclair will be honest with me about his ex-wife, or if he’ll let
me down again with another lie. In truth I'm expecting him to disappoint me, though |
don’t believe he has bad intentions. On the contrary, | think he’s much too determined to
protect me — but he’s very mistaken if he thinks keeping me in the dark is going to make
me safer. If anything it will put me more at risk. | don’t want to be blindsided again, and
after what happened with Mike | feel especially sensitive about dishonesty — however
well intentioned.

He sighs, and drops his hands from my face. His green eyes bore into me, and a muscle
flutters in his cheek, betraying his agitation over the evening’s events. “Roger wasn't
entirely wrong. Lydia is back because she wants us to try again.”

For a moment I'm so surprised he actually admitted this that | can’t speak. At the same
time, my heart sinks and swells. It hurts me to know this information, but I'm touched and
impressed that Sinclair confided in me. He really does seem to be trying to do better and
communicate more, and | appreciate it immensely. As | work through my conflicting
feelings | gradually wrap my mind around his words. “Try again.” | repeat. “For a baby, or
as mates?”

“Both.” Sinclair answers simply, shaking his head. “But it’s not going to happen.”
| blink, “Why not?”

“There’s a reason | didn’t go after Lydia when she left.” Sinclair growls, a dark look
overtaking his features. “She might have walked out, but our marriage was over for a
long time by then.”

“But | thought...” I trail off, remembering Sinclair and Roger’s conflicting statements
about mates. Roger made it sound like fated couples shared a love deeper than any
ocean and no chosen bond could ever compete, but Sinclair described things differently.

He said that he and Lydia hadn’t been good for one another, that some chosen couples
were happier than fated ones. “You're fated,” | finally continue, wondering if I'm asking
this because | believe it, or because I'm afraid of the possibility. “Don’t you love her?”

The corner of his mouth twitches up into a sad smile, and for a moment | can imagine
the boy he once was. | can imagine a young Sinclair diving headfirst into love without
any fear at all — driven by his strength and innate confidence. Now he looks as though



he learned his lesson the hard way, and though some bitterness remains, there’s also
acceptance.

“Sometimes | think the Goddess fates some couples because they have to go through
the experience in order to become the person they're destined to be, not because she
intends them to stay together forever, or even that they're well suited to each other.”
Sinclair explains thoughtfully. “Sometimes they might be sent to test a chosen couple’s
bond, or even to break your heart.

There's always a larger plan, though it's hard to accept that the painful parts of life serve
any purpose other than tormenting you.”

“l actually think that's a comforting idea.” | reply, thinking of my own relationships. “I've
never believed in fate or destiny before...

but I'd much rather think that | spent all those years with Mike for a reason | don't yet
understand, than believe it was all just a waste — that it was all for nothing.”

Sinclair does smile now, pressing his hand to my belly. “That’s right. If it wasn’t for him,
you never would have conceived this baby.” His eyes sparkle with mischief, and his grin
turns positively canine. “Though I'd still like to let my wolf have a go at him.”

“You didn’t answer me, you know.” | point out, covering his hand with my own and
wishing | could feel our child’s emotions the way Sinclair does. “You didn't say whether
you still love Lydia.”

Sinclair makes a low rumbling sound, “I don’t want to talk about Lydia anymore. | just
want to be here with you and this little one.”

| pull my hand away, sensing I've crossed a line. It worries me that he won’t answer me,
but | prefer his silence over untruths or empty platitudes. Besides, he told me he wasn’t
going to get back together with Lydia, and | don’t feel confident enough with him to press
my luck on the matter. | know the look of a man who's said all he’s going to say on a
subject, and if | keep pushing he’ll just double down. There will be time to talk about her
more in the future.

Sinclair, meanwhile, is gazing at all the bedding piled around my body. “It's only eight
o’clock.” He reminds me, his brow wrinkling with concern when he realizes I'm still
wearing my feast dress. “Were you too exhausted to change?”

| flush. “No, | was just really cold after the festival. | couldn’t feel my fingers or toes.”

He tsks, grazing his knuckles over my cheek. “Poor baby, do you feel better now?”



“l did,” I answer, tilting my chin up and shooting him an accusing stare. “Until you came
and untucked me.”

His wolfish smile is back, the one that makes me feel like | need to lock myself behind a
closed door before he huffs and puffs and blows my house down to devour me.
Suddenly the goosebumps covering my arms have nothing to do with the cold air, and
everything to do with the predator in front of me.

“Then let's warm you up.” Sinclair purrs, just before he pounces.

| squeak and cry out as he joins me beneath the covers, and though I’'m not sure why, |
immediately try to wriggle away. | know he just plans on snuggling with me, but the little
voice in my head pushes me to give chase, and my human instincts don’t need any
encouragement to run from the big bad wolf. Of course Sinclair catches me easily,
tickling and playfully wrestling until I'm giggling uncontrollably.

| barely notice when he strips off my dress, and | don’t complain when he removes his
own clothes either. Soon we’re both in our underwear, and my entire body is surrounded
by Sinclair on all sides. The blankets are over our heads, and all | can see is the dim
glow of his green eyes. “I thought the idea was to warm up.” | say, laughter still filling my
voice.

“Body heat needs skin to skin contact to work.” He smirks — | can’t see it, but | hear it in
his voice as clear as a bell. “Don’t they teach you humans anything in school?”

“l dunno,” | muse suspiciously. “I think you just like having me naked. | think maybe |
should go climb into a nice hot bath instead of letting you take advantage this way.”

Sinclair makes a low grumbly sound that sends delicious shivers down my spine. “First
of all, you aren’t naked, not yet anyway.”

He counters, his words a sultry promise. “Second, baths are dangerous business, | think
you might need supervision.”

“Dangerous?” | scoff, still giggling.

“Mmm,” He confirms gravely. “Slips and falls, drowning, bath snakes — you definitely
need a lifeguard.”

My cheeks hurt from smiling, but | can’t seem to stop. “Did you say bath snakes?”

“Oh yes, we get whole infestations in these parts, they’re terribly venomous.” Sinclair
replies, still sounding very somber and serious.



I love this playful side of him, even though this is all starting to get a bit too close to the
romantic territory I'm desperately trying to avoid entering. The only reason | can handle
this is because it's dark and he’s behaving himself. If | have to see him undressed —

feel the heat of his gaze on my own body or goddess forbid if he decides to help me
wash and starts touching me — I'll be a goner. The idea is incredibly enticing, but | have

to stay strong, | can't fall for this man.

A spark of inspiration strikes me then, “But if you're playing lifeguard, who's going to
feed me dinner. You know | left the feast without eating?”

Sinclair stills, and | can tell my words did the trick. He might be enjoying flirting, but |
know his instincts won't allow him to let me go unfed. I've learned that he considers it his
duty as an alpha and the father of my child to make sure the baby and | have enough to
eat, and the only way | ever get away with skipping a meal is if I'm sick. “And | lost my
afternoon snack at the feast.” | remind him.

Sinclair growls, “You're a clever little minx, you know that?”

“You've mentioned it once or twice.” | murmur, wondering if he can see my blush.

“Alright, you go have your bath.” He sighs, his wonderful heat leaving me as he
untangles our bodies and rises from the bed.

“When you’re warm and clean I'll have dinner waiting, just be careful.” He drops a kiss to
my temple and strides out of the room.

“Watch out for snakes.”

Once he’s gone | flop down on the bed and exhale deeply. “I am in so much trouble.”



Chapter 58 - Damage Control
Ella

On the fourth day of the festival we wake to headlines about Lydia’s reappearance in
Moon Valley. I'm just coming out of the bathroom following my morning bout of vomiting,
when | find Sinclair standing in the doorway, glaring at the newspaper. | startle slightly,
not expecting to see him in my rooms. | left his bed only half an hour ago, and wasn't
planning on seeing him again until breakfast. I'm not sure what's on the front page of the
paper, but it must be bad if it couldn’t wait.

He glances up at me, frowning deeply. “I thought | asked you to tell me when you feel ill.”

“Dominic, it's happening so often now that it would be impossible to tell you every time,
and it's not as if | have a lot of warning when it comes on.” | argue, though this isn’t the
full truth. As much as his presence and gentle hands soothe me, | still find it horribly
embarrassing to be sick in front of him, and | avoid informing him whenever possible.

Sinclair narrows his eyes, but before he can call me out for bending the truth | cross the
distance between us. “What's going on?”

He shows me the paper, which is dominated by a large black and white photo of Sinclair
and Lydia by the snow maze. The headlines are in bold black lettering above the image.
Trouble in Paradise? Former Luna Returns to Reclaim her Mate.

My eyes widen in shock, and | quickly scan the article. While the media had been kept
away from the main feast, they clearly hadn’t been barred from the rest of the fair.
Worse, it seems like they overheard most or all of Sinclair's confrontation with Lydia.

Though Moon Valley Alpha Dominic Sinclair seems to have won the lottery with his
second chance mate, Ella Correntin, his attention wasn’t on his bride-to-be at the annual
Yuletide Feast in Oldtown. Instead the prospective King was seen chasing his ex-wife
Lydia Davis — now of the Bloodbane pack — through the fair, causing his pregnant mate
to walk out of the event in protest. Onlookers report that the two engaged in a heated
conversation wherein Lydia professed her desire to mend bridges with the Alpha,
claiming she still loves him and that his second chance mate isn’t strong enough to lead
the Moon Valley Pack, let alone the Kingdom. Though Sinclair rejected her advances,
Lydia fiercely declared she wasn't going to give up on him, leaving many to wonder if the
fated pair might be able to repair their relationship.

“They’re all like this.” He shares, tension lacing his words. “Every paper and tabloid is
some version of this. Fucking Lydia probably planted the story herself, given the way

they left out the pieces that might make her look bad.”

Guilt washes over me as | realize how leaving the festival must have looked to



onlookers, especially given this information. “I'm so sorry | left.” | murmur. “I didn’t think, |
should have stuck it out and waited for you to come back.”

Sinclair frowns down at me. “What are you talking about?”

“It makes it look like | was angry with you and we’re on the rocks.” | explain, my pulse
fluttering.

“Ella, none of this is your fault.” Sinclair promises. “If anyone is to blame it's me for
arguing with her in public, and Lydia for turning up to cause trouble in the first place.”

“But —" | try to object.

“l said it isn't your fault, and | meant it.” Sinclair interrupts, placing his pointer finger
against my lips.

“Is this going to hurt the campaign?” | ask, though it comes out rather muddled since his
finger is still pressed to my mouth.

“It's a hiccup.” Sinclair states simply, “We’ll do some damage control at the festival
tonight. I'll invite a few trusted reporters and make a statement refuting all this, but the
more important part is that we put on a good show. We’'ll look so happy and in love that
everyone will forget this ever happened.”

“Okay.” | nod, trying to steady my nerves. “And it's wassailing tonight, right? So all we
have to do is drink and sing carols and enjoy the fair.”

“Right,” he confirms.
“I wish | could really drink.” I lament. “I could use a bit of liquid courage tonight.”

“You have nothing to worry about.” Sinclair croons. “I know it makes you nervous but you
always do beautifully at these events.”

“When | stay at them long enough to participate, you mean?” | correct him, still regretting
my decision to run out yesterday.

“You're growing the pack a prince,” Sinclair smiles, “you get a free pass when it comes
to all these public responsibilities. In case you've forgotten | was voting for you to stay
home entirely until you convinced me otherwise.”

“I should have let you coddle me after all.” | sigh, “we could have avoided all this.”

Sinclair gathers me to his chest, hugging me tightly. “I'm glad to see you're learning that



I’'m always right.” He teases.

Groaning, | try to squirm out of his hold — much good that it does. “You know | regretted
it the moment | said it.”

“I'm not going to let you forget it, either.” Sinclair chuckles.

I laugh, ceasing my struggles and submitting to his petting. “Bossy wolf.”

When we arrive at the festival, the media descends almost immediately. Cameras are
flashing before we even exit the car.

Sinclair wraps a protective arm around my shoulders, growling softly when the reporters
get too close, and eventually they back off, realizing they’ll be endangering more than
their careers if they invade my space.

“Alpha, do you have any comment about the reports regarding your ex-wife?” One of the
reporter’s asks, shoving a microphone forward.

“I'll tell you what | told Lydia last night,” Sinclair begins coolly. “That I'm happier with Ella
than | ever was with her, and there’s not a snowball’'s chance in hell that | would ever
take back someone who walked out on their pack when they needed them most.

There’s no love lost between us, but | have no respect for a Luna who abandons her
responsibilities as a leader.”

The reporter murmur and exchange glances, and suddenly the microphone is pointing to
me. “Ella, how do you feel about Lydia’s accusations that you're not strong enough to be
the Alpha’s mate?”

I lean into Sinclair, trying to draw on his own raw power to give myself the confidence |
need. “I think that Lydia is obviously the kind of woman who believes there’s only one
way to lead, and one way to be strong. If she believes that compassion and kindness are
signs of weakness, well — | think that says more about her than it says about me.”

Sinclair leans down, dropping his lips to my ear. “You’re too humble.” He rumbles
affectionately, making me blush. “You ought to tell them how fearlessly you braved those
bath snakes yesterday.”

| can barely contain my laughter, grinning up at him and whispering, “I can’'t say that.”

Sinclair's cheeks split into a wide smile, and he kisses the tip of my nose before turning



back to the clambering paparrazzi, “trust me, gentlemen, this one stands up to me on a
daily basis. She might come in a sweet package but she’s got nerves of steel.”

I’'m blushing again, but the reporters are eating it up. They're wearing the ravening
expression of hungry jackals, and | suspect they're thrilled to be getting this on tape. |
can already predict the waves this will make — when Sinclair looks at me the way he is
now | feel like I'm the center of his universe, and | know it's all an act. To outsiders it will
be beyond convincing. “Is there anything you would tell Lydia, if you could, Ella?”

“I would tell her that if she cares about her life she’ll stay away from my mate.” | growl,
surprising myself with my own ferocity.

Where on earth did that come from? “And that the next time she wants to get a look at
me she can introduce herself directly, rather than sneaking up on a breeding woman
while she’s suffering morning sickness.”

This last statement causes a near frenzy, and Sinclair growls again. | watch as the
crowd cowers instinctively, tucking their proverbial tails between their legs. “When did
this happen?”

“Last night.” Sinclair answers darkly. “Why else do you think | went after her, or that Ella
left? We've all seen what jealous she-wolves can do at the best of times, and | don't take
threats to my family lightly.” While the crowd immediately begins clamboring for more
information, Sinclair raises a hand to forstall them. “Now, I'm going to take my beautiful
mate and get lost in the snow maze.” He announces, squeezing my waist. “And don't be
surprised if she’s seeing stars when we come out again.”

Hearty chuckles rise from our audience and though | assumed Sinclair was joking, |
quickly learn quite the opposite. He spends the rest of the evening kissing and caressing
me for all to see, and by the time we get back to the house | think I'm so turned on that |
think I'll go crazy if | don’t find a release. Unfortunately there’s no chances for that
tonight because Sinclair takes me to bed almost as soon as we walk through the door.
For the first time | seriously consider throwing in the towel and simply asking him to have
sex with me, even though | know it's just my libido talking. The little voice in my head is
whining with need, and | find myself hungrily watching Sinclair as he climbs into bed
beside me.

Can | really do this?



Chapter 59 - Dream Date
Ella

In the end my exhaustion saves me. | hadn'’t realized how tiring the evening was, but the
added pressure of putting on our show for the reporters must have taken more of a toll
than | expected. | fall asleep almost as soon as my head hits the pillow, but as fate
would have it, | can’t even escape Sinclair in my dreams tonight.

| know I’'m dreaming from the very start. I'm still in Sinclair’s bed, but it's no longer in his
opulent mansion. It's in the middle of a starlit forest, with nothing but trees and
wilderness surrounding it as far as the eye can see. I'm wearing a simple white negligee

— more evidence that this isn't real, | don’t own anything like it. A cool breeze flutters
over my skin, carrying the scent of evergreens and moss, rich amber and... Sinclair. |
would know that scent anywhere, even though | can’t see him yet.

He appears slowly, moving towards me through the darkness, his green eyes glowing
through the trees. He's wearing nothing but a pair of simply black slacks, and for the first
time | don't feel shy about appreciating his gorgeous physique. I've always averted my
eyes when he undresses in front of me, not that this prevents me from feeling his
muscles or the huge member between his legs when our bodies are pressed up against
each other in bed. But now | look my fill, raking my eyes over the rugged planes of his
face and the contours of his chest. His tall frame is padded with muscles most human
men can only dream about — some of which | didn’t even know existed.

“Hello beautiful,” Sinclair greets me huskily, prowling closer with every ragged breath |
take, his naked torso gleaming in the moonlight. “Didn’t you get enough of me when you
were awake?”

“How could 1?” | pout, feeling completely face to express my sullen mood. “You teased
me all night long and | haven't had any relief. It's torture!”

“It's not easy for me either.” He murmurs sympathetically, crawling up onto the big bed.
He moves with such lethal grace, crawling over the plush covers until he’s close enough
to reach out and touch me, which he immediately does. He lies on his side, encouraging
me to come rest in the protective circle of his arms. | don't resist. | slide into his embrace
as easily as | breathe, feeling completely at home with this dangerous man wrapped
around me. It seems strange to think he terrified me a month ago, now he’s my safe
space.

“It's not the same.” | insist, looking over at him from beneath my lashes.

“Why not?” Sinclair asks, brushing the hair back from my face.



“You don’t know the effect you have on me ” | confess, pressing a bit closer. | might be
asleep but my breasts are still aching, and my sex is swollen and dripping with need. It's
rather freeing to be able to rub myself against Sinclair without fear of embarrassment or
worries over opening a can of worms.

“Tell me,” He growls, his voice deep and rough. One of his massive hands tangles in my
hair, forming a fist in the long silky strands while the other slides down over my bottom,
hitching my hips closer, until the pulsing bundle of nerves at the apex of my things is
right up against his hardness.

“Even the smallest touch sets me on fire.” | complain. “You holding my hand feels more
intimate and arousing than another man kissing me.”

“And when | do kiss you?” Sinclair prompts, encouraging me to move against him,
guiding my hips to rock against his.

“I might as well be molten lava. My entire body turns to liquid — figuratively and literally.” |
confess, and | know he understands.

My wetness has already seeped through my panties and onto the sleek black fabric of
his trousers. “You have a power over me | don’t understand, I've never experienced
anything like it.”

“You don't really think it's different for me, do you?” Sinclair murmurs, lowering his mouth
to my throat and brushing his lips over my pulsepoint.

“Of course itis.” | whine, so frustrated that | feel like | might cry.

“Can’t you feel how hard | am for you, Ella?” Sinclair inquires gruffly, nuzzling my skin,
grazing his fangs over the spot where my neck meets my shoulder. “How hard | always
am for you?” I'm shivering with need now, especially as his words combine with the
feeling of his steely length against my clit.

“Well that doesn’'t mean anything. You're in bed with a half naked woman, it would
happen with anyone.” | reason miserably.

Sinclair chuckles, “I think you've been around human men for too long, they’ve given you
a very low opinion of my sex.” He raises his head at last, taking a break from laving the
soft spot behind my ear. “Trust me, it doesn’t happen for just anyone, no matter what
they’re doing or how lovely they are.”

“But I'm nothing.” | insist. “I'm just a human, | don’t have the kind of power you do.”

“You're not nothing.” Sinclair growls, a dangerous edge in his deep voice. “And you



might be human but you have a power all your own. Don’t you know how difficult it is for
me to be near you without touching you? How impossible it is to hold myself back when
you're in my arms, when all my instincts are driving me to make you mine? Ever since
we met I've felt like an addict, and you’'re my only fix.”

“That’s probably just the baby.” | murmur, sighing when the fabric of my teddy slides off
my breast, finally allowing one taut nipple to meet Sinclair's bare chest, teased and
tickled by the coarse black hair scattered over his pecs. “It has to be. It doesn’'t make
sense otherwise.”

“You don’t give yourself enough credit.” Sinclair answers, his lips mere inches from
mine. “And you give me too much and too little all at once.”

“What do you mean?” | wonder aloud, not really wanting him to answer. | just want him
to kiss me, to strip off my negligee and finally relieve the terrible ache which seems to
have taken over my very soul. | think Sinclair can sense my growing desperation, but for
some reason he isn't giving me what | need. He’s holding himself back, taking away his
kisses and questing hands.

“l don’t do casual either, Ella.” He catches my hips when | get so distracted rubbing
myself against him that | stop listening, too intent on chasing my pleasure. | whimper
when the delicious friction I'd been building ceases, and Sinclair clucks sympathetically.
Still, he doesn’t show me any mercy. Instead he tilts my chin up so I'll have to look him in
the eye, “l| don’'t waste my time on people I'm not serious about, or relationships that
aren’t going anywhere.”

“l don't know why we're even talking about this.” | relate, “It's not like this is even real, it's
just my imagination run out of control.”

Sinclair's eyes shutter, and he leans his forehead against mine. “Goddess, sometimes |
forget how much you don’t know about shifters, how much you can’t know.”

“Please, Dominic.” | beg, needing to move, to perform the carnal dance our bodies were
made to create together. “Won'’t you kiss me, won'’t you touch me?”

“I'd like to touch you and taste you and all the rest.” He grumbles reluctantly, and
suddenly his strong hands are gone from my body, and his warm limbs are pulling away
from my own. “But | need to leave before | do something I'll regret, something you'll
regret.”

“l don’t understand.” | admit, my nose crinkling up in confusion.

Sinclair pauses only long enough to lean over me and run his fingertip down my nose,
straightening out the wrinkles. “You will when you wake up.”



Before | can say anything more, Sinclair begins stalking away through the dream forest,
leaving me alone, and entirely unsatisfied.

When | wake up, | find Sinclair watching me, stroking my hair and gazing down at me
with a tender expression. “Welcome back.”

| blink and stretch, feeling as though | only just fell asleep. “It's not morning already, is
it?” | yawn.

“No.” He smiles gently, “You're just coming out of the dream.”

“How did you...?" | stop short of finishing my sentence. Logic tells me he must be
guessing, or that maybe | was talking in my sleep or some other explanation. However
when | look into Sinclair's eyes, | see the truth. He isn't speculating, somehow he knows
| was dreaming, and as the seconds tick by it becomes more and more obvious that he
knows | was dreaming about him.

Worse, | fear he’'s managed to decipher some of the details from the fantasy.

“It's okay, Ella.” He soothes, petting me as if I'm a skittish horse.

No, oh no. He knows — he knows everything.



Chapter 60 — Shared Dreams
Ella

Sinclair is watching me struggle through the idea that he somehow shared my dream,
that he knows everything | said — secrets | would never admit if I'd known he wasn’t just
some fantasy my sleeping brain cooked up. | just admitted how deeply I'm attracted to
him, how much he turns me on. | can't believe how shamelessly | rubbed myself all over
him — | might as well have been a dog in heat, practically begging him to make love to
me.

| did beg, | realize belatedly, And he left. He walked away even though | was his for the
taking. He must have thought my behavior was pathetic. He’s wanted to kiss me in the
past, he even said he wanted me in the dream, but that was before | debased myself
that way. | suppose that sort of thing isn’t befitting of a Luna at all.

Suddenly Mike’s voice sounds in my head, and | remember the way he belittled me for
liking sex. You're a stunner, Ella, but you're too eager. Men don’t want a girl whose legs
fall open at the first opportunity — show a little class. He never realized it was the
physical intimacy | liked, never connected the dots that sex with him was more about
conception and closeness than pleasure. It would be different with Sinclair, | can tell that
much already. | find more pleasure with him in the foreplay than | ever found with Mike in
ten years of being together. He’s awakened parts of my body | didn’'t even know existed
—and now he knows it.

Sinclair is still stroking and petting me, and | can’t take it. I've got to put some distance
between us or I'll lose it. | wrench myself out of his arms, and he lets me go — again, the
little voice in my head moans. | climb out of the bed and though my cheeks are already
flooded with heat, | can feel myself flushing deeper still. “I... you... that was real?” |
stutter, trying to comprehend the impossible.

“No, it was a dream.” Sinclair explains. “But we shared it. Bonded mates often visit each
other in their dreams.”

“But we aren’t mates, I'm not even a shifter.” | protest. “How did this happen?”
“As you said, it must be another gift from the baby.” Sinclair replies easily.

“So you knew, all along, that it was real?” | gape, my embarrassment and shame quickly
giving way to outrage. “And that | had no idea?”

“Yes.” He confirms gravely. “I knew.”

“Why didn’t you tell me!?” | burst out, feeling like | might cry. “You had to know | wouldn’t
have said or done those things if I'd known! | was vulnerable and you took advantage!”



Sinclair rises from the bed, unfolding his big body and prowling after me. | can see now
that he isn’t as unaffected by this situation as | initially thought. His eyes are blazing and
his muscles racked with tension. His hands are closed into white-knuckled fists and his
voice is low and husky. “Ella, | might be a shifter, but there are limits to even my
abilities.” He rumbles. “I would have to be dead not to respond to such a tempting
invitation, and you called me to your dream, not the other way around. | got caught up in
the moment just like you did. I couldn’t resist... not until you reminded me that you don’t
understand our ways.”

“How can | have called you to my dream, when | didn’t even know | was doing it?” |
guestion, confusion swirling around me in a dense fog. “And why did you come?”

“Because | wanted to.” Sinclair replies, his jaw clenched so tightly the muscle twitches. I
was telling the truth about the power you have over me, Ella. | might keep some things
from you, but | don’t tell falsehoods. | don't say things | don’t mean, even in dreams.”

I wrap my arms around myself, unsure what to make of this new information. | want to
believe him, as terrifying as that is, but doubts continue to plague me. “Then why did you
leave?”

Sinclair exhales, and | can tell his patience is hanging by a thread. “Because you thought
it was just a fantasy and I'm trying to respect your wishes.”

“Oh.” | utter softly, furrowing my brow. That isn’'t what | expected, and though it should
make me feel better to know he took me seriously when | told him | wasn't interested in
being with him, part of me is deeply disappointed. | know I'm being contrary and
hormonal, but | can’t help it. | need more time to process this, and until | have it I'm not
going to be making sense — even to myself.

Sinclair's gaze sharpens on me, pinning me in place. “Why did you think | left?”
| shrug, “I thought maybe | was being too eager. | know men don't like that.”

The imposing Alpha crosses the floor until he’s towering over me. My first instinct is to
back away, but | find my feet frozen to the floor, unable to move. | peek up at him
hesitantly, and find a fierce expression on his handsome face. “Any man who wants a
lover without passion is an idiot. Yours is electrifying, and knowing | can set you alight
makes me feel more powerful than anything else. Your ‘eagerness’ as you call it, is a
gift, and I'd like to hunt down every man who’s ever made you feel otherwise and beat
them to a pulp.”

| drop my gaze to the floor, staring at my feet. His words warm me through and through,
from the top of my head to the tips of my toes. Still, | can’t help thinking that this is very



dangerous territory. It's getting harder and harder to resist my attraction to him, and it's
especially difficult when he speaks to me this way.

So why are you resisting? The little voice in my head demands. You like him, he likes
you, why are you fighting it?

She has a point. I've just been given proof that Sinclair not only returns my attraction, but
also that he takes it seriously. Still, | can’t help but remember the second half of his
statement — he doesn’t waste his time on relationships that aren’t going anywhere, but
that's exactly what we would be. We have no future together, and we both know it, we're
just in denial because we want to give into our desires.

Because there’s one thing more important than either of us. | remind her, Our baby.
We’'re about to bring a child into the world, and it deserves two loving co-parents who
can give it their full attention, not a pair of exes too caught up in their own drama to
priotize their child’s best interest.

But why are you so sure you'd end up as exes? She inquires. You're predicting the end
before you've even had a chance to begin.

I’'m being realistic. The best Sinclair and | can hope for is a temporary fling. | bite back.
Maybe we could have some fun together, but at the end of the day he’s going to end up
with a she-wolf who can rule by his side. I'm playing a dangerous game here pretending
to be something I'm not, and it's safer for everyone involved if | fade into the background
after the campaign while he finds love elsewhere.

Sinclair is watching me again, and he taps his finger lightly against my temple. “You
wanna tell me what's going on in there, trouble?”

“We can't keep doing this Dominic.” | state, drawing in a shakey breath. “If we stay on
this path, we're headed for trouble.”

He nods, cupping my cheek and smiling when | reflexively lean my head into his hand.
“Listen Ella,” He broaches carefully. “I don't need to know why you don’t want to get
involved, but | don’t have unlimited self control. If you invite me into your dreams in the
future, if you offer yourself up to me that way again, | don’t think I’'m going to be able to
say no.”

“But | didn’'t know | was doing any of that.” | say, “not for real. | don’t even know how |
called you to me.”

“I know that.” He remarks, “I'm just trying to be up front with you about where | am with
all this.”



“Well we only have to worry about this until after the pup is born right?” | ask, more upset
by this thought than | could have predicted. “I'll lose the connection to you when I'm no
longer carrying him.”

“We'll always be connected through our pup.” Sinclair corrects me, “but yes, | suspect
many of these bonds will fade in time.”

My face falls, and | wish | had the same talent Sinclair does for masking my feelings. I'm
about to pull away from him when he stops me. “There’s something else, Ella. This may
sound terrible to you, but there’s something else you have to understand about shifter
relationships.”
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“It's in a she-wolf's nature to make her mate prove himself to her. She won’t accept him
until she’s been convinced he’s the one.

It's a sort of mating dance — like the wild hunt, she plays hard to get and he gives
chase.”

“Okay.” | gulp, my tongue darting out to lick my lips. “So what does that mean?”
“It means that if you give me reason to think that you do want to be with me but you're
holding yourself back for some reason, my wolf is going to react the same way he would

to a she wolf drawing him into the hunt.” Sinclair announces ominously.

“You're saying that you might stop respecting my wishes if you think | don't mean them?”
| repeat, indignance rising up inside me.

“That’s what being an alpha is all about. Doing what'’s best for your mate even when she
doesn't agree.” Sinclair confirms.

“But I'm not your mate.” | say, amazed that I'm having to remind him of this for a second
time tonight.

“We'll see, Ella.” Sinclair purrs, his eyes glowing with barely restrained fire. “We'll see.”



Chapter 61 - Baby Bump
Ella

“Wait what?!” | exclaim, certain that | must be hearing things. Sinclair can’'t have possibly
just said what | think he did.

He smiles, tracing circles on the soft skin of my belly. “You heard me.” He teases.
“Completely naked?” | gape, blushing at the idea alone. “Everyone? Even the children?”

“I've told you, shifters don’t associate nudity with sex the way that humans do. It's our
natural state.” Sinclair explains gently. “No one feels self conscious, because there’s
nothing to be embarrassed about.”

| should have known something was up when he came in this afternoon and woke me
from my nap, climbing into bed behind me and sliding his hand underneath the hem of
my top so he could feel the baby. I'd whined at being disturbed, but cuddled closer to
him anyway, stretching into his tender caresses like a sleepy kitten. Only once | was
purring with contentment did he broach the subject he’d come to discuss.

The fourth night of the Solstice festival is apparently devoted to something called
moonbathing. I'd hesitated over this idea when Aileen first showed me the schedule, but
had been so distracted by the idea of the wild hunt and the masquerade ball that | hadn't
been able to focus on it. Now, however, | can’t focus on anything else. Sinclair has just
explained that the moonbathing ritual involves stripping off one’s clothes and anointing
our bodies with oil, then laying out in the full moon’s light. I'd been okay with this up until
the point when Sinclair clarified that it would happen at a sacred stone circle —
surrounded by other shifters.

“But... it's also natural to be curious about other people’s bodies, doesn’t everyone
stare? Doesn’t that bother you?” | squeak, thinking of all the times I've been
uncomfortable beneath the male gaze when fully clothed, and not wanting to even
imagine how much worse it would be naked.

“It doesn’t bother me to be studied or admired,” Sinclair shrugs, looking down at me
intently. “But | can understand how that might be different if | was a human woman, and
used to being looked at like an object. You have to realize that male wolves don’t
disrespect she-wolves that way.”

“So when you were with Lydia, it didn’t bother you for your mate to be naked in front of
other men?” | don’t think | would be so generous if the tables were turned, in fact I'm
already thinking about all the she-wolves that will undoubtedly be checking out Sinclair
and | do not like it.



“No shifter would be stupid enough to lay their eyes on the Alpha’s mate in the manner
you're thinking — not if they want to keep their heads connected to their bodies.” Sinclair
assures me. “And if they’re envious, it's no threat to me. In fact | enjoy having a partner
others covet, it just goes to show | won the lottery, and reminds me to be the best mate |
can, so that I'll be worthy of her.”

| consider this for a moment. On one hand I'm very wary of any man who wants a
partner they can show off like a trophy — that was exactly what Mike did and | know it's a
far cry from being truly valued or respected. At the same time, Sinclair isn’t talking about
women the same way Mike used to. He doesn’t want to show off his mate to make
others feel jealous, or feel threatened if someone else glances her way. What's more, he
associates envy with her intrinsic value, not a boost to his own ego or masculinity.

“Now,” Sinclair continues, a sharp edge in his voice now. “If they were to disrespect her,
to sniff around her despite my claim, or set a single paw on her...” He growls wordlessly,
sending shivers down my spine. “Now that would be another matter entirely.”

| snort when | see the menacing expression on his face. “Sometimes | get caught up
thinking shifters are so far ahead of humans, and then you say things like that and |
remember you're just big furry beasts wearing the guise of civility.”

Sinclair chuckles. “We all have our contradictions.”
“I don't.” | argue, notching my chin up defiantly.

“I beg to differ.” Sinclair replies warmly, his fingers dancing over my bare skin in
increasingly sensuous patterns. “You're the fiercest little ball of mischief I've ever
encountered, but you're also the sweetest thing I've ever seen,” He purrs, “or held...” His
lips drop to my neck, just barely grazing them across my skin. “or tasted.”

“Hey, none of that.” | object, pushing his head away. “| don’t need you getting me all
worked up right before | go strip naked in front of a hundred strangers.” | admonish, my
voice trailing off as the reality of the event ahead of us sets in.

“It's gonna be okay.” Sinclair promises. “Besides, all anyone’s going to be doing is trying
to figure out if you're showing yet. This is a royal baby, remember.” He says, tapping a
finger on my belly button.

“Well they're going to be disappointed.” | sigh, though in truth it's been a few days since |
stood in front of the mirror and glared at my middle, willing it to show signs of the life

growing within.

“Are you sure about that?” Sinclair arches a brow. “This feels like a baby bump to me.”



| promptly push up onto my elbows so that | can look down at my stomach, even though
sitting up puts my neck dangerously close to Sinclair's mouth again. | can almost feel
him thinking about stealing more kisses while I'm distracted. Ever since we admitted that
we’'re attracted to each other, he’s been more forward about showing me affection,
which only makes it more difficult to resist my feelings. If only | didn’t enjoy his touch so
much, maybe then | could be more forceful about rebuffing his advances.

His oversized hand is sprawled over my tummy, keeping my shirt bunched up beneath
my breasts. It's hard to see anything with his palm in the way, so he traces the outline of
my womb with a featherlight touch. Sure enough I'm surprised to see the smallest of
swellings just north of my pelvis. | suppose part of shifters’ short gestation is seeing
these changes much sooner than expected, but that scares me too. What if my body
doesn’t have enough time to adjust, to go through all the changes human mothers spend
nine months manifesting.

| think Sinclair can sense my unease, because the next thing | know he’s kissing my
belly — once, twice, three times.

“I said no kisses.” | scold him, earning myself a low rumble in Sinclair's chest, and his
green eyes flashing at my challenge.

“I'm kissing the baby.” He insists, a devious, wolfish grin on his face. “He likes it.”
“Oh sure.” | reply tartly, “blame it on the baby.”

“He does.” Sinclair repeats, kissing me again before slyly adding, “But then he likes it
because it makes you happy.”

“You're incorrigible.” | roll my eyes, but I'm blushing too. And more than that, I'm amazed
to think the tiny life growing inside me knows what I'm feeling this way. It didn’t seem
strange when the doctors told me he could sense my stress, but | suppose | attributed
that to him being impacted by the physical symptoms of stress, not truly feeling my
emotions. My heart both swells and tightens in my chest as | contemplate this idea, that
we have a bond every bit as strong as Sinclair’s, | just can't feel it.

Suddenly I'm crying, and Sinclair stops his teasing and crawls back up my body,
clucking sympathetically. “What is it sweetheart?”

“Nothing, I'm just being silly.” I hiccup, shaking my head. “It's hormones, that'’s all.”

“Why don't you tell me, and then we can decide together if it's silly.” He replies, brushing
the pads of his thumbs over my cheeks, caressing the tears away.

“l just wish | had a connection to him like you do.” | confess. “I wish | could sense what



he’s feeling. | want you to be close with him, of course. I'm just... jealous, | suppose.
You'll always be the better parent, you'll always know what he needs without asking, and
I'll be bumbling around blind in comparison.”

“That’s not silly at all.” Sinclair assures me. “It's only natural that you should feel that
way. But you're wrong about something, Ella. You'll have a bond with the baby every bit
as strong as mine by the time you bring him into the world. Mothers have connections to
their babies most fathers — even shifter fathers — can never have, because we don't
carry and deliver them. We can’t nourish them with our own bodies, we’re not the ones
who sheltered and protected them in the first and most vulnerable months of their
existence.”

“You promise it will be as strong as yours?” | ask, sniffling.

“l think you're focusing on the idea of a bond too much.” Sinclair muses. “You have to
remember that a connection isn’t the same as a relationship, Ella. All parents are
bonded with their children, but some still have terrible relationships, just like everyone is
bonded to their lover, but some couples are much happier than others.”

“I think it's difficult because it’'s just such an abstract idea.” | share, already feeling less
blue. “I mean, you tell me something is magic and I'm automatically going to assume it's

more powerful than natural things.”

“But magic is part of nature.” Sinclair corrects me. “The Goddess created all of it at the
same time. The difference is simply that you didn’t know about it.”

“Right.” | nod slowly, telling myself to keep this reminder at the forefront of my thoughts.
“Better?” Sinclair prompts, stroking my hair.

“Yes, thank you for making me talk about it.” | profess, feeling a strong urge to hug the
big Alpha.

“Always.” He agrees, “Now get ready, we have some moon bathing to do.”

My eyes go wide. “Wait, | spoke too soon, I'm not better at all, | think | need to stay
home and process this.”

Sinclair chuckles, “nice try, trouble. We leave in half an hour.” He leans down and kisses
the tip of my nose before sliding from the bed, leaving me with a low purr. “And I, for
one, can’t wait.”



Chapter 62 - Moon Bathing

Sinclair

“This is the weirdest thing I've ever done!” Ella exclaims, shifting restlessly beside me.
We’'re just arrived at the festival, and though she’s only wearing a silk robe, she looks
stunning. She’s also nearly beside herself with anxiety, and getting increasingly feisty
the closer we get to the big event.

“Poor darling, you're shaking.” | croon, pulling Ella into my arms and rubbing her back.
She’s all sharp edges, stiff and grumbling unhappily into my chest, but snuggling into my
warmth despite her grumpy mood.

“Of course I'm shaking, it's freezing. I’'m wearing next to nothing and it's winter!!” She
exclaims, gesturing to the snow falling around us. “How are we even supposed to do this
ridiculous ritual without getting hypothermia!”

“First because wolves run much hotter than humans.” | answer, catching her hands and
tucking them between our bodies so they’ll get warm too. “Second, because the stone
circle is surrounded by thermal pools and the base is heated from below by hot springs. |

promise you'll be plenty warm. And if you're not then there’s always body heat.”

I’'m waggling my eyebrows suggestively, but Ella doesn’t laugh. She pouts, peeking up at
me, “I thought you were going to respect my wishes.”

“I'm doing my best.” | share, “but it isn’t easy. Especially when you're so beautifully
responsive.”

This much is true, | might have an easier time respecting Ella’s boundaries if she didn’t
react so openly and passionately to my advances. But the reality is that she’s obviously
affected by me, and it's hard not to feel encouraged when she melts into my arms like
hot honey.

“That’s just my hormones.” Ella insists. “You have to listen to what | say, not what | do.”

“Ah, so ‘actions speak louder than words’ doesn’t count in your book.” | tease.

“That’s right.” Ella answers stiffly, “My body isn’t my own right now, it's the baby’s. That
means you have to take my word over my reactions.”

“Alright.” | agree. “But | hope you'll give me a little slack when I slip up.”
“l thought being an Alpha was about always being in control.” Ella argues.

“Maybe,” | concede, chafing her chilled limbs with my warm hands. “But my wolf is in



charge when it comes to mating, and he’s not nearly as patient as | am.”

“But there’s no mating here!” Ella objects, “In case you've forgotten, I'm human!” Her
whispered words are barely audible even to my own ears, but | still glance around to
ensure we can’t be overheard.

“I haven't forgotten.” | answer. | wish | could. It seems if I'm not thinking about romancing
Ella, I'm thinking about how vulnerable she is living among shifters. Even now, I'm
painfully aware of how fragile she is in comparison, surrounded on all sides by vicious
predators. The poor thing is still shivering and I'm worried she might have been right,
without a wolf’s resilience to the elements, it might be too cold for her to participate.
Though in truth, I think it's only partly due to the weather. | suspect she’s trembling with
apprehension as much as she is with cold.

Guilt washes over me, and for a moment | wonder if I'm doing a terrible thing putting Ella
through all this. Not only these events that throw her so far out of her comfort zone and
into a world she doesn’t yet understand, or even asking her to suffer through the cold
and discomfort, but asking her to tell so many lies. Asking her to perform an elaborate
fraud, to go against her own honest nature to deceive and trick people. | don’t believe it's
possible to corrupt Ella, or her life would have already done it, but it feels very hard to
forgive myself for forcing her into this situation. In hindsight | can clearly see that's what |
did — it might have been her idea, but she’d felt like she had no other choice, fore | told
her | would take her child away.

I know all the justifications for our scheme — avoiding a civil war, preventing a despot
from taking the throne, saving countless lives. And there’s no way of justifying ending all
this just to save one human some distress — yet | want to. | want to go back in time and
tell Ella | will keep her and the baby a secret so that they’ll never be in danger from my
enemies, and never have to adopt this facade. | want to call off our arrangement so that
she want shiver anymore. Now not only do | think my wolf is broken, | think I'm losing my
mind as well.

“What?” Ella presses me sullenly, “Why are you looking at me that way?”

“I was thinking that when this is done we can go home and curl up in front of a warm fire,
and then I'll rub your feet and feed you hot chocolate.” | answer.

“Why can’t we just go home now? We’ve made an appearance and kissed for the
cameras! We should just say I'm ill and make our apologies.” Her tone goes from
exasperated and sharp, to sounding so small | might believe it belonged to a child. “I
don’t want to do this.”

“I know, baby.” I murmur, tucking her head to my chest and stroking her long, silky hair.
“I promise we’ll leave as soon as we're able.”



“But Dominic—" Ella is raising her voice now, and trying to pull away from me. | know
she’s only lashing out because she’s feeling so much emotional turmoil. I'm sure the
pregnancy hormones aren’t helping, but it's clear she needs me to help ground her, to
calm her down because she can’t calm herself.

| tighten my hands on her, beginning to purr even as | rumble. “This is an important
ritual.” | explain, in a tone that makes her visibly squirm. “I know you’re cold and afraid
Ella. Honestly, | would spare you this if | could — but missing this isn’t like missing the
feast. It would be seen as disrespect to the Goddess.”

Ella is struggling internally, her body responding to my purrs and my dominance, but her
mind no doubt consumed with battling thoughts of duty and unhappiness.Her eyes begin
to shine, and | fear she might start crying.

No, | hate it when she cries. My wolf complains, not that he needs to remind me. He
whines like a pup any time Ella sheds so much as a single tear, even for silly reasons
like eating all of her snack. | increase my purrs, and Ella glares at me. “That isn't fair, |
don’t want to be comforted right now.”

“Maybe you don’t want it, but you need it.” | answer sternly, and Ella takes up a mutinous
muttering.

“Ella, I'm going to take care of you. It will be over before you know it. | won’'t make us
stay a minute longer than we have to.”

She’s still glaring, but her plump lower lip is also trembling. “Fine.” She snaps, her voice
thick with emotion. “But for the record, | don't like you very much right now.”

“I know.” | smile, kissing her upturned mouth. I’'m not the least bit surprised when she
nips me, quickly sinking her little teeth into my lip and releasing them again just when |
begin to feel the sting. My wolf growls deep in my chest, loving her fire but not about to
let her get away with this. Ella trembles again, but in a very different way this time. Her
demeanor is exactly that of a chastised she-wolf, reassured and excited by her mate’s
strength.

“Behave.” | instruct, not bothering to soften my tone. The light in her eyes is impish now,
rather than sad or frightened, and I'm pleased to see her cheeks flushed with color. “It's
about to begin.”

| lead Ella through the moonlit forest, following paths so familiar to me, yet completely
new to Ella. Before long we’re crossing the bridges straddling steaming thermal pools,
and crossing into the sacred space of the stone circle.



| pull my robe off, then reach for the belt at her waist. “Just look at me.” | advise, “Keep
those gorgeous eyes on mine, and just pretend we’re all alone.”

Ella nods nervously, and | carefully uncinch her robe, pulling the garment from her body
and baring her for all to see. | don't take my eyes off her either, even as I’'m handed the
necessary oils by an attendant. I drip the slick liquid onto my fingers, then paint it onto
Ella’s body. | deposit the sweet smelling substance on her neck, her temples, them use
a different bottle for her wrists and palms — then finally | take the third oil, and trace the
letters of my name over her heart.

| wish | could look down and watch the oil dribble down between her luscious breasts, to
appreciate the beauty of her form, but she needs the eye contact more than | need to
satisfy my lustful urges. “You're doing so well, sweetheart.” | praise, handing her the
bottles so that she can anoint my skin. Following my example, she applies the oils
without taking her eyes away from mine, going up on her tiptoes to reach my temples.

When it's done, we stretch out on the heated stone slab beneath our feet, and | pull Ella
close, using my big body to block her from view from as many people as | can. Still she
doesn’t take her eyes from mine, and | continue praising her, genuinely proud of how
brave she’s being.

We lie together under the moon until her eyes grow heavy, and | know it's time to leave.

When | wake the next morning, I'm unsurprised to be greeted with more headlines about
us, though these are a far cry from the last breaking news in which we featured. Every
last article is a veritable celebration of our mating, eagerly reporting that we're so in love
that we couldn’t take our eyes off one another.

I'm thrilled, but | know we’re facing a far greater challenge tonight — the wild hunt has
finally arrived.



Chapter 63 — Meeting Sinclair’s Wolf
Ella

“How are you feeling?” Sinclair asks, standing in the doorway of my bedroom. The wild
hunt is tonight, and | know he’s not merely asking about my morning sickness or fatigue.

“Nervous.” | confess. “Do you think...” | trail off, blushing and unsure if | can actually
speak the question | need to ask.

“What is it Ella?” He inquires, coming forward with an encouraging smile.

“Do you think I could see your wolf before we go tonight, just so that I'll recognize it
when | see you?” | whisper, barely loud enough to hear myself, but knowing Sinclair’s
wolf ears will be more than capable of picking up on the sound. And so | won't be
scared. | add silently in my head.

“Of course.” He chuckles, “That’s a great idea. | should have thought of it myself.”

His powerful hands move to the buttons on his shirt, and | find myself taking a step back.
“What are you doing?”

“You wanted to see my wolf, | don’t want to ruin this shirt.” He shrugs. “It's one of my
favorites.”

“Right.” | breathe, “Right, of course.”

He continues stripping off his clothes, and | work hard to avert my gaze. So far I've been
very successful in avoiding temptation by not looking at his body in these vulnerable
moments, and I’'m not about to change that now — on the day when it's more important
than ever that we practice self control.

“Does it hurt, shifting?” | ask, staring at my fidgeting fingers.

“It does the first time.” Sinclair shares, “The first time is almost unbearable, it takes hours
and hours, but once you've gotten it over with it happens fast as lightning, too quickly for

you to feel the pain of your bones breaking and rearranging.”

“That sounds ghastly.” | feel suddenly lightheaded, “How old are you when you shift the
first time?”

“It's a little different for everyone — most make the change when they go through
puberty.” Sinclair informs me, pulling off his trousers.

Already I'm thinking of my baby — my son — eventually suffering through this sort of grisly



shift, and | don't like it one bit. “What was yours like, was anyone with you?” | squeak.

“Mine was as painful as anyone else’s. But my father was with me, he got me through it,
just like I'll do for our son.” He states, a promise in his voice.

“Good.” | sigh, feeling relieved to know Sinclair will help guide our child through the
process. | can imagine Henry was a very gentle and supportive presence for Sinclair,
and | know he’ll be the same. “l suppose... | probably wouldn't be allowed to help?”

Sinclair offers me a tender smile. “No sweet Ella. I'm afraid it would be much too
dangerous.” He comes forward, taking my face in his oversized hands. This is probably
the first time he’s ever been unclothed when I'm not, and I'm amazed at how much
stronger | feel with my own body covered. | never realized until now how vulnerable it is
to be undressed and exposed when others are not, but Sinclair doesn’t seem to mind
one bhit. He’'s still wielding the power in this room, and part of me resents his constant
strength. “Now, do you want to talk, or do you want to meet my wolf?”

“Yes, sorry.” | flush.

“Don’t apologize.” He murmurs, “and don't get close to me until after I've shifted, you
don’t want to be within reach of my claws when | make the transformation.”

I nod wordlessly, my pulse pounding in anticipation. Sinclair backs away from me,
holding my gaze the same way he did last night at the stone circle. | keep my eyes on
him, watching with horrified fascination as he ensures he’s not near anything breakable,
then disappears. There’s a loud crack and the air seems to go blurry, | even feel a bit
nauseous trying to keep track of the rapid movement. However when my eyes adjust
and I'm able to take in the familiar room again, | see that where Sinclair was standing a
moment before, now there is only a huge, black wolf with glowing green eyes.

I’'m sure my eyes are as wide as saucers, and | feel my jaw going slack. “That’s not a
wolf that’s a bear!” | blurt out, saying the first thought which came to my mind.

The wolf, who is much, much too large — far larger than any natural wolf and probably
almost as tall as | am — gives me an affronted look, as if I've insulted him gravely.

“I'm sorry, not a bear!” | quickly amend, still trying to reconcile the fact that the beast in
front of me is actually the man who spends every night wrapped around me like a very

muscular heated blanket. “But how are you bigger as a wolf than you are as a man!”

He huffs and rolls his eyes, sitting on the rug and waiting patiently for me to recover from
my shock.

“I mean honestly, | could ride you.” | point out, my head filled with images of me mounted



on his back like a particularly deadly variety of horse.

Suddenly Sinclair's expression goes so mischievous and heated that | don’t need to hear
him speak. | know exactly what he’s thinking and his mind is clearly in the gutter. “Not
like that! You know what | mean.” I'm amazed that anyone could manage to be so
suggestive without speaking a word, or even possessing human features. “I... what do |
do, how do you communicate with other wolves when you’re like this. Do you have
mental links like you do with the baby?”

He nods, wagging his tail and astonishing me. | never imagined that the imposing Alpha
would ever do something so very doglike, but then again his silly side always surprises
me. Suddenly it seems positively hilarious that Dominic Sinclair is sitting in front of me
with the squirmy energy of a puppy, and | realize that he’s holding himself back from
approaching me until 'm comfortable with this.

“Can — Can | touch you?” | inquire meekly.

The furry behemoth nods again, and though | don’t know how | understand his
reasoning, | know he’s waiting for me to come to him. It takes a minute for me to find the
courage to move my leadened feet, but | manage. | slowly cross the room, feeling
terribly anxious to be approaching a creature out of the horror stories | grew up fearing,
even though | know it's just Sinclair.

Up close he's even larger than | realized, still taller than me even seated. He looks as
though he could snap me up in one bite, and my mind spins with mathematical
equations, trying desperately to figure out how his mass increased so much. It defies
logic.

You're overthinking it. It's magic — a man became a wolf but you're hung up on how big
the wolf is?

“This is weird, this is so weird.” | moan, ringing my hands as | close the distance
between us. | hesitantly reach out towards him, sinking my fingers into his thick, downy
fur. “Oh, you're really soft... | think this is the strangest thing that's ever happened to
me.”

The next thing | know, Sinclair has pounced, apparently no longer able to contain
himself. He gently eases me to the ground despite the suddenness of his attack. He’'s
standing over me then, licking my face and making me giggle and squeal as | try to push
him away. Eventually he settles, laying his big head on my belly and pinning me to the
floor. Soft purrs rumble in his chest, and | find myself sliding my hands back into his fur,
massaging his head and ears and making him groan contentedly.

“You do know that if you crush this baby while it's still inside of me, you'll never get your



heir!” | complain, amazed at how heavy his furry snout is.

Instead of removing it, Sinclair nudges his cold nose up under the hem of my top, resting
his soft muzzle against my bare belly and peering up at me with those wolfish eyes. The
cloth of my shirt rests gently over his snout, and his heated breath dances over my
tender breasts, traveling through the tented material and fluttering over my skin.
“Dominic, that tickles!”

The wolf makes a sound that resembles a laugh, and the next thing | know, Sinclair is a
man again, though his head is still under my top and he’s kissing my belly. “All right you,
he says after a moment, pulling me up to a sitting position. “Now how are you feeling,
still nervous?*

“Yes.” | admit, “though not about your wolf.”

“You're ready for this, Ella.” Sinclair encourages. “You're going to do beautifully. Just
remember what | told you...”

“I know.” I sigh. “Don’t run when you catch me.”

“Good girl.” Sinclair praises, though he has no way of knowing the second half of this
thought — the words still ringing in my head.

Unless | want you to run me down and make me yours. Unless | want you to claim me.

And now the only question is, will | be able to actually stop running when the time



Chapter 64 - Lydia Gate Crashes
Ella

When we arrive at the edge of the forest where the ceremony is set to begin, I’'m wearing
a shimmering pearl-colored dress, which looks as if it's been spun from pure moonlight.
Its straps are so thin it doesn’'t seem like they should be strong enough to hold up the
flowing fabric, which plunges between my breasts, hugs my waist and then cascades out
into a wide skirt with a graceful train. It's completely inappropriate for the cold weather,
but a cape of plush black furs billows down my back and Sinclair's cozy heat is warming
my left side. My shoulders are heavy with the weight of his arm, and | feel thankful the
rough forest terrain made wearing high heels impossible.

We move through the crowds of reporters and admirers, pausing for photos and
handshakes but not answering any questions.

The press coverage from the moon bathing ritual was truly phenomenal, almost fawning
in its analysis, and the crowds are getting bigger every day. Everyone seems to want to
glimpse us for themselves, and I'm beginning to feel more like a museum attraction than
a person.

It's hard to keep myself grounded when everyone around me is staring, jumping up and
down yelling my name. This is business as usual for Sinclair, but | don’t think I'll ever get
used to it. | also don't know if | want my child subjected to all this attention. “It won’t
always be like this, right?” | ask, cradling my tiny baby bump as we move past the
crowds. “Surely it's just the festival and how new our relationship is.”

“Things will calm down.” Sinclair agrees, his keen eyes not missing the way | try to shield
our pup with my hands. “They’ll be excited about the baby too, but they’ll keep their
distance. They know how protective new parents are, and as invasive as we can be
about adult relationships, children are considered off limits.”

“Good.” | breathe, still frowning. “I don't like it, but I'll endure it as long as they leave the
baby alone.”

“After the campaign is over we can pull you out of the spotlight.” Sinclair offers, “you’ll be
a new mother, it would be perfectly reasonable for your public presence to be
diminished.” Just then the wind shifts, and Sinclair scents the air, his muscles suddenly
going very tense.

Right on cue, a snide voice sounds on our left, and a figure in white emerges from
behind a tree. “What kind of Luna looks for excuses to get out of doing her job?” | don’t
need to look to recognize the speaker — her tone is completely altered from when she
helped me in the bathroom, but there’s no mistaking the nasal timbre of Lydia’s voice.



Before | can even begin to process her words or get a good look at her, Sinclair pushes
my body behind his, taking up a defensive stance between me and his ex-wife. “Are you
really so desperate to force yourself in where you're not wanted, that you've been
reduced to skulking around like a fox, Lydia?” A murmur moves through the gathered
shifters, and | suspect calling a wolf a fox is something of an insult. Though I, as
someone who has always liked foxes, can’t help but feel a bit offended on their behalf.

“It certainly took you long enough to sense me.” She complains, sounding more than a
little bitter. “Are you really so preoccupied with your little pet that your wolf can’t keep
track of his surroundings?”

I’'m trying to move back around in front of Sinclair, but he holds me fast, his arm reaching
behind his body to lock me against him in an iron grip. | feel a little growl bubble up in my
chest, only to be reduced to a trembling mess when he growls back, leaving no room for
argument. “| guess that goes to show how little you mean to my wolf these days.”
Sinclair counters smoothly. “He doesn’t even notice you when you're right in front of
him.”

I’'m trying to peek around Sinclair’s burly arm, but | can only catch a flash of Lydia’s
outraged expression before her venomous tongue is back at it, “Well you might not want
me here, Sinclair, but as the only she-wolf who bears your mark, it's my right to begin
the hunt with you.”

My slow brain scrambles to catch up, and | gradually understand that she’s trying to take
my place in the ceremony. She thinks that | don’t have the right to participate because
Sinclair and | haven't fully been mated, and suddenly | feel outraged myself.

How dare she try to take our place? How dare she try to take Sinclair from us? The little
voice in my head is in a full on rage, and any logic | might have used to calm it — like the
fact that Sinclair isn’t ours in the first place, so it's impossible for him to be taken

— goes completely by the wayside.

| can’t recall ever feeling jealous or possessive about Mike. Heartbroken yes, but when |
learned he was cheating | didn’t feel envy for Kate, only sorrow for myself and all those
wasted years. But | feel jealous now. | feel a possessive fury unlike anything I've ever
experienced. Something raw and primal is building up inside me, and | don’'t know how
to identify it or reign it in. Is this the pup too? Staking its claim on its father? Or have |
lost my mind?

“You're out of your head, Lyd-"

| surge forward, slipping out of Sinclair’'s grasp by ducking underneath his arms and
rounding his big body in a fit of righteous indignation. | can feel Sinclair reaching for me



again, but I pull myself up to my full height and shoot him a warning glare over my
shoulder before giving Lydia the full force of my ire. “The only mark you bear is of the
wolf you tricked into marrying you after you ran out on this pack. If you want to
participate in the hunt, go home to him — or has he seen you for the snake you are and
kicked you out?”

Lydia’s eyes flash, and | wonder if I've hit too close to home. | also wonder if her new
husband might have realized the same thing she did — that Sinclair was never sterile, so
their inability to conceive was probably a problem with her. Would an Alpha reject a mate
that couldn’t give him pups? Is Lydia back here because she has nowhere else to go?

Stop empathizing! The voice in my head admonishes angrily, You can feel bad for her
later, right now there’s a battle to win!

Who are you?! | cry in return. What battle? I'm not going to publicly humiliate a woman
who'’s struggling with fertility.

Struggling with fertility doesn’t mean she isn’t a conniving bitch. The voice replies. And
she’s trying to take Sinclair. He's mine.

Ours.

Before | can reply, Lydia snarls and | have to thrust a hand into Sinclair's chest to keep
him from throwing my body behind his once more. “Better the mark of another than no
mark at all. You don’t even know what it truly means to be a mate.” She snaps.

| press my palm to my belly again, drawing her attention to my unborn pup. “What
stronger claim could there be than this miracle? | don’t need Dominic’s mark to know |
belong to him — and I'm willing to wait for it until we can do it right, in a manner befitting a
King and Queen.” | declare, notching my chin up.

Lydia’s expression flickered when | mentioned the pup, and again | felt a rush of
sympathy for the other woman, but her eyes hardened and blazed when | called myself
a queen. The shifters around us are whispering and muttering among themselves, many
glaring at Lydia and grinning at me. | know I've done well when Sinclair presses his body
flush to mine, his hands circling my waist from behind to help me cradle our pup. A
satisfied purr rumbles in his chest as his lips move against my ear, “the baby likes it
when Mommy’s fierce.” He shares, and my heatrt flip flops over hearing myself called
Mommy for the first time. “And so do |.” He praises.

Feeling a rush of confidence and an inexplicable knowing that I'm close to the Kkill, |

continue, “And we both know that there are many more ways to claim a mate than with a
bite.” | say with a sultry grin, sliding one hand up and around the back of Sinclair's neck,
encouraging his affection. I've never done anything so brazen in my life, except perhaps



the other night at the bonfire... or in that damned dream. At the same time, it feels
completely right that we should be fighting this battle together, and showing off our
attraction for all to see.

Lydia takes one furious step towards me, and Sinclair emits a snarl so vicious that
everyone around us cowers, Lydia included.

I’'m the only one able to withstand the force of his Alpha authority, which works well for
our purposes. Since no one knows I'm human, they’ll all assume I'm truly Sinclair’s equal
— in spirit if not brute strength.

Lydia shudders and whimpers before turning tail and fleeing in the opposite direction.
For some reason, | feel the strangest urge to chase after her, but Sinclair is holding me
too tightly. “Not so fast feisty pants, we have more important things to do than chase
after bitter exes.” | have to crane my neck to look up at him, but his face is full of pride
and anticipation as he announces. “It's time.”



Chapter 65 - The Hunt Begins
Ella

It's all come down to this.

My mind reels as | stare into the dark forest. For weeks | feel like Sinclair and | have
been trapped in the same pattern: flirting, holding ourselves back, slipping up and falling
in too deep, then retreating. It's felt like two steps forward and one step back, but the
reality is that those one steps have gradually brought us closer to this point. The wild
hunt feels like a turning point for our relationship — a critical test to decide whether we
become lovers or stay friends — if that's what you can call us.

| know it's up to me to decide. For all his affection, compliments and terms of
endearment, Sinclair has promised to follow my lead when it comes to taking things to
the next level. | appreciate his restraint, but there’s also a part of me that wants him to
take the decision out of my hands. It's just one more impulse this pup has given me that
| can’t even begin to understand. I've never wanted anyone to decide anything for me in
my entire life, yet here | am agonizing over my desire for a man | barely know, wishing |
didn’t have to be responsible for once in my life.

| think that's the problem. The temptation is so powerful that | want to throw caution to
the wind, but | know better. | know so much better. So why am | still debating this?

Because it's Sinclair. He’s different. He belongs to us. The little voice in my head
encourages.

| don’t know what drugs you've been taking, but you really need to get a hold of yourself.
| counter, feeling more certain now that my conscience has demonstrated just how
insane this pregnancy is making us.

This is temporary. It will pass when | give birth. | can’t run around writing checks that my
heart won'’t be able to cash in a few months. Focus on the pup, focus on the future.

I look around at the other participants in the ceremony: other she-wolves dressed in
gowns like my own, their mates glued to them like velcro in anticipation of the hunt. I'm
sure Sinclair and | looked much the same a few moments ago, but now I've stepped
forward to begin the ritual. Ethereal music fills the air, a nearby orchestra playing
instruments I've never before seen, as drums and singing voices raise towards the full
moon. Gooseflesh raises on my chilled skin, and for the first time since this journey
began, | understand what Aileen meant when she said shifters can feel the Goddess’s
magic. I'm probably just imagining it, like someone who believes they’'ve taken drugs and
therefore acts intoxicated, but | could swear the very air feels different tonight.

| feel different tonight.



| close my eyes and raise my face towards the heavens, letting the strange sensations
grow. Is it crazy to think | can actually feel the moon on my skin, or that the electricity
pulsing through my veins is not merely my own excitement, but something more?

| can feel Sinclair's eyes on me, and | glance back at him as one of the attendants hands
me a blazing lantern. Sinclair looks as though he’s barely holding it together. He's
wearing a fur cape like my own, but underneath he’s completely shirtless, sporting only
sleek black trousers and bare feet. His green eyes are glowing through the darkness,
and | can see his claws and fangs extended. His wolf must be right at the surface, and |
remember what he told me about his power being strongest tonight.

I won't be myself. He’d warned me. I'm not sure if he’s fully lost himself yet, but | can feel
the power rolling off of him in heady waves, at least | imagine | can. It must be so much
more intense for the actual shifters. | find myself shivering and turning away before the
voice in my head can tell me to go steal a kiss or immediately flee. Instead | take a deep
breath and set off into the darkness, starting slowly as the music builds. Hundreds of
floating lanterns are released into the sky as | disappear into the forest, and as soon as
I’'m out of sight, | increase my speed.

Sinclair made me promise not to run once he’s caught me, but he didn’t say anything
about beforehand. I've never been a runner, but tonight nothing sounds better than
racing through the trees and feeling the cold winter wind on my skin. The deep snow
makes it difficult, but the golden light of my lantern casts a warm glow on the dense
evergreen trees, and | race forward without hesitation.

I've been running for about five minutes, amazed that | don't feel even a little bit winded,
when a piercing howl shatters the air.

For one astonishing moment my body stops dead, trembling and quaking as Sinclair's
wolf calls to me. The sound paralyzes me, no doubt giving him a head start as he takes
up his pursuit, but once it's over I'm able to carry on. At this point a true she-wolf would
abandon the lantern and clothing to shift, but Sinclair promised me no one would notice |
don't. All the other wolves are much more concerned with their own hunts tonight, and
they won't even enter the forest until Sinclair howls his victory once I'm caught.

| can still hear the distant music, and adrenaline and exhilaration flood my form as |
continue running. I'm grinning so wide my cheeks hurt, and actually on the verge of
giggling. Why haven't | ever run in the forest before? | had no idea what | was missing
out on.

Sinclair howls again, and again I'm forced to stop until the shuddering need coursing
through my body passes. This time | understand why I’'m shivering and shaking this way,
because the mere sound set my body alight. He might as well have been touching me,



bringing all of my neglected nerve endings to life the way only he can. I'm beginning to
really dislike his howls. | can't let him catch me, if he keeps howling he’ll catch me. Itisn’t
fair. The voice in my head wines, throwing off the oppressive weight of his power to
continue our flight.

Run, just run. | answer, not knowing where this is coming from. A few minutes ago | was
determined to let Sinclair catch me, but now that seems impossible. It's not even an
option. | don’t want to be caught. | just want to keep running like this forever. I've never
felt so free.

Who is Sinclair to stop us? My conscience inquires. He’s not the boss of us, I'm never
going to stop running and | don’t care what he says.

Yes. | think in agreement. You're right, you're so right. We're never going to stop.

Another howl breaks the air, and | prepare myself to halt and battle the call, but for some
reason my body doesn’t respond this time. It's as if the third howl has no impact on me
at all. Surely | haven't become immune? Am | so far away now that it can’t affect me?
That doesn’t make any sense, he’s ten times faster than | am — he’s got to be closing the
distance with every minute.

I'm still pondering this when | hear a distant growl, and it occurs to me that the third howl
was a higher pitch than the first two. Is that supposed to mean something? Is he closing
in on me? Was that the victory howl?

| cock my ears to the forest behind me, and sure enough | hear more than just music
and owl songs. | expect the steady loping of a gargantuan wolf, but the air is muddled
with too many noises — distant snarls and strange crashes, whimpers and whines. |
thought the others wouldn't start the hunt until our part was finished? | think, a bolt of
fear slicing through me. And that doesn’t sound like sex.

In my periphery | think I glimpse a flash of movement, but then an identical flash
happens on my other side. | start to whip my head back and forth, trying to get a hold of
what | saw. Unfortunately | can’t do this and keep my eyes on the path in front of me. |
have to choose: look for dangers in my surroundings, or make sure | have an escape
route.

The voice in my head isn't just urging me to run for fun now, but with the understanding
that something is very wrong here.

Finally I hear the steady thud of a wolf on my trail, his paws crashing and crunching in
the dense snow much more swiftly than my own clumsy feet.

But when another howl sounds in the distance, once that does nothing to summon my



desire but seems to scream at me to run for my life, | realize: The wolf behind me isn’t
Sinclair, and he isn't alone.



Chapter 66 — The Hunter Becomes the Hunted
Ella

When | realized | was being chased, | threw off my cape and veered off in another
direction, hoping that the wolves weren't close enough to see me yet. If I'm lucky maybe
| can throw them off my trail, if only for a moment. | throw down the lantern too. The
moonlight is so bright that | can see the forest well enough, and the snow is so deep that
| don't have to worry about trodding on rocks or sticks.

| take up the skirts of my dress in both hands, running as fast as | can — faster than I've
ever run before. | see a narrow creek on my right, a steady stream of water flowing along
the banks, releasing steam into the air. | realize the stream must be thermal, like the
pools around the stone circle. | momentarily debate jumping into the waters, both craving
the warmth and knowing the water will disguise my scent.

But what if | have to get back out into the snow? | fret. | could die from hypothermia
faster than the wolves could catch me.

| don’t think so. The voice in my head answers. The wolves will catch you first unless
you find a way to throw them off. It's not even like you can climb a tree — they can shift
and climb true.

You better be right about this. | moan internally, jumping down into the streambed. The
water comes up to my waist, and warmth quickly seeps through my dress. | dive beneath
the surface, knowing I'll be faster swimming than running. | don’t pause to try and track
my pursuers, | simply go as fast as | can, praying this crazy plan will have worked —
praying that Sinclair is out there somewhere, coming to help me.

| hate being dependent on anyone else and | hate feeling helpless, but | know that’s
exactly what | am in this situation. I'm at the mercy of these wolves and Sinclair’s
swiftness, and that would hurt badly enough even without knowing my weakness is
threatening my baby’s life as well.

| swim until the water becomes too shallow, jumping back into the snow and taking off
again. | hear a roar behind me, and | know I've failed. | didn't throw them off at all, |
probably just kept them at bay a while. | scan the forest ahead of me, searching for
anything that might help me. Belatedly | realize | should have kept my lantern and set
the bastards on fire, but then hindsight is always 20/20.

Cursing myself, | zero in on some boulders, catching sight of a narrow crevice between
the huge stones. | know it's my only chance. For once being tiny might help me, but only
if the wolves aren’t strong enough to break through rock. A month ago | would have
thought this was a given, but now I’'m not so sure.



| wedge my way into the crevice just in time, for now sooner have | wriggled into the tight
space that a huge weight crashes into the rock. Snarls and growls surround me, and
clawed paws begin scrabbling at the opening in the rocks, trying to make purchase on
my skin and drag me out.

The only piece of dignity | can boast is that | don’t wet myself, but | certainly whimper
and whine like a baby. I'm sobbing with terror, wishing I'd never agreed to this stupid
ritual.

This isn't the first time I've thought | was going to die, but this time it matters a lot more.
This time it won’t only be my life that’s lost. | might be able to come to terms with my own
end, but | can’t bear the thought of my baby dying before it's even had the chance to be
born.

“Please,” | pray, knowing the Goddess probably won’t care about me, but hoping she’'ll
care about my son. “Please help us.”

Sinclair
She’s running. My wolf howls with delight.
Of course she’s running. | think amusedly, That's the whole point.

No, | mean she’s not going to stop. My wolf clarifies, loping around in my head. Mine,
she’s finally mine!

It's taken all my willpower to wait the full five minutes to give my mischievous little
human her head start, and as | prepare to shift, | wonder if my wolf knows something |
don’t. Surely he’s just getting ahead of himself. We won’t know what Ella decides until
we catch up to her, but he seems to think this is a done deal.

I'd known there was a chance Ella would disobey my instructions and run from me
tonight, and my inner wolf had certainly prayed she’d give me the excuse to finally make
her mine, but | still feel anxious about the situation. I'd much rather take Ella to bed when
I'm in full control, and | know as soon as | shift that will be out the window. At the same
time, | warned Ella — | did my part and left the decision in her hands.

| know my reluctance and worry will disappear as soon as | give my wolf free reign, so |
give him one last order before transforming. We have to be gentle.

He snarls in reply, as if affronted | might think he’d forget. After all, his job is just to catch
her, all the rest comes after I've shifted back again. Even so, | know from experience



that the haze of the solstice leaves him largely in control, and | won't take any risks
— not with Ella.

With a sudden blur and a loud crack, | transform, only pausing to howl before | take off
into the night. The howl is mostly for show

— Ella might hear it, but she won't feel it the way a she-wolf does. She won't be
temporarily frozen in place, struggling to fight my power over her, my demand that she
answer my call. She won't understand that this is her first chance to submit, that raising
her own voice into the air would be to accept me as her mate even before I've caught
her.

| pick up Ella’s scent and her tracks instantly, a thrill of excitement pulsing through my
body as | think about everything I'm going to do once I've caught her. Will she protect
herself like she should and stop running, or will she provoke me? Does she want to be
with me as badly as | want to be with her? Will her base instincts make her surrender to
lust, despite her humanity? Either way I'm going to take her home and spoil her rotten
for doing so well with Lydia tonight, but the real question is how much fun we get to have
first.

With the magic in the air tonight, | wonder why we’ve been fighting this so hard. | know
all the reasons of course, but under the moon and the stars they all seem so silly. | don'’t
care that Ella isn't a wolf, and | don't care that we’ve started out on a lie. | just want her.

| howl again, but soon after | catch the scent of other wolves; wolves that shouldn’t be
anywhere near these forests, especially not tonight. | immediately recognize one,
remembering his scent from the alley behind the club where Ella was attacked. My wolf
sharls at the mere memory and as much as | want to attack, | have to figure out how
many there are, as well as where they’re located.

| scent the air again, cocking my ears for more sounds and scanning the dense trees.
Fury and fear crash into me when | realize there are at least half a dozen wolves in the
woods with Ella and I, and that can only mean one thing: The Prince has chosen the
hunt to make his next assassination attempt, only this time, | think he’s targeting Ella and
| both.

There are four rogues tracking me, but the other two are far ahead. | know instinctively
that they've gone after Ella. They must have been in the forest waiting for us already,
and now my sweet human and my pup might pay the price for my distraction.

Maybe Lydia was right — I've been so caught up in her that I've gotten sloppy.

Or maybe Linda was part of it — she certainly helped distract you. My wolf suggests



viciously.

She might be conniving, but | don't believe that of her. After all, if I'm dead she can’t be
gueen. And in all honesty, the failure would still be mine even if she was plotting against
me. Like it or not, I've missed threats brewing right under my nose. It's the canal attack
all over again, only this time it's a thousand times worse. I'll never forgive myself if
anything happens to Ella and the baby — never!

| have to decide quickly. Do | dispatch the wolves nearest to me so | can run down Ella’s
attackers without added risk, or do | go straight to Ella and face them all at once. Four is
certainly easier to defeat than six, but even one wolf against Ella is too much. | have to
reach her before they can harm her. If | pause to fight my own attackers, they could
easily kill her.

Unfortunately the rogues seem to understand this too. I'm sprinting ahead, racing
towards Ella with every bit of strength and endurance | possess, when a huge red wolf
barrels into me from the side.



Chapter 67 - Finding Ella

Sinclair

The rogues aren’t as smart as they think they are. Their only chance would have been to
attack me all at once. Instead they try to lunge at me two at a time, giving each other
time to rest and rebound in between attacks. At first — the first five seconds that is

— it works. The red wolf crashes into my side while a big gray beta slams into my right.
Then the other two charge me, but as soon as I've seen what they’re about — | adapt.

The next time a wolf lunges for me | meet him head on, snatching his neck between my
jaws and violently ripping into him with my fangs. As soon as he falls | turn on the other,
slashing at the other wolves with my front and hind legs while my mouth rips the next
attacker limb from limb. I've tasted their blood now, and my worry for Ella and the baby is
growing stronger with every moment that passes.

These four would have been outmatched with me on a good day, but the Prince was an
idiot to send them on the Solstice, and he was certainly a fool to have them attack my
mate at the same time. Normal wolves can do extraordinary things to protect their
families — and I'm no ordinary wolf.

Within minutes their bodies are scattered around me, and | don't feel the slightest bit of
remorse for killing them. These wolves are probably some of the same ones responsible
for the attack at the canal, and while | might forgive an attack on me, | will never forgive
an attack on my pack or the woman they believe is my mate.

Even if | was in a forgiving mood, | can't afford to let them get word back to the Prince.
The wolves after Ella will know she hasn'’t shifted and they probably already
communicated that with their friends. They'll realize that Ella isn’t truly a she-wolf, and
that secret is certainly going to die with them.

| sprint through the forest towards Ella and the other rogues. When | find Ella’s
abandoned coat and realize she’s tried to lay a false trail I'm impressed, and when |
realize she’s gone into the stream I'm both proud and terrified. | can hear snarling in the
distance, which means she’s still alive. But how long has she been out of the water, and
what have they done to her?

Finally I reach the boulders where Ella has taken refuge. The rogues are so busy
clawing impotently at the rocks that they don’t even notice my arrival. | thought | would
be relieved to find Ella alive — and | am — but nothing prepared me for the primal fury |
would feel actually seeing these wolves go after my sweet little human. The sounds of
her cries egg me on, making me roar out my wrath so that the bastards will get away
from her.



My vision turns to a red haze, and | don’'t even remember killing the rogues. One
moment there’s nothing but the blood roaring in my ears and the taste of blood on my
fangs, and the next I'm opening my eyes to a scene of utter carnage. | can't recall ever
inflicting so much damage on an enemy, I've literally torn them to shreds, and only too
late do | consider that Ella will have just listened to all of that.

She’s still whimpering and crying, and | can hear her teeth chattering as well. Cursing
myself, | shift back into my human form and use some snow to wash the blood from my
face and limbs. Trying to shake off the violence, | go to kneel in front of the tiny cave into
which Ella has forced herself. “Ella?”

A small whine meets my ears, and | try to steady my heaving breath. “It's alright, little
one.” | promise. “They’re gone. They can’t hurt you.”

| listen for sounds of movement, and | remember the way she went into shock after the
first attack. My Goddess, | think bitterly.

Only a month together and there’s already been more than one attack. Some protector |
am.

“Can you come out to me, Ella?” | ask gently, wishing | could force my way in there with
her. | can smell her blood, though it isn't as strong as the rogue’s. Of course, that's not
saying much, all the blood that was once inside them is now out, but it doesn’t smell like
Ella is bleeding badly.

Yet she doesn’t move, and fresh panic lances through me — she could have broken
bones or frosthite and | wouldn't smell a thing. “Are you hurt? How long have you been
out of the water?”

Still there’s nothing, and I'm becoming increasingly afraid I'm going to have to break
through the rocks to reach her. | begin to purr, hoping this will break through her shock
enough to lure her out of hiding. “You did so well evading them and finding a hiding
place, sweetheart.” | praise. “You gave me time to reach you, but now you have to help
me and come out so | can take care of you.”

Bending down, | peer into the crevice, wondering if she might take my hand and let me
pull her out. When | finally see her, however, | know she isn’t in any state to help me.
Her beautiful eyes are clenched tightly shut, tears streaming down her cheeks as she
clamps her hands over her ears, rocking back and forth in the small space. | doubt she
can hear me, and | have a feeling she wouldn’t see me even if she opened her eyes.

Ella’s arms are covered in defensive wounds where she must have been shielding
herself from the attacker’'s arms reaching in after her, and | immediately know reaching
in myself will only frighten her more. | purr more loudly, and Ella’s body seems to jolt, but



just as quickly she doubles down, as if she’s trying to block out the sensations — as if she
doesn’t trust them. | never knew my heart could break just having someone refuse my
comfort, but not being able to reach Ella now, when she needs me most, hurts more
than | could have imagined.

“Okay, baby.” | decide, wishing there was any other way, “I wish | could let you stay here
until you're ready to come out, but it's too cold.” | sigh. “I'm going to have to break
through the rocks.”

| know she can't hear me, but | continue talking to her in the hopes that she might come
back to herself and understand.

She doesn't.

Instead | place both of my hands on either side of the break in the boulders, and |
summon all of my strength to force them apart.

It doesn’t happen immediately, but | think of Ella and our baby being trapped in these
rocks forever, and | channel all of my power into destroying her makeshift fortress. A
thunderous crack fills the air as they split in two, and | snatch Ella out of the cave before
any sediment can fall on her.

The moment | lay a hand on Ella her eye’s snap open, but there’s no recognition in her
brilliant irises. Instead sharp, acrid fear pours out of her, and she thrashes against my
hold, trying to break free. | wrap my arms tightly around her small body, but Ella fights
me like a wildcat, kicking, hitting, scratching and biting for all she’s worth. It's amazing
how difficult it is to keep hold of her, and if it weren't so horrible | would be proud of the
fight she’s putting up.

“Shhh, Ella, it's alright. You're safe. You're safe now.” However her sightless eyes and
desperate cries make me think this isn’t the first time she’s fought this way, and | find
myself holding back tears as | finally dig my fingers into a pressure point at the base of
her throat, stealing her consciousness.

Little by little, Ella fades into a forced sleep, her body finally going limp in my arms.
When it's over | slump onto the ground, gathering her precious form in my lap and
pressing my hand to her belly. Our babe is whole and unharmed, but severely
distressed. | try to send waves of comfort through our bond, beginning to purr again, but
| think he can feel my own guilt and misery. He settles slightly, but pulses of anxiety
continue to surge through our bond, as well as flashes of the fear and anguish Ella felt
during the attack.

| don’t stay there long, too worried about Ella catching hypothermia to give into my own
body’s demands for rest. However for the moment that | do remain, | wonder how it ever



came to this: Naked, slumped on the ground surrounded by dead bodies, cradling the
mother of my child in my arms and weeping my apologies into her neck.

| have to get her home. | have to make sure she’s alright. But as soon as | know Ella and
the baby are okay, I'm going to find and kill the person responsible for this.



Chapter 68 — Aftermath

Sinclair

“Dominic?” My beta, Hugo, stands behind me, watching me with a worried expression.
“We need you in the war room.”

“I want to be here when she wakes up.” | insist, keeping my gaze locked on Ella. She’s
asleep in my bed, her small body curled beneath the covers. Her arms are bandaged
from shoulder to fingertip, and bruises dot her fair skin in too many places to count.

Guilt ties my insides into knots just looking at them — some of those bruises were my
doing, the results of my efforts to restrain her. Ella had remained unconscious as |
carried her out of the forest, but when she woke, she fought me as hard as ever. The
doctor was forced to give her a strong dose of a sleeping draft in order to treat her
wounds, though he promised the potion would help break her shock.

“l understand, but we’re still cleaning up the scene and we need to make sure no one
finds out about this.” Hugo sighs. It was thanks to Ella’s quick thinking and endurance
that the attack happened so deep in the forest, far deeper than other couples would be
running on the hunt.

| was able to evacuate her on the opposite side of the park, free from the prying eyes of
the pack or the media, and my men had immediately rushed in to clean up the bodies
before they could be discovered. “Until we can prove the prince was behind it, rogue
attacks will just make you look weak.”

“I am weak.” | state hoarsely, wallowing in more than a small amount of self-pity and
loathing. “It's my fault. | didn’t see them coming. | knew the Prince was plotting against
us and | still didn’t see them coming.”

“That isn’t fair Dom.” Hugo growls, his voice very stern. “You can only prepare for so
much and none of us can foresee the future.

I’'m sure Ella doesn'’t blame you.”

“Well she should.” | bite back, emotion clogging my throat. “You know, she was so
traumatized she couldn’t even recognize me?

That our baby was beside itself after weathering all her fear?”

“I know.” Hugo confirms grimly. “But she’s heavily sedated. It will be some time before
she wakes, and if you want to make her safe, then the best thing you can do for her is to
come to the war room and deal with the fallout. Help us strategize against the Prince.
We'll place extra guards at her door.”



“Not at her door.” | correct, seeing the sense of his words even though | hate hearing
logic at the moment. “I want them posted in here with her. And I'll come to the war room,
but there’s something | have to do first.”

“Dominic -
“If anyone has an inside track on the Prince’s plans, it's my brother.” | interrupt,
scrubbing a hand over my face. “We need intel if we're going to effectively strategize —

and he has it.”

“Alright.” Hugo agrees. “Just try not to lose your temper. Murdering your brother isn't the
kind of PR we need right now.”

| huff a humorless laugh, “Spoil sport.”

The sun is rising over the mountains as | pull into Roger’s driveway, taking measured
breaths and conducting silent counting exercises to try and stay calm. In my current
mood it wouldn’t take much provocation for me to kill anyone who crosses my path, and
Roger is more infuriating than most.

| slide from the car and stride up the garden path, urging my wolf to settle. No violence.
Violence is bad. Just think how disappointed Ella would be. | know it’s ironic that I'm
urging myself not to resort to violence after the slaughter | committed last night, but that
was different. | didn’t have a choice then — | do now.

The door swings open soon after | knock, and Roger’s surprised face appears. He looks
so genuinely shocked to see me, | actually contemplate whether he might not have been

involved in the attack. Then again, my brother has always been a good actor.

“Dominic, to what do | owe the pleasure?” He drawls, making it clear that my visit is
anything but pleasurable.

| push past him, knocking into his shoulder and forcing him back from the doorway as |
go. “Were you involved?” | demand, my voice little more than a growl, “Did you know
what he was planning?”

Roger blinks, “what are you talking about?”

“Don’t play dumb with me, Roger.” | scowl, “I know you've been working with the Prince.”

He offers me a humorless laugh. “You're being paranoid, Dom.*



“Bull,” | snap, “You expect me to believe you just happened to turn up in the same back
alley where Ella was being attacked in the middle of the night by coincidence? Or that
the Prince mysteriously discovered | haven't claimed Ella when you’re the only person
who has that information?”

“l think you're forgetting all your staff — your guards, your doctors, Hugo and Aileen.”
Roger counters smoothly.

“My people are loyal — you are the only person who knew who also has a vendetta
against me.” | combat.

“That you know of.” He intones ominously.

“Ella was almost killed last night.” | thunder, “I understand you hating me, but how could
you be so cruel to an innocent she-wolf!”

“Wait,” Roger protests, visibly paling. “Back up, what happened last night?”

“Stop pretending you don’t know!” The words burst from my chest in a vicious snarl, and
| just barely hold onto my temper. Use your words Dominic! “I suppose you ran in to
protect her the first time to try and earn her trust, but when that didn’t work you decided
to just sacrifice her to the rogues.”

“l don’'t have any idea what you're talking about!” Roger shouts back, losing his own
temper. “On my life, Dominic, | had no idea there had been a second attack!”

“Why should | believe you?” | grumble, clenching and unclenching my fists.

Roger raises his hands, his mouth a thin line. To my surprise, he seems genuinely
shaken, and | wonder if | underestimated his interest in Ella. “Look, | admit | knew about
the first attack in advance. The Prince planned on killing her outright, but | thought
saving her might get me some leverage with her. I... | thought if she trusted me | could
convince her to leave you.”

“What, so you could have her for yourself?” | bite, fighting the urge to reel back. I've
never known Roger to admit any of his misdeeds. He must truly like Ella.

“No.” Roger rolls his eyes, “Just so you would lose the campaign. And yes, | told the
Prince she hadn't been claimed, but | swear on my life, | was never going to let him hurt
her. | didn't know about last night.”

“Do you really despise me so much?” | grind out, “That you would rather a tyrant take
over the realm just to spite me? Do you have no concept of the damage he’ll do if he



wins? The atrocities he'll inflict?”

Roger’s face closes off, and | wonder if he truly was so blinded by his resentment of me
that he never considered the consequences of his schemes. “I just wanted to hurt you
Dom. | admit | was being selfish.”

“Well I've got news for you,” | declare ferociously. “I plan on winning this campaign, and
you can be with me or against me. But you need to decide, because if you continue to
make yourself my enemy, I'm going to treat you as complicit to the Prince’s crimes.”
Pacing | let my wolf flash in my eyes. “Further, if anything happens to Ella | will hold you
personally responsible — and I'm not talking exile, brother.”

“Is she okay?” He gulps.

“Physically, she’ll heal.” | respond, trying to keep the emotional from my voice. “I'm not
so sure if she’ll be okay mentally.”

He flinches, and | wonder if he really does care for her. “Are you going to tell her what |
did?”

“I should.” I answer gruffly, “But she’s been through enough already.” | start to turn away,
before changing my mind and whirling back to face him, “You know she actually
defended you to me? She feels for you, even though you've done nothing but try to hurt
and manipulate her.”

Roger’s face draws tight, and | see a glimmer of something akin to shame on his
features. “I didn’t know.”

“That’s how good she is. She'd be your ally if you let her.” | explain, “And instead you
chose to terrorize her.”

“I'm sorry.” Roger professes, ashen-faced. “I know she’s good. | saw that in her from the
beginning. I think that’s part of why | was so angry when you found her. You don’t
deserve someone so pure.”

“It's not my fault | was born stronger, Roger!” | state simply, disgusted at how broken our
relationship has become over things that are not my fault. “Or that Mom sacrificed
herself for me.”

He clears his throat, looking down at the ground. “It felt better, to blame you...” He
confesses slowly, “Than to believe it was all for nothing.”

I’'m both grief stricken and amazed to hear him speak this way. We've never connected
like this before, and | know Ella is the reason we are now. “Well if you want to make it up



to us, you can go back to the Prince and find out what he’s planning next.”
Roger raises his chin, looking thoughtful. “You want me to be a double agent?”

“It's not about what | want. It's about whether you want to let a madman take over the
Kingdom. It's about whether you want Ella and your nephew to live or die.”

“Alright.” He nods. “I'll do it.



Chapter 69 - Sinclair Calls In an Expert
Sinclair

It's mid-morning by the time | leave Roger’s house, and | dial Cora’s phone number, both
because she needs to know about what happened, and because | need help caring for
Ella. Despite the doctor’s promises, I'm worried that Ella won't recover as quickly as he’s
predicting and if anyone knows what to expect, her sister surely must.

“Mr Sinclair?” She sounds uncertain as she answers, as if she suspects her caller ID
might be lying to her.

“Good morning, Cora.” | greet her, taking a deep breath. “I'm sorry to disturb you when
you're at work, but I'm calling with some bad news.”

| can feel the anxiety in her sharp intake of breath, and worry imbues her soft voice, “Is
Ella okay? Is the baby?”

“They’re both at home resting.” | share, hoping this will assuage the worst of her fears.
“But there was another attack last night.”

“Another one?” Cora squeaks, indignation bleeding into her voice as she continues. “I
thought you were supposed to be this all powerful Alpha? You're supposed to be
keeping her safe! My sister has known you for a month and she’s already had people
trying to Kill her twice!”

| understand her outrage, and | agree with it completely. “I know. You have every right to
be upset with me. I'm not very happy with myself right now... | failed her.” | confess,
exhaling heavily. “I’'m not turning out to be a very good father so far.”

“l...” Cora doesn’t seem to know what to make of this. “Tsk,” She clears her throat. “Well
is she alright? Does she need anything?”

“She’s a bit scraped up, but I'm afraid the worst damage was psychological. It wasn't like
last time. She... she didn’'t recognize me afterwards.” | wonder if the human can hear
how upsetting | find this particular detail, but when she remains silent | forge on.

“She’s in a deep state of shock — the doctor used the word dissociative, like she
completely disconnected from her body to protect her mind.”

Cora swears, but she doesn’t sound surprised. “I'll leave work right now.” She offers, “I
can be there within a half hour.”

“Wait.” | advise, “She’s been sedated and I'm not sure when she’ll wake up.” For a
moment | debate whether or not | should voice my next thought. Ella hasn’t spoken to



me much about her childhood, but | know that she feels very protective of her sister.

Moreover, | remember the way she acted after the attack in the alley, refusing to show
her upset to Cora, insisting she was fine.

“And... | don't want to sound insensitive because | know you love Ella and want to be
with her, but I'm afraid if you're there she’ll be so focused on not worrying you, that she’ll
try to pretend like nothing happened and ignore her own wellbeing.”

Cora thinks about this for a minute. “You're probably right about that. Ella has always
been the caretaker... she really doesn’t know how to deal with having the tables turned
on her.”

“So I've learned.” | muse aloud. “So | think it would be best to give it a couple of days.”

“Alright.” Cora agrees, “But | can still help you. | know all her creature comforts, the
things that soothe her best. | can send you a list.”

“That would be wonderful.” | express honestly, thankful | decided to make this call before
Ella wakes. By the time she returns to consciousness | can have all her favorite things
already on hand and ready to comfort her.

“But Sinclair —” Cora interrupts my thoughts.
“Please call me Dominic, Cora.” | correct gently.

“Dominic,” She repeats patiently. “It's not my place to tell you the details... but | think you
should know,”

“Yes?” | prompt her, having a dreadful premonition that | don’t want to hear whatever it is
she’s about to say.

“These attacks aren't the first traumas Ella has endured at the hands of men.” She
explains vaguely, and | both want to demand further explanations and forbid her from
saying more. “She went through a lot when we were still children... she endured some of
it to protect me and the other kids.” Cora trails off for a moment, sounding positively
miserable. My mind immediately floods with horrible images of Ella, even more sweet
and innocent than she is now, suffering at the hands of the adults meant to care for her.

“You need to be prepared that she won't just be dealing with the trauma of the attacks
when she wakes — but all the bad memories they’ll have dredged up.”

“That’s why you weren't surprised... when | told you she dissociated.” | guess, hating
every word of this conversation. “You've seen this before.”



“Yes.” Cora confirms, sounding remorseful. “But you're not wrong either. She wants to
protect the people she cares about even when she’s in no state to do so.”

Something we have in common. | think bitterly.

“I suppose it's two sides of the same coin.” | say instead. “Whether she’s doing it to
protect herself from the pain or put on a brave face for someone else, it's still repressing
the bad feelings.”

“Oh.” Cora murmurs, in the tone of someone having an epiphany.
“What?” | inquire, not liking this one bit.

“Well when you put it that way... | wonder if maybe we're wrong about it being for
someone else.” Cora shares. “I mean maybe that’s how it started, but at the end of the
day it still means she never learned how to cope with these things.”

A wave of understanding crashes into me. If Ella has only ever repressed the bad things
in her life, it won’'t matter if her sister is there or not, she’ll try to do the same with this —
because it’'s all she knows. Only now do | realize that Ella didn't just pretend she was
fine with Cora after the first attack. She might have come to me for safety, but she was a
hollow shell as | tended her wounds, and when | encouraged her to share her feelings
she distracted me with an argument. She never even cried about the attack, only my
deception.

Ffuuucckk. I think, furious with myself for missing this, for letting the wiley minx outwit
me.

“So what do | do?” | ask, hoping Cora will have the answer.

“Well I've never been able to refuse Ella anything when she’s hurting.” Cora remarks,
sounding disheartened, “Especially not when it's my fault. Which means I've never called
out her avoidance, I've just... well, | think I've enabled her — letting her tell me what she
wants and never questioning or pushing back on whether it's healthy.”

It seems like Cora and | have more in common than | realized. It also seems she’s
sharper than | gave her credit for, as I'm receiving her message loud and clear. | might
be blaming myself for putting Ella in danger, but | can’t let that guilt me into coddling her.
“But you're an Alpha.” She elaborates. “So maybe you'll be able to do what | never could
—and not let her get away with pretending everything is fine.”

“You can count on it.” | nod, taking this mission to heart. Ella is my responsibility, and it's
in my blood to take care of my pack.



She might be human, but Ella is pack now, and | know her in some ways her sister
certainly doesn't. | also know a thing or two about helping stubborn she-wolves find
catharsis — and from what I've seen, Ella will be no different.

“Thank you for telling me, Cora.” | profess genuinely. “And thank you for the advice. I'll
call you as soon as Ella is ready for visitors.”

“Good luck.” Cora offers, “and just let me know if you need anything else.”

“I will.” Hanging up, | realize that talking with Ella’s sister has completely changed my
expectations for what the next few hours hold. | was prepared for Ella to wake up in
another fog or to come home to a basket case, but if the doctor is right and she’s lucid

— I'll probably be dealing with one very obstinate little human in total denial.

When Cora’s email hits my inbox, listing out all of Ella’s favorite foods, music, films, and
amenities, | make a detour to the store.

Stocking up on candles, essential oils, bubble bath, fancy scrubs and masks, dark
chocolate, flowers and various groceries, | plan out exactly how I'll set up my rooms
once | get home. I'm hoping | can get everything done before Ella wakes, and also
praying we’re wrong about Ella’s propensity to bury her traumas.

However | know my prayers haven't been answered as soon as | walk into my rooms
and discover that Ella is not only wide awake, but standing in the middle of the room
instructing her dressmaker to sew sleeves onto her ballgown to cover her bandages. In
the midst of all the excitement | actually forgot the masquerade was tonight — but Ella, it
seems, did not.

She smiles at me in greeting, but | can only glare in return. “What in the Goddess’s
name do you think you're doing?



Chapter 70 - Ella Loses her Temper
Ella

| woke up in a thick haze of confusion, feeling as though I've been run over by a truck,
but not remembering why. Muscles | didn’t even know | possessed are screaming at me,
demanding ice packs and pain Killers, and | have a thumping headache. For a moment |
wonder if | somehow have a hangover, recalling the groggy morning afters | used to
experience following nights out on the town.

Slowly the memories trickled in: the wild hunt taking a horrible turn; the rogue wolves
chasing me in the forest; my near scrape with hypothermia; and fighting for my life while
knowing it will all be over once they catch me. When | reach the point where I’'m reliving
being trapped in the boulders, feeling their claws ripping into my skin as | try to hold
them off, | rush to the bathroom.

Emptying my stomach into the toilet for reasons that have nothing to do with my
pregnancy and everything to do with the sheer terror | feel, | collapse on the tiles and try
to force the horrible memories from my brain.

Other unwelcome images crowd into my thoughts even as | struggle to bury this most
recent horror, ghosts from my past seeing an opportunity to rear their terrible heads.
Breathing deeply, | force them back into the iron safe in the back of my mind, shoving
the memories of last night inside with them. It isn't easy, but I'm well practiced at stowing
unpleasant things away like this, protecting myself from their torment. When the work is
done, | feel dazed and numb, but that's better than wallowing in agony.

Pulling myself up off the floor, | study my bandaged arms in the mirror, realizing they’ll
clash with my ball gown'’s off-the-shoulder cut. | call the dressmaker first thing, asking
her to hurry to my side. The morning papers tell me that the bloody events of my first
wild hunt went undetected from the media and the general public, but today is the
Solstice itself — it's more important than ever that Sinclair and | make a strong showing.

The dressmaker arrives shortly, surprising my guards — who apparently didn’t realize |
was awake. She suggests tight-fitted sleeves the same color as my flesh, to disguise my
bandages without compromising the gown’s design, and also offers to sew me a pair of
matching gloves to help hide my injuries. | agree and she quickly makes the
adjustments. By early afternoon the gown is complete, and I'm standing in front of the
mirror studying the effect.

When Sinclair barges in halfway through the fitting, I'm expecting him to compliment my
quick thinking. | smile at him, feeling proud of my efforts, but he only glares. “What in the

Goddess’s name do you think you're doing?

His growling voice sends a shiver down my spine, but | summon a soft chuckle. “Well |



can’t very well go to the ball looking like a mummy.” | answer, nodding towards my white
bandages.

Sinclair stalks forward, dismissing the dressmaker with a curt “Leave us.” Once the door
closes behind her, he bears down on me, towering above me with a foreboding
expression on his handsome face. “Ella you’re not going to the ball.”

“I'm sorry, are you auditioning to be my evil step mother?” I quip, astonished by his
apparent anger.

“This isn’t a joke.” Sinclair informs me sternly. “A few hours ago you were bloody
catatonic.”

“I'm better now.” | shrug, turning back to the mirror and pretending | don’t see his
thunderstruck expression. “| felt a bit groggy from all the doctor’s drugs at first, but that
passed ages ago.”

Sinclair shakes his head, muttering in something akin to disbelief. “Goddess, Cora was
right.”

“Right about wh—"1 begin, processing his words too late. As soon as | do | turn on him,
understanding slamming into me. “You called Cora? You told her? Why would you do
that?!”

“Because she’s your sister, she loves you and she had a right to know you were hurt.”
He declares, turning me back towards the mirror and unzipping my gown. | try to wrench

away from him but it doesn’t work.

“Dominic stop!” | insist, backing out of his reach and clutching the garment to my chest.
“You should have talked to me before calling Cora. It wasn't necessary to upset her.”

“At least one of you is upset!” He exclaims, baffling me completely.

“What on earth is wrong with you?” | demand, feeling my annoyance devolve into
outrage. “Why are you being like this?”

“Well to start with, the mother of my pup was almost killed last night but you're
pretending like nothing happened!” Sinclair bursts.

| feel a familiar rush of disappointment to be reduced to ‘the mother of his pup’, but I'm
not surprised.

“I'm not denying it happened,” | correct him simply. “But it wasn’t a big deal. You're fine,
I’'m fine. It was scary in the moment but it all turned out okay.”



| can see Sinclair wants to reach for me, to grab me and turn me to face him, but he’s
obviously wary of touching my wounds.

Instead he circles in front of me, again imposing on my personal space with his big body.
“Ella nothing about this situation is okay!” He asserts firmly, searching my face for signs
that his words are sinking in and becoming even more upset when they don’t. “And |
don’t believe for one second that you are as unaffected by all this as you're pretending.”

“I'm not pretending.” | insist. “I know you think I'm this fragile thing, but I'm not, Dominic.”

He sighs, wearing the beleaguered expression of someone at his wits end. “It isn’t fragile
or weak to be affected by a near death experience, Ella.”

“I know that.” | inform him stubbornly, “That isn’t what | meant, just that you want me to
behave according to your expectations...

but everyone handles trauma differently.”

“Well if I thought you were handling it, | wouldn’t care what method you chose.” Sinclair
grumbles. “What bothers me is seeing you ignore it.”

“So what, you want me to be upset?” | inquire, aghast. “Why, so you can rush in and
play the hero?”

“Of course | don’t want you to be upset!” He rumbles, catching my waist. “But | also don't
want you hurting yourself by repressing your feelings. These things don’t just go away,
Ella, if you don't let them out they fester and grow toxic inside of you.”

I notch my chin up, my own blood beginning to boil now. “I have the rest of my life to
process what happened, but I'll be damned if I'm going to let the Prince win this
campaign. Don’t you think he wants us to stay home and lick our wounds?” | demand,
surprising myself with the force of my convictions.

| want to convince Sinclair not to coddle me, but I also want to make the Prince pay for
trying to harm my unborn child. “He shouldn’t get away with what he did last night! | don’t
care what he does to me, but | won'’t stand for him trying to kill our baby.”

“Well you should care what he does to you!” Sinclair explodes, pacing in front of me and
looking as though he can’t decide whether to be annoyed or impressed with my

defiance. “And your wellbeing is more important than showing him up.”

“That’s your opinion.” | hiss, crossing my arms over my chest. “I disagree.”



Sinclair narrows his eyes, pulling my body flush against his and letting me feel the full
weight of his disapproval. “We’re not going to the ball, Ella.” He declares, his fingers
digging into my tender flesh. “We’re going to talk about this whether you like it or not.”

“You can’'t make me.” | combat, my lip curling with disdain, “And | don’t need you to
make me feel better, because I'm fine.”

“No, you aren’t.” Sinclair insists, seeming resigned but determined as he looms over me.
“I know, because I'm not and it didn’t even happen to me.”

“Just stop it!” | shout, fighting back tears. Why won't he let this go? Why won't he just let
me deal with it in my own way? | can feel myself spiraling out of control. | can feel the
bad feelings hammering against the locked door in my mind, encouraged by Sinclair's
warmth and understanding. Something inside me wants to cave to his dominance, but |
can't let that happen. | can't release all that darkness — it will swallow me whole. “I've
made up my mind!”

“Have you even cried, Ella?” Sinclair continues, stalking me across the room. “Have you
let yourself feel what they did to you?”

“l said stop it!” | repeat, pushing at his broad chest, “Just leave me alone!”
“I'm not going to do that, baby.” He states gravely, continuing to pursue me.

“Of course not!” | accuse, “You pretend you're doing this for me but really you're helping
yourself. You don't care what | want.”

“l do, but what you want and what you need aren’t always the same.” Sinclair says,
repeating the same Alpha nonsense he’s been preaching from day one.

Before | can stop myself, I'm surging forward, fueled by a strange and reckless courage.
“l am so sick of your condescending bullshit,” | cry, smacking his hands away, “You're a
wolf so you get to boss me around, you're a man so you know what | need better than |

do — well | don't accept that!”

My feeble swats, pushing back against his attempts to console me, grow more and more
desperate, until | lash out with all my strength and strike Sinclair across the face. A loud

clap rings through the air, and only too late do | realize what I've done.

Sinclair's wolf blazes to life in his eyes, and | can only whimper, turn tail — and run.



Chapter 71 - Ella Gets a Lesson in Catharsis
Ella

Every instinct | possess is telling me to get away from Sinclair as fast as | can, but he
catches me around the waist before | can move two feet. | know I've made a terrible
mistake, and | don’t have any idea where the impulse to strike him came from. I've never
raised a hand against anyone in my life, and certainly not a man as dangerous as
Sinclair — a predator who could snap me up in one bite.

When I'm yanked to a stop in his arms, | panic. “I'm sorry! | didn’t mean it, | don’t know
what happened.” | exclaim, squirming despite my injuries. He lugs me up against his
chest, keeping my body flush against him.

Sinclair emits a dark chuckle, and | realize he hasn't lost his temper. Far from it, he’s
entirely in control, but he’s also not going to let me get away with hitting him. “Tsk, sweet
Ella, | know exactly what happened.” He purrs, “but you're not sorry — not yet anyway.”
His lips graze my ear, his deep voice turning my insides to jelly, “But you will be.”

“Dominic please-" 1 beg, squirming in his arms, desperately trying to free myself from his
grasp.

“l warned you, little one. This was your last strike.” He answers coolly, “Now stop
wriggling before you hurt yourself.”

At once I'm struck by the difference | feel being trapped in his arms. If one of those
rogues had caught me, | would have been too afraid to anger them to risk rebelling. After
all, I've experienced the dreadful paralysis that occurs when you're too terrified to fight
back against an attacker more than once. Yet | feel no such fear with Sinclair. | know he
means to punish me, and yet | feel completely safe.

The ball gown is stripped from my body, and Sinclair settles on the bed, laying my body
face down over his lap. “What are you doing?” | whimper, trying to rear up.

One of Sinclair's massive palms settles at the base of my spine, holding me in place as
his free hand traces the curve of my bare bottom. “What do you think I’'m doing?” He
inquires, sounding as though he’s taking far too much pleasure in this.

“You can't be serious!” | protest, “This is barbaric! I'm not a child!”

“You're right.” Sinclair croons, still grazing his fingers over my skin and making the
bundle of nerves at the apex of my thighs swell and plump with rushing blood. “you’re
not a child, which means you should know better than to throw tantrums and strike
people.”



“But I'm pregnant,” | remind him, hoping he’ll take mercy. “You could hurt the baby.”

“Trust me sweetheart, if spankings harmed unborn pups my kind would have died out a
long time ago.” Sinclair drawls, massaging the tense muscles of my lower back.
“Breeding she-wolves need to feel their mate’'s dominance more than anyone else.”

The word “spanking” echoes in my mind, almost as if it's some foreign term from another
language. | know exactly what it means, but it seems impossible that | could truly be in
this predicament. I've known plenty of punishments in my time, but none like this. None
from someone who actually cares about me, and none that excite me despite my better
judgment.

“Well that's fine for you and your twisted were-friends, but I'm not into that sort of thing!” |
insist, trying to ignore the flames engulfing my body. | can feel myself growing wet
already, and I'm horrified when Sinclair scents the air, a satisfied rumble sounding in his
chest. Surely he can’t smell my arousal? Right?

“Is that the story you want to stick with, Ella?” Sinclair questions, amusement heavy in
his velvety tones as his fingers dip dangerously close to my swollen sex. No, no, no. |
think. It's too embarrassing! I'm sure I've never been this turned on in my life

— but what does that say about me? What's wrong with me that I like this?

| whine, trying to jerk out of his reach. “This isn't fair, you're not the boss of me!” Why am
| still provoking him? Why am | not begging for mercy?

“We'll just see about that.” Sinclair intones, still massaging my backside. Belatedly |
realize he’s warming my skin, preparing me for his discipline. When the first swat finally
lands, | rear up, crying out in protest. I'm sure Sinclair is only using a fraction of his
strength, but it still hurts. Even so, | know my reaction is more outrage than actual pain.

| kick my legs and beat my fists against Sinclair’'s thighs, but he easily restrains me. This
is so confusing, how can | feel safer being confined by his strong arms than | did when |
was lashing out wildly? He lands another swat, on the opposite cheek this time —
spreading the heat over my raised buttocks equally. He starts slowly, continuing to warm
my skin until I'm accustomed to the sting, and then increasing his efforts.

| fight like a hellcat, furious that he’s doing this and yet more turned on than | can ever
remember being. Something is wrong with me. | decide. Only someone deeply disturbed
would enjoy this. He’s actually spanking me, like I'm a naughty child instead of the
mother of his baby. The worst part is his deliciously dirty words, telling me what a bad
girl I've been, scolding me for my misbehavior and yet praising my arousal — telling me
how natural it is, how delicious | smell.



He doesn’t let up until | stop trying to escape his hold, until | submit to his discipline and
let go of my own control . When his relentless swats finally slow, | catch myself
undulating, raising my bottom to meet his hand. With considerable effort, | force myself
to still. “Is it over?” | ask miserably, trying to sound as pitiful as possible.

“On any other occasion it would be,” Sinclair shares, sounding resigned now. “But you
need to cry, Ella. You need to deal with the attack.”

“But I don’t want to.” | moan, feeling very immature now.

“It's okay, I'm going to help you.” Sinclair promises, stroking my spine. “And afterwards |
promise I'll make you feel good.”

“No, please... | don’t want to cry.” | confess, my voice very small now.
“Why not?” Sinclair asks. “What'’s so terrible about crying?”

Sniffling, | pluck up the courage to tell him my fears. After all — the man just spanked me,
if | can be honest with anyone, it's him.

“I'm afraid if | start | won't be able to stop. | don’t want to hurt.”

Sinclair clucks sympathetically, clearly understanding that I'm not talking about physical
pain. “I'll be with you the whole time.” He promises. “I'm not going to let you face it
alone.”

| try to resist my instincts to submit as long as | can, holding myself tense as the swats
rain down on my upturned bottom, growing sharper and more delectable with every
volley. | might have been able to resist if it weren’t for Sinclair’'s encouragement.

Now instead of telling me how naughty I've been he keeps insisting it's alright, that I'm
safe and he’ll take care of me.

It doesn’t take much then, a few good swats and | collapse into Sinclair's arms, sobbing
out my anguish into his legs until he pulls me up into his lap. | wince and hiss when my
sore backside meets with his thighs, but he kisses and croons and rocks me as | work
through the pain, and soon | forget about the indignity and outrage of my spanking.

“I'm sorry | was such a brat.” | confess, nuzzling my face against his chest and breathing
in his scent.

“I love your every mood.” Sinclair assures me, “you never need to apologize for being
yourself.”



| shake my head. “When you say things like that | think you’re too good to be true.” |
admit. “l don’t trust it.”

“That’s okay.” Sinclair affirms. “I'm not going to be scared off because you’re a bit
skittish, Ella. You're giving me an heir — I'm in this for the long haul.”

My heart sinks at the reminder he’s only doing this because I'm carrying his son, but |
feel so cozy in Sinclair's arms that | can’t bring myself to protest. He continues petting
and cuddling me until my tears slow, though my rear end is still on fire. I've never known
so many conflicting feelings.

I've been thoroughly punished, confronted my trauma and grief, and yet I'm also beside
myself with lust. In fact, my desire is the only thing Sinclair has yet to satisfy, and I'm all
too aware he vowed to take care of that as well.

As if he’s reading my mind, Sinclair slides his hand between my legs, feeling my sodden
core and purring with approval. “Now, would you like me to make you feel good?”



Chapter 72 - Ella have a deal
Ella

Yes, yes, yes! The little voice in my head chants, so forcefully the words almost spill out
of my mouth. | stop them just in time, even though | can’t stop my hips from jerking up
towards Sinclair’s hand. Still, | manage to clasp my fingers around his wrist before he
can make contact with my aching clit, even as my blood sings for release.

| desperately want to let Sinclair's give me the pleasure he’s offering, but | feel so
overwhelmed by all this. Too many things have happened in the last 24 hours, and I'm
beyond confused by my reaction to Sinclair’s discipline. All my emotions have been
thrust together, smashed up and blended into a violent, swirling maelstrom- too
muddied to differentiate. It's as though I've been completely unmoored, no long
understanding my own heart or mind.

I look up at Sinclair, my eyes wide and still stinging with leftover tears. He’s wearing that
ravenous expression that makes me feel like he’s about to gobble me up, but there’s a
softness in his eyes — an understanding that my body’s base instincts are not on the
same page with my distraught mind.

“I don’t think I'm ready for that.” | confess, my voice very soft. How surreal is it, that
twenty four hours ago | was ready to give myself to him completely? To let him make
love to me right there in the middle of the forest, despite all our efforts to keep our
relationship platonic?

Maybe the Prince did us a favor with his attack, | think bitterly. He kept us from taking a
step we wouldn't be able to take back —

from making a terrible mistake.
How can you say that? My conscience demands. Look at what Sinclair just did for you.
What? Spank me like a child? Make me cry like a baby? | bite back.

You know you feel better now, The infuriating voice replies, It hurts, but hurting is better
than feeling nothing.

I’'m not so sure about that. The feelings that flowed out of me after the spanking provided
an entirely different kind of release than the one | need now, pouring out pent up
emotions with no other outlet than tears. However I’'m acutely aware that those feelings
were only a drop in the bucket, the surface waters of a bottomless well of anguish | am
not prepared to face.

Ignoring my conscience, | peek up at the huge Alpha. “Is that okay?”



“Ella, of course it’'s okay.” Sinclair answers, studying me closely. “Do you want me to
leave you, so you can take care of it yourself?” He offers, though there’s a low, growly
quality to his voice that makes me think his wolf doesn’t like this idea one bit.

“No.” | object immediately, grasping for his shirt before | can think better of it. | don’t want
him to leave, to lose his soothing touch— but | also have a sneaking suspicion that
staying in his lap is a bad idea. | can feel his hardness digging into my sore backside,
and I'm both squirming to relieve the sting of my punished flesh and the ache between
my legs.

“Easy sweetheart.” Sinclair chuckles, “I'm not going anywhere.” He kisses my hair. Then,
seeming to sense the problem, he sets me beside him on the bed. | wince, preferring the
feel of his warm thighs over the cool silk of the duvet, but before I can feel too sorry for
myself Sinclair slides his palm to my bare belly, feeling for the pup.

“How is he?” | ask, feeling both guilty for not asking sooner, but also afraid of hearing the
answer. How much of my ordeal was the pup able to feel? Surely if he can sense my
feelings he can feel my fear and pain. Is he also aware that his father just put me over
his knee? Oh that is so wrong — no child should have to know those things about their
parents.

“I wish you could see your face right now.” Sinclair teases, “But | promise he’s much too
young to understand any of this. All he knows is that you were sad, and that you feel
better now we’re together. He feels better too.”

“Was he very frightened last night?” | inquire, closing my eyes and leaning into his side.
“He was distressed, because he could feel your fear, but everything he knows is in
response to you. And his own feelings haven’t become more complicated than sad or
happy — they won't until after he’s born.” He explains.

“But you could tell what he was making me crave.” | remind him, striving to understand.
Sinclair nods, “Hunger, pain, tiredness, those are all reflexive instincts, not emotions.” |
sigh, taking this in and pressing my nose to his chest and breathing in his scent. “You
see?” | can hear a smile in his voice. “You're soothed my scent, so he’s happy.”

“But | thought | liked smelling you because it's what he needs?” | murmur.

“That’s the way with mothers and pups — that's why | say you have a connection every

bit as magical as my own. Your wants and needs become one in the same.” Sinclair
shares.



“Okay.” | breathe, knowing that the harder | think about this, the less sense it will make.
The more time that passes, the more I'm learning that magic and logic do not always
mix.

We pass the next few moments in silence, and though I'm still so needy | think | might
scream, | also haven't forgotten the reason we fought. My ball gown remains in a puddle
on the floor, it's gauzy, gemstone studded skirts glinting up at me in the low lighting.
“Dominic?”

“Yes?" He prompts, running his fingers up and down my arm in the most distracting way.
His touch is featherlight, and | know it's intended to comfort me rather than excite, but
I’'m beginning to think that it's impossible to be in physical contact with this man without
being turned on. Hell, | was even turned on when he was spanking me — and it hurt like
hell. On some level | understand it was his dominance | liked, rather than the pain, but it
still seems so wrong.

“I think | need you to stop touching me.” | whisper, hating myself even as | say it.

“Okay.” He agrees, reluctantly shifting my small body away from his. | instantly feel cold
and incomplete, and my feelings must show on my face because Sinclair laughs and
taps his finger on my nose. “You asked for it, beautiful.”

“I know.” I complain, pulling the duvet up around me so that | won't feel so exposed.
Sinclair watches my movement with narrowed eyes, and | can see he’s holding back
some bossy statement. Probably something about not hiding myself from him, though he
seems to understand | won’t calm down as long as his gaze is raking over my naked
skin. “I want to talk about the ball.”

HElIa_H
“No!” I insist, cutting him off, “Please just hear me out?”
Sinclair exhales heavily, “Go ahead.”

“Look, you were obviously right that | wasn’t okay,” | begin, feeling resigned. “But |
wasn’'t wrong either. We can't let the Prince win.”

“We're not.” Sinclair promises. “But you need your rest. You've been through a lot.”

“I've been through worse.” | announce, surprising us both. | didn’t intend on sharing that
with Sinclair, but I need him to know I'm not going to fall to pieces at the first sign of
danger. He doesn’t look surprised, he merely grimaces, as if he hates hearing this but
also wants to ask for more details. Sensing this, | forge ahead before he can act on his
impulse. “You made such a big deal about the Solstice, about how much these events



mean. If we skip it, the Prince will have an advantage.”

“The Prince doesn’t have a breeding mate.” Sinclair counters, “pregnant she-wolves get
a lot more free passes in our society than those who are not.”

“But he’ll know.” | state stubbornly. “He’ll feel emboldened, like his plan is working. We
have to show him it isn't.”

Sinclair studies me for a long moment. “Is this truly what you want, or are you trying to
prove something to me — because | promise you don't have to.”

“Not everything is about you, you know.” | answer saucily, feeling a bit more of myself
now.

Warmth floods my body at the sound of his laughter. “Careful little one, or | might think
you didn’t learn your lesson the first time.”

“Please Dominic?” | request. “I want to go to the ball.”
“Hmm.” He hums thoughtfully. “If | agree, will you do something for me in return?”
“That depends,” | answer warily. “What do you want?”

“Will you promise to tell me about those worse things you've been through some day?”
Sinclair inquires, grazing his knuckles over my cheek.

| go very still now. “I've never talked about those things with anyone. I'm not sure | know
how.”

“I could help you.” Sinclair offers, “Like | helped you today.”

“If you think I'm going to let you spank me again —" | begin indignantly.

“Oh so you let me, did you?” He rumbles, sliding his hand around to my nape and
making my toes curl. He grins wolfishly, shaking his head.“l hate to break it to you, baby
— but that was far from your last spanking, whether it's to help you tap into your feelings
or not.”

“You're a tyrant, you know that?” | remark, shooting him a sullen glare.

“Is that a no?” He asks, arching a brow.

“But why bothing digging into all of that?” | question. ‘It's in the past. Surely it's better to
leave it there.”



“I think we both know these things never stay in the past, Ella.” Sinclair answers gravely.
“l could see them weighing on you before you ever said a word.”

“You could?” | squeak, hating to think I'm so transparent.
“Yes.” He affirms gently, “And | don’t want you carrying all that alone.”
“But it's my burden to carry, not yours.” | reason, not looking him in the eye.

Sinclair catches my chin between his thumb and forefinger, pulling my eyes up to his.
“And | suppose you asked to carry it? You sought out the pain and heartache?”

| can see his point, though | don’t want to. | can also see the advantage in keeping this
deal some vague promise of the future.

The ball is tonight, so | can agree to share and then put off following through indefinitely.
It's not a lie — not really. | know I'm not ever going to be ready to talk about those horrible

things with Sinclair, so | just have to tell him as much when the time comes.

“Okay.” | finally confirm. “You have a deal.”



Chapter 73 - The Masquerade

Sinclair
“Are you sure you want to do this?” | ask, studying Ella.

Her golden eyes sparkle up at me. “Yes Dominic, for the thousandth time.” She sasses,
“I'm sure.”

| chuckle, dropping a kiss to her hair. “Imp.”

We're in the back of a limousine as it rolls slowly down the street, lined on all sides by
clambering pack members eager to catch a glimpse of the shifter elite on their way to the
King's palace. Ella is tucked safely against my side, wearing an off the shoulder gown of
deepest green.

Layer upon layer of sheer fabric winds around her body in graceful tendrils, leaving small
flashes of her fair skin bared and outlining her feminine figure in the most tantalizing
design, before cascading to the ground in a waterfall of chiffon. Amber gemstones glitter
in her skirts, perfectly matching the delicate jewels of her necklace and earrings. Her hair
has been piled up on top of her head, save for a few wisps left free, and her small feet
are confined in a pair of sky high heels. Her mask is resting in her lap, waiting for the
moment we’ll exit the car and don the intricate disguises required for the ball. Every time
I look at her my lungs stop pumping, and | have to remind myself to breathe, struggling
to remember how it's done.

“I know you don't like being told how beautiful you are, but sometimes it's hard for me to
keep it to myself.” | sigh, leaning down to nuzzle her neck and bask in her sweet scent.

Ella tilts her head to the side, giving me more room to work as | brush my nose and lips
over her skin. “It's not that | mind compliments,” Her breath hitches when | pause to
nibble the place where her neck meets her shoulder. “I just don't like being made to feel
like that's all I am.”

“Well you don’t have to worry there, because as lovely as you are, your beauty is my
least favorite thing about you.” | remark, completely serious.

“Sure it is.” She giggles, the sound filling my body with pure sunshine.
“I mean it.” | reply honestly, “Of course, it's not like that means much because | like all of
you. Talking about my least favorite part is like talking about my least favorite dessert —

at the end of the day it's still dessert.”

She doesn’'t answer, and when | finally stop exploring the silky curve of her throat, | find
a guarded expression on her face, as if she’s waiting for the other shoe to drop.



“Would you like to know my favorite thing about you?” | prompt, offering what she’s
either too afraid or too shy to ask.

“I don’t know.” She shrugs, not looking me in the eye.

“Hmm,” | purr, enjoying the way her tightly wound little body immediately melts against
mine. “It's that warrior heart of yours.”

Ella snorts, finally raising her luminous gaze to mine. “No one has ever mistaken me for
a warrior before.” She admonishes. “I think you're just trying to flatter me now.”

“It's no mistake.” | rumble sternly, not liking her self-deprecating tone. “I know warriors,
and | know you. You have a heart that cannot be quelled — you love fiercely, and you
don't give up.”

Ella blushes, her cheeks growing so pink that | want to whisper all my secret desires in
her ear, just to see how deeply | can make her flush. She peeks up at me from beneath
her lashes. “Do you want to know my favorite thing about you?”

“Tell me,” | invite, not caring one bit whether her answer is about my looks or
personality— as long as she has a favorite thing, she could tell me she likes my big toe
and I'd still be grateful.

“You listen.” Ella shares softly. “Not because you think you should or that it's the right
thing to do — but because you want to. You want to understand, and you want your
people to be happy.”

| can’t stop myself from kissing her, even if it's only a brief graze of our lips. “l want you
to be happy too, Ella.” | tell her, “I know that might feel impossible right now, with
everything you've been through, but I'm going to make our family safe. And once | do I'm
going to spoil you and the baby rotten.”

Her eyes widen slightly when | say, “our family,” and | realize I've never talked about us
that way. However the more time that passes, the more obvious it becomes to me that
Ella and | will be family. Whether we become romantically involved or not, we're going to
share a pup and that will tie us together for life. However, no sooner have | worked
through these thoughts myself, than | see Ella’s expression transforming, taking on a
decidedly devious glint.

“Does that mean you won’t boss me around anymore?” The minx replies, alight with
mischief and desire in equal measure.

“You'll let me walk all over you and get away with everything?”



| throw my head back, barking with laughter even as | fight the urge to tell the driver to
turn the car around so | can take Ella home and finish what we started earlier. “Not even
close, trouble.”

As the car pulls to a stop and we put on our masks, | glance at the media clamoring
outside and feel Ella do the same. She recoils in surprise, and a rush or protectiveness
slams into me. My wolf immediately rises to the surface, and | have to fight the urge to
shift.

Let me out. My wolf demands. I'll kill them before they lay a hand on her.

Calm down! | insist, shaking with the effort of holding him back.

But they’re scaring her! He insists. This was a mistake! It's too soon.

After last night | don’t want to let anyone come near Ella, and her fear is forcing my
possessive fury into overdrive. It's as though | see threats everywhere | look, and I'd like
nothing more than to attack every reporter in sight. Deep down, | also know that |
wouldn’t be so on edge if we’'d found an outlet for our sexual tension earlier. It goes
against my every instinct not to reward my mate after she submitted so beautifully, and |
feel as though my job is unfinished. Moreover, | wasn't able to take the edge off of my
own desire — and the need to claim her is suddenly so powerful | want to take her right
here and now.

Mine, mine, mine. My wolf chants. | have to mark her.

No! | refuse ferociously. She’s not a wolf, it would hurt her.

Just a nibble? He begs, She smells so delicious.

Somehow | manage to get Ella out of the car and through the crowd, but no sooner have
we stepped into the ballroom that Ella turns toward me with an exasperated look on her
face. “Dominic, you're acting like a dog guarding a bone.”

| arch my brows, letting some of my Alpha authority seep into my voice. “Am | now?”

Ella shivers, but doesn’t back down. “You just growled that attendant — the poor man
practically wet himself.”

“He came too close to you!” | growl! defensively

“He was taking my coat.” Ella reminds me, sounding almost stern. “You’ve got to find a
way to calm down.”



“I don’t think I can.” I grumble, “The man who hired those rogues to Kill you is here
somewhere, no doubt plotting another attack.”

Ella frowns. “Is there nothing | can do to help? You told me mates are supposed to calm
each other.”

| sigh and hold her tight so that she can’'t see my grimace. “Sweetheart, the things you
could do to help are not things we could do in public, nor are you ready for them.”

“Oh..." Ella’s eyes go adorably wide as realization strikes. | watch her work through the
implications of my words, and without a single word of help, she comes to the correct
conclusion. “Would it still be this way, if I'd... if we’d... you know — after?” She trails off,
blushing.

“After your spanking?” | supply.

Ella’s blush turns crimson, and she leans forward impatiently. “Shhh!” Looking around to
make sure no one overheard me, she agrees, “Yes.”

“It would have helped me take the edge off, but—"

Before | can finish the sentence, Ella gives me a fierce glare and a delectable pout. “You
should have told me, | can still-"

She’s about to offer something | might not be able to turn down, so | stop her, softening
the force of my growl at the last moment.

“No, this was always going to be the case, Ella. | don't like you being here with all these
wolves after what happened last night. If | had my way | would have kept you at home in
bed until this campaign is over.”

“Then maybe...” she pulls my hand to her tummy, and the tiny bump hidden by her
skirts. “Maybe just feel the baby. Feel how secure we are in your arms, how safe | feel
with you. Nothing’s going to happen, and | promise to stay close.”

Warmth washes over me, and | smile down at the precious bundle in my arms, amazed
that she seems to know exactly what to say to help me, despite not understanding so
much about our kind. However, no sooner have | started to relax, than the Prince enters.
He scans the room until his eyes land on Ella and I, then crosses the floor — heading
straight towards us.



Chapter 74 - Dancing with the Prince
Ella

As soon as the Prince catches sight of Sinclair and I, his eyes flash with obvious rage. |
can tell he’s surprised to see us here, though he must have known | survived the hunt.
When none of his rogues returned to confirm my death, he would have immediately
realized what happened. Still, I'm sure he expected Sinclair to do exactly what he just
suggested, and keep me home at all costs.

Despite his fury, the Prince quickly covers his emotions and stalks toward us. | can feel
Sinclair vibrating with dangerous energy, and | lean into him, letting him feel my warmth
and breathe in my scent. He’s making low grumbly sounds, though not the kind he often
makes when he’s kissing or scent marking me, which let me know his wolf is pleased.
These are very different: sharp and vicious, hinting at barely contained aggression.

“It's okay.” | whisper. “He can’t do anything here.”
“I'll kill him.” Sinclair snarls under his breath. “You need to leave, before this gets ugly.”

| can tell Sinclair is no longer in control and | know his wolf is urging him to protect the
baby even if it costs him the campaign. Of course, killing the Prince would get rid of the
competition, but | don’t think it would comprise very good optics for a future King. | don’t
understand enough about shifter society to know for sure, but my instincts are telling me
that a death match on one of the most sacred days of the year is a bad idea.

“I'm not going anywhere.” | answer firmly, digging in my heels.
“Ella, | wasn’t asking.” Sinclair snaps, pinning me with his most intimidating gaze.

The fine hairs on the back of my neck stand on end, and | feel the sudden urge to cower
before the predator towering over me, but | can’t bring a pup into the world without
Sinclair, and I'm not going to risk him being thrown in jail or exiled. “You can threaten me
and punish me however you like.” | remark coolly, pretending that my knees haven't
completely turned to jelly. “But | promised not to leave your side, and | meant it.”

Sinclair's powerful arm squeezes my waist, pulling me even closer against him even
though our bodies were already flush. He drops his lips to my ear. “This is not the time to
test me, little human.”

Before | can respond, the Prince appears in front of us. Acting on instinct, | start to pull
away from Sinclair, forcing him to pull me back and keep his hands occupied holding me
in place, rather than ripping the Prince to shreds. “Happy Solstice, Dominic,” The Prince
greets, before turning his wolfish gaze to me. “Ella. You're looking very well.”



Another growl rends the air between us, but | move directly in front of Sinclair, making a
human barrier between the wolves with my body. | lean my back into Sinclair’s chest,
encouraging him to wrap his arms around me and rest his palms over the baby.

“Thank you.” | smile, trying to sound genuine. “We're so pleased to be here — though I'm
afraid our masks didn’t do much to disguise us.” I laugh falsely.

Sinclair is muttering a steady litany of threats in my my head, using his connection with
the baby to make his voice echo in my mind. He compliments me even as he promises
to punish me for my interference, and | reach back to run my fingers through his silky
hair, soothing him even though I'm making myself the target of his outrage. You're in so
much trouble, you magnificent, fearless little angel. What are you thinking?

“Ah well, it's hard to go incognito when you’re as famous as you two.” The Prince grins,
creating a conniving, cruel expression. “It seems like | can’'t open the newspaper these
days without seeing you two staring back at me.”

| shrug gently, an audience is forming around us, drawn in by the magnetic pull of
watching two competing alphas. “It's amazing isn't it? You’d think people would have
gotten bored of us by now.”

You're too clever for your own good. Dominic is saying, making it very difficult for me to
focus on the Prince’s response. | need to make him pay for what he did. | need to Kill
him.

“Well there’s no accounting for taste — especially among commoners.” The Prince is
shidely remarking.

“Forgive me,” | answer boldly, speaking loudly enough for our onlookers to hear. “But
weren’t you a commoner until your father became King? It seems awfully callous to write
off so many people just because they haven't been as lucky as you. After all, that's why
you're in this position —isn't it? Luck?” A stark murmur works through the crowd around
us When we get home I'm going to put you right back over my knee and this time I'm not
going to let you get away without coming at least three times, you brilliant, impossible
creature. At this point | press one of my stiletto’s onto Sinclair’'s foot, needing him to shut
up before | become so aroused that the entire room can smell my desire. Of course, he
only responds with a low chuckle.

That might work if you weighed more than a field mouse, little one. But that's okay — |
won't forget that you tried to stomp on me again.

“What interesting ideas your mate has, Dominic.” The Prince comments, looking over my
head to speak to Sinclair with barely containged rage. He obviously hates being shown
up in public, but he’s in the same position as Sinclair, trapped by convention.



“I wonder if you might release her for a dance? I'd be very curious to speak with her
further.”

“l don’t think so0.” Sinclair growls, before | can respond. “Ella is struggling with morning
sickness, too much spinning on the dance floor might trigger it.”

Sighing, 1 tilt my face up to his, urging him to lower his ear to my mouth. I'm wishing |
could speak to him through the baby, the way he does with me, but | also know that the
more intimate we appear for the media, the better the reports will seem. “It's okay.”

| insist. “He won'’t hurt me with you watching.”
No. He responds immediately. You’re mine, he can’t have you — even for a dance.

“Dominic, he underestimates me. He thinks I'm a dumb commoner, | might be able to get
information from him he wouldn’t admit to you.” | reason. “And it would look good to the
council. | doubt they want it to appear like theres a risk of civil war between the Alphas.”

| hate this. Sinclair complains in my head. | need you to be safe. | need him to be dead.

“You need to win. The baby and | need you to win, and you can'’t do that if we make a
scene here.” | counter.

Goddess, damn it! The next thing | know, Sinclair has spun me to face him. His mouth
claims mine with urgent need, drawing a whimper from my lips as | open for his questing
tongue. I'm sure the Prince is still standing behind us, impotently waiting for us to reach
a decision. We pay him no mind. Instead | let Sinclair ravish me for all to see, stealing
kiss after kiss from my swollen mouth and nibbling my neck before he releases me. I'll
be right here. If you need me, just send me a look, and I'll be there.

“I promise.” | confirm, “I'll ask for help if | need it.”

You better! Sinclair claims once last kiss before letting me go, glaring at the Prince over
my head. “Make it quick.”

| turn and accept the Prince’s outstretched hand, shaking off Sinclair when he doesn’t
immediately release me. Gradually he does, though | can see him in my periphery,

following our progress as we move onto the dance floor.

“Dominic is very protective of you.” The Prince observes, glancing at the wolf currently
stalking us.

“Aren’t you protective of your mate?” | reply. “I thought all Alphas were that way — all true



Alphas that is.”

The Prince’s wolf glows in his eyes, and | know I've struck a chord. I'm not sure where |
found the courage to question his dominance. Maybe it's the baby, or maybe Sinclair is
rubbing off on me — either way it's difficult to be afraid of the Prince when | spend all my
time with a man who is ten times more powerful.

“Hmph.” The Prince murmurs, barely containing his ire. “I suppose.”

We move through the dance for a few moments, and | try not to pay attention to Sinclair.
| try to focus on the steps and not make a fool of myself, but I'm painfully conscious of
the emerald eyes glued to my back.

“You know — | had my investigators look into you.” The Prince declares abruptly, as if
he’s talking about running an errang rather than invading my privacy

“Did you?” | counter, making an effort to sound nonchalant. However the little voice in
my head is struggling not to panic. If his investigators searched for me in the Bloodbane
pack, they won’t have found anything. And if they searched for me here, they might have
discovered my true identity. “And tell me, what did you find?”

“Well, it's the strangest thing.” The Prince replies, suddenly looking like a hunter going in
for the kill. “They didn’t find anything.

Not a single thing.”



Chapter 75 - The Prince Slips Up
Ella

As the Prince and | move around the dance floor, I'm only too conscious that every eye
in the room is on us. Of course, none of those eyes weigh on my shoulders so heavily as
Sinclairs. I'm working hard not to accidentally send him any signals that | need to be
rescued, but it isn't easy — especially after the Prince just confronted me with one of the
many lies I've been telling.

“That’s not surprising.” | bluff. “I lived a quiet life before coming here.”

“There’s quiet and then there’s nonexistent.” The Prince mutters bleakly. “And forgive
me but | find it highly suspicious that you made absolutely no impact on your prior pack.
After all — one would expect a she-wolf qualified to be Luna to have a high profile.”

“Believe it or not,” | begin, deciding to tell at least one truth tonight, “but I didn’t find my
strength until | met Dominic. He’s helping me recognize that my power was always there,
but sometimes it takes seeing yourself through someone else’s eyes to appreciate the
parts of ourselves we take for granted. So, no | didn’t have a high profile in the
Bloodbane pack.”

The Prince scoffs. “I wouldn't be so quick to admit that, Ella. Just imagine what the
council would think if they knew.” His tone implies advice, but his eyes glint with an
obvious threat.

“I'll gladly tell them myself.” | counter coolly, “I'm not ashamed of my past, and | think
people need leaders who can be honest about their journeys. No one starts out in this
world as a force of nature; they become one after being molded and weathered by the
elements. Dominic and | are examples of how even the strongest of our kind become so
through resilience and strife, as well as the people with whom you surround yourself —
not blind ambition.”

The Prince has been keeping his voice low, no doubt afraid of being overheard, but
when | continue to speak at a volume guaranteeing others will hear our conversation, he
loses his temper. “Would you keep your voice down?!”

“Why, don’t you want people to know our positions?” | counter, feeling an unfamiliar
spike of adrenaline. Is this how hunters feel when they know they’re closing in? When
they’ve got their target cornered. “Don’t you want them to be fully informed before the
election?”

“That isn’'t how things are done!” The Prince snaps, forgetting to whisper now.

“Well maybe it should be.” | answer coldly. “Why adhere to outdated traditions just



because that’s the way things have always been done? Being done doesn’t mean
they're right or effective.”

The Prince growls, and | see the wolves around us rear back in shock. | know | have
scant seconds before Sinclair will appear and snatch me away from the Prince so he can
attack, so | offer the tyrant in front of me my widest smile, hoping it will convince Sinclair
| can handle this.

“See, this is exactly what | mean,” | beam, mildly surprised at how little fear | truly fear.
“Growling at breeding she-wolves half your size really seems like a practice that should
have been left in the dark ages, don’t you think?”

The Prince glowers, abruptly stopping and yanking me close enough so he can hiss in
my ear, “You dumb bitch, | don’t know how you survived last night, but mark my words,
I’'m going to get rid of you and that brat you're growing one way or another. You should
leave while you still can, if you stay | guarantee your days are numbered!”

His claws are digging into my bandaged arms, and | know | can't give into my instincts to
growl back at him. | don’t care if he’s threatening me, but the idea that he’s threatening
my pup makes me want to rant and rage — to destroy him no matter the cost.

Any fear | might have once felt for myself has translated into primal protectiveness for
my child. The problem is that it might cost us the campaign — | know how important it is
for me to continue looking calm and unintimidated by the Prince. If | let the people
around us see my fear or anger I'll lose the upper hand.

Luckily Sinclair appears in our path before | can lose control and snap back the way |
want to. He suddenly steps into our path, all rugged good looks and raw power. My belly
swoops and flutters when | see him, and the next thing | know, he’s extracting me from
the Prince’s arms. “I'm going to take my mate back now.” He announces with a lethal
grin, not waiting for the Prince to agree. “It's been too long.”

I laugh, “It's only been a few minutes.”
“I meant what | said.” Sinclair beams, sending a ripple of laughs around the room as he
sweeps me into his arms. We spin away on the dance floor, leaving the Prince to stew in

his anger.

Only once we've left our audience behind and I'm swaying safely in Sinclair's arms, does
he drop his lips to my ear. “What did he say to you?”

| glance up at him hesitantly. “I'm not sure | should tell you, not here at least.”

“If you don’t tell me now I’'m going to throw a tantrum right here in the middle of the



dance floor.” Sinclair jokes, though there’s a sharp edge in his voice that tells me he’s
not merely jesting. He might have chosen the words to make me laugh, but | can tell he
needs to know the truth if he’s going to maintain his control.

“He admitted sending the rogues after me.” | relate, peeking up at him. “He threatened
me and the baby, told me to leave while 1 still can.”

Sinclair pulls me closer, until | can no longer see his handsome face. Still, | can picture
him glowering at everyone around us, staring daggers at anyone who sets eyes on me —
like a dragon guarding its treasure. “Don’t worry, Ella.” Sinclair rumbles, his strong hands
caressing my spine. “l won't let him hurt you or the baby.”

“I know you won't.” | assure him, leaning close so he can feel my solid weight in his
arms. “| trust you, Dominic.”

I’'m amazed to realize I'm speaking the truth. | do trust Sinclair, despite everything I've
been through. | know he wouldn’t intentionally hurt me, and | know he’ll keep me safe.

“Thank you, baby.” He croons, sending delicious shivers down my spine. Even as | revel
in his warm tone and terms of endearment, his earlier threats are still ringing in my ears,
and | have to wonder whether | have another punishment ahead of me.

“Am | still in trouble?” | squeak, not sure whether I'm hoping he says yes or no. There’'s
something strangely addictive about his dominance, and I'm still aching for his touch. At
the time | thought the longing would pass with time, but it seems like my hormones have
gotten the better of me. Rather than passing, my desire has only grown, and the flames
were stoked ever higher when he began scolding me earlier.

“No, sweetheart.” He answers, donning an indulgent smile. “You kept me from making a
terrible mistake. You helped me stay calm when | was completely out of control. You
don’t deserve a punishment, if anything you deserve to be rewarded.”

“Oh? What kind of reward?” | inquire, both hoping he’ll give me a scandalous answer,
and praying he won'’t. I'm not sure how much longer | can resist him, even though | know
| should.

He chuckles, sending heat through every inch of my body. “That’'s a dangerous question,
little one.”

| smother a whimper, even as heat pools in my core. | hear Sinclair take in a sharp
breath, and I’'m sure he can smell my arousal again. | lean my forehead against the hard
muscles of his chest. “What are we doing, Dominic?” | sigh, knowing I'm being terribly
contrary. “I'm sorry, | know I'm not making any of this easier — I'm just so confused.”



“It's okay to be confused.” He promises. “And | think you were right this afternoon.
You've been through too much. You're not in any state of mind to make those kinds of
decisions today — no matter what your body wants.”

“But my body wants it so badly.” | confess, figuring that I've already admitted as much in
our dream date, so | have nothing left to lose.

“Mine does t0o.” Sinclair smiled wryly, “if you could hear my wolf, Ella — you'd be
scandalized... maybe even frightened.”

“I'm not sure | could be frightened of you. Not the way you mean at least.” | breathe, “it's
the strangest thing, If you were anyone else I'd be terrified, but it's like the baby won't let
me.”

“He’s a smart baby.” Sinclair confirms, putting up with pride. “He gets that from you.”

I’'m tempted to argue, but | can see a warning glint in Sinclair's eyes and think better of it.
“So what do we do? How do we resist this?”

“We keep at it.” Sinclair decides, “until we can’t any longer.”
“And then?” | prompt him, curious beyond words. “When we can no longer resist?”

“We give in.” Sinclair answers, lowering his forehead to mine. “And pray we can survive
it.”



Chapter 76 - Hormones
Ella

It's been three weeks since the ball, and though | can scarcely believe it, it seems like all
the campaign drama passed with Solstice. There has been nothing but calm since the
holidays, and I'm beyond thrilled that I've been able to relax a bit, even though part of
me is waiting for the rug to be pulled out from under us.

I've spent my time pouring over baby books, making plans for our nursery, and
brainstorming baby names — and the best past is that I've felt less nauseated and achy
every day. In fact, yesterday marked the beginning of my second trimester — since shifter
pregnancies are so short — and it seems impossible to think my baby will arrive in four
short months. My stress has already eased knowing I'm leaving the most vulnerable
phase of my pregnancy behind, and | don’t even mind that I've been seeing Sinclair less
now that he’s gone back to a regular work schedule.

Well, that's not entirely true. I miss him. I miss him much more than | should, but I'm also
grateful for the space. It's much easier to resist our attraction to each other when we're
not constantly together and taking part in intimate rituals and romantic outings.

| don’t know why you’re being so stubborn. The little voice in my head mutters. If you're
going to give in eventually, why not throw in the towel now and enjoy being together in
the last months before the baby comes? You do realize that in another four months you'll
never be alone again.

I’'m not having this argument again. | decide. We agreed it's better for the baby if we can
co-parent without our own relationship drama getting in the way.

You mean you decided and he went along with it because he doesn’t know it's such a
stupid reason. My conscience snipes.

It's not stupid! | insist. I'm going to be a mother, | have to put my baby first — that's what
being a parent is all about.

You keep telling yourself that. The voice derides. We both know you're just a big scaredy
cat.

Oh put a sock in it! | exclaim, losing my patience. “Stupid conscience.” | mutter aloud,
sorting through the clothing racks in my giant closet and trying to choose an outfit for our
parenting class tonight. “Uppity, annoying, impossible...”

“Talking to yourself, trouble?” Sinclair's deep voice breaks through my angry diatribe,
and | jump about ten feet in the air.



Whirling around, | find him leaning in the closet doorway, watching me intently. “Dominic,
you scared me half to death!”

The big wolf tsks, coming forward and pulling me into his arms, petting me gently. “I'm
sorry.” He croons, kissing my hair.

“Sometimes | forget how weak your hearing is.”

“My hearing is fine!” | object, feeling irrationally angry all of a sudden. “It's your ridiculous
shifter stealth that's the problem. It's not right that anyone as big as you should be able
to move around so quietly.”

“Alright.” He agrees, and | have a sneaking suspicion he’s smothering a smile. “It's my
fault, I'm a big hulking beast and | need to do a better job of stomping around.”

| pull away from him, narrowing my eyes. “Are you laughing at me?”

Now Sinclair does smile, “Is there any way | can answer that question that won’t annoy
you?”

| huff, deciding not to dignify that question with an answer. | turn back to my closet,
beginning to rifle through trouser options.

“Nothing fits anymore.” | complain, eliminating every pair of pants | come across. “l can't
button any of these!”

Sinclair's palm rubs over the gentle curve of my belly. The changes are still very slight,
but my clothing has gone from being a bit tight to entirely too small. My breasts might not
be so tender anymore, but they spill out of all my bras, and my favorite fitted tops now
stretch and strain to cover my growing tummy. “That’s a good thing, Ella.” Sinclair
reminds me gently. “It means the baby is growing big and strong.”

“Oh enough of that!” | argue, not sure why I'm so determined to disagree with everything
he says. “All that means is that your giant pup is coming closer to pushing my body past
its limits. Normal women don’t show this much at this stage you know.” My throat is
stinging with the threat of tears, even though | know I'm being unreasonable. | feel like
I’'m on a roller coaster, | can see exactly what’s happening, but | also can't get off the
ride.

Sinclair clucks sympathetically, “You're having a rough day, aren’t you, sweetheart?” |
can hear the guilt in his voice, and it makes me want to cry all the more. He's been
working from home a lot and | can tell he feels like he’s neglecting us, but there’s also
nothing to be done. He bears so much responsibility, and it's only going to get worse if
he wins the crown. Suddenly | feel terrible for being so grumpy with him, when he’s



already blaming himself despite doing everything he can to take care of me.
“I'm sorry.” | sniffle. “I shouldn’t be giving you a hard time.”

“You're allowed.” He promises, pulling a wrap dress from the clothing rack. “Here, no
buttons, no zippers. You don'’t even have to wear a bra.”

“Thank you.” | murmur, sliding my arms around his middle and squeezing tightly. Sinclair
purrs and snuggles me until I've had my fill, and half an hour later we're back on the
padded floors of our monthly birthing class, listening to the instructor explain precisely
why I'm slowly losing my mind.

“Moms, you'll be feeling physically better now that you’re out of the first trimester, but
this is the time when your hormones really kick into high gear. You may already be
experiencing some intense mood swings, as well as physical changes to things like hair
growth or skin pigmentation.” She looks around at the couples spread out on the mats,
and | see I'm not the only expectant mother looking sheepish or anxious.

“You'll also experience heightened libidos — something | encourage you all to take
advantage of, as you won't have time for much fun after your pup arrives.”

Oh great. | think bitterly. As if it wasn't already hard enough to resist Sinclair. I'd known
this was part of pregnancy, but | also hadn’t understood how powerless I'd be to my
hormones. I'd assumed it would be like PMS mood swings, hot these constant extremes.
The instructor is still speaking. “Bottom line, mates, it's your job to keep Mom satisfied
and relaxed during these next few months. She’s going to need you to be her rock while
she weathers these stormy seas, so | encourage you not to go overboard coddling her —
tempting as it may be. Her wolf needs to feel your strength now more than ever.”

Somehow | really don't think they give the same advice in human birthing classes. |
mutter to my conscience.

A warm chuckle rumbles against my back and Sinclair’s voice sounds in my mind. You
should see the look on your face.

I look up at Sinclair, wondering how he was able to see my expression in the first place.
He grins down at me, then steals a kiss from my pouting lips.

“You also need to create a birthing plan you're both comfortable with.” The instructor
carries on. “By show of hands, who here is considering a home birth rather than a
hospital birth.”

| raise my hand hesitantly. | haven’t decided which option | feel most comfortable with
yet, but I'm open to either and want to hear what she has to say. However, almost as



soon as | put my hand up, a low growl sounds in my ear. “Put that lovely little hand
down. You're going to deliver in the hospital and that is not up for discussion.”

| turn to glare at him. | might not be decided yet, but | don’t appreciate him taking away
my options. “You're supposed to be keeping me relaxed and listening to my instincts.” |
state fiercely, mimicking the instructor in a saccharine tone even though the whole class
can probably hear us, “trusting my body’s wisdom.”

“Ella, you're high risk.” Sinclair reminds me sternly, the rugged contours of his face set in
a foreboding expression. “We need to be at the hospital in case the doctors need to
make an emergency intervention.”

I know he’s thinking of my high blood pressure, not to mention the fact that I'm going to
be the first human in recorded history to give birth to a shifter. | also know this makes
sense, but his high handed manner is making me gnash my teeth in frustration, “It's my
body.”

His wolf flashes in his eyes, “You're mine — and so is this baby. I'm not going to let you
endanger him or yourself, Ella.”

Without thinking, | offer him a snarl — which on my lips sounds more like the grumble of
an angry kitten, but I"'m sure my intentions are clear.

Sinclair's hands tighten around me. His power washes over me, and | wish | had a tail to
tuck between my legs. “Did you just growl at me, little mate?”

Despite my trembling spine, | tilt my chin up defiantly. “Why not? You growl! at me all the
time.”

Before he can respond, the instructor laughs, breaking the tense silence in the rest of
the room and reclaiming control over the class. “You see, this is the perfect example of
why it's important to talk about these things together early on. You might assume you're
on the same page but discover you have different ideas.”

It's also an example of why naughty humans need just as firm a hand as she wolves.
Sinclair intones, speaking through his bond with the baby. His mouth is at my throat, his
lips grazing the spot where he’ll one day pretend to mark me. | feel a nip from his fangs,
and my anger abruptly slips away. All of a sudden my entire body melts, and | realize
that the instructor had been right — | do need to feel Sinclair's strength right now. Then
again, maybe this is more hormonal insanity, because why else am | now wishing he
could mark me for real?



Chapter 77 - Baby Names

Sinclair

“What do you think about this one?” | ask, pulling Ella’s attention away from the rack of
onesies she’s currently perusing.

“Oh, so you care what | want now?” She retorts, shooting me a sulky glare. She’s been
pouting ever since we left our parenting class, and despite the instructor’s quick thinking
to prevent us having a very public argument, | know Ella hasn’t gotten over my high-
handed order regarding a hospital birth. We decided to spend our free afternoon
shopping for baby gear before we ever left the house today, or I'm sure she wouldn’t
have agreed to stay in my company. The stubborn creature has done her best to ignore
me since our disagreement, only allowing me to touch her when required for class and
barely speaking to me.

Now, as I'm considering cribs and strollers, Ella has placed herself as far away as she
can get without leaving my sight, a line she seemed to understand she shouldn’t cross
no matter how unhappy she is with me. Sighing, | cross the small shop until I'm looming
over her. “Ella, of course | care about what you want. | didn’'t mean to dismiss your
feelings earlier, but there are some risks I'm simply not willing to take.”

“l just wanted to consider my options.” Ella grumbles back, crossing her arms over her
chest and unintentionally pushing her pert breasts together. “| don’t even know that |
would want a home birth, | just thought it was something to consider.”

Dragging my gaze from her lush body, | answer. “I understand that and if our situation
were different, | wouldn’t have a problem with a home birth, but our situation isn’t
different.” | reach for her, but she backs out of my reach. “If you want a water birth or a
doula, we can arrange for those things at the hospital, but we need to be practical.”

Ella glowers up at me, her lower lip quivering dangerously. | have a bad feeling she’s
about to cry, and suddenly I'm wishing she would growl at me again. | can't recall ever
hearing such a cute noise except from actual pups. | wasn't about to let her get away
with it, but it had also been very difficult not to smile. “I don't want the baby to be high
risk.” Ella finally shares, her voice husky. “It isn’t fair.”

“l agree.” | tell her seriously, hating the idea of either one of them being threatened. “But
it is the reality, and we have to make sure you have the safest birth possible. In fact, if
your blood pressure doesn’'t come down by the end of the week, | think we need to go
back to the doctor.”

Ella nods, fighting back a hiccup. Her golden eyes are shining, and I'm quickly losing my
patience with the distance between us.



uokay.n

“Okay.” | repeat, ducking my head to try and catch her eye. “So are we friends again?
Can we kiss and make up?”

Ella willingly comes into my arms, her small, warm body all tension and sharp edges.
She snuggles into my embrace and breathes in my scent, though she doesn't give up
her sulking completely. “You better not be this bossy in the delivery room.”

| chuckle, low and deep, stroking her long hair. “Oh, you're going to let me be in the
delivery room?” | ask, surprised that she wants this, even though | always planned on
forcing my way in.

To my surprise, Ella pulls back with a sharp intake of breath. “You are going to be there
aren’t you?”

She looks so frightened by the prospect of delivering the baby alone that my wolf begins
to instinctively purr. “Of course, sweet Ella. I'm not going to let you do it alone — even if
you hate me when the time comes and try to kick me out, | won't leave.”

Her racing heart slows, but she eyes me suspiciously. “That sounds bossy.”
“l said | would be there, not that | wouldn’t be bossy.” | tease, pulling her close again.
“Tyrant.” She accuses, even as she nuzzles her face into my chest.

“Troublemaker.” | reply, relieved that we're no longer at odds even though | find her
feisty nature irresistible. | much prefer keeping our disagreements playful, rather than
serious. “We haven't talked about baby names either.” | realize aloud, “We should
probably figure these things out before we go back to class. | don’t think our teacher
appreciated us stealing her thunder.”

“We can talk about names.” Ella agrees, seeming content to stay wrapped in my arms,
even though other customers are already glancing our way — smiling to themselves.
Oblivious, Ella performs a huge yawn, her lovely lips stretching wider than | thought was
possible.

“Mhmm, do you want to keep shopping while we do?” | inquire, trying to keep the
amusement out of my voice. “Or do you want to go home and take a nap?”

“We can keep shopping.” She answers, making no effort to move.

“You do know you'll have to let me go in order to do that, right?” | ask, wanting nothing of
the kind.



Ella blinks, as if she didn't realize she was already half asleep and leaning all her weight
against me. She steps back, smoothing down her dress as she considers the cribs in
front of us. “Well, what are your thoughts about names?”

| flash her my most wolfish grin. “How about Thor or Rex?”

Ella gapes, not realizing I’'m only making mischief. “You might as well call him butch or
spike!” She exclaims, her voice taking a haughty turn. “He might be a wolf but that

doesn’t mean you have to give him a dog's name, Dominic.”

“Well he’ll be Alpha one day, so it should be something strong.” | reply, still smiling at my
indignant little human.

She snorts, “names don’'t make someone strong — that's about character and integrity.”

“Oh really?” | challenge, “so you think calling our son daffodil will set him up for success,
do you?”

I've never seen someone so much shorter than me try to look down their nose at me, but
somehow Ella manages. “I think if we call our son daffodil, he’ll redefine the word for

generations to come.”

“Maybe, but he'll also be bullied on the playground his entire childhood.” | reason,
pretending to read the information sheet for one of the strollers.

“Which is why we can’t name him anything as ridiculous as Rex.” Ella replies, digging in
her heals. “I just don’t think you should let something as arbitrary as a name decide

someone’s character.”

“Well see that's where we disagree, you see, | believe there is great power in names.” |
explain, actually meaning my words now.

She frowns pensively, “how about Henry, for your father?”

Suddenly my interest in getting a rise out of Ella evaporates. “That’s a very sweet idea.” |
concede, pinning her with my gaze.

“But do you like the name Henry?”
“It's not my favorite.” She shrugs, “but | don't dislike it.”

“And | suppose someone who loves children as much as you do — whao’s been trying for
so long... there’s no chance you have names already picked out, right?” | guess, already



knowing the answer to my question.

Ella flushes a delectable shade of pale pink, but she doesn’t say a word.
“Well, come on — out with it.” | encourage.

“Why don't you tell me yours first.” She suggests, “your real ones | mean.”

Laughing, | agree. “I've always liked the name Damon. Then there’s Gabriel, or Maxim...
but my favorite is Orion.”

“Like the hunter, from all the myths?” Ella clarifies.
“Not to mention the stars.” | reply, thinking of the constellation.

“ like that idea.” She muses, smiling softly. “I always imagine that if | had a son, I'd call
him Rafe.”

“Rafe,” | repeat, rolling the name over my tongue. “You know that means wolf, don’t
you?”

Ella stops in her tracks, and though | initially suspect that she’s merely surprised the
name she chose has this particular meaning, when | look over at her | freeze. Her eyes
are full of tears, and her hand is pressed to her stomach.

“Sweetheart, what is it?” | ask urgently, closing the distance between us.

“The baby,” She answers, her cheeks splitting into an incandescent smile. “He just
moved. | think he might have kicked!”

“What!” | immediately move my hand alongside hers, knowing I'm grinning like a fool.

“It was when you said, Rafe.” As the nhame leaves her lips, the tiniest bump flutters
against my hand, and suddenly we're both laughing. My own eyes are shining now, and |
pull Ella’s mouth down to my own. “I think we just named our baby.” | tell her ecstatically
between kisses.

We stay like that for a long time, repeatedly saying the name and celebrating every time
our son kicks in reply. Through the bond | can tell he loves the sound of our laughter and
joy, and soon he’s kicking just to make us smile. Eventually we give up on shopping
entirely. | take Ella home and lavish her with all her favorite things — the self care gifts I'd
been unable to give her after the Wild Hunt. We spend the rest of the day curled up in
front of a blazing fire, and reveling in our delight over this milestone. | know our future is



still so uncertain, but right now everything is perfect, and I'm not going to take a single
moment for granted.



Chapter 78 - Ella Eavesdrops

Sinclair

A week after our pup started moving, my brother appears on my doorstep, claiming to
bring news of the Prince. I'm amazed to discover that I'm not angry to see him for the
first time in years. In fact, as strange as it seems, I'm actually thankful for his presence.
I’'m still not sure whether he’s truly my ally, but my wolf is urging me to trust him, and
he’s rarely wrong.

Besides, any intelligence — even false intelligence — is still new information, and | can
sniff out a lie better than anyone. “How's Ella?” He asks, pulling off his coat.

“She’s perfect.” | boast, unable to help myself. | can feel myself beaming, but | can’t
seem to turn off my smile muscles. “She’s napping right now, and we’re going back to
the doctor tomorrow because her blood pressure is still a bit elevated... but otherwise
she’s absolutely wonderful. | couldn’t have asked for a better mother for my pup.”

“I meant... after the attack.” Roger clarifies, looking slightly baffled by my effusiveness.

“Oh,” | pause, laughing softly. “Sorry, it's easy to get caught up. She’s still a bit shaken,
but her nightmares are happening less frequently now.”

“You're really in love, huh?” Roger inquires, looking surprised.

| scoff, “Did you really doubt that?” | don't pause to consider this idea. As far as Roger
knows we fell in love and chose to start a family together. He shouldn’t have any reason
to think this is all a lie, and | don't like the idea that he might be onto our scheme.

“I mean, you haven’t marked her, | figured you were only with her for political reasons.”
He shrugs.

“The politics are just a bonus.” | rumble, and I'm mildly amazed to realize this isn't a lie.
At some point the advantages of faking a relationship with Ella shifted, and after more
than two months together, I'm discovering that | enjoy her company far more than | enjoy
winning the campaign. Winning the campaign is important and necessary yes, but it's
always been a duty, not a personal ambition that gives me pleasure.

“Anyway, what of the Prince?” | ask, ushering Roger into my office.
“Well if possible, he hates Ella even more than he hates you.” Roger sighs. “I think
there’s something about being shown up by a she-wolf infuriates him or emasculates

him on some visceral level. He really has it out for her.”

“He’s already tried to kill her twice.” | remark coldly, “I'm not sure how much worse things



could get.”

“Dom, he doesn't just want her dead now.” Roger grimaces. “He wants to make her pay
first, to punish her, drag it out and make her death as painful as possible. And he wants
to make sure you truly suffer too.”

My wolf rises to the surface, and for a moment | have to step away just to breathe. |
count to ten inside my head, resisting the urge to shift and trying to block out the furious
howls roaring through my head. “Do you know what he’s planning? Why is he taking so
long to act if he hates her so much.”

“Because he’s needed the time to figure out how to get her away from you. That's part of
why things have been quiet this last month — he’s been plotting.” Roger shares, seeming
truly disturbed to be delivering this news.

Goddess Damn it! | think desperately. This is all my fault, | put her in this danger!

We have to kill him. My wolf snarls, Forget the politics. She and the pup won’t be safe as
long as he lives.

We can't just kill him. His father is the King. He’s bound to take revenge for his son’s
murder and unlike the Prince, he has an entire army at his back. Besides, even if he
doesn’t — | won'’t be considered a suitable candidate anymore and the Alpha council
might call off the election. Then the man who paralyzed Dad will be rewarded with a
throne he stole!

But it's Ella. My wolf insists. And it's the pup. We have to protect them.

“Plotting what?” | growl, my clenched fists shaking with rage as my claws extend and
retract.

“He’s going to try and lure her out on her own so he can take her. Right now your guards
are keeping his spies at a distance, but he’s planning a campaign event for the Lunas.
He thinks if he can guarantee a women-only event then you won't be around to protect
her.” Roger shares, watching me nervously, as if afraid | might explode at a moment’s
notice.

“When is it going to happen?” | demand, trying to recall if I've seen any sort of invitation
matching this description.

“In a couple of weeks.” Roger explains, “He’s planning another rogue attack for the same
day, just to be sure you can’t get to her.”

| hear faint movement on the other side of my office door, and | hold up a finger to pause



Roger. He glances in the direction of the soft footsteps tiptoeing towards my door. Ella’s
scent comes fluttering through the wooden panel, and then a small shadow appears
beneath the door jam. My lip quirks with exasperation and amusement. It would seem
my little troublemaker is up from her nap, and she’s taken it into her beautiful head to
eavesdrop.

I move my finger to my lips, exchanging a knowing glance with Roger. | raise my voice
slightly, just in case Ella’s human hearing needs the volume. “I don’t know, if | sell my
baby after the campaign is over there’s not much the council can do about it.”

A soft, feminine gasp meets my ears and Roger smothers a laugh, covering it with a
cough. “They can always call for another election, don't forget that's how we ended up in
this situation in the first place.”

“Maybe, but by then I'll have the army at my disposal.” | counter, rising to my feet and
moving as silently as | can across the floor.

“They won't stand a chance against me.”

| abruptly swing the door open, startling Ella and throwing her off balance. Clearly she
was leaning her weight into the door in order to hear better. | catch her slender wrists
before she can tumble to the floor, though I’'m currently of the opinion that her bottom
could do with a bit of soreness.

“Well well, what have we here?” | rumble ominously. “It looks like one very naughty little
Spy.”

Ella’s wide eyes flash with emotion as she works through her predicament — processing

her shock, fear, confusion and then outrage once she realizes our previous words were
solely for her benefit. “You rat!” She exclaims finally, “that wasn't funny!”

“Oh | beg to differ.” | reply, scooping her up into my arms. “I think you got exactly what
you deserved.”

| return to my chair, settling the defiant bundle in my lap. Ella huffs, glaring at me with all
the ferocity and indignance she possesses. “Well from the sounds of it | should have

been part of this conversation in the first place. You left me out again, Dominic!”

“You were asleep.” | state pointedly. “And you need your rest. | had every intention of
filling you in once you woke. If you'd knocked | would have gladly invited you in.”

Ella deflates slightly, looking suddenly unsure of herself. “Really?”

“Yes, really.” | confirm, closing my hand over her nape to let her feel my solid strength.



“You need to know these things as much as | do.”
“But... you were so determined not to worry me.” She argues, her voice very small now.

“That was before — before you helped me understand how it made you feel not to know
what was happening in your own life.” | remind her, “And before | appreciated how much
being informed would encourage you to be cautious.”

“Oh.” Ella murmurs, blushing deeply. “I'm sorry, | thought...”

“I know what you thought.” | answer, “But you don’t need to worry about that right now.”
Just when she starts to relax, | lower my mouth to her ear, “We’ll deal with your bad
behavior later.”

Ella shivers against me, her sweet scent growing warm and liquid. Roger rolls his eyes,
“You two aren’t very subtle, you know that.”

“We're not trying to be.” | smirk, loving the way she’s squirming anxiously against me.
“Now, if you would please help my mischievous mate get up to speed, I'm sure she’d
appreciate it.”

“Yes please,” Ella offers shyly, “I'm sorry | eavesdropped on your conversation.”
Roger shakes his head. “You two are really a pair, you know that?”
“We know.” | beam, pausing to kiss the soft spot behind Ella’s ear.

“Alright, well the bottom line is that you need to be very careful.” Roger sighs, “and
you're going to get an invitation for a women'’s event in a couple of weeks. Whatever you
do, you have to make an excuse not to attend. Accept the invitation, but pull out at the
last second so that they don’t know you're onto them. In the meantime, | can give you
details about the rogue attack so you can stop it before it happens. But the Prince can’t
find out I'm helping you or we’ll lose the inside track.”

“What is he planning on doing with me?” Ella inquires, cuddling closer to me for comfort.

Roger and | exchange a meaningful glance, and | imperceptibly shake my head. “You
don’t need to worry about that.” Roger replies, “All you need to know is that you don’t
want to fall into his hands— at any cost. Trust me when | tell you that if it comes to it and
you have a choice between dying and being captured... choose death.”



Chapter 79 - Blackmail
Ella

“I'm very worried about this, Ella.” The doctor pronounces grimly. He’s just taken my
blood pressure, and it's the same high reading we recorded this morning with the home
kit. “I know you're in the middle of a campaign and you're going through a lot, but you've
got to find a way to de-stress. If you don’t, we’ll have to put you on bed rest.”

“Bed rest?” | repeat anxiously. “For how long?”
The doctor’s grave face speaks volume, “the duration of your pregnancy.”

Sinclair stiffens beside me, moving the hand at my nape to massage my tense shoulder
muscles. “What can we do, other than avoiding high pressure situations?”

“I'm going to prescribe you some medicine that will be safe for you and the baby. Be
sure to take it every day, and otherwise just keep up the things we've already talked
about — healthy eating, regular exercise, activities you find calming or relaxing.” The
doctor continues, listing off suggestions. “You can try meditation or breathing exercises,
pregnancy yoga is getting very popular.

Sticking to a daily routine can really help when things are uncertain and you’re going
through all these changes. And Alpha, help her however you can.”

“The instructor at our parenting class advised us not to coddle our mates— is that still
good advice given Ella’s risk level?” Sinclair inquires.

“Yes.” The doctor agrees, smashing the small surge of hope I'd felt to pieces. “Human or
wolf, your mate needs to feel like you're in control, especially in cases like this where so
much is out of your hands. She needs you to ground her if she starts to spiral —

to show her she can rely on you no matter what.”

| can’t see the logic underpinning his words, but I still don't like it. What's so wrong with a
bit of coddling? I've never been coddled in my entire life. As if he can read my thoughts,
Sinclair's warm breath flutters over my neck, “Just remember how much you hated it
when | kept you out of the loop, trying to protect you.”

Oh. I guess | have been coddled after all. ’'m about to acknowledge this, but when | look
up at Sinclair, he’s smiling at me so affectionately that my heart stops beating."Besides,”
He continues indulgently. “Just because | don’t coddle you, doesn’t mean | can’t pamper
you the way you deserve.”

| find myself giggling like a schoolgirl, and the doctor steps out, clearly feeling as though



he’s intruding on something even though we’re only talking. When we get home, Sinclair
tucks me in for a nap and returns to work, making me promise to call on the servants if |
need anything and vowing to be home as early as he can.

| sleep fitfully. Even exhausted as | am, | find it very difficult to sleep without Sinclair. |
swear he’s becoming like my security blanket — my body won'’t relax fully unless he’s
with me and my nightmares always surge in his absence. I'm getting too attached to him.
| think sadly, climbing out of bed after half an hour of tossing and turning.

So? The little voice in my head challenges. He's the baby’s father — he’s going to be in
your life forever. Why not get attached?

Because he won't always be in my life in this way. He’s not going to be sleeping with me
when he finds his second chance mate

—and | have to be able to survive on my own. | can’t become so codependent that |
need him to take care of me. | answer ruefully.

Maybe he won't find his mate at all. The voice suggests, sounding much too hopeful for
my liking.

| scoff at my own naivete, get it together, Ella! You can't start thinking that way — it's just
asking for heartbreak.

I've only just opened the door to go downstairs and find an afternoon snack when one of
the guards appears at the top of the stairwell. “Luna, there’s a visitor for you.”

“Really?” | stop in my tracks. “Who is it? | wasn’t expecting anyone.”

“She says you used to work for her.” He shrugs. “I tried to get her name but she wouldn’t
tell me. Should | make her leave?”

| pause, knowing Sinclair wouldn't like the idea of an unidentified woman entering his
home. | don't like the idea myself —

especially after Roger’s warning. “What does she look like?”

“Tall, dark hair, tan skin — maybe 40?” He lowers his voice to a whisper. “She’s human.”
My stomach sinks, it does sound like a former employer and if she’s human then it's
probably true. In fact, she sounds like the heartless woman who fired me so callously

after | tried to beg Sinclair for Cora’s job. “No, let her in. I'll speak to her.”

Be nice, | instruct myself sternly. Maybe she came to apologize, don’t be rude just



because you're feelings were hurt.

When | get downstairs, Jake and Millie’s mother is gazing around Sinclair’s sitting room,
a hungry gaze on her face. She looks me up and down as | enter, something distinctly
spiteful in her open perusal. She speaks before | can say a word of welcome.

“Well, you've certainly come up in the world, Ella. Lord only knows what you had to do to
wiggle your way into Dominic Sinclair's bed.”

“What are you doing here?” | inquire, no longer feeling any need to play nice. She clearly
set the tone of this conversation and though I'm sorely tempted to kick her out now, |
need to find out what she wants first.

“Well when | saw your picture plastered across the society section of the paper | could
scarcely believe it. | had to come and find out if the rumors were true.” She explains
simply.

| fight the urge to roll my eyes, the media firestorm my relationship with Sinclair created
clearly didn’t stop with the shifter news.

Everyone in the human world thought Sinclair was just a handsome billionaire, and he
was still a public figure for all his philanthropic work. | should have realized this might
happen — my social circle had been very small before discovering the werewolf world
and most of the people from my past wouldn’t have any reason to be suspicious of my
relationship with Sinclair.

This woman, however, knows exactly how at odds | was with my pup’s father in the
beginning.

“Well now that you've seen that they were true, you can be leaving.” | suggest, knowing
there must be more to this.

“Oh no, | think you and | have much to discuss, Ella.” Her eyes are locked on the curve
of my belly. “It's no wonder you were begging outside his gate that day. No doubt trying
to get a bit of money out of him to take care of your little problem?”

“My baby isn’t a problem.” | insist. “And | didn’t even know | was pregnant then. | was
asking for help on behalf of my sister — she was going to lose her job over a

misunderstanding, ironically enough.”

My ex-employer studies me for a moment, as if trying to decide whether or not she
believes. After a preghant pause, she snorts.

“So what, you thought because you spread your legs for him he would fall at your feet?”



She guesses, drawing the wrong conclusion. Shaking her head, she arches a brow.
“Though | have to give you credit for not giving up when you realized he’d knocked you
up. Very enterprising — for a common whore.”

My jaw drops, “Excuse me?”

“l always knew there was something off about you. It never made sense why you wanted
to chase after my brats all day anyway.

Now | see the brilliance of your plan.” She nods at my small baby bump. “You were
probably selling yourself all over that neighborhood, just waiting for exactly this sort of
‘accident.”

“Are you suggesting...” | can’t even say the words, unable to believe my ears.

“How much did you charge him anyway?” She questions, venom dripping from her
tongue. “l suppose being so beautiful meant you were able to attract clients far above
your station, still, it seems backwards that he should be the one to pay for a night with
you. And now you've won the lottery by conceiving his bastard.”

I’'m not sure what upsets me more, hearing her call my pup names, or her accusations
about me charging Sinclair for sex. “You come here and insult my baby, then accuse me
of being a prostitute, and you think I’'m just going to sit here and take it?” | demand
fiercely. “You're not just cruel — you're delusional. Get out of my house this instant.”

“I'm not going anywhere.” She hisses in return. “Not without a check.”

The room is spinning around me, “You expect me to pay you? Why, to keep you from
spreading these lies?”

“l think the tabloids would be very interested in what | could tell them about you.” She
smirks. “They’re painting you two as some sort of fairytale romance — just imagine the
headlines if they realized you're nothing but a disgraced nanny who couldn’t even hold
onto her job because she was too busy whoring around for wealthy men.”

| grit my teeth, trying to slow my racing thoughts enough to process this. | don’t
particularly care what the human papers say about me, and | have enough good
references from past jobs to refute what she’s saying. But that isn’t the problem. The real
problem is that if the shifter media learns | was here in Moon Valley, working as a nanny
for a human family in Sinclair's neighborhood and not off in the bloodbane pack, they’ll
figure out I'm human. If the truth comes out about my real identity, all our lies will be
exposed, and the Campaign will be over faster than we can blink. The Prince will win,
and the entire realm will be in danger — not to mention that my baby’s life will practically
be forfeit.



| have to talk to Sinclair, | have to find a way to stop her.

“Give me twenty four hours.”



Chapter 80 - Roger Learns a Secret
Ella

“What!” Sinclair roars through the phone receiver, his deep voice full of such rage and
aggression that it makes me flinch. I've just told him about every horrible moment of my
conversation with my former employer — though now it's probably more accurate to think
of her as my blackmailer.

I'll have to change her contact information in my phone to reflect her new title — | can
even assign her an ominous ringtone. | fight down the urge to laugh at this insane
thought, wondering why my brain always twists the darkest moments of my life into
humor.

There is nothing funny about this situation.

“l don’t know what to do.” | whimper. “I don’t care what she says about me-"I'm
interrupted by a low snarl, Sinclair's wolf's wordless insistence that he cares even if |
don't. “but if she sells this story then everyone will realize I'm human.”

“I'll kill her.” He rumbles, overflowing with menace. “She won't find it so easy to speak
such filth when her head is no longer connected to her body.”

“You can't!” | object, still feeling as though he’s missing the point. “That will only call
more attention to her — there will be an investigation into her life and eventually they’ll
want to interview me. My identity is bound to get out if that happens. Also, you know —
murder is wrong, Dominic.”

“She threatened you.” He growls, as if I've forgotten. “And there won’t be an
investigation if | make it look like an accident. You'd be amazed how many car accidents
result in decapitations.”

“Blackmail hardly warrants an execution, and you can’t go around ripping the heads off
everyone who is mean to me.” | insist, overwhelmed that this surreal conversation is
actually occurring. “You're supposed to be setting a good example for our son.”

“The example I'll be setting is how to protect one’s mate from vile, conniving, despicable,
foul-"

“Dominic!” | interrupt, raising my voice over his increasing volatile grumbling. “She has
children who love her — she may not deserve their love, but if you kill her, they’ll suffer.
Jake and Millie don’t deserve that.”

“They’d probably be better off without her.” Sinclair suggests sullenly, his voice shifting
then, as if a new idea is occurring to him.



“We could even take them in — adopt them. | know you miss them... just think, we could
have three children instead of one.”

“Oh really, are you going to kill their father too?” | inquire waspishly, shaking my head.

“That depends.” Sinclair replies hopefully, “would you be okay with that?”

“I don’t think | really appreciated how bloodthirsty shifters are about their families until
now.” | tell Cora a little while later. “The ridiculous wolf actually thought he could win me
over to his plan by waving those precious babies under my nose. It was like trying to talk
a hungry jackal out of his dinner.”

“I mean he wasn’t completely off base.” Cora jokes, “if it was possible to convince you,
bribing you with children is probably how I'd go about it too.”

“Well | told him that he wasn't allowed to rip any heads off under any circumstances.” |
counter.

Cora snorts, “I bet he took that really well.”

“Oh he grumbled and complained, but he got over it.” | laugh, leaving out the part where
he threatened to come home and ‘spank my sassy bottom’ until | agreed to his violent
plan. That is not the sort of detail | want my sister to know.

“So what's he going to do?” My sister inquires curiously, sitting across from me in the
same parlor where my blackmailer threatened me two hours ago. | called her and asked
her to come over after getting off the phone with Sinclair, in desperate need of some
moral support.

“He told me not to worry and that he'd take care of it.” | sigh. “I doubt he’ll pay her, but if
he can get Mike to turn himself in to the police, he can probably convince her not to
make good on her promise.”

“Are you okay with that?” Cora wonders aloud, “I wouldn’t think you’d be comfortable
trusting someone else with something so important.”

“I trust Dominic.” | admit, blushing shyly. Cora understands better than anyone what a
momentous statement this is for me. She knows I've always had to rely on myself, and
that I've never felt safe relying on anyone else because of far too many bad experiences.
“Honestly | felt better just talking to him about it. | know he’ll fix this, and my only concern
is that he’ll lose his temper and go overboard protecting us.”



The baby kicks softly, as if he agrees. “Quick, come here!” | exclaim, waving Cora over.
She does, and | pull her palm to my belly.

The baby is still now, so | murmur encouragement at my tummy. “Come on Rafe, say
hello to your Aunt Cora.”

At the sound of his name, the pup complies, and Cora and | both squeal. She hugs me
tightly then, “You're glowing you know that? I've never seen you so happy — and correct
me if I'm wrong, but | don't think it's just becoming a Mom.”

“You're not wrong.” | confess, grinning despite myself. “I am happy, even with all the
danger and the drama. | didn’t know it was possible to feel this way.”

Cora shakes her head, eyes shining. “God you should see your smile, Elle. | swear |
could kiss Dominic.”

I’'m amazed to feel a stab of jealousy when she mentions kissing Sinclair, even though |
know it's only an expression. “You don't think it's completely deranged?” | ask shyly. “I
mean rogues keep popping up and trying to kill me, and a horrible heartless woman is
blackmailing me. It seems crazy to be happy in spite of all that.”

“Ella,” She says seriously, leaning forward with her elbows on her knees. “Do you really
think it's crazy, or do you just feel like you don’t deserve to be happy?”

Her words cut me to the core, and | find myself staring at my hands. | ponder her
question for a few seconds, shrugging. “| mean, do | deserve it? Not fishing for
compliments, not feeling sorry for myself — but what have | done in my life to deserve so
much prosperity? In a few months | could be as good as a Queen, even if it is only
temporary.”

“Ella, the rich and powerful don’t end up that way because of merit!” Cora argues. “How
many of the people running the world actually worked to get where they are? Everyone
deserves to be happy... well maybe not the Prince or your old boss, but you do! You
might not have done anything remarkable yet, but you’'ve also never hurt anyone! You've
never ruined lives for your own selfish promotion.”

“I haven't been a complete saint.” | remind her. “I mean I've stolen and broken laws, I'm
lying to millions of people even as we speak.”

“You stole when we were children. You broke laws to survive and to keep me alive, to
protect the other orphans. You've taken care of people your whole life and you kept
doing it for work because you love it so much. And you're lying to people so that you can
protect them from a monster. You're still taking care of people now, and you're risking



your life to do it. Trust me Ella, you deserve all the prosperity and all the happiness in
the world.”

| peek over at my sister, my throat scratching with unshed tears. Looking at her beloved
face, | find the strength to ask a question I've been too afraid to ask until now. “What if |
can'tdo it?”

“Do what, be queen?” She clarifies, her brow furrowed.

“Or any of it? | mean I'm just a human — every day | learn about something else | had no
idea existed. And after the baby comes I'm going to lose its scent. What if | can’t keep up
the act? Or what if | can, but | make some horrible mistake because of my ignorance?
I’m going to be responsible for so many people, what if | screw up and someone gets
hurt as a result?” | question, swiping at my lashes to keep the tears from falling.

“You're not in this alone, Ella.” Cora murmurs. “Dominic is going to be helping you every
step of the way, and so are his people —

so will I, in any way | can. You don’t have to bear all the responsibility yourself anymore
—those days are over.”

| hiccup, nodding and trying to get my breathing under control. “Thank you.” | sniffle. “I
needed to hear that.”

Just then a creak sounds on the other side of the door, and | realize we aren’t alone. |
quickly cross the floor, pulling the door open before our eavesdropper can get away. |
suppose this is payback for my own spying the other day, but I'm horrified when | realize
who was listening.

It's Roger, and he’s just heard every single word of my conversation.



Chapter 81 - Roger Makes a Promise
Ella

| haven't been sick for a few days now, but when | see Roger standing on the other side
of the door | immediately turn to one of the ornamental vases in the hallway and empty
my stomach. Cora rushes forward to help me, glancing uncertainly at Roger as she pulls
my hair back from my face.

| know that Sinclair and Roger are on better terms since the wild hunt, but | also know
that their peace is very tenuous. Sinclair hasn’t decided whether or not he truly trusts his
brother yet, and though Roger has been helpful bringing intelligence from the Prince’s
camp, he could easily be playing the double agent for both sides — and now he knows
my deepest, darkest secret.

This is so bad. | think frantically. He told the Prince that Sinclair hadn’t marked me, what
if he tells him this too? Forget the blackmail — Roger is more dangerous to me than
some bitter ex-employer could ever be!

| wipe the back of my hand over my mouth, straightening with a pitiful moan. I look over
at Roger, finding his expression a combination of confusion and concern. “You'd better
come in.”

“Ella, I'm sorry.” He begins hesitantly. “| didn’t mean to startle you, and | wasn't trying to
eavesdrop. | came over to check in with Sinclair and... well it wasn't difficult to overhear
your conversation.”

“I know, | know — your shifter hearing is very acute.” | grumble. “Trust me, I’'m learning
just how out of my depth | am every day.”

“l don’t understand.” Roger admits, following me into the sitting room. “How is this even
possible?”

| sit down, graciously accepting a glass of water from my sister. “Listen, I'll tell you the
truth, but only if you promise me that this conversation stays between us. | know you're
been helping us lately, but I'm going to be honest — I'm not convinced you're actually on
our side.”

“That’s fair.” Roger admits, looking drawn and pale. “After what | did... | know | don’t
deserve your trust, or your forgiveness.”

“Well I'm sure | don’t need to tell you what would happen if this information got out. The
only people who know are servants of this house, and my doctor. Not even Henry knows
the truth, because if this becomes public information Sinclair's campaign will be over.
The Prince will become King, thousands would die under his tyranny — including me and



your nephew.” | remark pointedly, holding my hand to my baby bump. “I don’t care what
kind of sibling rivalry you have, or how strongly you think you should have Alpha — if you
endanger my baby’s life, you won't only have Sinclair to deal with — I'll kill you myself.”

“Ella!” Cora exclaims, shocked by my aggression. In truth I've shocked myself, but those
primal Mama Bear instincts that started coming out at the ball are back in full force, and |
don’t regret a single word I've spoken. | would do anything to protect my child, including
killing to keep him safe.

“It's okay.” Roger assures her. “You're very spirited for a human. | can see why Sinclair
picked you.” He stares me in the eye, holding the contact as he makes his next promise.
“And you have my word that I'll take this secret to my grave — | swear it on my mother’'s
grave.”

“Good.” | nod, feeling a bit more relaxed now. “But you're wrong if you think Sinclair
picked me. This all started as a rather wild accident.”

“An accident?” Roger repeats, his brow knitting with confusion.

“It was my fault really.” Cora admits, relating the mix up at the sperm bank. Of course,
her confession only leads to more questions, about why | went to the sperm bank in the
first place, and how we figured out Sinclair's sample had been used instead of the donor
| chose. When he hears about Mike, I'm amazed to see how outraged he looks in my
honor — | suppose messing with one’s fertility is a grave offense among wolves, even
more so than with humans.

“So you still don't know how the samples got switched?” Roger presses, after we move
past the Mike of it all.

“No.” Cora and | say in unison. “The surveillance cameras were disabled in the lab —
before the samples were switched. And of course we don't film in the exam rooms.”

“What?” | inquire, “this is the first I’'m hearing of the security cameras being tampered
with.”

“That’s one of the reasons they eventually let me off the hook.” Cora informs me.
“Sinclair ordered them to hire me back, but the investigation didn’t actually move away
from me as a suspect until they found the tapes were blank during your appointment. |
don’t have access to the surveillance monitors.”

“Does that mean...” | can hardly wrap my brain around this. “We’ve been assuming this
was an accident all along, and | could even understand someone erasing them after the
fact to cover their mistake... but if someone turned the cameras off before the switch
then it must have been on purpose.”



“But why would anyone try to inseminate a human?” Roger questions, aghast. “I mean
no shifter | know would imagine it was possible for you to actually conceive. | still can't
believe it myself.”

“I don't know how it was possible — and honestly | don’t care. This baby is a miracle for
me whether it's a human, or a wolf.” | shrug, though in truth | feel quite uneasy. “But it
does make me nervous to think someone might have done this to us. Even if they knew |
could conceive, what was their goal? | highly doubt anyone would do this just to make
my dreams of becoming a mother — or Dominic’s of becoming a father — come true.”

“True.” Cora nods sympathetically, “I have a hard time thinking their motives were pure,
but | also don’t see an opportunity for malice either. How does you having a shifter baby
help anyone?”

“This has to be the weirdest crime in history.” | express, absolutely flabbergasted.

“Cora, who has access to both your labs and the security rooms, and who else knew you
had Dominic’s sperm?” Roger asks, obviously as curious as we are.

“My bosses.” Cora shrugs, “but they’re also the ones running the investigation. Sinclair
has some some of his men on it as well, but as far as | know, no one has ever been
arrested or charged.”

“l can ask him about it once he comes home.” | suggest, “with everything else going on, |
sort of forgot about all this, but | bet he hasn't.”

“You can count on that.” Roger confirms, cocking his head to the side. “So what happens
after the baby comes? You mentioned losing its scent. Has Sinclair talked to you about
his plans for keeping your identity secret?”

“We’'re just trying to get through the campaign.” | explain, blushing to think of everything
he must have overheard. “Afterwards | can step back from the public eye and... | don’t
know, we'll take it from there. If he has plans he hasn't talked to me about them, but |
trust we’ll think of something.”

Roger is staring at me with an unreadable expression, and for a moment | assume he’s
judging me. “What?” | ask softly, “You think I'm being too optimistic? Or too trusting?”

“No.” He counters, shaking his head with a look of begrudging respect. “I was actually
thinking that you're incredibly brave to be doing this, and incredibly generous to be
helping Dom. You must have been so overwhelmed when he asked for your help,” He
clenches his eyes shut, and for some reason | think | sense some guilt when he
continues, “and Goddess, those rogue attacks...



you must have been so terrified.”

“Actually it was her suggestion to pose as Luna.” Cora boasts, focusing on the less

traumatic portion of Roger’s statement. | smile at her, thankful she’s looking out for me
this way. She grins back, continuing. “He only wanted her as a surrogate at first, but she
proved how valuable she could be to him.”

Roger shakes his head, frowning deeply. “I'm so sorry, Ella.”
“For what?” | ask, confused.

“For being so cruel to you. For helping the Prince. If I'd known... | never would have...
I’'m just so sorry.” Roger professes, looking completely genuine.

“Well, that's all ancient history now.” | exhale heavily, wondering how much harder it
must have been for Sinclair to forgive his brother after all their history, when | find it
difficult after only just meeting him. “As long as you're on our side from here on out — |
don’t care about the past.”

“You are too kind for your own good, you know that?” Roger asks, huffing out a laugh.
There's a spark of true admiration in his eyes, a spark that looks dangerously close to

attraction as his gaze sweeps from my face and scans my figure.

“I keep trying to tell her that.” Cora declares. “Much good that it does me. She’s a
stubborn thing.”

“Well | might be, but I'm not sure Dominic is going to be so calm when he finds out you
know my secret.” | advise honestly. “You might want to leave before he gets home — let
me break it to him.”

“That’s probably wise.” Roger agrees, rising to his feet. “I really am sorry, Ella.”

“I know.” I nod. “Now go — he’ll be here any moment.”



Chapter 82 - Sinclair Takes on a Blackmailer
Sinclair

When | arrive at the home of Ella’s former employer, it takes all my strength to push my
wolf down deep. The last thing | need is to actually murder a human, no matter how
badly | might want to.

She deserves it. My wolf mutters mutinously, think about how easy it would be. Then
she’d never be able to hurt Ella again.

Maybe so, but Ella wouldn't like it. | remind him, recalling how the precious creature had
worried for the children, even when her own safety and happiness was on the line.

Hmph, she’s got you wrapped around her little finger. My wolf accuses.

Oh, like she doesn’t have you in the exact same position? | scoff. I'd like to see you
resist her when she’s blinking those beautiful big eyes up at you, begging you not to
orphan innocent children.

Please, you spoke over the phone! He reminds me, his voice trailing off into growls of
longing as he pictures her. You couldn’t see her eyes or those plump, pouty lips or the
sweet swell of her belly. You couldn’t smell her delectable scent or...

And I'm the one who’s whipped? | roll my eyes as | knock on the heavy rosewood door.

To my surprise, Jake and Millie answer the door, tilting their blonde heads up to me with
excited grins. “Mr. Sinclair!”

My wolf calms as soon as he sees the children, softening like the big teddy bear he is.
“Well hello!” | drop down to their level, unable to resist their adorable smiles. “I haven’t
seen you two in ages, what have you been up to?”

“We haves a new nanny.” Millie whispers conspiratorially, reaching out to play with my
tie.

“She never takes us on walks in the neighborhood.” Jake explains, clearly blaming his
new carer for our increasingly infrequent meetings. “She’s too lazy and she hates being
outside.”

“That’s too bad.” | commiserate, pulling Millie into my arms and lifting her up as | ruffle
Jake’s hair affectionately. “Doesn’t she know growing boys and girls need to get out and

explore?”

“l don’t thinks so.” Millie frowns seriously. “She’s not very smart.”



“I miss Ella.” Jake adds miserably. “Mommy’s been saying lots of mean things about her,
but we don't believe her. Ella was the best nanny we've ever had.”

“Well | know Ella misses you too.” | confide. “You know she’s living with me now?”
“She is?” Jake gapes. “You mean you get to play with her all day long?”
“Whenever you wants?” Millie adds in awe.

“Well, not whenever | want.” | confess. If only they knew how badly I'd like to stay home
with Ella all day, both playing and not playing. “My job keeps me very busy, but she’s
there in the morning and when | get home at night. She tells me how badly she wants to
see you.”

“Maybe you can convince Mommy to let her visit?” Jake suggests, staring up at me so
hopefully | feel guilty for thinking that nothing | could possibly say to their horrible mother
will make her come around.

“I can try.” | promise, patting the boy on the shoulder, “and you two should know you're
welcome at my home anytime.”

Maybe we should get rid of their mother after all. My wolf insinuates in my head. Think
how happy Ella would be if we brought them home with us.

I’'m not stealing children just to make Ella smile. | argue, tempting as it may be.

Spoilsport. His objections are interrupted when Jake and Millie’s mother appears at the
top of the stairs. She stops dead when she sees me. Her face pales, but she plasters on
a phony smile. “Mr. Sinclair, to what do we owe this honor?”

“You and | need to speak.” | answer coldly, surprising the children. | set Millie on the
ground, smiling widely so that they know my harsh tone is not directed at them. “Your
Mommy and | need a few minutes alone, but I'll come say goodbye, before | leave. |
promise.”

Their mother calls for the nanny, her voice very shrill. The children are swept away by a
middle aged woman with a grim face, and I'm struck by how uninterested she seems in
her charges. She doesn'’t even speak to them as she leads them out of the room.

“Well, Mr. Sinclair, what can | help you with?” Ella’s blackmailer questions, as if she
doesn't already know why I'm here. She guides me into a parlor, gesturing towards a
plush couch. “Please, have a seat.”



“No.” | declare firmly. “Call me crazy, but | don't think false politeness is appropriate
when you're threatening my family.”

Her eyes go wide, and her heart rate increases, racing violently in her chest. “I-I'm sure |
don’t know what you're talking about.”

“Do not lie to me.” | growl, letting some of my wolf’s ferocity bleed into my voice. The
woman reels back, shivering for reasons she doesn’t understand. She may have the dull
intuition of a human, but even humans know when they’re in the presence of a lethal
predator intent on destroying them.

“Please, it wasn't what you think!” She lies, her voice unsteady and choking with
defiance.

“Oh I'd like to hear this.” | state ominously, prowling towards her. “I'd like to know what
kind of twisted logic made you think it would be wise to try and blackmail the most
powerful man on the continent.”

“But | wasn’t blackmailing you!” She immediately objects, too stupid to realize that |
wouldn’t be nearly this angry if | had been her target. “I only wanted people to see that
grasping little gold digger —"

“If you have any brains in that foolish head of yours, you'll stop while you're ahead.” |
interrupt, clenching my hands into fists.

“You may have no sense of loyalty yourself, but where | come from, if you threaten one
member of the family you threaten all of them. If you insult one, you insult them all.”

“But that isn’t, | would never —"

“Let me tell you the situation you're in.” | cut her off again, my voice as deep as it can
become without devolving into wordless snarls. “You first fired my fiancée when she did
nothing wrong. You deprived your own children of the most loving caregiver they could
ever hope for. You spread rumors among your friends to ensure Ella wouldn't be able to
find another job.” The wretched woman is cowering against the wall now, having backed
away from me until she could move no further.

| don’t show her any mercy, | continue stalking until I'm towering over her. “Now if it had
been up to me, | would have destroyed you for that alone, but not Ella. She’'s much too
good, not that you ever saw that. So | agreed to let you go on living your obscenely
prosperous life without interference.”

I can smell her fear — sour and acrid. “But then you learned that despite your efforts to
ruin Ella’s life, she found happiness with me. Now | don’t know if you're just so bitter and



heartless that you couldn’t stand to see a hard-working young woman succeed, or if you
saw my fortune and decided to try and steal part of it for yourself. But either way, you
came into my home and called the mother of my child a cheap whore. You threatened to
spread your lies in the tabloids. You tried to extort a man who could take away your
wealth and your freedom with a single snap of my fingers, and you hurt the woman |
love.”

I’'m sure my wolf is glowing in my eyes, and suddenly the aroma of urine fills the air. |
can see the hot liquid running down the woman'’s stockings, and my adrenaline spikes
with the knowledge that my prey is well and truly cornered. “You also alienated the only
person who was protecting you from my wrath in the first place.”

“I'm sorry!” She sobs, shaking like a leaf. “I was a fool, | don’t know what | was thinking.
I'll do anything, just please don’t hurt me.”

“Shut up, you stupid cow.” | bite. “I'm not going to hurt you. I'm not even going to ruin
your life, because Ella still loves your children even though they’'ve got a worthless hag
for a mother. But mark my words, if | ever see you near my family again, | will destroy
you.”

| proclaim, speaking with absolute conviction. “If the lies you tried to blackmail us with
ever get out, if a single word of your vitriol makes it to a tabloid editor— whether you are
the source or not — | will take away everything you care about in the world.”

She nods, sobbing and snivelling like a child. “I-I promise. You have my word.”

“Good.” | growl, starting to turn away. “And for the record, you absolute idiot — | own
stock in every press outlet and newspaper from here to the coast. No one will ever
publish a story about me without asking for my permission first. You think about that
before you ever consider trying to get your story out as leverage against me.”

She sinks to the ground, and | leave her to wallow in her own shame and piss. | keep my
promise of course, | go to wish the children farewell, and go home to tell Ella the news.



Chapter 83 - Ella Talks Down a Wolf

Sinclair

It's dark out by the time | get home, and | follow my nose upstairs to Ella’s room. She’s
just stepping out of the shower when | walk in, her dripping body wrapped in a fluffy
towel. Her rose gold hair is still dry, piled on top of her head and held secure with a pair
of chop sticks.

She startles slightly when she sees me sitting on her bed, then rolls her eyes and huffs.
“If you're going to move around as silently as a ghost, would you at least announce
yourself when you enter rooms, Dominic?”

I chuckle softly, raking my eyes over her wet skin. “Is that any way to greet your knight in
shining armor?”

Ella steps forward before she can think to hide her nervouse curiosity. “What
happened?”

“Come give me a kiss hello, and I'll tell you.” | invite, holding my arms open to her. Her
muscles relax when she sees my easy mood, and she rolls her eyes again, smiling now.
| growl playfully at her sass, and Ella quivers visibly, her thighs clenching reflexively
beneath the hem of her towel.

Ella crosses the floor, flushing prettily as she comes to stand between my legs. Her pink
lips pucker, and she leans into my warmth, giving every indication that she’s about to
brush her mouth over my own. However at the last moment she redirects, skirting away
from my waiting lips and attempting to drop a kiss on my cheek. She doesn’t get very far
— clearly the mischievous human forgot to account for shifter speed when she formed
this plan. I intercept her mouth with my own, claiming her lips and rumbling my
disapproval.

Ella giggles softly, even as | tease the seam of her lips with my tongue, and flip her onto
the bed. My clothes grow damp as her towel slips away and the liquid dotting her skin
absorbs into the cloth of my shirt and trousers. | slant my lips over hers, delving into her
sweet mouth and coaxing her tongue into a dance. Her arms and legs wrap around me
in welcome, and I'm sorely tempted to strip so that | can feel her every inch of her naked
body against my own.

| pull the pins from Ella’s hair, letting it it fall down around her face and sending her
lovely scent fluttering into the air around us. | continue stealing kiss after kiss, caressing
Ella’s sides and silky thighs, dragging the sweetest sounds from her lips. My wolf purrs
in reply, and | graze my scruffy jaw over the soft skin of her cheek, changing her
contented murmurs into a fresh burst of giggles.



Chuckling with dark, sexual intent, | bury my face into her neck and give the velvety
swath of skin the same treatment. Pausing to explore the abraded territory with my
tongue, | drag one large palm over her round bottom. Squeezing her lush rear end, |
continue kissing my way down to her chest. Ella’s breath catches as | brush my fangs
over the swell of her breast, then yelps in surprise when | nip her sensitive flesh.

“That’s for not letting me kill that horrible woman in your honor.” I inform her, moving my
mouth to the other breast to give it the same treatment. “That’s for rolling your eyes at
me.” This time the playful bite is met with a moan, and her nipples harden into tight buds
— dangerously close to my questing lips. Not trusting myself not to suck one of the sweet
buds into my mouth, | finish my rebuke with a single swat to her behind. “And that’s for
trying to withold kisses | earned fair and square.”

“I still haven't heard how you earned them.” Ella argues cheekily, squirming against me
and making the quickly stiffening member between my legs strain against my zipper. |
pull away from her slightly, pushing up onto my elbow to gaze down at her, and
wondering if this was actually a bigger mistake. At least when she was flush against me |
couldn’t see her many charms.

“Well, you don’t have to worry about being blackmailed ever again.” | assure her, looking
down into her lovely face and wondering if there’s ever been anyone so irresistable. “At
least, not from your former exployer.”

“Really?” Ella inquires, eyes bright as she props herself up too.

“Really,” | confirm, brushing a few stray locks of hair back from her face. “I also saw Jake
and Millie. | told them how much you miss them, and they told me all about how horrible
their new nanny is.”

Her face falls, and suddenly | regret sharing this particular detail. “Did they seem very
unhappy?” Ella asks anxiously.

“They seemed as sweet as ever.” | share, “and | don’t think they’re being mistreated. |
think she’s just not any fun.”

Ella nods thoughtfully, peeking up at me from beneath her long, dark lashes. “How did
you convince her to drop the story?”

“It wasn't hard.” | explain, watching the progress of my fingers as | trace them down her
arm, leaving a trail of gooseflesh in their wake. “I simply made sure she realized how
foolish it was to threaten a man as powerful as | am. Her imagination did all the rest, but
I still would have liked to kill her.”

“Well I'm glad you didn't.” Ella replies firmly. “We don’t need to be inviting more trouble



to our doorstep.”

“Oh | agree.” | muse, laughter obvious in my voice as | move my hand to her belly. “My
hands are plenty full with you and this little one.”

“Our baby is not trouble.” Ella objects, narrowing her eyes at me.

“Oh | don’t know about that.” | tease. “With you for a mother? I'd say he’s bound to have
a mischievous streak a mile wide —

though we won't have to worry about that for some time.”

“And | suppose you were always perfectly well behaved?” Ella counters, arching one
smooth brow. “I ought to ask Henry how you were as a boy. | bet he has all sorts of
stories to share.”

“I was an absolute angel.” | lie, trying my best to sound self-righteous.

“l don't believe that for a single second.” Ella laughs.

“You hear that, Rafe?” | ask our son, beaming when a little kick pulses in Ella’s tummy,
right on the other side of my hand. “As if your Mommy hasn’t been naughty enough

today — now she’s calling me a liar.”

“Dominic?” Ella’s serious tone pulls my eyes up to her face. “Something else happened
today, while you were out.”

“What?” | press, sensing that she’s not merely trying to distract me from our flirting.

“Well Cora came over and | was talking to her about everything that's been going on.”
Ella begins slowly, not meeting my gaze.

“And well... the short version is that Roger came over while she was here. He heard part
of our conversation and... he knows I'm human.”

“What!?” | explode, surging to my feet.
Ella immediately scrambles out of bed after me. Her tiny hands close around my arms,
as if she’s afraid I'm going to run out on her. “It's okay, he stayed and we talked. |

explained the situation and he honestly seemed to listen. He promised not to tell — ever.

He apologized for everything that's happened, and the only reason he left is because |
made him. | thought you should hear it from me.”



“Ella, why didn’t you tell me sooner!” | demand, trying not to lose my temper. “I'm not
convinced that Roger is actually on our side and with this information, the Prince could
end my campaign like that,” | say, snapping my fingers.

“I know, but you only just got home, and | wanted to hear how things went at Jake and
Millie’s.” Her face twists into an accusatory stare, “And I’'m not the one who got us all
sidetracked with kisses.”

Sighing, | acknowledge that | didn’t give her much chance to tell me this latest
development. “What exactly did Roger say?”

“Well, we talked about how it happened and Cora explained that the surveillance footage
was tampered with — which | didn’t even know about until today.” Ella shares, an open
guestion in her expression.

I nod, “I knew, but we still aren’t any close to understanding who was behind this— or
what they were hoping to achieve.”

“Well, Roger just kind of talked through the possibilities with us and everything. He
seemed to really regret helping the Prince, | mean | actually thought he looked as though
he felt guilty about working against us.” Ella conveys softly, her hands stroking my arms
in long, steady movements — clearly intended to calm me.

“He should.” | mutter bleakly. Ella doesn’t know that Roger helped orchestrate the attack
in the alley, and unless Roger becomes a problem, | don’t see a reason to tell her. It
would only hurt her feelings, and if Roger is truly on our side then | don’t want more
space between them. “And | think you're probably right. | trust your judgement. But |
need to go see him, just to be sure.”

“You won't hurt him, will you?” Ella presses.

“No sweetheart, | promise I'm in control.” | vow. “Just give me a couple of hours. I'll go
talk to Roger and then I've got that bloody,

‘have a drink with the Alpha’ event — but I'll be home by dinner. We can have a nice night
together and forget all this ever happened.”

“Okay.” She agrees, stepping away from me. “I'll see you soon, then.”
Of course, if I'd known then what | know now... | would never have left the house that

night. | would have stayed home with Ella and blown off my brother and the campaign. |
could have saved us all a lot of trouble if | had.



Chapter 84 - Sinclair Makes a Detour
Sinclair

When | reach Roger’s house, he’s not the least bit surprised to find me darkening his
doorway. “l was wondering when you were gonna show up.” He quips, opening the door
wide to welcome me inside.

“Am | that predictable?” | grouse, stepping over the threshold.

“No- | still wasn’t sure whether or not you’d rip my head off after you arrived.” Roger
shares wryly.

“You've been talking with Ella.” | assess coolly, recalling the sweet human’s objection to
me using this precise tactic against our enemies.

Roger snorts. “Not necessary. | grew up with you, | know your MO, brother.”

“Well you have Ella to thank for my even temper either way. She seems to trust you'll
keep your word and protect her secret.” | explain, eyeing him suspiciously.

“And you came to find out if she’s right.” Roger guesses.
“Is she?” | inquire. “Or is this another one of your tricks?”

“It's not a trick.” Roger states simply, leading me into his study. “But I'm not doing it for
you — I'm doing it for her.”

| absorb this information slowly. It does seem easier to believe my brother would help a
stranger sooner than he’d help me, but there’s also something in his tone, some
unspoken emotion | don’t quite understand. “Why do you care what happens to her?” |
inquire.

“Because she’s exactly what you've been saying she is all along. She’s brave and clever
and good to her very core. Goddess only knows how you managed to get her, but you
certainly don't deserve her.” Roger replies, giving me a begrudging look that tells me
he’s only half joking.

My wolf growls possessively in my head, he likes her.

Good, if he likes her he’ll help us. | answer evenly.

But she’s mine. My wolf argues fiercely. He shouldn’t even be allowed to look at her.

Would you get a hold of yourself? | admonish.



| won't share her! The stubborn predator is digging in his heels, making my hackles raise
and claws extend. This is why we need to claim her, so that other wolves won’t come
sniffing around our mate.

You're acting like a child. I'm losing my temper now, sick and tired of being at odds with
my inner animal. She isn’t our mate and I'm not going to hurt her with a claiming mark
her body can’'t handle. Besides, even if Roger is interested in Ella, she isn’t interested in
him. Have some self-respect.

“I haven't got her — not the way you mean.” | correct, shaking myself out of my inner
conflict. “She’s been adamant about that —

she’s only interested in me as her baby’s father.” | share, deciding that my brother
doesn't need to know how complicated my relationship with Ella truly is.

Roger snorts, “Who are you kidding? That woman is clearly infatuated with you, and |
know you want her for keeps. Your wolf is bloody besotted.”

“She’s carrying my pup, that's changing both of us, neither of us can trust our feelings
right now.” | reason, using the same logic with him that I've been employing to justify my
own restraint. If | let myself believe that everything happening between Ella and | is real,
there will be no holding my wolf back, and | don’t want to frighten or push her into
something she doesn't truly want, or isn’t ready for.

“You know as well as | do that pregnancy can’t magically make people fall in love, even
if they're already interested in each other.” Roger scoffs, sounding truly jealous now.
“Don’t waste a gift, Dom.”

| stop dead in my tracks. “Whoever said anything about love?”

His eyes roll into the back of his head. “Honestly Dominic, sometimes | think you don’t
have a brain in your head.”

“We only just met.” | remind him. “And we’ve experienced nothing but drama since then,
it's not just the pregnancy that can toy with emotions.”

“It sounds to me like you'll take any excuse to deny what'’s staring you in the face. And if
you don’t wise up and do something about it, other wolves who aren't so hard-headed
are going to start horning in on your territory.” Roger warns, sounding as if he’d like to
lead the charge. “Ella might not be able to serve as a true Luna, but that's only a
concern if you have a pack to lead. No one will care if she’s human when she can clearly
bear shifter children.”



“Is that a threat?” | counter, my defenses riled by the obvious longing in his voice.

“I'm not delusional enough to think that Ella could ever forgive me for helping the Prince
plan the first attack.” Roger sighs.

“But you can still hope.” | suggest, letting a note of menace bleed into my voice.

“Dominic, I'm done battling with my own family. From the sounds of it, we're going to
need each other in the months ahead... if there’s to be a war — we can't be divided.” He
grimaces, though | note he didn’t really answer my question. After all, it's one thing to
say you won't pursue someone, and another to say you don’t want to in the first place.

“I'm trying to win so that there won't be a war.” | grumble. “But | agree, we’ve been
enemies for too long. No woman should come between brothers, and unlike Lydia, Ella
would never want to.”

“Lydia couldn’t help it.” Roger defends, some of his old animosity rising to the surface. “It
was the bond.”

| purse my lips, trying to decide whether or not | want to tell Roger the truth about Lydia.
He’s never been willing to listen before, and | know this is an opportunity to clear the air
between us. | also know it could backfire catastrophically. “Roger, Lydia used us both.” |
declare, deciding that more lies won’t help anything. “I know what she told you, but she

knew we were fated for two years before she left you.”

“What?” Roger gapes, the gears visibly turning in his mind as he struggles to process
this information. “No, your bond manifested when you turned 18.”

| shake my head, determined to make him hear me out. “It manifested when | was 16,
but Dad didn’t name me his heir until | reached adulthood. The only reason she decided
to give into fate was because he announced it on my birthday. Before that she made it
perfectly clear | wasn’'t good enough for her.”

Roger slumps into a chair. “But, you never said...”

“Why would I? She didn’t want me and | wanted you to be happy. | didn’t want to give
you another reason to hate me.” | confess.

“So why did you betray me?” He hisses, his wolf glowing in his eyes. “If you really
wanted me to be happy you could have rejected her when she changed her mind?”

“I was a pup!” | exclaim. “I'd spent two years in misery, longing for my mate. My wolf was
half mad with unrequited feelings and | was too young to know better. | was blinded by
our bond, and it wasn't until years later that | realized what a fool I'd been. | never



wanted to hurt you... | just wasn’t strong enough to resist fate. Not then, at least.”

Roger sits back, watching me closely. After a few long moments, he scrubs his palm
over his face, and I'm shocked to see his eyes are red — on the verge of tears. “I haven't
been a very good brother to you, have 1?”

“You've been a pain in the ass.” | quip, huffing an exasperated laugh. “Roger, when we
were little you were my hero. | would have followed you anywhere!”

“But | never let you.” He finishes my thought, clamping his eyes shut. “Dad tried to tell
me a thousand times that it wasn’t your fault Mom died. And | know it wasn't fair of me to
treat you so horribly. In hindsight, | don’t even think you're the one | hated, | was just so
mad at the Goddess for taking her from me, and | needed someone to blame.”

“I know.” | affirm, remembering our argument after the Wild Hunt. It seems like every
other conversation we have these days is some long-overdue emotional blowout. We've
poured out years worth of feelings and resentments in a handful of weeks, and already
our relationship feels like it's turned a corner. For the first time since | was a child, | feel
like my brother is more friend than enemy.

Roger is giving me a watery smile, and | realize he’s realizing the same thing | am. “And
to think, all it took was one tiny human to finally make us talk all this out.”

To my amazement, I'm smiling back. “One tiny, very special human.” | correct, thinking
of the beautiful creature I left at home.

Roger frowns, “At some point we need to talk about how this all started, Dom. Ella said
you still don’t know how your sample got switched in the sperm lab.”

“That’s a conversation for another time.” My jaw clenches reflexively. “I haven't told Ella
yet, but my investigators have come across evidence which suggests whoever is
responsible is very powerful... and they knew exactly what they were doing.”



Chapter 85 - Ella Starts to Worry

Sinclair

When | enter the Blood Moon Tavern for the ‘have a drink with the Alpha’ town hall
event, | immediately begin cursing Hugo. My beta may have talked me into this
campaign event with good intentions, but | would so much rather go home to Ella. After
the way we left things this evening, not to mention my conversation with Roger, my wolf
is positively rabid to go climb into bed with her and finish what we started.

However, | made a pledge to my pack that | would come out to this bar and talk with the
people one on one, giving them an opportunity to share their thoughts, grievances and
questions with me in an informal setting. It's the sort of event the Prince would never
consider holding, and also the kind common shifters appreciate most. So | plaster a
smile on my face and enter the rustic pub, greeting the assembled pack members as if
there’s nothing | would rather be doing.

At first I'm completely distracted, preoccupied with thoughts of Ella, our growing pup and
whether it might be possible that my brother is right. Could our feelings for each other be
more than mere attraction and the connection forged by our pup? Could we be falling in
love? I'm not even sure | know what love feels like — of course | imagined myself head
over heels for Lydia once, but can there be true love when one partner is only in the
relationship for selfish, personal gain? Can a person honestly know what it means to be
in love, when it's all one sided?

A burst of laughter and noise pulls my attention away from my thoughts, and suddenly |
realize I've been neglecting my conversation with the pack members around me. “I know
that look.” One of the men in front of me guffaws, slapping his leg. “I'd say the Alpha has
his mind on things far lovelier than taxes.”

“A certain she-wolf with a swollen belly perhaps?” Another wolf suggests, waggling his
eyebrows.

| laugh apologetically, though none of the wolves surrounding me seem upset. They all
look as though they understand all too well. “I'm sorry, you’ve caught me. | have a hard
time letting my mate out of my sight these days.” | confess, knowing that speaking
plainly is far more likely to win me points with this demographic.

“It's no worry.” An older man assures me, patting my back. “I remember what it was like
when my wife was breeding, and it's always worst with the first.”

“When | found out my Mary was pregnant, | actually attacked one of her colleagues
when he got too close to her!” Another man shares, “luckily he didn’t hold it against me.”

| chuckle, “My wolf wanted me to go after Ella’s doctor and the nurses when we first got



the news — men and women.” | relate, earning myself a fresh round of laughter. “Luckily
she’s learned to climb into my arms anytime | start getting aggressive, the clever minx
knows | can't attack anyone if I'm holding her.”

They raise their brows with approval, not just any she-wolf can take on an Alpha’s riled
wolf, even when it's their mate. | swell with pride over their impressed looks, but settle in
to listen rather than continue spending my own voice. I'm amazed that this burly group of
hardened shifters is so content to talk about she-wolves and babies rather than politics
or security, but before long all the rough and tumble bar patrons are exchanging stories
of becoming fathers and the antics of their children. I'm suddenly wishing I'd brought my
own father along, and thinking that | wouldn’t mind campaign events so much if they
were all like this.

| order a second drink as the tales unfold, but set it down after a few sips. Though |
requested the same brand of liquor as my first tumbler-full, there’s a strange metallic
taste to the liquid that turns my stomach. | wonder if soap was left in the glass after
being washed, or perhaps the bartender opened a new bottle, not realizing the liquor
inside had turned. Unfortunately | never figure out what's wrong with the draught,
because the last thing | remember is thinking that it tastes off, and then everything is
dark.

Ella

When Sinclair doesn’t come home in time for dinner, | assume the campaign event ran
long. I'm disappointed, but | know that these things are often out of his hands. Winning
the crown is more important than spending time with me, and only a complete narcissist
could be upset by that fact.

Says the woman who wants to curl up in a ball and cry because Sinclair cares more
about the campaign than you. The little voice in my head remarks dryly.

That's not fair. | answer, beyond frustrated. Those are more hormones talking, not logic.
Sure, sure. She snips. Blame the baby.

| pat my tummy. “I don’t blame you.” | tell my growing pup, “I do, however, blame my
body.”

The baby flutters and kicks against my hand, as if he’s telling me he understands
completely. | feel a rush of love so powerful my dour mood disappears, and | can only
smile as | get through my meal, content to talk to the tiny being inside me.



Unfortunately, my good mood only lasts until | realize it's almost nine o’clock, and
Sinclair still hasn’t come home. | decide to call him, but the line rings and rings before
eventually going to voicemail. | hang up and send him a quick text: Just checking in, is
the event going alright?

Nothing.

Sighing, | put my phone aside and decide to take a bath. I'm worrying about nothing, the
sooner | stop thinking about Sinclair, the sooner he’ll be home.

| don’t know. My conscience interjects, something feels off to me. Are you sure he’s
okay.

It was an event at a bar, he probably just got caught up. Or maybe he decided to have a
night out — he never gets to do anything for himself. He deserves to let loose a little.

True, but | don't think he'd do that without telling you. The voice replies.

It probably slipped his mind. | insist, shaking off the sting carried by the idea of being an
afterthought to him.

| fill the huge whirl pool tub in Sinclairs bathroom, choosing to use his rooms instead of
my own, just in case he comes home while I'm soaking. | have a sudden, silly fantasy of
him walking in while I'm submerged in the hot water and bubbles. | imagine him claiming
that he’s dirty after his night out and insisting that he needs to join me. | picture him
climbing into the tub with me, and settling me between his legs.

As | sink into the steaming water, | slide my own hands over my soft skin, pretending
that they're Sinclairs — knowing he’ll probably demand to wash me himself, and getting
lost in the sensations. My hand lingers over my breasts and between my legs, Sinclair's
deep voice filling my head with flimsy excuses about how he has to make sure all my
important parts are clean.

Before long I'm breathing heavily and flushed for reasons that have nothing to do with
the heat of the bath, and | decide this has to stop before Sinclair walks in and catches
me in a much more intimate act than bathing. | wash quickly, settling down enough to
soak, but soon the water grows cold, and | have no choice but to get out.

| check the time as | pull on a plush robe. 11 o’clock now. | retrieve my phone, only to
find that | haven’t had any calls or texts from Sinclair. Feeling truly worried now, | call
him again. | know it's not very late, but he promised to be home hours ago, and I've
never known him to run late without communicating the delay. When | get his voicemail |
try calling two more times, and send a couple more texts for good measure.



Are you okay? | was expecting you hours ago.

Should | wait up?

Why do | feel so anxious about asking these simple questions? | got past my wariness of
scaring Sinclair off ages ago, and yet this still feels like a test, like | might be coming on
too strong or seem needy for worrying about him.

That's Mike’s influence. The little voice in my head reminds me. He would accuse you of
being a nagging shrew if you wanted to know when to expect him home, that's not
Sinclair. Don’t put that on him.

Then why hasn’t he called me? Why isn’t he responding?

Something’s wrong. My conscience insists, more forcefully now.

| decide to call Roger, just to make sure Sinclair actually made it to the campaign event
after their talk. He answers quickly, but confirms Sinclair left hours ago. He tells me to sit

tight while he goes to the bar, and so | hang up and try to be patient.

In the end, | don't have to wait for Roger to call me back. My phone chirps, and | see a
message from Sinclair.

Stop bothering me — | found better company for the night.
Then, immediately following the text, a photo appears. Sinclair is haked in a strange bed,

his eyelids heavy over a sultry stare, his clothes from this evening slung over a
nightstand. And there beside him, naked as the day she was born — is Lydia.



Chapter 86 - Sinclair Wakes with His Ex

Sinclair

The world is fuzzy when | wake. | sit up, instantly on edge. My wolf knows something is
wrong, not that this is any great feat of instinct. | don’t recognize my surroundings, and |
have no recollection of falling asleep. The last thing | remember is being at the ‘have a
drink with the Alpha’ event and talking about fatherhood with my constituents.

How much time has passed? | wonder, my thoughts trapped in a strange fog. | feel
hungover, but | can’t imagine | had enough alcohol to render me in such a state. It's
already light out, and why do | smell...

“Lydial” | exclaim, scanning the space for my ex-wife. The entire room reeks of her, and
belatedly | realize we're in a hotel. | can sense her presence in the other room, but as |
slide from bed I realize I'm completely naked.

She appears in the doorway of the bathroom, leaning against the frame. She’s wearing
my dress shirt from last night. It's unbuttoned from collar to hem, making it clear that
she’s nude underneath. I'm sure she intended it to give me tantalizing flashes of her tan
skin, but | feel no attraction for her at all. My wolf is roaring in my head, my hackles
raising defensively when Lydia flashes her fangs in a lethal grin. “Good morning, lover.”

“What have you done?” | snarl, not bothering to hide my outrage and disgust. Slowly, so
slowly | feel furious with my own dull wits, a picture is forming in my mind. The puzzle
pieces are slowly clicking into place. | feel so groggy, achy and nauseous, not because
I’'m hungover, but because | was drugged.

That metallic taste in my drink. | realize angrily, wishing I'd had the sense to walk out of
the pub the moment | realized something was off. | glance again to the windows,
realizing it must be morning already. | have no memory of last night and no way of
knowing what | did in my drugged state. Did she give me something that unhinged me
enough that | would actually sleep with her? Did | make a scene when | left the bar?

“Dominic, | haven’'t done anything!” Lydia exclaims, looking offended. “Don’t you
remember? We ran into each other after your event last night. | guess without your little
pet hanging on your arm you were finally able to remember why we’re so good together.”
Ella! I think suddenly. | promised her I'd be home in time for dinner, she must be so
worried! “Where’s my phone?” | demand sharply.

Lydia’s mouth drops open, and some of her haughtiness sleeps away. “Seriously?!” She
bursts out, “that’s all it takes, one mention of the little bitch and you just forget | exist?”

Without thinking, | lunge for Lydia, my claws and fangs extended, my shoulders shaking



with the effort of holding off the urge to shift. | stop myself short of reaching for her,
though my wolf is sorely tempted. “Don’t you ever talk about Ella that way. In fact, keep
her name and any other foul nicknames you come up with, out of your mouth
completely.”

“What are you doing?” Lydia sputters, flinching and backing away from me. “I'm your
mate. You can't.... Thisisn’t...”

“You think | can’t threaten you? You think | can’t hurt you if you endanger my family?” |
shap. “You aren’t my mate anymore, Lydia, and you weren’t ever worthy of being Luna
even when you had the title.” Despite my words, even I'm shocked at how easy | find it
to show aggression to her. Everything | know about fated mates has taught me that |
shouldn’t be able to stomach raising a hand against her, but it's almost as if she and Ella
have traded places in my heart. Now my wolf only cares for protecting the mother of our
pup, even if it means protecting her from my once-fated mate.

“I haven’t done a thing to your disgusting little family.” Lydia spits, hissing like a cat.

“You drugged me.” | accuse. “What if | let something sensitive slip under the influence?
How did you get me out of that bar?

What if someone saw us leaving together? You might have compromised my campaign!”
| thunder, “and that does threaten my family — make no mistake.”

“Who are you!” Lydia explodes, furious and cowering at once. “People don't just stop
being mates, Dominic! You can'’t just erase our past because you found a new plaything.
You always said | was more important to you than politics... and now it's like...

Goddess, | don’t even recognize you!

“You didn't really think that you could just walk out on me and I'd stay the same, did
you? Did you expect me to wallow like a heartsick pup when | have a pack to lead and
the fate of the entire fucking realm is on my shoulders? Did you really believe I'd stay
here pining for you, and you would be able to walk back into my life like nothing
happened?” | rumble coldly, wondering how | ever imagined myself in love with this
woman. Ella would never ask me to choose her over the campaign, she wouldn’t want
me to. “And for the record, Lydia. | said you were more important than politics, not the
pack — not my duty to protect my people.”

“Well you didn’t care very much about your family or your pack last night.” Lydia
announces spitefully, wearing a cruel smile that looks more like a grimace. “The time
apart certainly didn’t cost us in the bedroom. You were every bit as ferocious and virile
as ever. | might be pregnant already.”



| try not to let her see how deeply her words cut me. The idea that | had sex with her
under the influence of her drugs makes me sick to my stomach. | have no way of
knowing if she’s telling the truth. There aren’t any marks on her body from hickeys or
lovebites, and | don't feel any scratches on my back of physical signs of the kind of
rambunctious lovemaking we used to have, but then again — if | was most unconscious
then there wouldn’t be any of those signs. So while I'm sure her remarks about my
ferocity are a lie, | can't rule out sex entirely. The bed is in complete disarray, and she
certainly smells like me. Is it just from sleeping together... or did she manage to steal my
seed the way she’s suggesting.

“What would it matter if you're pregnant?” | say instead. “I already have my heir.”

“You know better than anyone that the first born child isn’'t always the strongest.” Lydia
answers shrewdly, looking so cunning | wonder how Roger and | were ever fooled by
her. “And your current heir hasn't even been born yet. It wouldn't be a bad thing to have
a spare. Goddess knows anything can happen between now and the birth.” She doesn’t
say the words as a threat, but it's hard not to hear them that way with all the attempts on
Ella’s life. However Lydia isn’'t paying attention to the dangerous line she’s walking, she
presses on, rubbing her belly as if it's confirmed that she’s breeding. “I guarantee any
child of mine will be stronger than that pipsqueak’s. Soon you won't have any need of
Ella at all.”

The petty part of me wants to lash out and tell Lydia that if it were possible for us to
make a baby together it would have happened in the years we were married. | want to
tell her she’s delusional if she thinks she can get pregnant at all. But damn it if Ella’s
silky voice isn't interrupting my thoughts, encouraging me to show compassion even
though this monster doesn't deserve any.

Just then | see my phone, balanced on the edge of the nightstand. | snatch it up and turn
on the screen, immediately going to my messages. I'm not surprised to see multiple
missed calls and texts from Ella, but I'm horrified when | see the response | sent her,
and the photo. “You sent this to her?” | roar, thrusting the device towards Lydia’s
sheering face.

She smirks, “Of course not, that was all you.”

| stalk forward, closing the final distance between us. “You better hope you are pregnant,
Lydia.” | declare icily, “because if you aren’t, | swear to the Goddess | will hunt you down
and make sure you can’t ever come anywhere near me, or my family again.”

| storm out without another word. | dial Ella as | race across town, unsurprised when she
doesn’t answer the phone. My wolf is already in a panic about her reaction to Lydia’s
taunting message. | don’t care how drunk or disoriented | was, | know | wouldn’t have
ignored Ella that way — not when she’s all my wolf wants. Was she very upset? Did it



exacerbate her stress to a dangerous level? | only stop for the barest second at a
newsstand to make sure there’s nothing in the papers about Lydia and I, before
continuing to my mansion.

But when | arrive, Ella is nowhere to be found.



Chapter 87 - Ella Runs Away
Ella

“Goddess, Cora, what's wrong with me?” | moan, burying my head in my hands. “I've
been thinking Sinclair is too good to be true all along. There cannot be a bigger red flag
and | just ignored it. | let him love bomb me and | bought every manipulative word out of
his mouth.” I'm seated in my sister’s living room, rocking back and forth in my seat while
she looks on anxiously. After | received Sinclair’s text last night, | didn’'t waste any time
getting out of his house. | went out onto my balcony and waited until the patrolling
guards passed by, then climbed down the trellis and out the back gate. There was a
vicious thunderstorm roiling at the time, but | barely noticed. | ran through the pouring
rain, not stopping until | reached Cora’s apartment.

In hindsight I’'m sure | scared her half to death — turning up on her doorstep in the middle
of the night, looking like a drowned rat. Nonetheless, she immediately ushered me in
and got me a change of dry clothes and a cup of hot tea, but | wasn’t calm enough to
actually explain what happened until this morning.

“Ella just slow down, | didn’t think anything had even happened between you two?” Cora
asks, watching me with obvious concern.

“I mean, nothing huge.” | clarify. “We’ve flirted and kissed and fooled around a bit... and
I've insisted that things not go any further. At least, | had enough sense to ensure we
didn’t start an actual relationship.”

“And he agreed? You said no and he didn't push you?” Cora presses.

“Yeah, | mean it's been hard because we're attracted to each other, but he’s been trying
to respect my wishes.”

“Then how can he have love bombed you?” She inquires, looking confused.

*[ guess that’s the wrong expression.” | concede. “It's just, you should hear the way he
talks to me, and the way he behaves. He's so affectionate and warm that | got
completely lulled into complacency. He just lavishes attention and compliments, and he
actually listens and takes criticism. He takes my thoughts and opinions into account, and
he has this silly side where he can be so fun and playful, but at the same time he doesn’t
let me get away with murder. He calls me on my shit and holds me accountable. Like |
said, he’s just too good to be true.”

Cora is frowning deeply, keeping her expression guarded while she processes my
words. “Ella

“What? Why are you looking at me that way?” | burst, instantly regretting my sharp tone.



I’'m sorry, | shouldn’'t have snapped at you...” Suddenly | want to cry. “I didn’t mean it. I'm
just really out of sorts.”

“i know, honey.” She murmurs, her brows furrowing in sympathy. “And don’t take this the
wrong way, but none of that sounds very bad. | mean, it's not like he’s pretending to be
this perfect person. You two started off on terrible footing. Terrible.” She repeats for
emphasis. He thought you were a gold digger and was going to separate you from your
child. You had to learn to get along, and sure that happened fast once you decided to
trust each other, but... I'm sorry Ella, but it honestly just sounds like you like each other.”
She leans forward, resting her

elbows on her knees and sending me serious therapist vibes. “Is it possible that you are
so used to assholes like Mike, that you assume being treated well is evidence of some
sort of trick?”

It takes me a moment to absorb that. Is she right? Am | so unused to receiving genuine
affection and compliments that | somehow mistook them for Sinclair grooming me for
abuse? Even as | think this, | recall the other things that have happened between us.
“That’s not all.” | confess, blushing scarlet. “Yes he’s affectionate and that feels strange
to me, but he’s also bossy and domineering. He always expects to be in charge.”

“Of course he is, he’s an Alpha.” Cora remarks blithely.

“But, | mean, in charge in... well, | mean...”

Cora rolls her eyes. “Ella, stop beating around the bush, just tell me what happened.”

“It's just that he doesn't stop at giving orders, he holds me to them.” | confess. “Once,
even spanked me.”

“Okay.” Cora responds, looking as though she’s waiting for me to say more.

he

“After the attack on the wild hunt.” | explain, offering the information freely now. I
mean... | slapped him first and he said all this crap about catharsis, but | didn’t even
question it because he said it was normal with shifter couples.”

“You slapped Dominic Sinclair?” Cora gapes.

“He was annoying me!” | defend hotly. “He kept saying | should stay home and rest but |
wasn’'t about to let that foul prince win.”

“So let me get this straight...” Cora begins, clearly struggling to wrap her mind about



this. You were in shock, being obstinate and refusing to take care of yourself, then you
attacked him and he responded the way that any wolf would?”

“Basically.” | grimace, rubbing the back of my neck.
“Did he injure you?” She inquires, “Traumatize you?”

“No.” I'm blushing again. “It hurt, but it brought me out of my shock and it really did help
me to cry... plus, well | was really turned on afterward.” | whisper, unable to believe I'm
actually sharing this part.

Cora chuckles. “So what's the problem?”
“You don't find that strange!?” | exclaim.

“Ella, I've been around shifters a lot longer than you have.” Cora explains, sighing as
though she’s not sure how to make me understand. “Power dynamics are a big part of
their culture and from a scientific perspective it makes perfect sense. Dominance means
strength and strength means survival. And if you liked it, who cares whether or not other
people think it's strange. You'd hardly be the only human who’s ever wanted that from a
partner.

‘I didn’t say | liked it.” | object. “Just that it helped me...and turned me on... and | did like
feeling how in control he was when | was beside myself.”

“Do you want him to do it again?” She asks, grinning mischievously now.

| throw a pillow at her, laughing with faux outrage. I'm only just coming to terms with the
fact that | do want to be with Sinclair that way again, when | remember why I'm here
unloading all

this on my sister in the first place. My mood dampens almost immediately. “What | want
doesn’t matter.”

Cora purses her lips, “Okay, so you haven’t been love bombed, and he hasn’t been
mistreating you, and you don’t want a relationship, right?”

‘Right.” | confirm, thankful that we worked through all this, but suddenly anticipating
Cora’s next question.

“Then Ella, why are you so upset about Lydia?” She asks. “You told him point blank that
you don’t want to be with him and you agreed to step aside if he finds a new mate from
the beginning. | know you weren’t expecting it to be Lydia, but... so what if it is?”



“Because it means he lied to me.” | explain miserably. “It means he’s been lying to me
about her for months, and that Roger was right about him running back to her at the first
opportunity.”

“Are you sure they were lies?” Cora counters. “Do you think it's possible he believed
what he was telling you at the time, and then changed his mind? We all have blind spots
when it comes to our exes. He wouldn't be the first person to convince himself he hated
his former partner to try and protect himself from getting hurt again.”

| shrug, suddenly doubting myself. “I don’t know. He certainly seemed to mean what he
was saying at the time, but he’s also a politician, he’s bound to be a good liar.” 1

“He’s an Alpha, not a politician. And he also has the campaign to think about, he might
have been resisting her for his sake and the pack’s at once.” Cora suggests.

“Maybe,” | acknowledge, hating how logical this sounds. The longer we talk I'm slowly
losing my justifications for being so upset, but | still feel as if my world has come
crashing down around me.

“Ella?” Cora calls my attention to her lovely face. Immediately | know she’s coming to the
same conclusion | am. “You snuck out of the house and ran through the night, in a
thunderstorm, when people have been trying to kill you. You've exhausted all the
possible reasons to justify this except one, and a few lies on his part hardly seem
enough to warrant how devastated you are.”

“What's your point?” | remark sullenly, already knowing where this is going.
“Are you sure you don’t like him?” Cora asks bluntly. “Not just you're attracted to him or
like the affection, but that you have genuine feelings for him and you're upset because

you think he might not return your feelings now that he’s back with Lydia?”

Her words slam into me one after the other, but before | can give them the consideration
they deserve, there’s a sudden pounding at the door.



Chapter 88 - Sinclair takes Ella home
Ella

It was easy to be reasonable when it was just me and Cora. When my sister’s low,
steady voice was talking me through all my misguided rationalizations, | didn’t struggle to
stay calm, | didn’t have to fight a tidal wave of raging emotions too tangled and
convoluted to ever sort out. | was able to listen and really interrogate my assumptions, to
use logic and reason without getting caught up in my emotions. However as soon as
Sinclair appears, all that goes out the window.

Just seeing his handsome face makes me want to burst into tears, and I'm so miserable
and furious that | don’t know what to do. A sense of utter betrayal slams into me, and for
the first time | understand why | was so afraid of being love bombed. He might not have
been

manipulating me, but | think I've been falling in love with Sinclair all along — no matter
how hard | tried to fight it.

Sinclair's power washes over me the moment he enters the room. He barely pauses to
greet Cora, his attention clearly elsewhere as his sharp eyes scan the room, only
stopping once they land on me. He immediately crosses to the couch where I'm seated
and kneels down in front of me. “Ella,” my name is a sigh of relief, and he unwinds my
arms from my body so he can look me over, as if he’s worried I've somehow been
injured in his absence. | try to resist his strength, but he makes a deep rumbling sound
and | instinctively surrender. His hungry gaze rakes over every inch of my skin before
finally rising to meet my eyes. He takes my face in his hands. “Are you alright?”

Knowing I'm playing with fire and not giving a damn, | shoot him a sulky glare. “What do
you care?” | hate myself as soon as the words leave my lips. | sound like such a child.

His brows knit, “That’s a no.” He assesses gruffly, pursing his lips as if he’s internal
cursing himself. “I'm so sorry about last night. | can explain-*

“I'm fine.” | counter sharply, not wanting him to see how badly I'm hurt. “I don’t give a
damn what you do or who you see when we're not together.”

Sinclair arches one dark brow, leveling me with an expression so stern | want to crawl
under the couch and hide. “In that case we can go home and discuss the way you snuck
out last night, without

your guards, without letting anyone know where you were going.” His powerful hand
slides around to my nape, and something deep and primal in my bones curls in on itself.
“Not to mention crawling down trellises in the rain, especially when you're carrying
precious cargo.”



“l don’t want to go anywhere with you.” | snap, hating to be reminded of how reckless |
was with

my

unborn child. “I came to Cora’s because | wanted to be with my sister and I’'m going to
stay here.”

“Then

you have a choice.” Sinclair informs me, his voice like gravel. “Because I'm not leaving
you when you're like this. So we can have this out here, in front of Cora, or we can go
home and do it in private.”

| glance over his shoulder at Cora, who's currently staring at me as if she’s never seen
me before. | know I’'m behaving like a complete brat, but | can’'t help myself. Sinclair
turns me into someone | don'’t recognize in times like these, and though part of me thinks
it must be

the baby’s influence, I'd be lying if | said it didn’t feel right. Pushing back against Sinclair
seems like the natural thing to do, something the voice in my head is demanding despite
my better judgment.

“You need to leave.” | growl, a pitiful rumble sounding in my chest.

Sinclair's eyes flash dangerously, and he flashes his fangs, showing me his inner wolf.
“Have it your way.” The next thing | know his shoulder is digging into my pelvis, and I'm
being tipped upside. Before | know it I'm slung over his shoulder like a sack of flour. |
yelp in surprise, feeling the blood rush to my head. Before | can hope to orient myself,
my hair spills down towards the ground, completely blocking my vision of everything
beyond Sinclair's muscular back. 1

“Dominic! The baby!” 1 object, squirming vigorously.

“The baby is perfectly fine.” Sinclair promises, locking his arm over the back of my knees
to cease my escape attempts. “You, on the other hand...”

“Put me down right now!” | order, kicking my feet into his toned abs and remembering
that his body is constructed of pure steel. The pain in my toes only enrages me more,
and so | start beating my clenched fists against his firm backside. “This isn't fair, you
tyrant!” | snarl, fighting for all I'm worth.

“That’s right, you just get it all out of your system, baby.” Sinclair chuckles, patting my



thighs. “But you better believe I'm taking note.”

He carries me out the door and into the elevator, letting me vent my rage with so little
reaction | wonder if he even notices my attack. “Can you even feel this, you ogre!” |
exclaim. “Like ferocious little mosquito bites, sweetheart.” Sinclair taunts, earning himself
another outraged snarl. Of course, the big wolf only laughs. He carts me out of the
building and onto the street, where anyone can see us.

“Dominic, people will see!” | object, stilling my movements for the first time.

“Then you might want to stop making all those adorable little growling sounds. People
are going to start searching if they think there’s an angry kitten on the loose.” Sinclair
informs me sagely.

“This isn’t funny!” | cry, hating him for making light of my misery. Sinclair deposits me
into the back of his limo, and | immediately slide over the seats and try to climb out the
other side. Unfortunately Sinclair’s shifter speed gets the better of me again, and I'm
dragged back into the car. Furious, | move into the seat across from him, biting down on
my lower lip to stop it. from quivering and betraying how close to tears | am.

“I don’t think this is funny, Ella.” Sinclair answers, sounding so sober | wonder if this is
the same man who was teasing me a moment ago. “This is very serious to me, but |
can’t help the way your defiance provokes my wolf any more than you can help feeling
provoked by me.” His glowing, emerald eyes are boring into me, piercing straight
through me with so much intensity | can’t doubt his honesty. “And | admit, | find you too
cute to bear when you get riled up this way... but | don'’t find anything about the situation
we’re in amusing

| cross my arms over my chest, and suddenly | taste blood | guess | was biting myself
too hard, and now of course Sinclair is beside me, tsking and tugging my crimson
stained lip from the prison of my teeth | pull away from him, not wanting to be soothed
and coddled when I'm still so furious. Sinclair’'s jaw clenches, but he lets me go “Ella, If
you stopped

fighting me for a minute | could tell you what happened.”

“You might be able to bully me physically, but you can't make me listen to you.” | snipe.
Whatever it is you want to say — | don’t want to hear it.”

More like you're afraid to hear what he needs to tell you. The little voice in my head
observes.

So what if  am? | counter. It's not like it will change anything. The writing is already on
the wall. I don’'t need him to tell me how he thought he was over Lydia and didn't realize



he wasn't until it was too late. | don’t want to listen to his apologies or promises he can’t
keep, about how this doesn’t have to change our plan.

Maybe not, but you could at least try to be less petty about it.

She has a point. | don’t know why | get this way with him, | never suffered from
immaturity before meeting Sinclair.

You never had the option before. My conscience reminds me. You always had to be the
up in every situation you were in.

grown

Then | should be able to act like one now. | think miserably, even though | know it's a
losing battle. I'm about to be a mother. | can't regress just because | got my feelings
hurt.

Sinclair is still watching me, and | fight the instinct to squirm under his scrutiny. | take a
few deep breaths, trying to work myself up to an apology for my behavior, but unsure
how | can word it without also opening us up to a discussion. Before | can come up with
the right answer, Sinclair’s familiar bass breaks through my thoughts. “What upsets you
more Ella, the way | handled last night, or the fact that it happened in the first place?”

“What?” | reply, feeling my hackles raise defensively. Surely he’s not suggesting what |
think he is. 1

A moment later however, my pulse begins to race as Sinclair repeats his question, this
time cutting right to the heart of the matter. “I'm asking: are you angry, or are you
jealous?”



Chapter 89 - Jealousy

Sinclair

“I'm not jealous!” Ella explodes, almost as soon as the question left my mouth. Her heart
is pounding in her chest, so fast and loud that | wouldn’t be able to tune it out if | tried.
Her cheeks are consumed by a crimson blush, and my wolf is already celebrating in my
head. She’s jealous! She has feelings! She knows she’s mine! Mine, mine, mine!

He has a point. Ella is not a good liar, and though she may be able to disguise her
feelings under usual circumstances, her emotions are much too turbulent to allow that
now. She sounded about as believable as a fox caught breaking into a henhouse,
insisting it only wanted to look at the tasty morsels inside.

| arch my brow skeptically and, seeming to realize how defensive she just sounded, Ella

takes a deep breath and tries again. “I'm not jealous.” She repeats, and though she does
sound more convincing now, her body is still betraying her. Her color is still so high, and

her heart is still racing. “I'm angry because you lied to me.”

| know | should correct her right here and now, explain exactly what happened last night
whether she wants to hear it or not. But my inner hunter knows I’'m onto something, and
there’s no turning off my prey drive. “Then you don’t care whether | sleep with other she-
wolves, as long as I'm honest about it?”

Her plump, pink lip — still stained with blood — trembles dangerously, and her voice
sounds suddenly tight. “That’s right.”

Liar, liar, pants on fire! My wolf chants, running triumphant laps through my
consciousness. He's zooming around like a puppy, though | can't let Ella see how
excited | am. As thrilling as this revelation is, she is lying to me. | might be able to forgive
that since | know she’s trying to protect her tender heart, but forgiveness doesn’'t mean
acceptance. “Are you being honest with me, little human?” | rumble, pinning her with a
stern glower.

Ella’s luminous gold eyes widen and her lips part on a startled gasp. | can see her
preparing to answer me, to tell me another falsehood, but before she can say yes, she
seems to realize how hypocritical the question is. “Why should | have to be honest when
you aren’'t!?” She demands fiercely.

“Ella “I growl, a clear warning.

“No! You've kept things from me over and over again in the name of protecting me, and
you went back to your ex after promising that there was nothing between you.” She
accuses. “Last night probably wasn’t even the first time! How long have you been
sheaking around with her, Dominic? Has everything that's happened since | got



pregnant been some scheme you two orchestrated to get an heir and win the campaign?
Did you arrange the switch at the sperm bank to send all this into motion? What are you
planning once the baby comes? Are you just going to steal my child and kick me to the
curb?”

| reel back, shocked by the depth of her mistrust. My wolf's jubilance over her jealousy
disappears immediately. He whimpers pitifully, devastated to see her so miserable — so
undone by fear and betrayal. No, this isn’t right! Fix it!

She can't honestly believe any of those things are true, can she? Are these tears that
have been

building up in her all along? Or is she simply spiraling because of the perceived lie?
She’s had trust issues from the day we met, and it pains me to think she might have
been tormented by such paranoia, but | could also understand how her baggage might
turn one trigger into this maelstrom. | want to tell Ella these ideas are absurd, | want to
insist that she’d have to be mad to believe these things, but | know that won't help
anything.

“Ella.” I say firmly, “Look at me.”
“l don’t want to.” She snaps, stubbornly turning her head away from me.

“I'm not asking.” | clarify severely, waiting for the power in my voice to do its work. Slowly
she obeys, turning her head back and lifting her blazing, terrified eyes to mine. | press
my hand to her belly, letting her feel the solid weight, praying my warmth will bleed
through her skin and into her bones. “I didn't lie to you, Ella.” | state evenly, “I know you
don’t want to talk about it, but ”

To my amazement, flames blaze to life behind Ella’s eyes, and she slams her hands
over her ears, glaring at me with so much hurt and animosity that the gesture no longer
seems childish. A world of pain and betrayal swirls in her brilliant irises, and | remember
that she’s not only a woman who's been deeply scarred by her past, but also one who is
battling a thousand raging hormones. Exhaling heavily, | remove my palm from her
tummy in order to pull her hands away from her ears. As soon as | do, her eyes fill with
tears, and | realize how afraid she is of having her fears confirmed.

“l didn't lie to you.” | repeat, deciding that this will have to do for now. “When you're
ready to listen to me, I'll explain everything, but right now | need you to know that
everything that has happened since we met has been completely real. | didn’t have
anything to do with the switch at the sperm bank, and | was just as shocked by it as you
were. Sweetheart, you remember how angry and unreasonable | was at the time.” |
remind her, biting back a smile. “I couldn’t fake that if I tried, nor is it how any sane
human would act if they wanted to draw someone into a trap.” | forge on. “I am not,



under any circumstances, going to keep Rafe from you. He came from each of us, and
he belongs with each of us. | know | hid some things from you, but | haven’t ever
deceived you about my feelings, and | haven't been sneaking around with Lydia or
anyone else.”

Little by little, my words sink in. | can see the change in Ella’s posture as she slowly
deflates, unwinding the tension from her muscles with every sentence | complete. Of
course, the more she unwinds, the closer she comes to falling apart. Soon her tears are
falling freely, and she looks utterly ashamed of herself. “I'm sorry, | know I'm being
crazy.” She hiccups. “I don’t even know why | said those things. | think I'm losing it.”

“Jealousy can do that to a person.” | tease gently, reflexively pulling her closer, trying to
draw her into my lap.

Ella’s little body goes stiff with outrage, and she pushes my hands away. “I'm not
jealous!” She repeats, though her exclamation sounds more like a whimper now.

“Tsk, of course not.” | sympathize, overwhelming her struggles and scooping her up. She
doesn’t come easily, but | gradually trap her defiant limbs until she’s completely bound in
my arms. | purr softly, and though | know she doesn’t want to submit, soon | feel her
tearstained face pressing into the curve of my neck, and her pert nose breathing in my
scent. “Though it's too bad.”

“Why?” Ella demands grumpily, sniffling as she snuggles closer. Petulant as she’s
feeling, she

leans into my touch as | pet her disgruntled form and nuzzle her hair. Her delicious
aroma fills my senses, and | feel like | can breathe for first time all morning. Goddess |
needed this. When | realized she was missing this morning, I'd panicked completely. Not
only because | feared for her safety, hating the idea of her being unprotected in a city full
of wolves, but also because | was afraid that Lydia had broken something in our
relationship for good.

When | found Ella at her sister’s, furious and lashing out at me like a hellcat, | realized
there was still hope. She wouldn’t be so upset if she didn’t care, but | also hated seeing
her so unhappy. My wolf wouldn’t be calmed until she was safe in my arms again, not
attacking me anymore, but seeking my comfort. Yes, this is the way it's meant to be.
“Because of what it would mean if you were jealous.” | murmur, finally answering her.

“That I'm a fool.” She suggests bitterly, making me shake my head in exasperation.

“That you have feelings for me.” | correct, letting some of my own feelings seep into my
tone. My hope and desire, the passion that takes all my effort to contain whenever we're



together.

“Oh I'm sure you'd love that.” She mutters mutinously. “The big bad Alpha needs all the
women to fall at his feet whether he wants them or not. How amusing for the hopeless
little human to ”

Before she can continue, | shut her up — claiming her mouth with my own and stealing
her ability to speak another word.



Chapter 90 - Feelings

Sinclair

Ella is as stiff as a board in my arms, frozen in shock to find my lips suddenly on hers,
cutting off her bitter tirade. Of course, that only lasts a moment. As soon as the stubborn
creature realizes what I'm about, she begins pushing at my shoulders, becoming
increasingly agitated when they won'’t budge. She squirms and struggles, clearly
outraged that | kissed her when she was trying to be angry with me. | can practically
hear her objections in my mind you're not playing fair! She would say, shooting daggers
with her eyes.

Damn straight | would answer, my thoughts conjuring the conversation our bodies are
already having.

I rumble softly, and Ella whines — it's a sweet, plaintive sound as her body tries to resist
the pull of desire, but | ruthlessly gobble it up. | show her no mercy, caressing her lithe
body and devouring her soft murmurs of protest until she melts against me, slanting her
mouth beneath mine in total surrender. She whimpers when she finally gives in, as if she
doesn’t know why she even bothered trying to fight this.

| can taste Ella’s blood from the cut on her lip, and my inner wolf groans with pleasure.
Unlike our horror film counterparts the vampire, shifters don’t have any interest in
consuming blood. But it's inevitable to taste the blood of one’s mate when delivering a
claiming mark, and the flavor has an undeniably Pavlovian effect. | may not want the
crimson liquid for nourishment, but | certainly crave the taste of Ella’s. It's rich and
sweet, and instantly has me thinking about how other parts of her must taste.

Ella’s salty tears drip onto my questing lips, but though she cries, she also clings to me
with all her might. Her arms have locked around my neck, and she’s pressing her soft
curves against me with an urgency | understand all too well. My tongue slips past her
lips as | rearrange her in my arms, guiding her to straddle my lap so that | can feel her
plump breasts and beaded nipples against my chest. So that | can slide my hands down
to the curve of her bottom and press my hardness into her soft center, to help her move
against me and find pleasure — even through the fabric of our clothes.

Ella responds to me so naturally, so passionately. | barely need to apply any pressure to
affect her movement. It's as if she’s reading my mind, our bodies speaking the same
love language, completely in tune with one another. Her fingers slide into my hair,
closing around the dark locks as if she’s afraid she needs to hold me in place, lest | take
my mouth away. | hold her more tightly, letting her feel my strength and purring when a
little thump against my abdomen tells me that the baby is awake and thriving.

| could kiss her for a thousand years and never get bored, | realize. Never get tired of
her taste, or grow immune to the feel of her beautiful body in my arms. Never want for



another.
She’s perfect. My wolf agrees. We have to claim her. She’s strong enough to handle it.

I won't hurt her. | insist. I'm painfully aware of how delicate she is, how fragile her human
form is next to my own. It's enough to make me stop handling her so roughly, suddenly
afraid | might break her. Ella growls in protest, that same indignant sound that never
ceases to fill my heart with warmth.

You see. My wolf argues. She can take it she needs this too.

| purr in apology, sliding my hand in her long, silky hair and clenching it into a fist,
holding her head steady as | continue ravishing her. | steal kiss after kiss from her sweet
lips, until they’re swollen and red for reasons that have nothing to do with her self-
inflicted bite. Our breathing is ragged, and Ella’s heart is beating so loudly that | don’t
have to wonder if it's racing as fast as my own — it is.

The scent of her arousal is impossible to ignore in the small space, and the sensation of
her grinding against my arousal is enough to make me fear | might come in my slacks
like an inexperienced schoolboy. | groan, dragging my mouth from hers to try and catch
my breath. Instead | kiss my way over her jaw and nibble one delectable earlobe,
eliciting a sultry moan that makes the hard member between my legs leap with
excitement.

Down boy, | think in exasperation. Our first time with Ella is not going to be frantic and
rushed in the back of a limo.

Ella pulls away from me then, and | realize she must have been startled by the
movement — enough to break out of the haze of lust. Her eyes are red-rimmed and her
pupils so dilated that her gold irises are a slender ring around the great black pools. Her
skin is flushed bright pink, and her hair disheveled. It's a nearly irresistible sight, one that
makes me want to go back on my earlier decision not to claim her. No other man should
ever be allowed to see my Ella in this state.

“Dominic, this isn’t right.” She announces, still trying to catch her breath.
“It feels right to me.” | reply, resisting the urge to look down at her heaving bosom to see
if her breasts are as flushed as the rest of her. Instead | pin her with my dark gaze,

massaging her nape and willing her to come back into my embrace.

“That’s not the point.” Ella insists, sounding as though she might be on the verge of tears
again. “Stop looking at me that way!”

“What way?” | clarify, furrowing my brow with concern. “What is the point?”



“Like I'm a rabbit your wolf wants to eat for dinner.” She exclaims. “And the point is that
I’'m done letting you jerk me around and toy with my feelings!”

“What feelings?” | question, ignoring the first part of her statement. She’s not wrong — my
wolf would undoubtedly like to feast on her, just not in the way she means. Again | know
| should clear the air between us, but I'm afraid if | do she won't confess her true
emotions. This misunderstanding has provided me with leverage too valuable to ignore,
and | might be an asshole for using it against her, but it's more important to get to the
bottom of this. I've suspected that Ella has been holding herself back from me for
reasons other than disinterest for some time now, and I'm done letting her get away with
it. “I thought you didn’t want to be with me?”

“Dominic, why are you so determined to ask me questions when the answers aren’t
important?” She hisses angrily. “You've made your choice, that’s all that matters.”

“Just tell me, Ella.” | command, sending some of my Alpha authority into my voice. She
might not be a wolf, but her instincts are plenty strong. It might be the baby, or she might
just be one of those humans who’s more in touch with their primal selves either way she
responds to my dominance as naturally as she breathes air.

Ella shivers as my power washes over her, and I'm amazed to see her fight it. “No!” She
bursts out, furious even as she tucks a proverbial tail between her legs. “I don’'t have to!
You might

run the world but you can’t make me open my heart to you. You can’'t demand | make
myself vulnerable with you that’s my decision.”

My wolf wants to growl at her defiance, but | can hear the hurt and fear in her voice.
Damn it. | realize. She’s right, I'm being an ass. | want the truth, but | don’t want to hurt
her to get it. As | ponder my mistake, the car comes to a stop in front of my mansion,
sliding into a parking space on the opposite side of the street from the house.

Before | can apologize for letting this misunderstanding persist to serve my own selfish
desires, my driver opens the door to allow us out of the car. Ella promptly slides out, and
my chauffeur tactfully averts his gaze from her disheveled state. She stomps onto the
paved sidewalk, wrapping her arms protectively around herself as she looks from right to
left, checking the road is clear before preparing to cross.

| follow suit, exiting the vehicle and going after her. “Ella, I'm sorry.” | pronounce
earnestly.



She pauses, turning back in the middle of the empty street. “Don’t be haven’t done
anything wrong.”

you were right, you
The screech of tires fills the air as a car suddenly emerges from a parking spot a few

spaces down from our own. To my horror and disbelief, it accelerates as fast as it can,
heading straight towards Ella.



Chapter 91 - Near Miss
Ella

I’'m so focused on Sinclair, | don’'t even see the car until it's almost upon me. I’'m too
stunned to move, not that there’s time to get out of the way. The only thing | can do it try
to turn my body away from the vehicle, to shield my unborn child from the inevitable
crash.

Time itself seems to slow down, and there’s a dull roaring in my ears. My thoughts fly by,
and I’'m amazed at the logical clarity I'm able to find in a single, split second. | tell myself
to go limp, the impact won't be as terrible if my body isn’t tense with fear. Isn’t that why
drunk people often survive car accidents that would be fatal otherwise?

Unfortunately | don’t have time to unwind my tight muscles, as soon as I've had the
thought a huge weight collides with my back, slamming into me with so much force the
breath is knocked from my lungs. I’'m spinning, twisting as the wall of iron surrounds me,
forcing my feet off the ground. A deafening crash fills the air, though it seems delayed.
Haven't | already been hit?

Then I'm being thrust forward, or is it backwards? I'm moving, flying through the air and
yet my limbs are completely constrained. My eyes are clenched shut, and the sound of
wrending metal and shattering glass explodes around me. It's all so sudden, | don’t have
time to be afraid, to say prayers for my baby, if not for myself.

| wait for the pain, but it doesn’t come. After a few moments of holding my breath |
realize I'm not moving anymore. Am | dead? Was it so sudden that | didn't feel it?

| peek open one eye, and sunlight blinds me. Is there a sun in the afterlife? | know
shifters have a version of heaven, but | didn’t imagine humans got to go there..

There’s a click, like a car door opening, and then the sound of racing footsteps. “Catch
them!” Sinclair's deep voice sharls, so loud that | think he must be yelling in my ear.

Hope courses through my veins. If he’s here then | must not be dead. And why am | so
warm? | wonder belatedly, imagining myself sprawled over the hood of a vehicle, in too
much shock to feel the impact on my broken body. Shouldn’t a car that’s been sitting in
the snow be cold?

“Ella — Ella, are you alright?” Sinclair is talking again, and | open my other eye, anxious
to see him. Instead | see the empty street in front of me. “Please say something.” He
begs, his gentle hands moving over my body from behind. “Are you hurt? Talk to me
baby.”

Behind me. | think dazedly. But that means... | sit up, truly looking around for the first



time. We're sitting on the hood of the car — at least what used to be the hood. Sinclair's
huge body has completely totaled the vehicle. Slowly — infuriatingly slowly, my brain
pieces together what must have happened. Sinclair had been fast enough to reach me,
but he hadn’t had time to push me out of the way.

Instead he’d turned me away from the car and wrapped his own body around me,
shielding me from the impact of the car. He’d taken the full force of the crash, and his
back had crumpled the bumper and hood beyond recognition, shattering the windshield
into a thousand pieces.

| feel nauseous at once, and my body is shaking with fear and adrenaline. “I... 1 .” |
clamber off the crumpled metal surface, my knees giving out as soon as my feet hit the
ground. | vomit into the pristine white snow, feeling Sinclair follow me at a pace much too
slow for his supernatural strength. I’'m afraid to: look at him, but he’s hovering beside me,
surreptitiously running his hands over my body, searching for signs of injury yet trying
not to disturb. “Stop.” | choke, “I'm alright... it's you -*” I finally turn to face him, horror
and guilt washing over me as | take in the damage.

Sinclair is bleeding, and his body must be covered with bruises. The impact would have
killed me, and his shifter strength might have kept him alive, but not even an Alpha wolf
can walk away from such an accident unharmed. His handsome face is a tight grimace
of pain, but I'm not sure he’s even registering the sensations. His attention is focused on
me, his green eyes scouring my body for signs of harm.

“Oh Dominic,” | choke, my voice thick with emotion as | reach towards his battered body.
His shirt has been torn to shreds by glass from the windshield, and | can only imagine
how mangled his flesh is underneath. Before | can touch him, I'm distracted by sounds of
a struggle in the distance.

| follow the sound with my eyes, catching our chauffeur wrestling the homicidal driver to
the ground a few meters down the road. He must have tried to make a run for it when
the car stalled, unable to simply plow through Sinclair’s iron body the way it would have
my own. | immediately recognize the driver as one of the rogues who attacked me in the
alley, and suddenly my vision turns completely red.

| forget my concern for myself and the baby, | even forget my worry for Dominic. | feel
only a flood of vengeful fury, more violent and feral than any I've known before. That
rogue hurt Sinclair. He wanted to end my baby’s life and would have taken mine in the
process, but he actually did hurt Sinclair. He might have taken my baby’s father from us
both — from the pack that needs him.

“I'll kill him!” I snarl, pushing myself up on shaky legs and lunging towards the rogue. A
steely bar catches me around the waist, pulling me back. “Woah Ella, come here, let me
look at you.” “No, | want to kill him!” | insist, not recognizing this bloodthirsty woman I've



apparently become.

“l do too, trouble, but right now you’re more important.” Sinclair murmurs in my ear. | can
already hear sirens in the distance, loud, shrill, and drawing closer with every moment
that passes.

“I'm fine!” | cry, tears spilling from my overflowing lashes. “He hurt you! Let me go so |
can make him pay.”

Sinclair is purring, but the sound keeps stuttering in his chest, as if the internal engine
that fuels his rumbles and growls has been damaged. “I know little one, we’ll make him
pay, just take it easy.”

Sniffling, | stop fighting, turning to face him once he returns my feet to the ground.
“You're all bloody.” | observe pitifully, wishing | knew how to heal his wounds. “l want to
make him bloody too.”

| sound like a petulant toddler, though admittedly a very violent one. Still, Sinclair isn’t
listening, the stubborn man has his palm pressed to my belly, his eyes scouring me for
the hundredth time. “The baby’s okay.” He sighs, but | need you to tell me where you're
hurt, Ella.”

Before | can answer, an ambulance skitters to a stop behind the wreckage, and EMT's
leap from the back of the vehicle, sprinting over to us. They slow down as they draw
near, warily

approaching us as Sinclair holds me tightly and begins to growl protectively. “Alpha,”
One of the EMT’s has his hands up, to show he means no harm. Belatedly | realize the
Moon Valley pack’s symbol is blazing on the side of the ambulance, marking it as part of
a shifter institution.

Of course the shifters got here faster than the humans. | think with relief. And thank
goodness, Sinclair's animalistic aggression would have terrified a human — it terrifies the
other wolves already. “It's okay.” The EMT continues. “We just want to help, we won'’t
hurt her.”

Sinclair scents the air, drawing in their aromas and apparently determining them friendly.
Gradually he loosens his hold on me, though | can sense how difficult it is for him to do
so. Eventually he offers me up for their examination, delivering a menacing warning in
the process, “I'm watching you, beta. One wrong move and I'll make you wish you'd
never been born.”

The EMT approaches me, still keeping his hands up in clear view. Sinclair paces behind
us like an enraged bear, and | try to get my breathing under control. “Luna, where are



you bleeding?”

“I'm not!” | exclaim, half-sobbing.” It's all his blood. I'm fine, he’s the one who was
hit.” The EMT look up at Sinclair, searching for confirmation and starting to approach him
instead.

“No! Look at her first.” He growls, putting all his Alpha authority into the words and
making us all shiver in response. “Dominic, please!” | beg, moving back towards him.
“I'm not hurt because you protected me.” | press my palms to his chest, gazing up at him
with a pleading expression.

“You did your job, we're safe.” | continue, praying he’ll listen to reason, or at least be
triggered into action by my words. “Rafe and | need you to be okay so you can continue
keeping us safe. So we need you to go to the hospital now. We need you to let them
help you.”

Sinclair gazes down at me with glowing, uncertain eyes, and | ask one final time.
“Please, Dominic.”



Chapter 92 - Stubborn Alpha
Ella

Sinclair finally agreed to let the EMTs administer emergency care, though it wasn'’t easy.
He refused to let me out of his sight, and though he’d tried to maintain physical contact
too, the EMTSs eventually convinced him to let them strap him onto a gurney for transfer
to the hospital. | sat beside him in the ambulance, where he was sprawled on his side,
watching me with complete intensity as the EMTs worked on cutting away his clothes.

| stroked his hair as he stoically suffered through their poking and prodding, so he could
feel. me safe and secure beside him. At first | tried to peek over Sinclair's broad shoulder
to see the damage on his back, but he growled as soon as | broke eye contact, and |
decided keeping him calm was more important than discovering the extent of his injuries.

The ambulance can’t seem to move fast enough, and I’'m counting down the moments
until we reach the shifter hospital. | can see how tired Sinclair is, his eyelids keep
drooping, only to snap back open when he realizes he’s falling asleep. | want to help him
rest, but I'm also afraid that if he falls asleep he might not wake back up.

“I'm so sorry, Dominic.” | murmur, unable to hold in my feelings any more.

“Why are you sorry?” He responds, furrowing his brow. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”
“You're hurt because of me.” | remind him, hiccuping and swiping at my tears with my
free hand. “They wanted me not you. Why did you do that!”

“Baby, if they could have gotten to me they gladly would have you're just an easier
target.” He explains, sounding so steady and sure, even as the EMTSs dig into his raw
wounds. “And! did it because you and Rafe are a million times more important than me.”

“But that's simply not true.” | argue miserably. “You can find another mate and have
more. babies — “A warning rumble vibrates in his chest, but | ignore it. “But if something
happens to you then the entire pack, the entire realm would be in danger. I'm
replaceable, you're not.”

“l beg to differ.” Sinclair growls. “And if you keep talking that way you're going to regret it,
little mate.”

The EMTs exchange amused glances, and | can feel the corner of my own mouth
twitching. ” Are you really threatening me when you're tied down?”

“If you think | can’t break out of a few flimsy straps you’re out of your mind, gorgeous.”
He answers, sounding strong and ominous right up until he winces in obvious pain.

“Tsk, stubborn Alpha.” | cluck, still stroking his hair. “Are you in a lot of pain? Be honest.”



| add sternly.

“Not nearly as much as | would have been if I'd lost you.” He replies, with utter
confidence. My heart swells, but there’s still a knot of pain and confusion tangled at its
center. I'm falling in love with this man, so of course | want to hear his affectionate
endearments, of course | want him to be alright. But that doesn’t explain away last night.
Sweet nothings won't fix what's broken between us. | want to ask him where Lydia fits in
all this so badly it hurts, but | can’t do that as long as we have an audience.

That mere thought is enough to give me pause. Does he mean any of the things he’s
saying, or

is he just putting on a show for the EMTS? And if he does mean it, then how could he be
so cold and dismissive last night? Why did he sleep with her?

“What are you thinking?” Sinclair asks, furrowing his brow as he takes in my solemn
expression.

“I’'m just wondering if it's safe for you to fall asleep.” I lie, using my thumb to smooth out
the wrinkles in his forehead. “You look so tired.”

“He should stay conscious if he can.” The first EMT frowns apologetically. “Just until we
know the damage.”

Sinclair smiles at me, though it looks more like a grimace. “| already told you | wasn'’t
taking my eyes off you, that includes for sleep.”

“We're almost there.” The second EMT assures me. “He just has to hold on a little
longer.”

Of course, when we arrive at the hospital it's more of the same: Sinclair being impossibly
stubborn and overprotective, even though I'm perfectly fine and he’s the one who looks
like he’s been put through a meat grinder. Once | can see his back, | understand that the
entire broad surface was shredded by the glass of the windshield, and hundreds of tiny
shards are still embedded in his skin. The sight is enough to send me into a fresh fit of
tears, and I'm beyond angry with myself for giving into the emotion. | know me being
upset will do nothing. but rile Sinclair’'s wolf further.

Things reach an unfortunate crescendo when they try and take him for x-rays, because
of course | can’t go with him. They need to assess the internal damage from the blunt
force of the crash, and though the logical part of Sinclair realizes that, the combination of
so much danger, my upset, and all the strangers around us has his wolf in full control. In
the end it. takes getting every guard in the hospital to stand watch over me until he
comes back from the X-ray, on threat of death if they let anything happen to me. I told



him he was being ridiculous, but of course he didn't listen.

When he finally returns we end up caught in another disagreement, with him insisting the
doctors and nurses can tend to his back while he’s sitting up so he can keep me in his
lap, and those of us who still have our sanity intact trying to convince him to lie down. It's
a losing battle, and in the end | end up in the bed with him, his huge body draped over
me while he pretends not to feel the pain of dozens of tiny tweezers digging into his torn
flesh to extract all the shards of glass.

| do my best to distract him, kissing his scruffy cheeks and nuzzling his neck, telling him
what a powerful protector he is and guiding his hand to my belly so he can feel the pup.

“I know what you're doing.” Sinclair chuckles, catching my lips in his the next time | try to
graze them over his jaw. “Such blatant pandering, you ought to be ashamed.” He teases.

“It's not pandering.” | argue, “At least, not entirely. You saved my life today, you saved
the baby again. And after | was such a brat to you.”

“You had every right,” He acknowledges, “even if it was a misunderstanding.”

“Misunderstanding how?” | clarify, stiffening slightly. The text message | received the
night before was very clear. “You can't tell me that wasn'’t real, Dominic.”

Sinclair waits until the doctors are finished bandaging his back before he answers. They
leave us alone, promising to bring the x-ray results soon. Once they’re out of hearing
distance, he

sighs. “Lydia drugged me, Ella.” He confesses, sounding completely ashamed of
himself. “I was at the pub, | noticed my drink tasted odd and | blacked out. She sent you
that text

message. The next thing | knew, | was waking up in her bed.”

“Are you serious?” | demand, sitting up in horror. Of all the possible ways | expected him
to explain his actions, | never dreamed of this possibility.

“l don't have any idea what happened while | was blacked out and she claims we had
sex, but I don’t know for sure.” Sinclair continues. “But the point is that | haven’t been
lying to you. | didn't intentionally have sex with her, and | don’t want anything to do with
her now more. than ever.”

“Dominic! Why didn’t you tell me?” | cry, outraged that he didn’t say anything sooner.
“Why did you let me keep spiraling that way?”



Sinclair catches me in his crosshairs, giving me such a searing look of incredulity that |
begin curling in on myself. “Oh.” | squeak, realizing that he isn’t the only one who'’s been
stubborn today. “Because | wouldn't let you?”

“I tried to tell you repeatedly.” He confirms, “You wouldn't hear it.”

“I'm sorry.” | profess, feeling lousy even though the knot in my chest is already beginning
to uncoil. “I just got so worked up.”

“I know.” Sinclair agrees. “With jealousy.”
“l didn’t say that.” | combat, snuggling into his chest. “I can’t believe Lydia did that. What
in hell was she thinking? Surely she didn’t expect that kind of dirty trick to convince you

to take her back?”

When Sinclair ignores my continued denial, | know the truth must be worse than |
realize. ” She was thinking that if she gets pregnant, | won't need you anymore.”



Chapter 93 - Proper Luna
Ella

Pain. My first reaction is pain — blistering and hot, like having my body suspended over a
pit of flames and slowly roasted. Sinclair won’'t need me anymore. I'll lose him. For all my
resistance, I've become hopelessly attached to Sinclair, and my feelings for him are far
stronger than I'd like to admit. The idea of not having him in my life anymore is so
excruciating | can’t even consider the possibility head-on. | want to run and hide from it,
to pretend it isn't real rather than suffer the agony it unleashes.

| breathe through the torment, wondering how much time has passed while | grapple
with this news. It feels like hours, but it's probably only been moments. Once the pain
passes, there is only denial. Lydia can’t be pregnant. She and Sinclair attempted to
conceive a child for one night couldn’t possibly give them success when years of trying
resulted in nothing more than broken hearts and a failed marriage. Right?

years

Of course, it wouldn'’t be the strangest thing in the world if they did succeed after all this
time. My conscience suggests and she’s right. How many stories have | heard over the
years from well-meaning friends trying to make me feel better about my own infertility
struggles? “Just wait, the day you stop trying is the day you'll conceive.” they'd say, or,
“sometimes the stress. alone can keep you from succeeding, at some point you just
have to let all that go.”

They didn’t realize how hurtful it was, almost like they were blaming my infertility on met
wanting it too badly. They also didn’t appreciate that this might be true for some women,
but it's completely false for many others. Some women would never conceive, no matter
what they did. Still, they might have been wrong to try and placate me that way, but that
doesn’t mean those cases never happen. Maybe a blacked out one night stand was
what it took for Lydia and Sinclair to finally make a baby together.

What if Lydia is pregnant? | think hesitantly. What if she and Sinclair finally achieved the
thing which had cost them their marriage? Could a child be enough to repair the damage
in their relationship? Suddenly | see a future where Sinclair and his mate have a child
while my own pup and | are able to quietly live in the background no more lies, no more
fraud. Completely safe.

Wouldn't that be better than this? Even if I'm heartbroken over Sinclair, isn’t my baby’s
safety more important than anything? Won't | always be sick with guilt as long as I'm
continuing this fraud? Isn't it right for the pack to have a true Luna?

No! Something feral and ferocious screams up inside me, Sinclair is ours! She can'’t
have him!



That's selfish. | realize, hating the truth even as | recognize its weight. It's selfish to keep
him. for myself if it's not right for him, for the pack. This isn't just about me. It's about
millions of people who need Sinclair to lead them.

“And if she is pregnant?” | ask, just barely surfacing from the thoughts attempting to
drown

“She’s not.” Sinclair dismisses easily, echoing my initial thoughts. “we don’t even know if
| slept with her, and even if | did, we tried for years to no avail.”

“But what if she is?” | press, needing him to hear me out. “I mean, if she is pregnant,
then

you'll have another potential heir, and its mother will be a she-wolf. That's everything
you've been looking for. | have to think that a pup with two shifter parents will be
stronger than one with a human mother.”

“We don’t know that.” Sinclair digs in his heels, his sharp gaze piercing me. “And you'll
make a better Luna than Lydia ever would.”

“We both know that's not true.” | correct him gently, wanting to slide out of the bed so he
can’t use his physical proximity to overpower my senses. “Because no matter what | do,
| can never be a real one.”

“What are you saying?” Sinclair inquires, frowning deeply now.

“I’'m saying that if she is pregnant, that might not be a bad thing.” | sigh, trying and failing
to leave the protective circle of his arms.

“What?” Sinclair growls, with abject disbelief. I'm not surprised by his reaction, because
I’'m well aware of how strange it is for me to be making this argument. “Ella, you know
what kind of woman Lydia is she’s narcissistic and power hungry. In some ways she’s as
bad as the Prince.”

“I know and I'm not saying she isn't terrible, just that you need a true Luna.” | remark
with a weak shrug. “And with you there to keep her in check, her worse nature wouldn't
ever get out of control.”

“Who says | need a true Luna?” Sinclair grumbles, sounding every bit as petty and
mutinous. as | must have earlier.



“Says you!” | burst, laughing now. “From day one, Dominic! You've been telling me this
arrangement of ours is temporary, and only binding until you find a real mate from the
first moment we met.”

“Maybe | changed my mind.” He suggests, nuzzling my neck and squeezing me just a bit
tighter, as if he’s afraid someone might take me from him. “Maybe | was wrong.”

My heart skips a beat, and butterflies burst to life in my belly. Is that affection all for me?
Is he responding to the baby? How is it we’ve built so much intense intimacy between
us, and we've never done more than kiss?

| decide to test him. “I think Rafe is confusing your instincts, Dominic. It's easy for you to
say this now, but once he’s here with us, I'm going to go back to being just some human
you

know.”

Testing him, hmm? The little voice in the back of my head interjects. Sounds to me like
you're just making excuses to keep him at arm’s length.

Unsurprisingly, Sinclair growls at me, making me quake and lean into him for comfort
even though he’s the one causing my unease. Now that | don’t want to be separated
from him, of course, he sees fit to put some distance between our bodies. He shifts me
to face him on the hospital bed, keeping his legs straddled over either side of the gurney
and staring me down with stern disapproval. “That isn’t true. | know the difference Ella.
You and Rafe are one now, but | don’'t want you for my Luna because of him | want you
because of you.

“But you weren’t wrong.” | insist, trying not to absorb his compliments. It feels wonderful
for him to be speaking this way, but the way | feel doesn’t change the situation we're in.
“Because

it's one thing to deceive the pack and the Alpha council for the greater good because
there is no other option. But Lydia being pregnant would give you another option. An
honest option, Dominic.” | clarify, needing him to understand.

“Is that what you want?” He asks gruffly.

“I want my baby to be safe. | don’t want to live a lie.” | answer honestly. “And you don’t
want to perpetuate a fraud like this if you don’t have to.” | add pointedly.

“So you think | should take her back, after everything she’s done?” Sinclair bites, looking
furious now.



“If she’s pregnant, if there’s a she-wolf who can fill this role without lying to the people,
you have to choose her.” | insist. “Keeping up this deception isn’t right, no matter how we
feel.”

“You still haven't told me how you feel, you know that?” Sinclair points out, his powerful
hands massaging my waist, surreptitiously holding me in place in case | decide to make
arun

for it.

“What does that matter?” | ask, not meeting his gaze. “Last night might have changed
everything for us. | know it wasn't your fault,” | offer apologetically. “But things are
complicated enough already without adding feelings to the mix.”

“That may be true, but the feelings are there whether we want them to be or not.”
Sinclair responds, ducking his head to try and catch my eye.

“I want our son to have two loving parents who can focus all their attention on him, not
their own drama.” | counter, still evading an honest answer, but feeling dizzy now that
I’'m away from him.

“Why would our feelings mean that we can'’t focus on our baby?” Sinclair questions,
looking strangely blurry around the edges.

“Because it's already distracting us! We're talking about feelings rather than the real
issue here which is that Lydia might be carrying another heir for you already. How is that
supposed to work?” | inquire, | reach out towards one of his muscular arms for support.
Would you stop moving, please?”

There are strange spots in my vision, and | try to blink them away, but they don’t budge.
Ella?” Sinclair's urgent voice sounds very far away. “Are you feeling okay?

The last thing | hear before everything goes dark is his frantic call, “I need a nurse over
here!”



Chapter 94 - Bed Rest

Sinclair

When Ella collapses in my arms, | can hardly wait for the nurses to come running. |
immediately assume we must have missed some injury from the accident, and I'm
instantly furious with myself for letting her talk me into being prioritized by the medical
staff.

What was | thinking? | know they checked her out and there weren't any physical marks
on her body, but what if it was something internal? What if she somehow hit her head
amid all the chaos? Deep down | know that doesn’'t make any sense, she was
completely wrapped in my arms when we collided with the car, but my fear isn't logical.
It's sudden and violent and overwhelming.

“It's okay, Alpha.” The doctor assures me as they move Ella onto a gurney of her own.
“It's probably just the stress. There’s been a lot of excitement today.”

“She has high blood pressure.” | warn, “we’ve been monitoring it daily, but her OBGYN is
worried she’s developing preeclampsia.”

My wolf is growling and whining at once- impatient for the doctors to help Ella, worried
for her health, and hating that anyone else is near her when she’s so vulnerable. She
looks so young and innocent in her unconscious state- so small and fragile. Her rose
gold hair is a shining cascade over the flimsy pillow, still streaked with my blood. | stay
beside her even after the nurses try to order me away. “I'm not going anywhere.” | insist,
battling my guilt over whether this is all my fault.

Would she have been so overwhelmed if | hadn’'t needed her to keep me calm? If |
hadn’t been such an ogre with the EMTs and the doctors, would she have been free to
relax and recover without added stress?

At once, | think about her comments regarding Lydia. On one hand | know she’s right,
continuing our fraud when there’s an honest option changes things completely from a
moral standpoint. But beyond morality, if there was a way to protect Ella from all this
stress and guilt, from the threats posed by the Prince and being my Luna, shouldn’t we
pursue that? I've been justifying our arrangement on the grounds that becoming King is
the only way to make. the pack and my family safe, so the threats she’s facing to help
me win the crown are necessary. But that won't be true anymore if Lydia conceives.

Should | be trying harder to find a she-wolf to become my Luna? Not for the campaign’s
sake, but for Ella and Rafe’s?

It's not that simple. My wolf insists. The pack aren’t going to accept you throwing over
Ella for Lydia. You've been doing everything in your power to make them fall in love with



the human and it's worked.

That's not because of me. | remind him., stroking Ella’s hair as the nurses take her vital
signs and hook her up to an IV. She made them love her all on her own, just by being
herself.

And Lydia made them hate her by being herself. He argues. If you come forward and tell
them you've decided to take Lydia back, it could cost you the campaign, whether she’s
breeding or

not.
You may have a point. | acknowledge.
| don't just have a point, I'm completely right and you know it. He replies haughtily.

Fine. | concede, feeling exhausted by this debate, but that doesn’'t mean it has to stay
that way after the campaign is over. Ella deserves to have whatever life she wants if
that’s a quiet. existence with our pup out of the public eye, then | want to give that to her,
even if it means letting Lydia or someone else be Luna after I'm King. That was the
original plan, remember? It's not her fault | got lost along the way.

But you're not the only one who's gotten lost along the way. My wolf argues. Think about
how jealous she was, how upset she became over the idea that you'd been with another
woman. That has to count for something.

“Dominic?” Ella’s soft murmur wrenches me from my thoughts. | breathe an instant sigh
of relief how long had | been holding my breath? It doesn’t seem fair that such a small,
harmless creature can tie all my insides into knots the way Ella can. She thinks she’s
powerless. | muse, standing to lean over her bed, yet there is no one on earth who has
ever had so much power over me.

The doctors had declared Ella dehydrated, stressed and hypertensive, but otherwise
unharmed, leaving me to brood over my thoughts while | waited for her to wake. Her

OBGYN is on his way in, but until he arrives, we're alone.

“You naughty girl.” | tease, stroking her soft cheek. “Fainting to get out of telling me your
feelings?”

“It wasn’t on purpose.” She pouts, looking over me with obvious concern. “Why are you
out of bed? What about your x-rays?”

“Don’t worry about me, sweetheart.” | encourage, “how are you feeling?”



“Sort of hungover.” She admits, trying to sit up. | gently catch her shoulder, keeping her
in place. Eventually she huffs, “Dominic, | have to pee.”

“Well why didn’t you say so?” I'm still smiling at her like an absolute idiot, so relieved that
she’s awake and talking to me that my tormented thoughts have taken a backseat for
now at least. | scoop her up into my arms, unhooking her IV so | can take her to the
restroom.

Ella squeaks, holding her hands crossed over her chest as if she’s afraid to touch me.
“What are you doing!? You're hurt, you shouldn’t be doing this!”

“Don’t worry, trouble. | heal fast.” | assure her, glaring at the nurses we pass, each of
whom look as though they’d like to chastise me as well. They all cower beneath my
forbidding glower, and a fresh wave of amusement passes over me as | think about how
much harder it is to intimidate the human in my arms.

“Not that fast.” Ella insists, gnawing on her lower lip and seeming to forget the cut she
gave herself earlier until her sharp little teeth dig into the wound. She gasps with pain, so
| tsk and

purr.

“If you keep that up I'm going to have to find some way to keep your lips occupied so
you can'’t keep biting yourself.” | intone darkly, realizing too late that this might have
sounded even more lascivious than | intended.

Ella doesn’'t seem to mind. Her heart thumps loudly against her ribs, and her pupils dilate
with interest. Luckily if there is one thing that can kill a mood quickly, it's a bathroom. |
deposit Ella on the toilet and calmly weather her glares and admonishments until i finally
leave her to

take care of things in private, making her promise to call for me when she’s done.
Instead | hear the commode flush and the sink running, so | push the door open to glare
at her, “Ella you're a fall risk.”

“And you're an overprotective ogre.” She counters, drying her hands and climbing back
into my arms so willingly that my wolf completely melts. Indeed, she comes to me so
sweetly have to fight to maintain my stern demeanor, reminding myself that | musn’t
coddle her, no matter how tempting.

“Do you think that just because I'm injured and you're in a delicate condition I'll let you
get away with defying me?” | rumble in Ella’s ear, chuckling when she shivers in
response.



“How long have | been asleep?” The brazen creature asks, ignoring my question.

“About half an hour.” | inform her, “and my x-rays did come back while you were out. I'm
going to be fine.”

“Good.” She breathes, sounding as though a huge weight is leaving her shoulders.

“You were really worried, weren’t you?” | inquire, settling her back in her bed.

“How could | not be?” Ella asks in return, blinking up at me with wide eyes. “I mean, |
know you're strong, but that car... it's a miracle you’re not more hurt after an accident
like that.” “I'm fine.” | promise, dropping a kiss to her hair. “You don’t have to worry about
me, Ella.”

She shoots me a challenging stare. “I'd like to see you take your own advice.”

flash my fangs at her, but the OBGYN interrupts us, “Knock, knock.” He says, peaking
around the curtain surrounding our ER bay. “I hear you two have been causing some
real chaos among the nursing staff here, defying all the hospital’s protocols.”

“I'm innocent.” Ella immediately announces, pointing at me. “It was all him.

| throw my head back and laugh, ignoring the pain which ricochet’s down my back. “Oh
you're really determined to dig yourself into a hole aren’t you, baby?” | remark
ominously, stroking, her nape.

“I'm just being honest.” She shrugs, a mischievous glint in her eye..

“Well | think it's safe to say you've had more than enough excitement for the time being.”

The doctor shares, giving us a reluctant frown. “I'm afraid we’ve reached the point where
you need to go on bed rest, Ella.”



Chapter 95 - Returning the Favor
Ella

“Bed rest?” | repeat, glancing nervously at Sinclair. “You mean until the baby comes?”

“No, I don't think we have to do anything quite that extreme yet.” The doctor replies with
a kind smile, “For now let’s start with a few weeks. Beyond that we can take it as it
comes.” “What does that mean exactly?” Sinclair inquires, his large body looming over
me. His heat, which sometimes reminds me too much of a blazing furnace when we're
curled in bed together, is a welcome balm now, washing over me in a tide of cozy
comfort. “She can't out of bed at all?”

get “No, it's not that severe.” The doctor assures us. “Ella can get up to go to the
restroom, or move around to switch positions. She can take two short walks every day
one in the morning, one in the evening but no more than twenty minutes and if you find
yourself getting tired or overwhelmed before then, you need to stop. Absolutely no stairs
or physical exertion though, and no standing for more than twenty minutes at a time for
any reason.”

My heart sinks, and | try not to let my disappointment show. It's not the end of the world.
after all, it just means I'm going to be a bit bored. “Do | have to be completely on my
back, or is sitting up okay?”

“Choose whatever position is most comfortable for you.” He continues, looking back and
forth between us. “More importantly, no stress whether you're in bed, on the couch, or
wherever you choose. That means no campaign events, no excitement.”

“And if she does get excited, despite our efforts?” Sinclair inquires, an odd note in his
voice.

“I’'m going to send you home with some sedatives in case of emergencies, and while |
would advise you keep sexual activity to a minimum, if the tension is building up it's
better to indulge it than to resist just remind your wolf to be gentle with her.”

| blink. Who said anything about sex? Is that what Sinclair was getting at, but | just didn’t
understand the nuance? How is that not physical exertion?

Don't be daft, you know orgasms are the best stress relievers. The little voice in my head
remarks.

Oh Goddess, when was the last time | had one of those? | think back, recalling the last
night | slept away from Sinclair, when | was finally free to get some relief from the fire he
keeps constantly lit inside me.



Too long, and you have to admit it would be nice to have one you didn't give yourself.
The voice answers.

That would be a first, | snort. Mike is the only man I've ever been with, and he’'d never
seemed to understand that women can't just magically get off with a few thrusts. |
always enjoyed sex for the intimacy, and though it always felt good, orgasms had always
been my own responsibility mine to seek once he rolled over and fell asleep.

You know it wouldn’t be that way with Sinclair. My conscience intimates, sparking
memories of the few times we’ve gotten carried away when I've had glimpses of the
pleasure he could give me if | would only succumb to his charms. His words the day of
the ball after the

incident, as I've decided to call it — ring in my mind: Now, would you like me to make you
feel good? Nothing about his own desires, nothing about going further — just a selfless
offer to fulfill my needs.

Shut up. | think sharply, unsure whether I'm speaking to the memory or my inner voice.
Sinclair is watching me like a hawk, and the hungry expression he’s wearing makes me
worry that my expression is giving away my lurid thoughts. Before he can say a word, |
lean into his side, turning my face towards his shoulder so | can breathe in his scent. I'm
doing it for comfort yes, but also to hide my blushing features. Sinclair purrs softly, still
stroking my nape, and thanks the doctor.

“| appreciate you coming on such short notice. Can | take her home now?” He asks
bluntly, as if I'm the injured party here, rather than him.

“Dominic, you're in much worse condition than I am.” | remind him sulkily. “We should be
asking your doctors, not mine.”

He raises one dark brow at my challenge, but otherwise doesn’t acknowledge my words.
He looks back to the OB, who smiles warmly, “she’s free to go as soon as | write this
prescription. I'll come and check on her the day after tomorrow, but call me if anything
comes up before then.”

“Oh fine, ignore me, talk about me like I'm not here.” | grumble. “That will keep me calm.”
“Don’t worry Ella, you're in good hands.” The doctor replies, completely unphased by my
petulant words. “I'll see you soon.”

The moment he turns away, Sinclair moves in front of me, sliding his muscular arms
around. my middle and burying his face in my neck. I'm so surprised by the gesture, that
| barely notice | forgot to thank the doctor. Sinclair isn’t growling, or scolding me, he’s not



even kissing me or trying to sneak an intimate caress, he’s simply hugging me —
squeezing me with barely restrained force.

Sensing that this isn't his usual mischief or bossiness, | wrap my arms around his broad
shoulders, returning the embrace and nuzzling his scruffy jaw. “Hey, what is it?” |
murmur, holding him as tightly as | can so that he knows I’'m asking out of concern, not
some desire to be released. It's only when | feel the bandages beneath his shirt that |
remember his wounds, but as soon as | try to take my arms away, Sinclair rumbles in
protest.

He lifts his face from my neck, only high enough to speak into my ear. “Today was
horrible.” He says, his voice like gravel, “every last minute of it. And now this.”

“I'm okay, though.” | answer softly. “And so is the baby this is just a precaution.”

“I don't like it.” He insists, sounding as sullen as | was feeling a few minutes ago. “You
shouldn’t have to worry about this on top of everything else... and | hate that | can't... |
can't protect you from this.”

And here | thought | was the one on a roller coaster of emotions. In a matter of a few
hours, Sinclair had gone from rabid protector, to bossy nurse, and teasing, would-be
lover. Now here he is, clinging to me like a child might cling to a teddy bear, beside
himself with feelings of helplessness in light of my condition. | suddenly realize that his
day started off even worse than my own waking up drugged with a psychotic ex, then
finding me missing, tracking me down and weathering a tantrum he did not deserve.

“I'm sorry.” | tell him, my voice sounding smaller than I'd like. “I'm sorry for the way |
acted

earlier, and I'm sorry | scared you when | ran, and with the accident, and fainting that
way. | wish | could turn back time and undo this entire day and yesterday for that
matter.”

“It's certainly been an event ful week.” He jokes, his deep bass dripping with irony. “But
none of it has been your fault.”

“I'm still sorry.” | repeat, kissing his neck. “You’ve been killing yourself taking care of me,
and I've been a brat. You deserve better.” | hate that I'm near tears already, but | don’t
think my wild emotions are going to even out any time soon. “I think it's time you let me
return the favor.”

“You already did.” He purrs, rocking me ever so slightly as he strokes my hair. “You kept
me calm today when no one else could. You probably saved the lives of some of these
nurses.”



At first | take it as a joke, but after more thought | realize he’s probably being completely
literal. “It's not enough, | want to do more.”

“You just got put on bed rest, little one.” Sinclair reminds me, pulling back to take my
face in his massive hands. Despite his stern tone, his green eyes soften as he looks
down at me. “| appreciate that you want to help me, Ella. But the only thing that could
possibly fix this would be for the doctor to walk back over here and tell me his diagnosis
was a mistake. I'm afraid I'm going to be feeling this way until our baby is here and
you're both safe and healthy.

“You're right “I acknowledge, clasping his wrists and giving him my best puppy-dog eyes.
“l can't fix this, but there must be something | can do to make you feel better even on
bedrest “I plead, a devious thought occurring to me then. “You know | won't be able to
truly relax if I'm worried about you.”

Sinclair huffs out a laugh, closing his eyes and shaking his head. “I swear, you're going
to be the death of me, trouble.”

| peek up at him from beneath my lashes. “Is that a yes?”



Chapter 96 - Ella and Sinclair Reach an Understanding
Ella

“Why does it feel like this is more for my benefit than yours?” | inquire archly, watching
as Sinclair pours oils and salts into a large, steaming bath. The clever wolf knows how
much | love a bubble bath, especially now that I'm pregnant. After years of constantly
being dirty and even living on the street, there is nothing else that feels so luxurious to
me and | can’t think of anything more relaxing.

“Hey, | was going to get in with you you're the one who put your foot down.” Sinclair
replies with a wolfish grin, skimming his fingers through the water to check the
temperature.

“Because you have open wounds!” | exclaim, exasperated but also impatient for the
preparation to be over so | can sink into the deep tub. “The doctors said you couldn’t
submerge your injuries until the scabs are gone.”

Amazingly, the gashes on his back have already scabbed over. It seems that he truly
wasn'’t lying when he told me that shifters heal faster than humans, but | hadn’t expected
him to heal quite so fast. At this rate his wounds will be mere scars in a couple of days.

“Which is why I'll be supervising, not participating.” Dominic shrugs, | wonder if that
hurts. him? | ponder, watching the muscles rippling in his back. He certainly doesn’t
show any signs of pain.

He’s so strong. My traitorous conscience moons, and for a moment | actually think | see
stars in my eyes.

Rolling my eyes at my inner voice, | cross my arms over my chest. “The idea was to help
us both relax.” | sigh, guilt gnawing at my insides.

“Believe it or not, Ella, but taking care of you does help me relax.” Sinclair declares
coolly, pressing a button that triggers the whirlpool jets built into the tub. A steady
thrumming sound whirs to life as the water begins to churn, foaming and bubbling even
higher now.

“Oh sure, I'm sure your version of supervision will ensure neither of us get the least bit
excited as you and the doctor so elegantly put it.” | snark.

The big wolf flashes his fangs, flames dancing in his eyes as he finally turns away from
the bath. “If I didn’t know any better I'd think you were worried about losing control with
me.” He observes darkly, “but | can’t imagine why that would be, unless of course your
feelings for me are stronger than you're letting on.”



“Now you're just fishing.” | accuse, narrowing my eyes at Sinclair, even as he prowls
toward me across the tiled floor.

“Am 1?” His dark brows incline towards his hairline. “Because | have no problem
admitting mine.”

“Don’'t!” I interrupt, feeling a sudden spike of panic. “Seriously Dominic, whatever you're
going to say, | don’t want to know.”

“l thought we were past that, sweetheart.” He scolds, “didn’t you learn your lesson about
actually hearing me out when | want to tell you something

“This is different.” | insist, “it honestly stresses me out.”

Sinclair pauses, studying me closely. He's only a few paces away now, but the longer he
observes me, the softer his ravenous expression becomes. “Has it occurred to you that
part of the reason you're so stressed is because you're trying to fight the inevitable,
Ella?”

“Dominic, what stresses me out is bringing a wolf pup into a world | don’t belong to or
understand, while living a lie and dodging constant death threats.” | snap, before | can
consider how the Alpha might take my words. “Can you really blame me for wanting to
keep things simple in the face of all that? If we lose focus for even a moment, this could
all fall

apart.
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He stops dead in his tracks, and | can see a great wall of guilt slam into him. | know he’s
not focusing on my logic, but on the blame I've basically just foisted upon him. “Wait...
that came

fault out wrong.” | try to backtrack. “Dominic, | didn't mean that any of this is your “You
might not have meant it that way, but you weren’t wrong.” Sinclair declares gutturally, his
face a full shade paler than it was a moment ago. “It is my fault if | were a normal man, |
hadn’t forced you into this situation, you probably wouldn’t have any complications at
all.” “No.” | object, my voice thick with emotion. “You didn’t force me into this, Dominic.
And there’s no way to know whether any of this is connected. Mike destroyed my
reproductive system and plenty of healthy women develop this condition -”

“Maybe so0,” He interrupts sharply, “but our situation certainly isn’t making things any
better.” Sinclair is pacing now, resembling a tiger in a cage.



“Please don’t do this.” | beg, hiccupping on a sob. “Please don’t blame yourself for this.
You're trying to do the right thing for everyone here. Neither one of us planned this,
neither one of us could have prepared for what the world would throw at us these last
few months. | don’t blame you, | just don’t want things to get more complicated than they
have to be.”

At the sight, or perhaps scent, of my tears, Sinclair deflates, closing the final distance
between us and pulling me into his arms. “I'm sorry.” He croons in my ear, stroking my
spine and kissing my hair. “I'm sorry, sweetheart. Here | am, supposed to be keeping
you relaxed and I'm making you cry.”

My feet are still on the ground, but | don't want them to be. | begin clambering up the
huge man like a monkey climbing a tree, until my arms and legs are wrapped around
him and I'm weeping into his neck. “It's not your fault.” | repeat pitifully. “I cry over
everything now.”

“Shh,” He coos, sitting down on the edge of the bath. “It's okay, you're not going to break
me with a few tears, trouble.” He says this, but | can hear the pain in his voice, | can still
see the horrible expression on his face.

A steady purr takes up residence in his chest as he deftly strips off my clothes. He tries
to deposit me in the bath, but | won't let go, afraid that he’ll leave if | release him. Instead
he manages to pull off his slacks, shirt and boxers without dislodging me, before sinking
into the tub with me still in his arms. | try to protest about his back, but he just hushes me
and continues submerging us in the hot water.

It's quite some time before my tears slow enough to talk again, and | realize this isn't
even the first breakdown I've had today. “I love this baby,” | murmur after a while, “but
I’'m getting really sick of crying all the time.”

Sinclair’s lips graze my temple. “I don’t think that’s his fault either. Maybe some of it -”

if

“The bacon.” | remind him, thinking of my most ridiculous fit yet.

“The bacon.” He agrees, sounding almost amused. “But not the rest. You have every
reason to be upset, Ella. | should have listened to you earlier, before you fainted. You
tried to tell me this was all too much and | was too preoccupied with romance to really
consider how right you were. It's exactly like you said, I'm letting my feelings distract me

from what's really important, and that’'s the campaign. And it's you and Rafe.”

“What are you saying?” | sniffle, fearing | know the answer, and unable to decide
whether or not | hope I'm right.



“I'm saying | think you were right. If Lydia is pregnant it might be for the best, and if she
isn't | should try to find another she-wolf to be Luna after we get through the campaign.”
Sinclair proclaims, his deep voice sounding hollow — almost as if it belongs to someone
else.

Luckily I'm still curled around him like a baby sloth, so | hide my face in his shoulder to
prevent him from seeing my disappointment. | don’t understand it myself. | know this is
the right decision, | know it's the most logical solution for our problems, and | don’t plan
on arguing it but it still hurts. It still feels like I'm being ripped apart from the inside out.

“Thank you.” | breathe, despite my breaking heart. “I'm trying really hard, but | don’t
know if | can get through another week like this one with my sanity intact.” | confess,
recalling everything that's happened in such a short time: blackmail, Roger learning the
truth, Lydia drugging Sinclair, our fight, the car crash, the hospital, now this. Has it really
only been three days?

“Bed rest will help.” Sinclair promises, “just you wait, in a week or so you’re going to be
so bored you'll be wishing for another blackmailer just to shake up the monotony.”

| hiccup a laugh, and finally relax against him as my tears slow at long last.
Of course, after two weeks of bed rest, it's not a blackmailer awaiting me it's a text from
Lydia. There are no words, only a photo, one displaying the unmistakable image of a

positive pregnancy test.

Todave Ro



Chapter 97 - Lydia’s Pregnant
“Well, | guess that settles that.” | muse, staring at the image dominating the narrow
screen of my smart phone. Granted, it was sent by the woman | saved as “Satan’s
Mistress” in my contacts and is centered right below the photo of Lydia and Sinclair in
bed together, but there’s no mistaking the sight of a positive pregnancy test.

I've taken enough home tests in my life to understand what the two pink lines filling the
small results window mean they’re the sight | wished for a thousand times but never
saw.

I’'m trying to keep the pain and disappointment out of my voice so that Sinclair won't
know. how upset | am, though | don’t know why | bother. It seems he can read me like a
book, even at the best of times.

Whether he can sense it or not, I'm devastated to know Lydia is pregnant, that her
scheme worked. Even though this solves some of our problems, | hate to think that she’s
getting rewarded for her duplicity, and | despise the idea of Sinclair starting a family with
anyone else

even if it's in my baby’s best interest.

“Not yet it doesn't.” Sinclair replies, his big body still wrapped around me in our bed. “Not
until I know the test is real, and even then it might not be my pup. | wouldn’t put anything
past Lydia at this point.”.

“So you have to go see her?” | guess, fighting the strange but increasingly familiar urge
to growl.

“Yes.” He confirms, not sounding any more excited about it than | am. He shifts my body
beneath his, balancing his weight on his elbows. “I'll go by her hotel on my lunch break.”

“Are you sure that's a good idea?” | question, sliding my hands over his muscular chest.
What if she tries to drug you again, or pull some other kind of trick?”

LL

“She succeeded last time because she bribed a waitress to put something in my drink.”
He reminds me, sharing the details we learned after his guards investigated the staff at
the bar he’d visited that fateful night. “I didn’t know she was anywhere in the vicinity, or |
would have been much more careful. I'm not going to let my guard down with her.”

“Fine,” | huff, “but if she lays a hand on you I'm going to rip her head off.” | remark,
already fantasizing about doing just that.



“Oh | see,” Sinclair answers, a teasing note in his voice. “So you can rip peoples heads
off but | can't?”

“Yes.” | reply primly, “because in my case it’'s just a fantasy, in yours it’'s an actual
possibility.”

Sinclair chuckles, nuzzling my neck and pausing to nibble the spot where it meets my
shoulder. “I bet you could rip off some heads if you really wanted to.” He states,
sounding as if the idea pleases him very much. “You should have seen yourself trying to
go after the driver who hit me.”

“Well | guess we'll never know, because you didn’t let me avenge you.” | grumble
sullenly.

“Poor, mistreated Ella.” Sinclair croons, shifting to dip his tongue into the hollow of my
clavicle. “Not allowed out of bed, not allowed to slaughter your enemies. What did you
ever do to deserve such abuse?”

“You tell me, you're the one holding the keys to my jail cell.” | challenge, arching my
chest in a blatant attempt to encourage him downward. Unfortunately or fortunately |
suppose, he has enough restraint to resist.

“I promise I'll take you anywhere you want to go just as soon as the doctor clears you,
sweetheart.” Sinclair promises, lifting his head from my body.

“What ever happened to that driver anyway?” | ask, realizing that | was so distracted by
my medical condition and Lydia’s scheming that | almost forgot about our would-be
murderer.

“We can talk about that later.” Sinclair announces, “I have a few other updates for you,
but there isn’t time now.”

| slide my knees up so | can tangle our legs together. | know he’s getting ready to scent
mark me, which means he'’s also getting ready to leave for the day. However, being
stuck on best rest has made me a bit clingy, since | can’'t see Sinclair except for the
times he’s home.

When he feels my legs wrapping around his own, Sinclair chuckles darkly, sparing one
of his hands to stroke the length of my leg. “You trying to stop me from leaving, trouble?”
He asks, pausing to massage the muscles in my calf.

“Of course not.” | lie, adopting an innocent expression. “I just like feeling close to you.”

“Mmm, | like being close to you too.” Sinclair professes warmly, kissing my pulse point.



“Now be a good girl and let me scent mark you.”

Wanting to stall him, to keep him in bed with me forever, | inquire. “Dominic, if I'm on bed
rest then why do you need to scent mark me? I'm not going to be seeing anyone.”

His eyes flash with emerald light, and | know his wolf has risen to my challenge. “We
don’t know that for sure, what if some other wolf comes sniffing around the manor?”

“How would they get past all your guards?” | pose, narrowing my eyes with suspicion.
“Mmm, you can never trust wolves.” He declares, his fangs extending in a predatory grin.

“Says the hungry wolf in my bed.” | laugh, trying not to squirm as he drags those fangs
over my ear lobe.

“What's wrong, little human, are you worried | might gobble you up?” Sinclair teases, his
voice a low rumble that makes my insides turn to jelly.

“I'm just wondering why | need to smell like you just to lie in bed all day.” | answer, trying
to sound nonchalant.

“Because you always need to smell like me.” Sinclair insists, raking his dark gaze over
my body with relish. “You’re mine whether you're in public or private.”

| positively quiver when he claims me for his own, and though my inner feminist wants to
be outraged, | can’t deny how delicious it feels to be wanted this way especially by a
man such as Sinclair. “Why is it | feel like I'm talking to your wolf right now, rather than
you?” | joke, knowing full well that this is exactly the case. From the moment |
challenged him about scent marking, his inner animal rose to the surface, pushing the
logical man I've come to adore into. the backseat.

“Baby, my wolf and | are one in the same.” Sinclair reasons, even as he pulls off my
night. dress and begins to rub his body against mine.

“Maybe, but it's very obvious when he’s in control. You start acting like a treasure-
obsessed. dragon who’s mistaken me for some sparkly trinket.”

Sinclair rumbles in protest, pausing to look down at me with a foreboding expression.
“How dare you, you're so much more than some trinket or trophy, Ella.”

“You know what | mean.” | laugh, rolling my eyes.

“l do,” He concedes, eyes glittering. “but the real question is why you’re delaying
something you need just as badly as | do.”



The terrible thing is that he’s right. I'm trying to delay the scent marking because | know
he’ll leave once it's over, but | do need him to mark me. | need to feel his claim on me, to
feel the proof that | belong to Dominic Sinclair.

The bigger the baby grows, the sharper my senses become. | can smell Sinclair now,
the way only a shifter can. It's not like with humans, whose aromas are combinations of
body odors, soaps and colognes that linger on the skin. Wolf scents are so much deeper
than that; powerful essences that exude from the pores and bear strange and
mysterious magics. Sinclair’s is all balsam and warm, spiced honey, plus a heady,
masculine musk all his own.

| can feel when the strength of his scent fades from my body after a long time apart, and
it makes me feel oddly incomplete like I'm suddenly missing a piece of myself. There’s
also a primal part of me which wants to ensure he doesn't go to see his mate the she-
wolf who's carrying another one of his babies without claiming me first.

I’'m already fighting a great conflagration of jealousy at the idea that she’s carrying his
child. | want to destroy her, | want to smother him with my own scent before he goes to
her, to stake my claim on him so Lydia knows that he’s mine no matter what she does.

Suddenly | find myself doing just that. As soon as the thought occurs to me, | find myself
rubbing my body all over his, aggressively wriggling against him, determined to cover
every inch of his skin in my own essence. Of course, this is much harder for me than it is
for Sinclair. He’s so large that he can easily wrap himself around me and cover my
whole body. I, on the other hand, have to take extra care to ensure | haven't missed a
spot. | don't understand what's come over me, it's like I've been possessed by some wild
spirit which won’t rest until this man bears my mark then again, much of pregnancy feels
this way. | don’t have any control over what my body does these days.

Sinclair is purring and chuckling at once, both pleased and amused by my wolfish
behavior. | pause, shooting him a suspicious glare, “Are you laughing at me?

Sinclair grins. “I like seeing you like this. So possessive so much ferocity in such a tiny
package.” His hands are stroking my sides, exploring the curves of my naked body in a
sensual dance that is fanning the flames already consuming me. “It's adorable, and
incredibly sexy.”

| can feel myself flushing, | can also feel a very familiar and dangerous heat pooling in
my belly. If we keep this up, we're going to start kissing, and if we start kissing... well,
I’'m not sure how much longer either of us can hold ourselves back from one another.

This thought is enough to finally cool my overheated blood we've agreed to be friends,
not to overcomplicate things.



| slump back down onto the bed, throwing my arm over my eyes so | can’t see Sinclair’s
handsome face or rock hard body. “You should go.” | sigh, trying to be strong. “This is
getting

out of hand.”

There’s a long beat of silence, but when Sinclair speaks again | know he must have
reigned in his own desires, recognizing the slippery slope we were headed down. “I'm
sorry, Ella.” His weight lifts from the bed, and | feel his soft lips graze mine, “I'll call you
as soon as I've seen Lydia. And if you can promise to try and be less irresistible, I'll
promise not to go telling you how much you turn me on. Deal?”

| can’t help but laugh, moving my arm so | can see his sultry smile, “deal.”



Chapter 98 - Sinclair Visits His Ex

Sinclair

When | arrive at Lydia’s hotel, I'm still thinking about Ella. We’'ve been doing well over
the last two weeks, keeping our relationship affectionate but resisting our shared desires
as best we can. So far we've been able to avoid getting more intimate than we’'d already
become before the doctor ordered bed rest, but the sexual tension. is still building — and
the suggestion that Ella could be less irresistible is nothing short of ridiculous.

What's more, the baby is making her more wolf-like every day, and I'm worried our
restraint can’t last much longer. Her efforts to scent mark me today made that only too
obvious. Before long she’s going to start pushing me like any she-wolf denied her needs,
either challenging my dominance or seducing me outright. It will be up to me to resist,
even though denying her needs goes against my every instinct.

I know we made the right decision about staying just friends, especially since I've
already let my attraction to Ella distract me from the campaign more than once. | was so
preoccupied with the beautiful human that | missed rogues pouring into my borders, and
it cost the pack. dearly. | got drugged and apparently bred like a prize stud because |
was too busy gushing about her to a pack of bar flies than keeping my guard up.

None of that is to mention the harm I’'m doing to Ella and our baby by keeping her in this
fraudulent political game. | need to confirm Lydia’s pregnancy or find another Luna and
whomever | choose would never accept me having a relationship with Ella in private.
That means we have to find a way to be together without romance getting in the way,
and so far we're failing. I'm failing her again.

| knock on the door of Lydia’s room, trying to push down memories of the last time | was
here. | can't decide how I feel about this supposed pregnancy. On one hand, the last
thing | want is to have Lydia back in my life. On the other, a baby born from her would
solve some of my problems the pack would accept me returning to my fated mate more
easily than they would understand me leaving Ella for another woman.

Still, I can’t help but thinking the best solution to all this would be to find a she-wolf to be
Luna after the campaign, and to keep Rafe as my heir. That way we avoid Lydia’s
awfulness, while still giving Ella the safety and comfort she deserves.

my
Before | can consider the idea further, the door swings open, revealing Lydia in a hotel

bathrobe. She’s wearing a knowing smirk, and her dark hair is still wet from the shower.
Dominic, I've been expecting you.” She preens, dropping her hand to her belly. “Or



should I call you Daddy?”
My wolf

gags in my head, and | can’t blame him. It amazes me to know how attractive | once
found this woman. The idiocy of youth, | suppose, and the cruel tricks of fate.

| promptly scent the air, pushing past the fragrant soaps and shampoos lingering on her
skin. | can smell her familiar, distinct aroma: the cloying combination of lemon and pine.
At one time it had smelled natural and fresh to me, now it just reminds me of floor
cleaner I can’t smell a pup in her womb, which doesn’t mean she isn’'t breeding, but it
does mean the child doesn’t belong to me.

| could smell Rafe from down the hall when Ella was only ten days along, but it's been
two weeks since the apparent conception and | can’t detect a single hint of my own
essence in Lydia.

“Nice try, Lydia, but if you are pregnant, it's not mine.” | announce, overflowing with
triumphant glee.

“What. How can you say that!?” She exclaims. “I'm not some slut, Dominic, | don’t sleep
with just anyone.”

Belatedly | realize she must not understand how quickly the bond between a father and
pup forms. She probably thought she had plenty of time to figure out how to pass of the
child as mine, or to conceive one for real.

“Darling, having never been pregnant, you couldn’t possibly know this,” | state coldly,
watching her flinch at my cruel phrasing and imagining Ella scolding me for intentionally
targeting her weak spot. “But if you were carrying my child, | would be able to smell it.
Even

now.

Lydia’s mouth opens and closes as she struggles to find the right words. “Are you sure
about. that?” She finally challenges, “you wouldn’t want to risk being wrong about
something so important.”

| stalk forward, rudely reaching for her middle and uncinching her robe. | press my palm
to her stomach, telling myself that she deserves this and more. After all, this is nothing
compared to drugging someone and sleeping with them when they can’t consent. Again
| feel. nothing, no pulse of life, no tiny consciousness or connection. “I’'m sure.” |
proclaim fiercely. “As soon as the egg implants, the bond to the father forms. If you are
breeding, it isn’t mine.”



Her hands close into fists, and she bares her fangs. “Goddess damn it!” She explodes,
wrenching her body away from me and yanking her robe closed. “If you had just
cooperated. from the beginning -”

“Wait,” | interrupt. “What do you mean, if | had cooperated?”

She growls, throwing her hands up in exasperation. “Do you have any idea the lengths |
went to in order to drug you, Dom? To get you back here? That was supposed to be the
hard part but of course, you never make anything easy! You were out of your head on
GHB, and still all you could think about was that little whore of yours! You didn’t want
anything to do with me, you kept going back and forth between gushing over how
wonderful she is and asking for her, trying to leave so you could go find her. | had to
practically tie you down just to keep you here, and then nothing | tried got you even a
little aroused | should have shown you her photo, I'm sure you would have been hard in
an instant!”

“So we didn’'t even have sex?” | clarify, relief coursing through my veins.

“Are you kidding? Your cock was like a limp noodle!” She bursts out, glaring at me. “|
swear, that bitch must be a witch. I'm still your fated mate, | ought to be able to turn you
on if nothing else.”

“What can | say?” | shrug, feeling very smug now. “Now that my wolf has gotten a taste
of Ella, you can’t expect him to settle for anything less — and you are absolutely,
unequivocally less, Lydia.”

Her eyes blaze, glowing with her inner wolf. There’s anger reflected in her dark irises,
but also

a world of pain. “Of course | am. How many times did you even fuck her before she got

pregnant? Once? Some sluts just open their legs and magically conceive, while the rest
of us struggle for years.”

“You don’t know Ella.” I growl. “It wasn't like that, and it hasn’t been easy for her.” For
one moment, | allow myself to feel for her, for this she-wolf who | spent so many years
trying to make a family with. Our disappointment and failure was shared for so long, at a
time when we both felt like our bodies were betraying us neither able to fulfill their core
function of procreation. I've moved past that now, but | know Lydia is still living it. “It's not
your fault that we couldn’t get pregnant, and | would never never blame you for that.” |
begin.



Tears well in Lydia’s eyes, and she interrupts me before | can continue.. “You say it's not
my fault, but the truth is that it was. You knocked Ella up without even trying, didn’t you?
That means that | was the problem all along.”

“I'm sorry, Lydia.” | profess, surprised to find | mean it. “But that’s not why she’s better.
The difference is that Ella is good and kind, and she only ever wanted to be a mother
because she has so much love to give not because it was a way for her to secure power.
| know that doesn’t make failing easier, but Ella is truly worthy of being a Luna because
she will selflessly sacrifice herself for her people or her family, and you never would.”

“l don’t need to be pregnant to ruin you.” Lydia threatens, tears spilling down her cheeks.
“If the pack finds out you spent the night with me it won’t matter they’ll turn on you all the
same.” Something truly bitter enters he voice now, and | suddenly realize the depth of
her hatred for Ella. “She won them over so easily. She just batted her lashes and they
fell at her feet, just like you. They'll take her side if the story comes out, even though
you've been Alpha for years.”

“So what? You're going to hold a press conference?” | growl.

“I'll leak the story to the papers.” She corrects me fiercely. “And they’ll believe me,
because | have the photographs. | have proof. I'll end your campaign once and for all.”



Chapter 99 - Sinclair Tells Ella

Sinclair

My wolf is clawing at the surface of my skin, determined to be let out so he can tear
Lydia to shreds. Gritting my teeth, | narrow my eyes at the malevolent she wolf. “Lydia,
you are the second person who has attempted to blackmail me this month, and | have to
tell you — this is getting really old.”

Rolling my eyes, | continue. “And you seem to be forgetting that I'm on the board of the
Moon Valley associated press. | hold shares in every major publication in the city.
What's more, none of the outlets want the Prince to win the campaign, because if he
does the free press disappears.”

Lydia snarls, throwing her hands up, “fine, then I'll simply text it to every person | know! It
will get around that way!”

“And I'll refute it.” I inform her coldly. “I'll say it's an old photo from when we were
married, and the pack will believe me, because you are a traitor who abandoned them.”
As | speak, | scan the room for her phone. If | refute her story, it's true that the pack will
probably side with me, but | honestly don’t want to risk it..

| finally see her device, lying on the hotel bed’s pristine white coverlet. Straightening up
to my full height, | stride closer to Lydia, towering over her. “You've gone too far this
time, Lydia.” | declare, backing her into the wall. “I'm going to let you walk away, but you
have to go now. Leave Moon Valley by sunset, and don’t come back.”

“Or what?” She mutters bitterly, tears still hovering on her lashes. “You'll kill me?”

“You aren’t my mate anymore.” | remind her, “And you never deserved to be in the first
place. | will kill you if you make me, but it doesn’t have to be that way. Go back to your
husband, adopt a child if that's what you want, but stay the hell away from my family.”

Lydia shakes her head, still full of defiance, even as the scent of her fear grows stronger
with every moment that passes. “I don’t believe you. | don't believe you'd actually harm
me.”

With an abundance of control, | close my fist around her throat, glowering down at her
and letting her feel the full force of my rage. “You took my brother from me, for more
than a decade.”

I remind her. “You saw fit to ignore fate until you thought you could benefit from it, and
you blamed our fertility struggles on me for years.” My voice is barely more than a snarl,
and though | no longer feel insecure about this particular slight, it doesn’t change the
hurt it inflicted at the time.



| press on, watching the panic grow in Lydia’s eyes as her air supply is abruptly cut off.
“You left when the pack needed a strong Luna most. You have endangered everyone in
Moon Valley with your selfishness, you cleared the way for a Tyrant to claim the throne.
You drugged me, tried to steal my sperm, and on top of everything else, you made my
Ella cry.”

| hiss, amazed to discover my wolf finds this as offensive as Lydia pushing the pack to
the brink of war. Of course it was more than just tears, Ella ran away because of Lydia’s
tricks, she might have been killed if I hadn't found her so quickly. “The only reason
you're not dead already is because you were my mate, but that protection is gone now.

| release her abruptly, moving to the bed and snatching up her phone while she
remained huddled against the wall, gasping for air. “You have until sunset, Lydia. After
that, all bets are off.”

| storm out of the room, not pausing to look back. | don’t need to | can hear Lydia’s back
sliding down the wall so she can huddle on the floor, sobbing out her pain and fury.
Once upon a time the sound of my fated mate so distraught would have brought me to
my knees, now it only fills me with satisfaction.

| should have thrown her out of my life years ago. In fact, | never should have started at
relationship with her in the first place. Of course, | wasn't strong enough at the time — but
I’'m strong enough now | have to be, for my pack, for Ella and Rafe, even for Roger.

| want to go straight home to Ella, but | know | need to work off some of this violent
energy first. | take my guards to the forest, shifting the moment I'm out of the car, and
leading them. on a run through the dense woodland. | don’t hold back, sprinting at top
speed and leaving my men in the dust. | run until the flames of my fury are finally
banked, only turning back once. my wolf is calm enough to think of Lydia without
growling

| decide to work from home for the rest of the day, and | finally make my way back to
Ella. When | arrive home, she’s sound asleep in my bed, curled up in a little ball beneath
the covers. At first | think the round lump in the bedding is one of her pillows, but when |
notice it breathing | realize that the precious human has burrowed into a cocoon of
cotton and goose- down. Unable to resist, | lift the duvet to peek inside, leaning down to
kiss her hair when | see her serene expression.

Afterwards | head for the shower, still sweaty from my run. | sigh as the steaming water
envelopes me, telling myself that | have to go back to work after I'm clean, no matter
how badly | want to crawl into bed with Ella and nap the afternoon away.



Just for a little while? My wolf begs. Five minutes?

You know it's never just five minutes. | grouse. Five minutes turns into fifteen, and that
turns into an hour. Besides, Ella needs her rest. I'll probably wake her if | try to join.

But we promised to update her about Lydia. He reminds me, determined to win the
argument. And we will. | promise, when she wakes up in her own time.

And so | force myself to dress and go to my study, promising myself I'll come check on
Ella. again in a few hours. In the end, however, she ends up finding me. Around three |
hear small

door. feet padding down the hall, and then a soft knock on my

| cross the room in an instant, swinging it open and looking down at the beautiful human
with a furrowed brow. “What are you doing out of bed?”

“I'm allowed two twenty minute walks, remember?” She remarks pointedly. “Besides |
wanted a snack and when | asked my guard he told me you were home.”

“Mhmm, and how did you get down the stairs?” | inquire, brushing a few locks of hair
back from her upturned face.

“Marcus carried me.” Ella declares, gesturing to the guard still trailing after her. “What
happened with Lydia?”

| glance at the guard in question, telling my wolf we can’t be annoyed with the man for
following our orders not to let Ella near any staircases, just because we don't like the fact
that he touched her. “Let’s go to the kitchen and find you a snack, then we can talk.” |
suggest, scooping Ella up.

“Dominic, | want to walk.” She groans. “I've been stuck in bed all day.”

“But there are more stairs.” | object, secretly thankful for this fact. | know the poor thing
must be getting stir crazy, but | haven't gotten to hold her since this morning, and I've
missed her even after this short time apart.

“Fine but I'm standing when we get there.” Ella declares stubbornly.

“As long as you stand next to me, that's fine by me.” | answer, hugging her close as |
navigate the corridors. “Did you have a nice nap?”



“It was fine, what happened with Lydia?” Ella presses,

“So impatient.” | cluck, striding into the kitchen and setting her feet on the ground. “Food
comes first. What were you craving?”

Ella squares her shoulders, crossing her arms over her chest and tilting her chin up
defiantly.” Dominic Sinclair, | am not telling you anything or eating a bite until you tell me
what happened.”

| arch one brow, towering over her and giving her my most disapproving look. Ella glares
up at me for a few moments, but finally caves when | emit a low rumble. “Fine,” she
huffs, going to the fridge. She extracts a bag of baby carrots and some of my chef's
homemade hummus, pointedly opening the container and dipping one of the orange
batons into the rich puree and popping it into her mouth. She chews and swallows, then
says, “there, happy?”

“Not yet.” | murmur, taking a seat at the counter and pulling her to stand between my
legs. My wolf relaxes as soon as she’s in the protective circle of my reach, knowing we
can catch her if she starts to feel faint. | dip another carrot and hold it to her lips,
determined to feed her at minimum of five before finally agreeing to share the latest
developments. Ella obediently munches the morsels, and | can tell that she was hungrier
than she’d been willing to admit. Her grumpy energy gradually diminishes, until she’s
eagerly waiting for the next bite. A bit later, | finally announce the news. “Lydia isn'’t
pregnant.”



Chapter 100 - Lydia Gets Desperate

3rd Person

Sinclair watched Ella like a hawk as his words landed. A riot of emotions flashed across
her beautiful features, first relief, then happiness and finally worry and confusion. “We
didn’t even sleep together.” He continued soberly. “She tried, but apparently | wasn't
interested — even drugged.”

“Oh.” The same progression of tangled feelings flitted across Ella’s expression, one
which the Alpha understood only too well. He didn’t want a child with Lydia either, and
he was beyond relieved he hadn’t actually been intimate with the conniving she-wolf —
but there was no denying it would have solved a number of their problems. “So, we're
right back where we started, then.” Ella assessed softly.

“Yes, but | can still try to find another Luna.” Sinclair assured her. “I know it will take
longer now, but it's better this way. Lydia isn’t the mother | want for one of my pups, and
she’s definitely not the woman | want for my queen.”

“I know.” Ella replied, leaning into his warmth. “I didn’t want her in our lives either, I'm
just ... overwhelmed.”

“I know,” Sinclair sympathized, tucking her against his broad chest. “I'm going to find a
way to make it better, Ella. | promise.”

“You better.” She grumbled, snuggling closer and breathing in his scent. As his
comforting aroma filled her senses, she closed her eyes and sighed with pleasure,
suddenly feeling the strangest compulsion to bite the big wolf. It was almost as if she
wanted to mark him again, now that her scent had washed off in the shower now that
she knew Lydia hadn’t succeeded. in her efforts to steal him.

Ella nuzzled Sinclair's pec, nudging his shirt aside and hesitantly parting her lips. She
experimentally pressed her teeth into his flesh, but before she could give in to the
instinct completely, Sinclair tangled one large fist in her hair and formed a handhold,
pulling her head back.

“You bite me, | bite you back, baby.” He purred, looking as though he didn’t have any
problem with this idea at all.

Something deep in Ella’s bones melted at this thought, writhing with defiance and lust,
eager to make him do just that. However her well-honed instincts for self-preservation
forced down those strange feelings, and she blushed. “Sorry, | don’t know what came
over me.”

“l do.” Sinclair rumbled, moving his free hand to the curve of her belly. The baby kicked,



as if confirming his guilt for influencing his mother’s wolfish behavior. “But we have more
to talk about, | promised I'd tell you about the driver from the accident.”

Ella’s dilated pupils sharpened then, as reason returned to her brain. “What did you find
out?”

“He was hired by the Prince.” Sinclair explained, “No surprise there. He was only
supposed to be doing recon, but he also had orders to kill you if he saw an opening to do

so.”

“So when | walked into the street near his car...” Ella reasoned, piecing together this
information with her memories.

“Exactly.” Sinclair confirmed. “He thought it was the perfect opportunity.”

“Did he know anything else about the Prince’s plans?” Ella questioned, any hint of her
earlier mischief gone now.

“He was supposed to be on the team of rogues the Prince hired for the attack Roger
warned us about.” Sinclair shared, offering Ella another carrot.

She took it, but frowned. “Why haven't we heard anything more about that? My bed rest
isn’t public knowledge, is it?”

“No.” Sinclair confirmed, “but Roger said it would be a few weeks. The invitation could
come any day now. Of course, now we have a valid excuse to refuse it.”

“But do we want people to know I'm on bed rest?” Ella asked, worry obvious in her voice.
“I think it's our best option. No one will question your absence from the event, and I've
already increased security here threefold. This house is basically a fortress at this point.”

Sinclair assured her.

“Well | suppose that deals with the Prince for the time being, but what about Lydia?
What if she tries something else?” Ella wondered aloud.

“Lydia isn’'t going to be a problem anymore.” Sinclair proclaimed. “I exiled her, and if she
wants to live, she’ll leave Moon Valley, and never come back.”

Across town, Lydia was fuming.
She’d been striving to become queen since she was a child. Her parents always told her

she was meant for great things, so it hadn’t been hard to convince them to bring her to
Moon Valley as a teenager. She’d sidled up to Henry Sinclair's presumed heir, only to



suffer the severe bad luck of choosing the wrong brother twice.

It hadn’t been easy to resist her fated mate, but she was never going to settle for a
second son. Then, when Henry named Dominic his heir instead of Roger, she thought
that the Goddess must have been right after all. Lydia dumped Roger and happily gave
herself to Dominic, only to suffer one misfortune after another.

First Henry had been attacked in the middle of his campaign, preventing her from
becoming a Princess. Then she hadn’t been able to conceive an heir, which meant
Sinclair would never get elected as King on his own merit. She'd blamed him for their
infertility and decided to try and move on to greener pastures, but her new husband
hadn’t been amused when she couldn’t give him an heir either.

At last Lydia thought her problems were solved when Sinclair found that little whore to
be his surrogate, but for some reason she hadn't been able to waltz back into his life as
if nothing had changed. He’'d seemed genuinely angry about her departure, even though
it's what any rational woman would have done in her shoes. She'd experience a quick
flash of hope when she realized that his sperm was fertile after all, but then he’d ruined
her plan to steal it.

Everything had fallen apart, and Lydia was sick of watching all her dreams slip away She
had to do something desperate times called for desperate measures, and she had to find
a way to claim her rightful place in society without letting Sinclair know she hadn't left
town.

Her first thought was to kill Ella, but without his heir, Sinclair wouldn’t be King. Her
second

thought was to wait until the baby was born and then kill the infuriatingly beautiful she-
wolf, but after his reaction that afternoon, Lydia had a sneaking suspicion the Alpha
wouldn’t take too kindly to the bitch’s murder.

In the end, she realized there was only one thing to do. Sinclair wasn’t going to take her
back, but he wasn’t the only wolf in the running to rule the Kingdom. The Prince already

had an heir, and though he also had a mate, he didn’t seem nearly as attached to her as
Sinclair was to Ella. Besides, if Lydia played her cards right, he wouldn’t ever know that

she had anything to do with the Princess’s untimely passing.

Yes, Lydia decided. With the Princess out of the way, the road would be clear for her to
swoop in and take her place. She could tell the Prince all of Sinclair's weak spots, and
help him win the election. Together they could rule the realm and lead the united packs
into a whole new era. The Prince’s ideology was much more in line with Lydia’s anyway.



She and Sinclair had never really seen eye to eye about things like charity or free
speech.

The hard part was figuring out how to get to the Princess when she was frequently
surrounded by guards. However, Lydia’s experiences with Ella ended up helping there
too. She remembered how easy it had been to approach the other she-wolf in the
women’s restroom where male guards couldn’t follow.

Lydia scoured the internet for news about the Princess’s planned campaign events and
outings in the coming week, eventually discovering that she was going to be the guest of
honor at a ribbon cutting for a new primary school in two days time. She spent the better
part of the first day trying to figure out how she should go about taking the other
woman'’s life, knowing it would be best if she could find a poison or something with a
delayed effect. It would be much easier to get away with the crime if she wasn't present
when the Princess actually took her last breath.

Finally Lydia settled on an aerosol toxin which she could hide in a perfume bottle,
especially since everyone knew the reigning Luna’s signature scent. The Princess had
been a model before marrying the Prince, and she starred in multiple beauty ads to this
day, but none of which were so famous as her Moonkissed fragrance ads. The perfume
was the best selling scent in the realm because of her endorsement.

Thankfully Lydia had the foresight to have the poison she ordered online shipped to a
random address, arriving to intercept the overnight delivery before it ever reached the
actual resident. From there it was smooth sailing. She bought a fresh bottle of
Moonkissed, emptied the contents and replaced it with her toxin. She went to the ribbon
cutting and laid in wait in the bathroom, then accidentally crashed into the Princess when
she entered, ensuring the Luna dropped her bag.

The contents spilled out over the floor, and then it was a simple slide of hand to switch
the perfume bottles. Lydia left immediately afterwards, then waited for the news to break.
It took all of 24 hours, until the next time the Princess applied her perfume right in the
safety of the Royal Palace. Her death was instantaneous and for once, at long last,
Lydia’s plans actually paid off. There were no hiccups or unintended consequences, no
unfortunate turns of fate. The Princess died just like she was supposed to, and Lydia’s
path to the Prince was clear. Now all that was left to do was make sure Sinclair lost the
election then her future would

finally be secure.



Chapter 101 - The Princess is Dead
Ella

Once it became clear that Lydia wasn’t going to be the solution to our problems, |
decided it was time to call in some backup. | trust Sinclair to take finding a new Luna
seriously, but I also know he doesn’t have the time. Between running the pack, the
campaign, and taking care of me, there’s no room in his life to go out hunting for a mate.
I, on the other hand, have nothing but time. Bed rest sounds like a nice, relaxing time,
but all it really means is that the world is falling apart around me and I'm not allowed to
do anything but lie around and get fat.

So | invite Roger and Henry over for a visit, with two main objectives in mind. First, it's
long. past time that | come clean to Sinclair’s father about my true identity. Second, if
anyone can be trusted to help me wingwoman the father of my child, it's his father and
his brother.

| persuade one of my faithful guards to carry me downstairs just before lunchtime,
settling in the main sitting room in anticipation of my visitors. Roger and Henry arrive
shortly afterwards, walking or in Henry’s case, wheeling in with wide smiles on their
faces. | start to get up, but they both immediately protest. “No, don’'t move, we’ll come to
you.” Roger promises.

“Poor darling,” Henry commiserates beside him, “we ought to get you some wheels so
you can be mobile even on bed rest.”

I hug them both, laughing at Henry’s suggestion. “I'd like that, but somehow | think your
son would think it's too much excitement.”

“You may have a point there.” The older man concedes with a knowing look, “I do lead a
very exciting life rolling around an empty house all day, just waiting for my friends to
retire so | can have a social life outside of evening poker games.”

“Henry!” | exclaim, sitting up in excitement. “I can’t believe | didn't think of this before — if
we’re both stuck at home all day, we might as well spend the time together! | need
company, you need company, and Sinclair would probably love the idea of me having
another babysitter

the bossy bastard.”

Roger laughs, and Henry is smiling, but it's a hesitant look, as if he doesn’'t want to get
his hopes up. “Oh now, I'm sure you don’t want to spend all day long with an old man.”



“Henry, | would love to spend more time with you | mean, full disclosure: I'm so bored
and restless that I'd probably take the company of a serial killer about now, but you are a
much more preferable alternative.” | declare wryly.

They both chuckle, “You hear that dad? You beat out the homicidal maniacs!” Roger
congratulates him.

Henry is looking less uncertain now, and his smile is verging on a beam. “Really?”

“Of course!” | insist, only hesitating when | remember the reason I've asked him over
today. ” That is... assuming you want to spend time with me.”

“Ella, of course | want to! How could you think | wouldn’t want to get to know my new

daughter better? Don’t you know fathers exist to spoil their pups and grandpups?” Henry
offers gamely. The smile slips from my face at his words, and suddenly I'm fighting back.
tears. Henry looks confused for a moment, before a guilty expression identical to the one

Sinclair sometimes dons takes over his features. “Oh Ella, I'm sorry, | wasn't thinking.”

“No, it's not that.” | sniffle, knowing he assumes I'm hurt because I'm an orphan and
don’t have any experience with fathers. “It's just that... no one’s ever wanted to claim me
as their child before, and you just did it like it was the most natural thing in the world.”

“Ella that's a good thing.” Roger offers gently, reaching out to squeeze my hand.

“No,” I argue, shaking my head and burying my face in my hands. “I don’t deserve your
kindness. I've been lying to you, we both have.”

Henry wheels forward, resting his palm on my shoulder. “Oh now, come on dearheatrt,
I’'m sure it's not all that bad.”

“But it is! He knows!” | exclaim, gesturing to Roger and crying, “I'm a fraud!”

Roger’s eyes widen with alarm, clearly baffled by my sudden outburst of emotion, and
completely out of his depth. Henry, on the other hand, rolls his eyes at his son and
wraps his arms around me, encouraging me to lean my head on his shoulder. |
surrender, leaning into him and letting his shirt collar soak up my hopeless tears.

“There now,” Henry murmurs, patting my hair, “why don’t you tell me what all this is
about.” Little by little the story pours out of me, in between hiccups and sobs with small
assists from Roger along the way. “There, you see?” | moan when it's all over. “It's all
been a lie.” Of course, Henry is too much like his son to let me wallow in my misery. He
continues fussing over me and rubbing my back, and for the first time in my life, | feel the
way | can only imagine it feels to be held by a parent — by a father. Of course, this only



makes me cry harder.” Poor little mother, it's no wonder you're under so much stress.
You've been making yourself sick over all this haven’t you?”

“Uh-huh,” I nod pitifully. “And | haven'’t even told you about Lydia yet.”

When | get through the most recent chapter of our saga, they’re both swearing, and |
can barely catch my breath. “That’'s why | asked you both over today, | wanted you to
help me find a Luna for Dominic, since he doesn’t have the time to search for himself...
that is, assuming you can still stand the sight of me.”

“Ella, you listen to me now.” Henry instructs, sounding more stern than I've ever heard
him. ” You're going to be my daughter whether you marry my son or not and it doesn'’t
matter one bit that you're human. You're giving me a grandpup, and that makes you
family forever.”

1 pull away from him slightly, tears streaming down my cheeks, “you mean you don’t
hate me?”

“Of course not!” He admonishes. “I couldn't if | tried. You didn't ask for any of this to
happen, Ella. You're just doing the best you can and for what it's worth, your best has
been phenomenal.”

“He’s right, Ella” Roger agrees “You're doing incredible. And of course we’ll help you find
a Luna for Sinclair’

“Really?” | squeak
“Of course “Roger begins, “we’ll do whatever we can to help, even”

Before he can finish his sentence, one of the guards walls in, an anxious look on his
face. “I'm

sorry, but you need to see this.” He picks up the television remote from the coffee table,
pressing a button that opens a sliding panel above the fireplace and reveals a big screen
TV. The screen flickers to life, and the guard quickly switches the channel to the leading
shifter news station.

A picture of the Prince and his wife is dominating the screen, with a bold headline
reading: Princess Found Dead in the Royal Palace.

The reporter is speaking in a low even tone, reporting on the brief details available at this
early stage. “The Princess was found unresponsive in her bathroom earlier this morning,
after she failed to appear for a scheduled campaign event. Her cause of death has not
yet been identified, but an autopsy will be conducted to determine whether or not foul



play was involved. The Palace has not released an official statement about her passing,
other than to request time for the Royal Family to grieve this tragedy in private.”

“Well | guess that solves the problem of the women’s event and the rogue attack.” Roger
observes dryly.

“l... what does this mean?” | ask, my voice still husky from all the crying.

“It's not good.” Henry answers gruffly. “He just went from an abusive tyrant to a grieving,
single father.”

“So... even though he won't have a Luna anymore, this could help him in the
campaign?” | surmise, hating that there might be a double standard like this.

“He already has his heir and a spare.” Roger reminds me. “That ensures his wolf is well
grounded and balanced even if he doesn’t have a mate.”

“But | thought Lunas were supposed to lead the she-wolves of a pack, won't he need
one eventually?” | inquire.

“Not necessarily.” Henry frowns. “It's different with you and Dominic, because as long as
the mother of his pup is alive, she’ll be expected to lead unless we find someone to take

your place. But the pack won't fault the Prince for being a widower.”

“So basically you're telling me that as bad as things already were... they just got worse?”
| assess.

“Yes, Ella.” Henry confirms gravely. “I'm afraid so.”



Chapter 102 - Sinclair Gets a Scolding
Ella

Sinclair calls soon after the news about the Princess breaks, explaining that he’ll
probably be stuck at the office until late this evening as a result. He was relieved to hear
that Henry and Roger were at the house with me, and made me promise to call him if |
need anything.

The three of us spent the afternoon discussing ideal qualities to look for in a potential
second- chance mate for Sinclair, which proved surprisingly difficult. Apparently Sinclair
had a few serious girlfriends in high school before Lydia came along, then a few more
who were more akin to distractions while she continued to date Roger. There hasn’t
been anyone since they divorced, which is why he apparently always got photographed
with different women — because he never wanted to lead anyone on with second dates
when he knew it wasn’t going to go anywhere.

Combined, this meant that his only serious interests amounted to boyhood daliances, his
evil fated mate, and me a human he can't ever be with. Try making a dating profile out of
that. | wish there was some way | could just become a wolf. | think, standing in front of
the bathroom mirror and staring at my reflection, just because it's an excuse to be on my
feet. In horror movies all werewolves have to do is bite a human, then they’re changed
forever. | know all that isn't real, but part of me still wishes it could be.

I'd love to transform. My inner voice agrees wistfully. To be free to lope through the
forest under the full moon.

Can you imagine what it would feel like to be so powerful? | reply, relieved that we're on
the same page

for once. I've never felt powerful in my life. It would be nice to know what that’s like... at
least once.

We're powerful in at least one way. My conscience proclaims, ever the optimist when I'm
trying to feel down on myself. We made a baby. We're growing Sinclair's pup. If that's
not power, what is?

“You okay Ella?” Roger’s voice floats through the door, and | push away my thoughts.
Pulling my gaze from my reflection, | swing the door open, eyeing the waiting wolf
indignantly. “You know just because I'm on bed rest, it doesn’t mean | can’t stand up

every now and then.”

“And if | know my brother, his response would be that stalling and making up reasons to
stay upright every time you have an excuse to be on your feet is cheating.” Roger



replies, flashing me a grin.

| narrow my eyes at him. That’s exactly what Sinclair would say, but whereas Sinclair's
scolding has the power to make me shake in my boots, Roger’s just irks me. “Well,
Dominic isn’'t here.” | remind him, turning my nose up.

“Oh really?” A deep voice sounds from the doorway, and I jolt slightly, turning to find
Sinclair watching us with raised brows.

“You're home!” | exclaim, glancing at the clock. It's already ten PM, but | barely noticed
how quickly the night passed.

“l am.” Sinclair confirms, prowling forward with lethal grace. “And from the sounds of it,
not a moment too soon.”
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I willingly melt into his arms when he reaches for me, lifting my feet off the ground as I'm
enveloped in a warm hug. “I was only up for a minute.” | tell him, breathing in his scent.

Sinclair trails kisses over my hair, “Now why don’t | believe you?” He inquires, his
amused voice a low rumble in my ear.

“Because you're a suspicious ogre who assumes the worst of people?” | suggest, batting
my lashes at him and adopting an innocent tone as | add, “even the mother of

your child.” The big Alpha chuckles, “Of course, it has nothing to do with the fact that
you're a bundle of pure mischief.”

Before | can respond, we’re given a much-needed reminder that we aren’t alone. “I think
it's time for us to go, Roger.” Henry observes, eyeing us with a guarded expression.
“Dominic, walk us out?”

“Of course.” He deposits me on the couch with a warning to stay put until he returns. |
know | should do as he says, but at the same time, I'm impossibly curious about what
Henry might have to say to Sinclair after our visit today. Is this something about the
Princess’s death? Is he angry with us for keeping the secret about my identity for so
long? Was he merely being kind when he told me he didn't care if | was human?

As stealthily as | can, | rise from the couch and tiptoe to the door, pressing my ear
against the wood and straining to hear the hushed conversation in the entryway.

“What news about the Princess?” Roger asks, his voice slightly muffled by the distance
and the shuffling of donning shoes and coats.



“Nothing yet, but | don’t think this was some accident. The timing is too suspicious.”
Sinclair replies grimly.

“You don't think the Prince would have hurt her to help his campaign, surely?” Henry
inquires, sounding aghast.

“I wouldn’t put anything past him, Goddess knows he’s beaten her bloody more than a
few times over the years... but | don’t know. It feels awfully cunning for his miniscule
brains.” Sinclair assesses.

“l agree.” Roger confirms. “So far | haven’t seen him come up with anything more
creative than hiring thugs to try to take out the competition.”

“Well, we'll see what the autopsy says, and I'll try to get some of my own investigators to
look into it as well.” Sinclair shares. “How were things here?”

There’s a tense silence, and then Henry’s voice rises, sounding more authoritative than
I've ever heard it. “Well you have much bigger problems than the Prince.” He bites, “Do
you have any idea what this game of yours is doing to that poor girl?”

“Of course | do.” Sinclair replies sharply, his own voice growing harsh. “And it upsets me
more than you could imagine.

“What were you thinking, asking her to get involved in our politics?” Henry scolds,
sounding furious “And don’t you tell me it was her idea, she thought she was going to
lose her baby. Besides, you knew how dangerous this was going to be from the
beginning she didn't!”

“l also know that without her, | would lose the election.” Sinclair growls back. “I know |
don’t need to remind you what the Prince will do to her if he wins — he’s already trying to
kill them and he’s come damn close a few times without an army behind him. Besides,
you're the one who taught me my duty comes first. | couldn’t very well put one person
over the well-being of the entire realm, no matter how much | care about her.”

“If you'd told me the truth we could have found another way — a she-wolf who could fake
a relationship and a pregnancy so Ella could stay hidden.” Henry combats, and I'm
amazed to realize that he’s taking my side over his own son’s. He’s defending me, even
though I'm just some random human. As touched as | am, | also feel a nearly irresistible
compulsion to defend Sinclair. | don’t like the fact that Henry is blaming him for all our
problems, he already blames himself enough.

Without thinking, | push through the door and join them in the entryway. Henry and
Roger blink in surprise, but Sinclair narrows his eyes at me. “You're getting stealthier by



the day, little one.”

| ignore him, defiantly crossing to stand between him and his father. “| appreciate you
standing up for me Henry, but this isn’t all Dominic’s fault. It was my idea, and | wouldn’t
take no for an answer. | put myself in this situation with full agency and | don't regret it.” |
continue, looking up at the hulking Alpha behind me. “Yes, I'm stressed and
overwhelmed and hormonal, but I've survived much worse than this. You have no idea
what my life has been, and this is the safest and most secure I've ever felt.”

“Ella, you don’t have to do this,” Sinclair tries to say.

“I know that.” | assure him. “And I'm not saying any of this for your sake — I'm saying it
because it's true. I'm an adult, | made my own decision. | know it's hard to remember
that when I'm crying like a baby, but you have to understand that even being free to cry
is something I've never had before. I've always had to do everything myself, | never had
the luxury of falling to pieces, | never had anyone to comfort me. It sounds backwards,
but the fact that I'm a mess rather than just repressing everything is progress. It's a good
thing, and that's all down to you, Dominic.”

| can see that he’s recalling my behavior after the attacks at the club and the Wild Hunt,
that he can sense the truth in my words. He softens slightly, and | hear Henry sigh
behind us. “I'm happy to hear that, Ella.” The elder man begins carefully. “You're right, |
didn’t know. But | still don't like this.”

“None of us like it, Dad.” This time it's Roger who's speaking. “But we all have to make
the best with what we have, and we can’t go back now. There’s no space for could’ve,
should’ve, would'ves. We just have to keep moving forward together.”

Henry nods. “You're right. I'm sorry | gave you a hard time, Dominic. | know you wouldn't
do anything to hurt Ella or the baby.”

“Thanks Dad.” Dominic leans down to hug him. “I'll call you tomorrow. For now, my little
human and | need to have a talk about the meaning of bed rest.”

“Good luck Ella.” Henry and Roger laugh, exiting the house and leaving me with one
very large, very unamused wolf.

“Well, trouble?” Sinclair asks, crossing his arms over his chest. “What do you have to
say for yourself?”



Chapter 103 - Flirtation

Trigger warning — mention of sexual abuse (not explicit)
Ella

| peek up at Sinclair from beneath my lashes, trying to gauge his frustration level. It's
obvious. he’s displeased that | defied him, but | can tell he’s also glad to be home after
what was certainly a very long day. Moreover, | think my words to his father helped
assuage some of his guilt, and he’s feeling more affectionate towards me than he might
have a few minutes ago. “I have to say that | missed you?” | profess, sliding my arms
around his neck. “And you're the most handsome man in the whole world?”

Sinclair flashes his fangs, emitting a dark chuckle and swinging my legs up into his arms.
Flirting with me isn’t going to get you out of this, sweetheart.” He ducks his head and
steals a kiss before mounting the stairs up to his room, “though it's very cute to watch
you try.” “Who said | was just flirting?” | object, leaning my head against his chest, “I
really did miss you.”

Sinclair doesn’t pause as he carts me up to the fifth floor, never breaking a sweat or
getting short of breath. The way he acts you'd think I'm as light as a feather — though
with his supernatural strength it probably feels that way. “I missed you too.” He finally
replies, pushing through the bedroom door. “I hate being so far from home when these
things strike.” “You must have had a really rough afternoon.” | observe, studying his
drawn features and fatigued demeanor.

Sinclair drops onto the sofa, keeping me in his lap, “Rough is an understatement.” He
sighs, sounding as though the weight of the world is on his shoulders. Of course, this
isn’t far from the truth. I snuggle closer to him, wishing there was something | could do to
ease the monumental burdens he’s shouldering. A contented rumble vibrates in his
chest, and Sinclair smiles down at me. “It's getting better by the minute though.”

| tilt my face up to his, silently asking for a kiss. He arches a brow and for a moment I'm
afraid he’ll reject my affection, but | needn’t have worried. Sinclair lowers his lips to mine,
and my heart begins to race. The moment our lips touch electricity zings through my
body, setting my nerve endings alight. It's every bit as thrilling and all-consuming as the
first time, and | quickly find myself getting carried away in the experience. Unfortunately
it ends much too soon. Sinclair pulls back, leaning his forehead against mine and
purring, “You can't distract me with kisses either, little one.”

He grimaces, and | know I'm not going to like what he says next. “Besides, kissing is a
gateway drug. We've got to try to stop.” His arms tightened around me as he spoke, as if

his body didn’t agree with his words or maybe it was his wolf.

Adopting an innocent expression, | reply. “I have no idea what you mean. A gateway to



what?”

Sinclair laughs, kissing me again even though he just said we shouldn’t. This kiss is
longer than the first, because just like he said, it's getting harder and harder to stop the
longer we continue. My blood heats to a sultry simmer, and wetness pools at my center
as Sinclair’s lips, teeth and tongue go to work, making me forget that anything exists
outside of this moment Goddess, why couldn’t you just be a wolf?” He breathes when we
part.

A sharp sting punctures my elated mood, bringing me crashing back down to earth. It's a
crushing reminder that I'm not enough for him that I'll never be enough no matter what |
do. Seeing the hurt painted over my face, Sinclair winces. “Oh Ella, I'm sorry, | didn't
mean that.”

“Yes, you did.” | murmur, trying to keep my voice steady. “And you're right I'm not.”

Sinclair is shaking his head, looking miserable. “I didn’'t mean that | want you to be
anything other than what you already are just that it would mean we could actually be
together, and | want that more than | can say.”

I nod, fighting back tears as | disentangle myself from his arms, and move to the cushion
beside him. “It's okay, Dominic, you don't have to explain.”

“l shouldn’t have said it.” Sinclair insists fiercely, reaching for me as if he wants to pull
me back into his lap. He stops himself when | stiffen, seeming to realize | need some
space at the moment. “I'm truly sorry, Ella.”

I nod again, not meeting his gaze. If | try to talk about this now I'm sure I'll start crying,
not to mention I'm still so turned on that I'm finding it difficult to sit still. The last thing |
need is for Sinclair to know how excited my body is, when he’s just hit me in my weak
spot.

Sinclair's nostrils flair, and his eyes begin to glow. | wonder if he’s scenting my arousal,
but a moment later he’s cursing and rising to his feet, “I'm going to go take a shower.
You should try to get some rest. We can talk about your bed rest tomorrow.”

| watch him retreat into the bathroom, feeling strangely dismayed. Apparently flirting and
kisses can't get me out of trouble, but acting like a wounded butterfly can.

That’s a good thing, right? It means we got away with it. Despite the statement, the little
voice in the back of my mind doesn’t sound pleased at all.



I know the feeling. Then why in the Goddess’s name am | so disappointed?
3rd Person
Across town, in the hallowed halls of the royal palace, the Prince sat in darkness.

The news of his wife’'s death had been a blow, but the true outrage had come when he
learned the medical examiner’s analysis. They hadn’t conducted an autopsy yet, but the
coroner had immediately declared suspicious circumstances upon seeing the Princess’s
body. Apparently there was some sort of rash on her skin, and the perfume bottle in her
hand made him. some kind of topical poison.

suspect

This was unacceptable. The Prince wasn't an overly sentimental man, but his wife was
his. The idea that anyone would have the audacity to lay a hand on the Princess — on his
property was an unforgivable offense. He couldn’t believe that anyone would dare to do
something so brazen, and his rage was spiraling out of control. As soon as he figured
out who was responsible for this crime, he was going to make sure they paid in the most
painful way possible.

He strode to the window then, glaring out at his city. His wolf was pacing back and forth
in his head, positively rabid in grief and fury. She hadn’t been his fated mate, but he’'d
claimed her all the same. And though he certainly had other lovers, the Princess was
always his favorite.

As Prince he could do anything he wanted with the she-wolves in his bed — whether they
liked it or wanted to be there in the first place. But none of the others responded so
perfectly as his wife. It truly was like she was made for him she cried when he wanted
her to cry, screamed in exactly the right way to make his blood sing, and she never
fought or tried to put on a brave front.

While he stood there, growing hard just thinking about the way she’d begged him for the
last time they were together, a shaft of light abruptly reflected in the window. The door

mercy was opening behind him, and a woman'’s silhouette appeared in the frame.

It took a moment for him to recognize Lydia, but once he did, he growled, “How did you
get in here? | told my guards | wasn't to be disturbed.”

“I have my ways.” Lydia shrugged, striding into the dim study.
“What do you want?” The Prince demanded.

“l wanted to offer my help.” Lydia replied, taking on a gentle tone that didn’t suit her in



the least. “I know what it's like to have someone taken from me.”

“Then you ought to know it's too soon for you to be here.” The Prince growled. “It hasn't
even been 12 hours.”

“Maybe, but | didn’t think you would appreciate me keeping the information | possess to
myself.” Lydia answered. “Since | know who killed the Princess.”

The Prince surged to his feet, “Who?”

“Who else, but Dominic?” Lydia barely refrained from rolling her eyes, remembering who
she was speaking to at the last moment.

The Prince paused, not convinced. “Why would he? He has to know this will help my
campaign.”

“I don’t think it's about the campaign.” Lydia suggested slyly. “It's payback. You've been
trying to kill his mate, haven't you?”

The Prince narrowed his eyes. “How do you know that?”

“Because I'm not an idiot. And neither are you — it's exactly what | would do in your
shoes.” Lydia shared.

“So you're guessing.” The Prince observed. “Are you guessing about Dominic too? How
do | know he’s actually behind this?”

“Because he threatened to kill me — his own fated mate- over the bitch and | never laid a
hand on her.” Lydia explained.

“But why her, why not come after me directly?” The Prince demanded, admitting to
himself that few other people would have the motive to target his wife, even if he didn’t
understand the bigger picture yet.

“He won't risk the election. He thinks that if he steals the throne by force the Alpha
Council will unseat him the way they’re unseating your father.” Lydia related.

The Prince snorted, Sinclair and his father were one in the same. They wanted the
power, but they weren’t willing to do what was necessary to keep it. “And how do you
expect to help me?” He groused, eyeing Lydia curiously.

“I know things about Dominic and the Sinclair family. | know their secrets, | know their
weak spots | know how they think. And I'll tell you everything for a price.”



“And what price is that?” The Prince inquired.

“Protection.” Lydia stated simply, deciding that it truly was too soon to suggest he take
her as his replacement Luna. All that would come in time, right now she just needed to
get her foot in the door. “If you keep me safe, I'll make sure you win this election.”

The Prince nodded, “You have a deal.”



Chapter 104 - Three Little Words
Ella

“Ella, | love you, but you're driving me crazy.” My sister’s voice floats through my phone,
sounding more exasperated than irritated. After his shower, Sinclair went to his office,
and | promptly called my sister for advice.

“What do you mean?” | inquire hesitantly, I've just finished explaining

“I mean,” She sighs heavily, “Who are you, and what have you done with my sister?
You've always known exactly what you wanted and done whatever was necessary to
make it happen. You are a strong, independent woman not some bratty, indecisive,
emotional basket-case who's too caught up in a man to know her own heart.” She
groans.

I wish | could argue with her assessment of my behavior, but | know she’s right.
However, before | can acknowledge as much, she continues, “It’s like: you like Sinclair,
you don't like Sinclair. You want to be with him one moment, and the next you're trying
to foist him off on another woman — just make up your mind! | swear, | don't even
recognize you anymore!”

“Can’t you see that's the problem! | don’t even recognize myself anymore.” | exclaim,
rubbing my sore neck. “My entire life has been turned upside down -"

“I know! Because that'’s all you ever talk about anymore.” She bursts, interrupting me.
“Do you have any idea when you last asked me about my life? That you showed interest
in anything other than your own problems?”

Her words sting, and | realize she’s right. | have been so wrapped up in my own drama
that I've been neglecting my sister. | hate to think it, but the truth is | don’t have any idea
what'’s going on with her. “I'm sorry, Cora. What's going on with you?”

‘Nothing, but it would be nice to know you care!” She snaps, sounding more than a little
petulant.

And she had the nerve to call us bratty! The little voice in my head observes.

“Are you serious?” | hiss. “People are trying to kill me, Cora. A psychotic bitch drugged
and attempted to rape the father of my child. I'm committing a fraud of epic proportions
in order to save an entire fucking species from civil war. And you're pissed because for

the first time in our entire lives, I’'m not ignoring my own needs to take care of yours?”

“I never asked you to do that!” Cora argues, “you made that choice all on your own.”



“Because | had to!” | growl. “I had to be the strong one because you always fell apart at
the first sign of trouble.”

“Then maybe you should have let me fall apart!” Cora counters defensively, “maybe if
you had, | would have learned to stand on my own rather than relying on you.”

Nausea seizes my stomach, and | clench my eyes shut. “You know what | went through
in order to protect you.” | finally say, my voice hoarse. “Do you really wish that | hadn’t?
Was 1 supposed to stand by and let my sister be abused?”

A shaky breath vibrates against the receiver, and Cora’s voice is small when she speaks
again. You know that isn't what | meant... but | have to live with the guilt of knowing you
were hurt because of me. And sometimes | just think that maybe... maybe if you hadn’t
protected me

then at least we would have been in it together, rather than you being all alone.”

“And | would have never forgiven myself if | had.” | share, even as a wave of sorrow
swells. inside me to learn how she struggles with guilt. “Why haven’t you ever said this to
me before?”

“Because you've never been willing to talk about it.” Cora scoffs. “I suppose that’s one
thing | can thank Dominic for. Trust a bossy wolf to make you finally unlock your
emotions.”

“He really did.” | acknowledge wryly. “| think maybe that’s why this is all so hard for me. |
feel so... raw. | don't think I've ever been so emotionally vulnerable, and | don’t have the
first clue how to cope.”

“l can tell.” She laughs. “And it's not your fault that you never learned how to handle
feelings Ella, but you also have to take responsibility for learning now that you recognize
the problem. You do realize this is why you're having so many issues with Dominic,
right?”

“No, it's that our situation is insane.” | object pointedly. “It's not like this isn’t the first time
I've been in love.”

Oh my goddess, | think belatedly. I'm in love. | admitted that | was falling for Sinclair a
while ago, but this is the first time I've been able to acknowledge that | passed the point

of no return

even to myself. I'm not just falling, I'm completely in love with Sinclair, and avoiding a



relationship with him isn’t going to change that.

“I swear El, if you call your relationship with that little weasel love, | will come over there
and smack you right in that beautiful face of yours.” Cora threatens, completely serious.

“Hey, | know it wasn't great in the end, but it's not like it started out that way.” | defend,
wondering if I'm being honest even as | say the words. “I did love him.”

“Ella, let me ask you something. Did you ever feel even a fraction of what you feel for
Dominic, for Mike?” She inquires.

pause. It's been so long since | even thought of Mike, and I've been in such deep denial
about. Sinclair that | haven’t even considered comparing my feelings for the men. As
soon as | think back on the relationship, | see the truth glaring back at me, “No.” | exhale
sadly. “Never.” “And why do you think you believed you were in love with him for all
those years?” She presses. “Why do you think you let him treat you so terribly?”

| grimace. “Because | didn't have the first idea what a healthy relationship looked like?” |
suggest.

“Bingo.” She agrees. “That little shit preyed on you from day one we were just too young
and inexperienced to realize it at the time.” She has the grace not to say “l told you so.”
The fact is that Cora tried to warn me about Mike more than once over the years, but |
was too stubborn to listen to her. Instead she continues, “I wish | could go back in time
and kick him in the balls before he could ever introduce himself to you.”

“Me too.” | chuckle, shaking my head.

“Now the real question is: What are you going to do about Dominic, now that you've
figured all this out?” Cora asks sternly.

“What can | do?” | question, feeling very overwhelmed all of a sudden. “| mean, so what
if 1 do love him? So what if my baggage is causing all these mixed-up feelings? That
doesn't change

the situation we're in. | can’'t make myself a wolf, and | can’t make him a human or non-
alpha | probably wouldn’t even if | could, because then he wouldn’t be the same man |
fell for.”

“Are you sure you're not just trying to protect yourself from getting hurt?” Cora questions.
“I mean | know you're in hot water with the campaign and everything, but is it possible

those are just excuses?”

The gravity of our circumstances looms above me, and | know that we made the right



decision. Even so, I'm woman enough to admit that my sister isn’'t wrong. “I think it's
both.” | murmur sadly. “I have been afraid, and | haven’t trusted him. But Dominic and |
don’t have the luxury of being selfish we're going to be parents, he’s going to be a king.
Our responsibility is to the pack and our baby not our feeling:

“That’s fair.” Cora concedes. “But is knowing that enough to help you move forward and
stop torturing yourself?”

“I don’t know.” | moan. “It just feels so unfinished. We never even talked about our
feelings... | mean, he tried and I...”

“Ran away?” Cora surmises. | hum in confirmation, and her voice takes on a
sympathetic note. “I'm afraid if you don’t make peace with the decision, you’re going to
keep being confused and indecisive, El. You need closure.”

“l wish there was some way for me to get it without making things worse.” | agree. “I
mean if | tell him, knowing Dominic he’ll go all wolfy on me and insist we can find a way
to make it work... assuming he even loves me back.”

“Hey, he’s not the one that's been avoiding this.” Cora reminds me. “At the minimum you
know he wants you. And | wouldn’t discredit him without even giving him a chance to
prove. you wrong, Ella. You're making excuses again.”

“Maybe.” | sigh.

“Maybe definitely.” She snorts.

Suddenly, as if a lightbulb goes off in my head, | realize there might be a way for us to
steal a night together. “Cora, | just remembered! Wolves can meet in their dreams. |
accidentally called Dominic to me once. Maybe if | can figure out how to do it again, |

can tell him and we can be together without complicating reality.”

“That’s amazing!” She exclaims, “Do you think you can figure it out?” “| don’t know, but
I’'m certainly going to try.”



Chapter 105 - Dream Shift
Ella

As | start to doze, | force my brain to think of nothing but Sinclair, willing myself to dream
of him. I don’t let my mind focus on anything else or get distracted, | just keep telling
myself to call Sinclair, to make him come to me.

Darkness closes in, and then I'm back on that bed in the forest. Yes! | think, this is where
we were last time! It worked!

It takes a few minutes for Sinclair to appear, but | tell myself to just be patient. He wasn’t
asleep yet in the real world. | have to wait for him to rest to see him this way.

I’'m not sure how much time actually passes, but eventually he comes stalking through
the trees. He’s in his wolf form this time, but he shifts when he reaches the bed, giving
me a tender smile. “Hello trouble.”

“Hi.” I answer, feeling suddenly shy. “| wasn't sure this would work.”
“You mean you meant to call me this time?” He inquires, arching a brow.
I nod, feeling a hot flush work up my cheeks. “I want to tell you something.”

“Okay.” Sinclair replies, coming to sit on the plush duvet, but not reaching for me the way
he usually does. A moment of doubt plagues my heart, but I'm sure he’s just trying to
use

restraint.

I'm fidgeting, and staring at my hands in my lap, but | slowly work up the courage to
speak.” | know I've been all over the place lately, and | wish | could tell you that it was all
the pregnancy, or all the stress of our situation... but the truth is that it's a lot more than
that. Those things are making all this more difficult, but | would have been a mess

anyway.”

Taking a deep breath, | continue, “You know | was orphaned, and that | never really got
a childhood as a result. But | also never experienced love from anyone but Cora. | was
so starved for it, that | basically jumped at the first chance | had. | spent years just trying
to get over my fear of men, and in hindsight, I'm not sure | ever really did. | think maybe |
just got so desperate for some affection that | simply closed my eyes and lept, and of
course the person who caught me was Mike. | was a perfect mark for him young, naive,
and willing to do anything to finally feel wanted. | had no idea what a healthy relationship
was, and he groomed me to believe that everything he did and said to me was normal.”



Sinclair is frowning deeply, and | can see questions weighing on his tongue, but he holds
them back. “Of course, | eventually wised up... and then | met you.” | share, my voice
suddenly very small. “And my heart trusted you even though my brain screamed at me
not to. Everything I've experienced in my life conditioned me to believe that if | let myself
be vulnerable with you you would break me. It taught me to believe | wasn't worth love,
so anyone showing me kindness must be out to trick me. So I tried to convince myself
that what I've been feeling with you wasn’t real. And at the same time, all those parts of
me that | kept buried for so long burst out because my body somehow knew you
wouldn’t hurt me if | acted like a child, or broke down and let you see my sadness and
anger. It knew you wouldn't use those things as weapons against me.”

“You've been so patient and accepting. You've taken care of me like no one ever has
even

when | hate you for it. But I still couldn’t tell you.” There are tears in my eyes now, and |
can see Sinclair's closed fists trembling with barely held restraint. His wolf is still glowing
in his eyes, and | know how hard he’s trying to let me simply speak my fill without
interruption. I've been a coward. I've been hiding behind the challenges facing us, using
them as excuses to avoid ever having to be brave... Even when you've tried to tell me
your own feelings, my brain just defaulted to defending myself. | knew if you told me, |
wouldn't be strong enough to

resist.”

And | know nothing has changed and that a relationship is still impossible for us... but |
don’t want to be a coward anymore. | want to be brave just once in my life.” | take a deep
breath as | continue, “So | thought that if | could tell you here... that if we could be
together in our dreams, then maybe it wouldn't hurt so badly that we can’t be together in
real life.” 1 explain, tears spilling down my cheeks.

“I'm... I'm in love with you, Dominic.” | whisper, too timid to look him in the eye.

There's a pregnant pause filled with the sound of my pounding heart and my blood
rushing in my ears. Then Sinclair's hand is reaching towards me. He catches my chin
between hist thumb and forefinger, pulling my gaze up to his. | sob when | see the
expression on his face. His eyes are shining not with his wolf — but with tears. There’s so
much affection and understanding on his rugged features, that | feel like he's wrapped
me in a hug without even touching me. “I love you, Ella. | think I've been in love with you
from the moment your stomped your tiny foot on me. You have no idea how hard it's
been to hold my wolf back.” “Really?” | sniffle, because even though | was expecting him
to tell me he had feelings, 1 wasn'’t prepared for love. | certainly wasn't prepared to hear
that his wolf wanted me too. My stubborn mind is still amazed the man could be
interested in me, let alone his inner animal. “Really.” He confirms firmly, “and if you don’t



get over here and into my arms this instant, I'm going to let my wolf out so he can
pounce on you.”

Something inside of me perks up at this thought. | remember all Sinclair’'s warnings not
to run from him at the Wild Hunt, and | remember how thrilling it had been to be
chased... until everything went wrong. | think we need a do over. The voice in my head
suggests slyly. And 1 can’t help but agree.

| think Sinclair can sense my mischief, because his eyes narrow at me with suspicion as
| lean towards him on the bed. Luckily, while he might sense I'm up to something, he
doesn’t realize what. At first | worry he might reach for me before | can jump onto the
ground, but when | change direction at the last moment, he’s not quite fast enough to
catch me. | immediately break into a sprint, and at first | hear the low rumble of Sinclair’s
laughter. A moment later, however, | hear his wolf's howl, and | know the hunt is on.

As | start to run, | feel the same intoxicating exhilaration that consumed me at the Wild
Hunt. My legs stretch as far and fast as | can make them move, and I'm amazed at how
much ground | begin to cover. The night wind whips through my hair as | dash through
the trees, an ecstatic smile stretching across my features as my feet crash into the snow.

Somehow I'm not the least bit bothered by the cold, and when Sinclair's howl shatters
the night, it's all | can do to stay on my feet. | stop and shudder every time he does it, but
it only. drives me to run faster and farther to force him to prove himself by catching me.

I don’t know where these instincts came from, and while | might not be able to explain
them. there’s no denying how right this feels. Why have | never run barefoot through the
woods

before? Why have | never bathed in the light of the moon? Every second | spend in this
wonderful wilderness makes me feel as though I've been living in the wrong skin my
entire life-like a piece of my soul has been returned even though | never realized it was
missing.

I’'m so caught up in the race that | don’t even notice when my body begins to blur around
the edges. My bones quake, my soul soars, and suddenly everything changes. A
starburst of white light consumes me, and for a moment I'm blinded by its brilliance.
When my feet hit the ground again, there are four, and | seem much lower to the ground.
I look down in shock, amazed to discover fur covered paws where my hands used to be.
| glance behind me to discover a bushy, white tipped tail swinging behind me, helping
me maintain my balance as | speed through the darkness.

I'm a wolf.

| don’t let the change slow me down. This is a dream after all of course magical things



are possible. | can move so much faster on four legs, and if | still had the ability to laugh
aloud I'm sure I'd be overflowing with euphoric giggles. Instead | how! gleefully into the
chill air, leaping over the fallen branches and rocks dotting the forest floor. I'm free, I'm
free!!! The voice in my head cries, loping gracefully through the wintry landscape,
determined to never stop.

A deep, familiar howl sends me stumbling. | was so thrilled to transform that | almost
forgot about Sinclair. | suppose my own howl tipped him off. It wasn’t meant to — | was
only celebrating. My conscience pouts.

I know, but now he’s onto us. | think quickly. We have to move.

| don’t know why it's so important that | don’t let Sinclair catch me, but right now the only
thought in my head is to get away. | have to make it as difficult for him as possible... for
some reason. That's no problem, my inner voice brags, now that I'm free he’ll have his
work cut out for him. He might be big, but I'm fast.

Then let's go! | insist, spurring her on. Within seconds we’re galloping through the snow,
even faster than before. Somewhere in the back of my mind it occurs to me to cover my
tracks, but | realize Sinclair will be following my scent anyway. It's hard for me to focus
on him as distracting as he usually is my heart is soaring and for once it has nothing to
do with the Alpha. | can't believe | thought I'd felt free on the night of the hunt. I'm
beginning to realize | didn't even know the meaning of the word until now.

My paws, paws, can you believe it!? splash through the ice of a frozen creek, but | carry
on without a care in the world. After all, wolves don’t have to worry about silly things like
frostbite | even have fur between my toes!

| can hear everything too! | can hear the distant pounding of Sinclair’s feet, the low calls
of owls flying overhead, and even mice and rabbits burrowing in the ground beneath my
feet, with all their clicks and tiny squeaks. Then there are the smells who knew water
had a smell! Sinclair's smell is more familiar, but it's doing things to this form which are
nothing short of scandalous. The stronger it becomes, the more my insides seem to turn
to mush, and wetness pools between my legs.

Too late, | realize why his scent has grown so strong.

He’s caught up. One moment I'm flying through the night like a wild thing, the next I'm
skidding to a stop when he bursts out of the trees ahead of me | what! How did you do
that? | demand

To my amazement, his own voice rings in my head, Because, sweet Ella, I'm a hunter. |
know how to drive my prey into a trap without them knowing. Besides, He adds, his deep
rumble softening with affection, You were too caught up reveling in the fact that water



has a smell to notice.

How do you know that? | inquire suspiciously, not sure how I'm managing to
communicate

with him.
You were shouting it at the top of your lungs. He informs me smugly.

Hmph. | narrow my eyes at the cocky Alpha, trying not to think about how powerful he is
in this form — how majestic. My body is urging me towards him like we’re a pair of
magnets, but my wolf isn’'t ready to give up. We're not done running yet, and if he wants
to catch. us, he’s going to have to do more than stage an ambush. | lunge towards the
trees on my left, but Sinclair bounds forward in a single, graceful leap. He’s blocking my
path, so | try to lunge in the opposite direction. To my fury he manages to block me
again.

Glaring at him, | glance at his massive body, realizing that his legs are so long that |
could probably slide right beneath him. Pure mischief fills me to the brim, and | pretend
to timidly approach him. Sinclair isn’t convinced, watching me with the same ravenous
hunger he always manages to evoke in his human form.

I've almost reached him when | dive between his legs, sliding on my belly through the
show and thanking the goddess for the slight slope which lets me slip right between his
proverbial fingers. Overjoyed with my own brilliance, | rise to take off again, but before |
can a huge heavy weight pins me to the ground.

Such a clever little she-wolf. Sinclair's deep voice is all praise, and | can feel his tongue
swiping kisses across the back of my neck.

Still, I'm not amused to have him interrupting my fun. | bare my fangs, and scow! at him.
over my shoulder, a pint-sized growl rumbling in my own chest.

And so vicious. From the sounds of it you'd think | was as cute as a button, and not a
dangerous predator with built-in knives in my mouth and paws. But you're caught, baby.
It's time to shift.



Chapter 106 — Caught
Ella

No, I just got out! My wolf rails defiantly. | want to run more! Let me go!

The kisses cease, and now Sinclair's fangs close around my scruff, applying pressure.
| immediately realize what he’s doing. If he applies enough pressure — especially if he
lifts me off the ground-1ll be completely immobilized. | said shift!

| don’t want to! You can be a wolf whenever you want — but this is my only chance. |
protest fiercely, snarling as ferociously as | can. Let me go you big bully.

| can tell the games are over now. Sinclair pulls me up, and suddenly I’'m hanging from
his jaws, my feet kicking helplessly. Yield Ella! | feel his authoritative growl deep in my
bones, and even though | didn’t agree to surrender, my rebelling limbs suddenly still. |
go limp, and when Sinclair returns me to the ground I roll onto my back, showing him
my belly.

Good girl. Sinclair's huge black wolf gazes down at me, his emerald eyes blazing with
unbridled emotion.

My wolf whimpers in my head. Why does his praise make me feel so incredible?
Because you're mine. His gravelly voice answers, and | realize that I've spoken aloud
again. Mine, mine, mine.Before | can think more about his statement, Sinclair is
groaning in my head, just look at you, he croons. Al rose gold and sass. | know he’s
talking about my fur now, which is the same metallic sheen as my strawberry blonde
hair.

And your little white tummy. He adds, nuzzling the patch of white fluff above my navel.

Mmm, my pup. My Ella. He sounds like a caveman, but his next words prove his mind



is as sharp as ever.

Shift mate, it's time to finish this.

Finish this? | practically squeak.

Oh yes, Sinclair confirms darkly, his words are so animalistic that | tremble in
response. I'm going to mark and claim you before you can get away again. You're
mine, and the whole world is going to know it.

All at once, | realize that the Sinclair | know is not in control. This is his wolf talking
now, and suddenly | realize why he warned me not to run from him on the night of the
Wild Hunt. The rational part of my brain understood. at least | thought it did... but it's
one thing to imagine it, and a very different matter to experience it.

The last time | met his wolf, | hadn’t been able to hear Sinclair's thoughts. | hadn’t
understood how different the two beings were — though it makes perfect sense that his
most primal self would come out when his inner animal is in charge. Still, | can hardly
recognize the Sinclair I've come to know and love in the beast towering over me. Then
again, | hardly recognize myself right now. This is all so surreal.

He wants to claim us. My own wolf swoons, yes, yes, yes!

Listen to her, mate. Sinclair orders, she knows what you need.

| shiver With anticipation, but as soon as | contemplate shifting | realize that we have
a problem. Dominic, | don’t know how to shift. | don’t even know how this happened.
Sinclair’s hulking black wolf studies me for a moment, before nodding once in
understanding and determination. Don't be afraid, sweet one. I'm going to help.

Before | can contemplate what this might mean, a wave of pure Alpha energy washes



over me.
Sinclair lifts his muzzle and howls into the night, and my body shudders and jerks,
slowly returning to its human form. | feel a sudden and devastating loss to be back in
this skin, but the next thing | know Sinclair is a man once more. He bends down and
scoops me up in his arms, carrying me back towards the bed we abandoned at the
beginning of the dream.

I’'m staring at the bed with wide eyes, amazed to think that we're finally going to be
together the way I've been dreaming about for so many months.

Do you have any idea how long I've been waiting for this? Sinclair asks huskily,
dipping his head close to mine.

Feeling far braver than | can ever remember being, | grin. Yes, but that's done now.
We don't have to wait a moment longer.

His own beam is full of sultry promise. Thank the Goddess.

My heart is hammering against my ribcage as Sinclair lays me down on the plush
coverlet, and for the first time, | realize I'm naked. My night dress must have shredded
when | shifted, and though I've been naked with this man dozens of times before, this
is... different. It feels so momentous, because | know this time will be unlike any of the
others.

Sinclair towers over me, his heated gaze raking over every inch of my bared flesh as if
he’s been starving for the sight of me. It feels impossibly vulnerable, to be spread out
in front of him like a feast to be devoured. I've never known a man who could light me

on fire with a single look, but Sinclair manages it without even trying.



| allow myself to peruse his own form in return.

I've always avoided this in the past, but now | let my gaze travel south of the
contoured muscles of his abdomen, to the huge, hard length standing at attention
against his navel. | can feel my eyes widen in alarm — I've always known that Sinclair
is twice my size, but this just seems like overkill.

There is no way that thing will fit inside me.

Then the wolf's deep laughter is washing over me. A fresh rush of defiance sparks in
my chest, and | briefly consider fleeing, but Sinclair shakes his head, still laughing.
“Oh no you dont, you naughty girl. You've surrendered. That means you’re mine to do
with as | wish.”

“Tyrant.”l accuse, shooting him a sulky look.

“Little wolf, you haven't seen anything yet.” He responds ominously. “You're just lucky
I’'m not putting you over my knee for running like that.”

“Oh please, you know you wanted to chase me.”l quip saucily, keenly aware of the
way he continues to survey my body, a lethal glint in his green eyes.

It feels incredible to know that | have this power over him, that his huge member is
hard and pulsing just for me. Feeling devious, | shift on the bed, stretching out my legs
and arching my back a bit, showing off my charms. For the first time in a and from
very long time, I'm enjoying my beauty the low purr Sinclair emits, so is he.

“You trying to tempt me, minx?” He rumbles appreciatively, the corner of his mouth
quirking up. “Don’t you know that isn’t necessary? | need no encouragement to eat

you up.”



The sound of his pleasure encourages me, and | bat my lashes, adopting an innocent
tone. “You could have fooled me — you're taking forever.” | trail my fingers down the
valley between my breasts, drawing his eyes to their path. “You haven't even touched
me yet.”

A fierce growl rips from his chest, and the next thing | know he’s pounced. | suppose it
serves me right for challenging his wolf, but I'm not complaining. He settles in the bed
with me, balancing his weight on his elbows and settling his hips between my spread
thighs. Sinclair lowers his head, his lethal grace belying the crushing force he applies
as he slams his mouth into mine.

Any thoughts | had of teasing him further disappear the moment our lips connect. |
immediately yield to his dominance, feeling butterflies that have nothing to do with the
baby I'm carrying, explode in my belly. | give myself to Sinclair freely, parting my lips to
let his tongue delve into my mouth.

I wrap my arms around his neck, nibbling on his lower lip and earning a playful growl
in return. The world spins and freezes at once, and all my nerve endings are frayed by
the surge of electricity he’s sending through my veins. When Sinclair tries to draw his
lips away | chase them, suddenly incapable of remembering how to breathe without
him.

He tsks and shushes me with stern affection, kissing his way down my body. He
pauses to lave the soft spot behind my ear, and then to suck each of my beaded
nipples into his mouth.

I’'m not sure if it's the pregnancy, or if it's just Sinclair, but | swear | could come from



this stimulation alone. His talented tongue flicks over the hard nubs, sending pulses of
desire straight to my core. | wonder if Sinclair is still able to hear my thoughts,
because he sets up camp here and doesn’t move on until I'm whining and moaning in
desperation.

Finally he moves down and hooks his arms beneath my thighs, though he still doesn’t
show me mercy. Instead he nibbles the inside of my thighs, moving closer and closer
to my center and drawing away at the last moment. Seeming to know exactly how
badly | need his touch, his own mischievous streak takes over. “Every time I've
scented your desire, I've dreamed of this.” He informs me, “of tasting the source. |
kept telling myself you couldn’t possibly taste as sweet as you smell, but | can already
tell | was fooling myself.”

“Dominic, please!” | finally beg, feeling close to tears.

“Poor darling, why didn’'t you ask sooner?” He teases.l want to reach down and smack
him, but before | can he sucks my needy clit into his mouth, and | explode.

For someone who has never reached Orgasm with a partner at all, Sinclair’s skill is
overwhelming.

He's only just touched my most intimate flesh, and I'm already falling to pieces. Maybe
it's just been a long time coming, and it's certainly true that my body has been wound
tight as a spring amidst the s3xual tension building in our relationship. Still, I'm seeing
stars and all | know is that Sinclair is to blame.

The most devastating part is that he doesn’t stop there. I'm still reeling from my

release, panting and trying to push him away from my sensitive skin, when he simply



dives deeper. One thick finger enters me as his tongue continues to devour me, and |
can only whimper. “Dominic, it's too much.”

Another deep chuckle meets my ears, and | know I'm in real trouble. “Sweet, naive
mate, we’ve only just begun.”

At that, a second finger stretches my channel, thrusting and scissoring apart in a
movement that tells me he’s trying to make space for the massive member between
his legs. | forget how to breathe, and when the vibrating motion of Sinclair’s tongue is
joined by the crook of his fingers inside of me, | fall over the edge again, crying out.
“That’s it.” He praises me. “Come for me, Ella.

Good girl.”

| barely know my own name by the time he looms above me again, claiming my
mouth so that | can taste my own honey on his tongue. Velvet wrapped steel presses
at my entrance, so thick I'm sure it will never fit, but little by little Sinclair eases his
cOck into me — proving me wrong.

With endless patience, he rocks into my heat, and too late | realize his thickness
wasn’t the true problem. His length seems endless, and I'm sure | can feel him in my
throat. By the time Sinclair has buried himself in my sheath, I'm a heartbeat away from
coming again — though such a thing should be impossible.

“Fvck Ella,” Sinclair swears, dropping his head to the crook of my neck. “It's like you
were made for me.”

| disagree, though | don't say it. Any woman made for Sinclair would surely be closer

to his own size.



And though he is so large that I'm fairly certain I'll be ruined for all other men, | can’t
deny how delicious it feels to be possessed by this powerful Alpha.

Sinclair begins to move, thrusting in and out of my slick heat with a feral energy that
might have frightened me mere weeks ago, but now | simply wrap my legs around his
back, urging him deeper.

His pace increases, and his thrusts tilt upward, slamming into that special spot inside
me.

| fall over the edge again, and Sinclair purrs,” greedy girl, haven’t you come enough
yet?”

| can only whimper, because by now I've realized that I'm a complete goner. My body
belongs to Sinclair now, and Im just along for the ride.

| lose track of time, so consumed in the feelings coursing through me that | can’t even
remember my own name. | know only that I'll never be the same — in dreams or
reality. Sinclair encourages and praises me every step of the way, even though he
must know that no woman can withstand this much pleasure — at least, no human
woman.

His thrust become more and more forceful, and then | feel his fangs at my throat. He
waits until the moment is perfect, until I'm teetering on the edge of an Orgasm stronger
than all the others. I'm beside myself, but he seems completely determined. Just as |
topple over the edge, he sinks his canines into the tender flesh where my neck meets
my shoulder, marking me as his own.

White lights burst in my vision, and warmth floods my body. I'm finally complete.






Chapter 107 - Claimed
Ella

My eyes jerk open, and | surge up in bed.

A moment ago Sinclair was buried inside me — in more ways than one. My
hand frantically clamps down on the spot where my neck meets my shoulder. | can still
feel Sinclair's fangs slicing into my flesh, but there doesn’t seem to be a wound in reality.

I’'m not bleeding, and it doesn’t hurt — though it hadn’t hurt in the dream either. All of
a sudden I'm remembering Sinclair's ominous words about how a mating mark
wouldn’t hurt if it was timed right, and now | understand all too well.

I’'m still on an emotional high from the dream, | can’t believe | became a wolf! It had been
the most incredible feeling, unlike anything | could have imagined. And then there was
Sinclair. My body is flushed with heat, and my heatrt is still pounding.

It felt so real, and I'm so glad that we stole that moment. At the same time, | wonder if
the sex was only so good because it was a fantasy? It had to be, there’s no way anyone
could actually be that amazing in real life... right?

The more | think about it, reliving every touch, every word we spoke, | quickly find myself
crashing back down to earth. I'm so grateful and ecstatic that it happened, but I'm very
quickly feeling depressed that it's over. Before those feelings can truly take hold,
however, | hear pounding footsteps. In the blink of an eye Sinclair is there, standing in
the doorway and raking his eyes over me in concern.

“Ella” my name is a relieved sigh on his lips. | realize that he must have fallen asleep in
his study, rather than coming to bed — but he’s here now. He crosses the floor quickly,
reaching for me as soon as he’s close enough. “Are you alright? You disappeared from
the dream so quickly!”

I nod weakly, my face framed in his hands. I'm still feeling sad that our stolen night has
come to an end, but | don’t want Sinclair to know just how pitiful I'm feeling. “I don’t know
what happened, one moment we were...” | trail off, flushing, “and the next | was here.”

“Goddess, | can't believe this. Come here” Sinclair settles on the bed, pulling me into his
lap. He presses a lingering kiss to my upturned mouth, then rests his forehead against
mine, gazing lovingly into my eyes. “My poor little mate, you didn’t even get a chance to
come back down to earth.”

Pain blooms in my chest to hear him calling me his mate, but | snuggle in, eager to steal
a few extra moments of affection. “Well maybe if you hadn’t ravished me so completely |
wouldn’t need so much recovery time.”



“Surely you aren’'t complaining about too much pleasure?” Sinclair teases, kissing
me again. “If you weren't such an insatiable little thing then | wouldn’t have had to work
so hard to satisfy you.”

| start to laugh at his ridiculous statement, but just as quickly, it verges on a sob.
“Don’t.” | plead, “I'm already struggling to cope with the fact that it's over.”

“Over?” Sinclair repeats. “What are you talking about?” He pulls back far enough to stare
down at me in disbelief. “Stars, Ella don’t you realize what this means?”

“It doesn’t mean anything.” | argue. “It was just a dream, that was the point. A way for
us to get closure without complicating things in the real world.”
“Ella, you shifted, you became a wolf! That wouldn’t have been possible if you were

truly a human.” He reasons, as if it should be obvious. “But | am a human.” | remind him,
feeling increasingly frustrated.

To my utter shock, Sinclair’s face lights up like a firework. He's grinning down at me
so widely it's difficult not to return the expression, “No baby, | don’t think you are. | was

too caught up in claiming you in the dream, but now that my wolf is satisfied | can think a
bit more clearly. Don’t you see — this would explain everything: the reason | was so
interested in you before you even became pregnant; the fact that you were able to
conceive my child; how obstinate my wolf has been about claiming you; your

smell; how wolfish your behavior is.” He continues excitedly. “I've been
attributing everything to the baby because | didn't have any other explanation, but now it
finally

makes sense.”

“What makes sense?” | exclaim, not following his logic at all. It seems like he’s operating
with far more information than | possess myself. “And what do you mean you were
interested in me before, and that your wolf wanted to claim me?”

Sinclair chuckles, and | have to fight the urge to growl at him. “I'm sorry sweetheart,

| forgot you didn’t know. Yes, | always noticed you- it was annoyingly distracting

every time | caught sight of you in the neighborhood. Every time | did, I'd end up
thinking about you for hours afterwards, and | even started hoping | would run into you
and the kids. | never did anything about it because | thought you were human.”



“Then why the hell were you such a jerk to me about Cora, and when we found out | was
pregnant?” | demand grumpily.

Sinclair exhales heavily. “l was in a bad place. I'm not proud of the way | acted, and
I know there’s no excuse for it. | can only say that | was an idiot. But my wolf is the

reason | agreed to your plans in the first place, that’s what | meant when | said I've been
holding him back. He wanted you for his own long before | was willing to acknowledge
my feelings for you.”

“l still can't believe you love me.”l whisper, feeling shy now. | told myself

those sentiments would stay in the dream, but there’s a very silly, insecure part of me
that needs to hear it again. As if I'm afraid the dream was just my imagination,

even though | know it wasn't.

Sinclair's expression softens, his eye crinkling at the edges. “How could | not?” He
croons, making me melt. “You'’re everything | could hope for in amate, Ella.” I'm thrilled
to hear these words, but I'm also confused. | know I'm being very slow on the uptake,
and it's hard not to feel stupid, but | simply don’t understand what he’s on about. |
would know if | wasn’'t human, wouldn’t I? Seeing my expression, some of the elation
fades from Sinclair’s features. “I should have looked into this ages ago. but | suppose
hindsight is 20/20. In very rare cases, it's possible for wolves to be hidden, buried so
that a person doesn’'t even know it's there.”

“How?” | press eagerly, seeming to need this answer as badly as | need to breathe.
Sinclair removes one of his hands from my body in order to rub the back of his neck,
and | find myself glaring at the movement, affronted that he took away the comfort of
his touch. Sinclair catches the look on my face and arches a foreboding brow, forcing

me to soften and avert my gaze. It feels the way it had when | showed him my belly in

the dream, and | understand that something inside me is instinctively responding to



his dominance.

Only once I've submit, does he continue. “The strange thing about all this is that
normally when a wolf is dormant, it's manifested in children who were separated from
both their family and the pack. They grow up thinking they’re human, but when they
reach puberty and go through their first shift, their wolf drives them to find their own
kind.” He grimaces. “We call it dormant, but really it's just when a child is too
disconnected to know why they’re different. When they eventually figure it out a young
teenager shows up at a pack’s doorstep — confused and traumatized to be sure, but
finally understanding why they've always been an outsider among humans. I've never
heard of a case where someone reached adulthood without their wolf manifesting.”
“But you think that's what's happened to me?” | clarify, needing to hear him say it.
“You think I'm a wolf, and somehow that part of me just hasn’t been able to come
out?”

“Yes, trouble.” Sinclair beams, all the confusion and mystery forgotten for a moment.
When he looks at me this way | feel like I'm the center of his entire universe, and ‘Il be
damned if it isn't addictive. “I don’t know how or why yet, but it's fairly clear to me that
you're the one I've been waiting for all along. The Goddess sent you to carry this pup
because you're my second chance mate.”

His hand moves to my belly, and Rafe kicks in reply. “You can be my Luna. We can
finally be together — and not only in our dreams.”

“Really?” | squeak, not wanting to believe my ears, just in case they’re wrong.

“Really.” He confirms. “We’re going to figure out how this happened, and then we're



going to wake your wolf for real.”



Chapter 108 — DNA Test
Ella

Sinclair and | stay up late into the night talking, reveling in this new discovery.
I'd believed our dream date would give us closure, but it turns out it wasn't the end at
all — it was the beginning. “It's no wonder you've been feeling so off-kilter.”

Sinclair consoles, trailing his fingers up and down my naked back. When he’d started
stripping me, | thought we were going to make love again something | was only too
eager to experience outside of my dreams.

Unfortunately he’d informed me that his wolf wouldn’t be able to resist marking me
for real, so we'd better wait until we know it's safe. Of course as soon as he
mentioned claiming me, the little voice in my head had gone wild with excitement. I'd
attempted to change his mind, showing off my curves and plying him with kisses.

However when my hand snuck down to close around his hard length, he'd put a
quick stop to my tricks, seizing the offending limbs and pinning me in place. I'd whined
and growled, but he only growled back, giving my bottom a few hard swats.

Now I'm sprawled across his chest, chastised and sulking, and he clearly thinks he can
make me feel better by sympathizing — the tyrant. “It's not just the pregnhancy or the
stress. You've finally found your own kind, and your inner wolf has been coming out
more and more.”

| sniff, preparing to argue, but then his words sink in. My inner wolf.. the little voice in my
head.. she’s the one that's been urging me to behave so oddly lately. | can never recall
her being so vocal before, or so unreasonable. | always assumed it was my conscience,
but in hindsight... are consciences usually so defiant? Do they usually have personalities
of their own, and feel separate and part of you at the same time?

Suddenly | remember how that same inner voice had cried out her joy at being
free when | shifted in the dream. Conscience? | think hesitantly. Are... are you my wolf?

Well duh. She responds dryly. It certainly took you long enough to figure it out. Why
didn’t you tell me! | exclaim in reply, exasperated. | thought you knew! You're always
talking to me! She counters hotly. Sinclair is watching me closely, a knowing look on his
face. “Wolves can be very contrary at times.”

“l.... I've always had this voice.” | share softly, my eyes wide, “I had no idea.” He nods.
“When you grow up among wolves your elders teach you that voice is your inner animal,

that’s part of why it's so important that shifters are raised among their packs.”

“l still don’t understand.” | admit, feeling completely overwhelmed. “If this is all real, then



why did | ever shift when | was old enough, why is she only coming out now?”

“I hate to say it, Ella.” Sinclair begins gravely. “But | think it's likely that someone did this
to you.. that they bound your wolf so she couldn’t get out.”

“What do you mean?” | inquire, my muscles tensing nervously. “You have to understand
that if a pack knows a child exists and something happens to their parents, then the pup
will be placed with a relative or a shifter family willing to foster them.

Our children are incredibly important to us, and it would be neglect of the worst kind to
knowingly let them be raised among humans.

The only time it happens is when the parents didn’'t have any connections in the shifter
world, usually they’re rogues or outside their own territory. Every case I've ever heard of
a dormant wolf begins with a child being found by humans at the sight of an accident, or
wandering unattended in the wilderness or a strange city.” Sinclair explains stroking my
hair with a pitying expression. “Okay.” | nod, not sure where this is going. “So maybe my
parents were from a different pack?”

He shakes his head. “Sweetheart, | looked into your records at the orphanage when all
this began. You weren’t found by the humans... you were given to them. Your
parents surrendered you directly to the orphanage. There weren't any names in the file —

which shouldn’t have been allowed, but it's part of why | never entertained the idea that
you might be a wolf. | thought if you were dormant it would have shown years ago, and
that no shifters would ever give their pup to the humans.” It surprises me how badly this
information hurts.

I'd never known my family history — | left the orphanage before | reached adulthood, and
it wasn't the institution’s policy to share details like this with children. Still, I don’t know
any orphan who hasn’t concocted a fantasy that their parents would come for them one
day. No one wants to believe they were just abandoned... unwanted.”

Why didn't you tell me?” “Because | thought it was in the past, and that it would only hurt
you.” Sinclair frowns, using the pad of his thumb to wipe away a rogue tear. “But now
that we know the truth... it suggests that something much bigger is going on here, Ella. |
think your parents must have been trying to hide you for some reason, and they cut you
off from your wolf to make sure you wouldn’t be found”

“So how do we find out for sure?”l ask, not sure how to feel about this idea. Is it worse to
just be abandoned, or for people who are supposed to love you most, to intentionally cut

you off from your true soul?

Sinclair hugs me close, seeing how badly | need his comfort. “We get a DNA test,



to start.” He proclaims. “And then we take it one step at a time.”

The next morning | find myself sitting in the familiar doctor’s office, with two very serious
looking wolves towering over me. The nearest one, Sinclair, looks as if he’s trying to
glower the physician into the ground, and | suspect he’s feeling particularly protective
after watching the man withdraw my blood. Apparently his wolf can’t stand seeing me
bleed, even if it's just for a test.

| lean into his side, not sure whether it's to soothe him or myself. “Well, it's confirmed.”
The doctor confirms, “You're a wolf, Ella.”

Sinclair's arm squeezes my shoulders, and | feel his lips graze my hair. “Then why didn’t
I know, why can’t | shift?” | inquire, only sounding a little petulant.

“I don't know.” He purses his lips regretfully. “All this test tells us is that you have shifter
DNA. | can refer you to a geneticist to try and decipher a particular family line, traits,
whether you're an alpha or omega, but unless someone else in your family has given
samples, we won’t know who you are or how this happened. That's probably something
you'll have to figure out yourself.”

“Do you know how we can wake her inner wolf completely?” Sinclair questions.
“It's obviously been coming out since we met, especially with the baby, but it's still
buried deep.”

“Well the bad news is that you'll probably have to wait until your pup is born.”

The physician informs us. As soon as your wolf does wake, you'll probably go into
your first shift. Normally it's perfectly safe for breeding she-wolves to shift because
it's instantaneous. But a first shift breaks all the bones and tears muscles — as you
know, Alpha. There’s no telling what it would do to the baby.”

“But | shifted in the dream, and that was instant.” | remind Sinclair.

“It's not the same, sweetheart.” Sinclair shakes his head sadly. “Pups can dream as their
wolves too, the first time is still awful.”

“You mean | have to give birth and have all my bones broken sometime in the
near future?” | demand indignantly. Before Sinclair can reply, the doctor chimes in, let's
just hope it's not the same day, Ella.”

“What?” both of our heads jerk towards the man, and my heart stalls in my chest. “Well,
uh — that'’s the thing.” The doctor hedges, watching Sinclair warily. A low growl

is rumbling steadily in the Alpha’s chest, and | wonder if it wasn’'t meant to be a purr

to calm me, only he wasn’t calm enough himself to manage it. “A couple of things
could wake her wolf naturally. If you were to claim her as your mate, or giving birth.



It's also possible that neither of those things will do it and you’ll have to find

another way.” He holds up his hands. “These are just guesses mind you, but the fact that
her wolf has been coming out in response to you and the baby would indicate that

her mate or he child might be enough to break whatever binds her wolf. So if birth
triggers it, it might be... well, back-to-back.”

“Why would you tell her that with so little tact.” Sinclair snarls. “She’s already under
enough stress. “ “I'm sorry, Alpha, these are uncharted waters for all of us.” The doctor

says, tucking an invisible tail between his legs. “It just came out.”

“And | suppose you have no idea how we might bring out her wolf if those things
don’t work?” Sinclair interrogates through gritted teeth.

“No. I've never seen a case like this. | think you need to go to the elders, if
anyone knows about this kind of magic, it's them.”

Sinclair growls, scooping me up off the table. *

Then we’ll go to the elders.”



Chapter 109 - The Elder
Ella

“What do you mean she’s not a wolf?” The elder to whom Sinclair brought me to

meet looks vaguely familiar, and I'm sure I've met him at some event or another. Still, I'm
in such a daze with all this new information, that | can barely keep up. | feel like my

brain isn’t working properly anymore. | feel slow and stupid, but Sinclair is beside me
every step of the way, being patient and loving, scowling every time | suggest

there’s anything wrong with my mind.

Now this elder is looking at us with barely contained horror, and | can only
burrow deeper into Sinclair's arms. I'm in his lap again, though again isn’t really correct —

since he hasn’t put me down once. I'm technically still on bedrest, but I'm

not complaining. | feel safe when I’'m in his embrace, and | need that security now
more than ever. “She is, but it's dormant. We only just found out.” Sinclair sighs,
scrubbing a hand over his face. He slowly shares our story with the older man, all the
way from the beginning.

With every word out of Sinclair's mouth, the elder pales a little further. When he’s finally
caught up, he glowers, “You should have come to me the moment she conceived, |
could have told you no human could bear a shifter child. You young pups,” He shakes
his head in exasperation, “You think you know everything!”

“I'm hardly a pup.” Sinclair responds dryly, though he doesn't truly seem bothered. The
elder looks down his nose at him. “I'd already been roaming this world a hundred years
by the time you were born, boy. | might not have your power, but | possess wisdoms you
could only dream about.” My eyes widen when | hear him share his age.

| knew that shifters lived longer than humans, but | didn’t realize it was this long. The
man in front of me only looks about seventy.

“That's why we’re here now, Adolpho” Sinclair answers smoothly. “I didn’'t come
before because | thought protecting the secret was too important.” His hand trails to my
tummy, setting over the small bump of our pup. “l just wanted them to be safe “

Adolpho softens slightly, observing our closeness Aye, | know how it is. Breeding is

an emotional time for mothers and fathers both” He wags his finger, “You can be
forgiven for protecting your mate, but the deception is another matter” He’s on his feet
and pacing, again proving how remarkably spry he is for a 135 year old, “Do you have
any idea what you've risked here? 1f this gets out, your campaign will be over The

pack loves Ella, they re obsessed with your romance, if they think this has all been a lie-
it will be a betrayal of the worst kind.”



“My campaign was already going to be over before Ella came along The only reason I'm
winning is because of her”Sinclair responds fiercely. “I don't like lying to the pack either,
but | was between a rock and a hard place of the worst kind”

“The Alpha council aren’t fools. If it truly looked like the Prince was going to win,
they would have come to your aid” Adolpho suggests tiredly.

“Neither the people nor the council were going to put a bachelor on the throne

— especially not one they believed was sterile.” Sinclair insists, “We’re in this

situation because King Xavier died without an heir — they want stability for the crown..
and they're right to”

“Still, we could have found another way” Adolpho insists, sounding resigned now.
Like Henry, he seems to be wishing for a solution that doesn’t exist — another way to
have handled this, though no other options are presenting themselves.

If you want someone to blame, you can blame me”l interject. “It was my idea. | thought |
could help Dominic win, and | was afraid for my baby if he didnt. | was afraid to
everyone. You were protecting the pack before you even realized it.” Sinclair praises,
kissing my cheek. “

And the way | see it this is what the Goddess intended. The fact that Ella appeared and
conceived my child right when | needed her most?

That this baby might save the united packs from a cruel, blood-thirsty tyrant? If that isn’t
fate, | don’t know what is.”

“Maybe. The elder acknowledges, “or maybe it was the design of someone else.
You said yourself that someone powerful was involved in switching the sperm
samples, and now that you have this piece of the puzzle? He surmises, gesturing to me.

Whoever it was must have known Ella wasn't truly a human. And the fact that she
was sent to that bank, right when your deposit was made-*

What do you mean, sent?” | interrupt. “I went there because my sister is a scientist at the
lab. My boyfriendMy dear, the reason you couldn’t get pregnant with your boyfriend is
because he was

human and you are not. The elder answers, almost as if he read my thoughts. “It
also means that human medications are unlikely to have damaged your body
whatsoever.”

“But the doctor told me-“I begin to object, trailing off as | recall the horrible conversation
that started all this, that sent me running home to discover Mike’s deception. The doctor



who told me that | had to conceive immediately — that very day even though | know
better than to believe such a thing. I'd been so shocked and frightened | hadn’t
questioned it, but is anything ever truly that cut and dry when it comes to fertility? “Oh
my Goddess, I've been so stupid.”

Adolpho offers me a small nod, watching my expression. “Let me guess, was this
the first time you’d seen this specialist?” “Yes,” | gulp, “my usual doctor was sick and so
another physician stepped in.”

“And your sister — did she examine you?” He presses. “No.” | shake my head, feeling
dizzy now. “She just looked at the report.”

“Wait,” Sinclair interrupts, in a tone that makes my stomach drop. Oh Goddess, what has
he figured out? | don’t think | can handle any more surprises.” If her body wasn't actually
damaged... are you saying that Ella might be able to have more children?”

| freeze in place, looking to the older man with something between fear and

hope. Everything is changing so quickly, I’'m not sure how many more surprises | can
handle — good or bad. “A shifter physician would have to examine her for sure, but | can’'t
see any reason why not.” The elder observes.

| can hardly breathe. Sinclair is hugging and kissing me, and then his hands are on my
face, wiping away tears | hadn't realized I've been shedding. “I can’t believe this.”

I murmur, looking up at him, needing to draw on his strength. “It's too much.” “I know.”
He assures me, purring softly. “It's okay, we don’t have to talk about it now.”

“But we do! We have to find that doctor.” | realize abruptly. “If you're suggesting that they
knew what | really was, and that they sent me running to Cora knowing that Dominic’s
sample was at her lab... | mean, it's all too crazy to be true. Who could possibly know so
much, predict so much?”

“l suspect Dominic is right in part — the Goddess did play a hand in this. But she didn’t do
it alone.” Adolpho agrees. “More importantly Ella, if the people responsible for this knew
you were a wolf, it means they know who you really are.”

“Then, you don’t have any idea about what her true identity might be?” Sinclair inquires,
watching the elder closely. Adolpho extends a hand to me, and | clamber out of Sinclair’s
lap, going to stand in front of the old wolf. His gaze sweeps over me, his eyes lingering
on my own gold irises and strawberry-blonde hair. “

Her fur, in the dream?” He inquires. “The same color as her hair, except for a splash of
white at the tip of her tail and on her belly.”

Sinclair answers, Sounding reverent as he describes my wolf Adolpho smells me then,



and | try not to move or squirm. He shakes his head in defeat.”There is something
there... it's familiar, but | can’t place it.

A rare smell for a wolf in these parts. | expect it will be easier to tell once your
wolf wakes completely.”

“Do you know a way to make that happen?” | inquire anxiously, “other than
Dominic claiming me, or giving birth?” Adolpho nods, “give me a minute.”

When he returns a few minutes later, he’s carrying a small ceramic box, painted with
mysterious patterns | don’t recognize, but which seem strangely familiar. He slides the
lid open, revealing a collection of dried flowers. “Our people have used these herbs
for centuries in rituals to the Goddess, they’re meant to trigger a transcendent journey,
a way to get in touch with your innermost spirit. If anything car reconnects you to

your wolf, it will be them but | think the doctor was right to advise you to wait until the
pup arrives.”

| accept the box gingerly, and Adolpho continues. It should only take a few. Wait, but
keep it close... you might need them in an emergency, whether your baby is ready to be
born



Chapter 110 - Nesting

Sinclair

| decide to work from home for the rest of the day. I'm so amazed by everything that’s
happening, and overwhelmed by how much our lives have changed in the last 48 hours.
Two days ago | was grieving the relationship | believed was impossible, wishing against
all logic that Ella could be a wolf.

Now all our dreams have come true, yet | feel reluctant to trust these changes. It’s all
too wonderful, even if mysterious forces have clearly been at work — pulling the strings
of our lives from far away.

| hate the idea that someone has been watching and manipulating us from afar — even if
it is the Goddess. Still, the Goddess isn’t what frightens me most. The thing

that frightens me most is knowing that someone out there knows the truth about Ella,
they know secrets she and | have yet to uncover, and might use them against us.

True, it seems that bringing us together was for our benefit, but the picture is never clear
until it's complete. Shifters in this city know exactly how vulnerable Ella is light now, and
we can’t wake her wolf for another three and a half months, at least. Around seven |
realize that I'm not going to get any more work done this evening.

Instead | head upstairs to my bedroom, expecting to find my sweet mate resting before
dinner. Instead, | walk in to find Ella out of bed and pacing, overflowing with anxious
energy. The second thing | notice is that every pillow, blanket and cushion in the linen
closet has been piled onto the bed, and the canopy curtains drawn closed.

Ella stops in her tracks when she sees me, wringing her hands. “Baby, what is it?” | ask,
crossing over to her. “You're supposed to be in bed.”

She shakes her head. “It's not right. I've been trying to fix it but | can’t.. it's not right.”

| pull her into my arms, purring softly as she tucks her head against my chest
and breathes in my scent. “What’s not right. How can | help?”

“The bed.” She huffs, gesturing to it sullenly. “It's not cozy enough. Your pillows
are terrible, and none of the blankets are soft enough.”

For a moment | think she’s lost her beautiful little mind, but slowly it clicks into

place. How many times have | heard about other fathers coping with a mate in this
exact state? These instincts are as powerful as all the cravings and mood swings,

and they're also further proof of Ella’s true identity. | chuckle happily, and Ella stiffens.
“Are you laughing at me? This has been a really stressful day you know, | don’t need to
be laughed at.”



“No trouble, not at you.” | promise. “It's just that you're nesting.” “Nesting, like cleaning
everything and setting up a nursery?” She clarifies, her adorably brow furrowing in
confusion, “but that shouldn’t come until later, and we’'ve already picked out most of the
baby stuff.”

“No, it's a little more literal with wolves, Ella. These are just more of your

maternal instincts coming out.” | explain. “It's probably made worse by the bed rest,
you're stuck in this room with nowhere to go, it's only natural that you want to make
yourself as cozy a spot to welcome the pup as possible.”

“Except that | can’t because your dumb bed is giant and everything is wrong.”

She complains, unbuttoning my shirt so she can nuzzle her face against my bare skin. |
hum in sympathy, scooping her up. “Well then let me help.” | suggest, my own

alpha instincts urging me to settle her. | deposit her on the bed, then move to the
intercom by the bedroom door, sending my guards for every pillow and blanket in the
house.

They gradually cart them up over the next half hour, and | dutifully let my sweet

little mate direct me as she creates her nest. | hand her pillows and blankets, then
accept them back if they don't fit the indescribable qualifications she’s seeking. | have no
idea what's going on in her mind, but | know enough to realize this isn’t a matter of logic.

Her inner wolf is pushing her to satisfy a powerful craving that she probably
doesn’t understand any more than | do when my wolf urges me to scent mark her. It's
all feelings and one word commands, primal and powerful — not to be ignored.

When the bed is finally right she climbs in, preening with maternal pride and offering me
a satisfied smile that makes me want to kiss her so badly it hurts. “Am | allowed in there
with you?” | ask, beaming down at her. Ella frowns for a moment, obviously
contemplating this, She narrows her eyes, “As long as you don’t mess it up.”

Laughing, | kick off my shoes and move onto the bed, careful not to dislodge any of her
carefully placed pillows. Right as | settle beside her, | accidentally knock one of the
overstuffed poufs out of position, and a kittenish growl rises in her chest. That's when |
shatch her up, replacing the offended cushion as | pull her small body onto mine.

For a while | simply kiss Ella, elated that I'm finally able to be with her so freely.
Every other time we've gotten carried away with affection, it's filled me with guilt
and distraction about our tenuous future. But now it simply feels right.

“l keep daydreaming about what it will be like when your wolf finally
emerges completely.” | share a little while later. “It was distracting me all day long.” |
admit, stroking her spine as she nibbles my ear. “You've shown such ferocity already,



and you have so much love to give — you'll truly be the perfect queen.” | exalt, loving
the shy blush that colors her cheeks. “We’ll usher in a new era for the united packs,
while we raise a whole litter. I'll give you so many babies that she won't know what to
do with them.”

Ella offers me a sultry giggle, squirming against me in a way that tells me she’s

getting excited just talking about this. Still, she sighs, a familiar look of hesitance on her
lovely features. “Don’t, we don’t know what the future holds yet. And I'll be happy even if
it's just the three of us.”

“But you'd like more if you can get them?”| guess, understanding her reluctance to
get her hopes up.

| know only too well how hard it is to let yourself dream after so much

disappointment. “I've never shared a bloodline or DNA with anyone ..I've never had that
bond. Rafe is the first person in my life who Il experience that with.” Ella confides, “it's
part of why | wanted a child of my own. To be biologically connected at least once.

And | love being pregnant... but | don’t need all my babies to have my genes.”

“What if | want my babies to all have your genes.” | tease, sliding my hand down
over her luscious behind. “They’re damned good genes.”

Ella laughs but holds firm. “If we can’t have more pups on our own, | know how

many orphans out there need a good home.” There’s something haunted in her last
words, and | find myself squeezing her more tightly. Still, despite her pain, an
incandescent smile takes over her features, and she buries her head in my neck,
laughing. “I can’t even believe this is real.” She exclaims. “I never imagined that we'd get
to have a life together.. | wanted to be a wolf so badly, and | never thought | would be.”

Ella can’'t see my face, so | don’t hide my grimace. “
I’'m happier than I've ever been with you, you know that?”

She peeks up at me, a spark of mischief in her eye. “You're sounding awfully emotional
there, Alpha. You're not going to start crying, are you?”

When | only frown, the spark in her eye flickers out, and | hate myself for dampening her
high spirits. “I think we’ve been putting off talking about your past long enough, Ella. It's
more important than ever now.” “But | don’t know anything.” She insists, looking
confused again. “l was a baby when this all started.”

“I know sweetheart.” | confirm, “but if we're right about this.. then it's likely the
people behind this have been watching you for your whole life. The answer to all of this



could be somewhere in your own history.” | explain. “And besides, | need to
know because... because you're my mate. | can't take care of you if | don’t know
what you've been through. You did promise to open up to me eventually.”

Her face falls, and | realize the naughty creature probably hadn't intended on

actually following through on that particular promise. Ella looks up at me from beneath
her lashes, as if she’s testing my resolve. When | only stare gravely back, she sighs.
“l don’'t even remember everything.” She confesses softly. “I've blocked so much of

it out.”

“Then we can work with a therapist, or a hypnotist, but maybe you can tell me what you
do remember?” Looking as though she’s headed to the gallows, Ella nods. “Okay”



Chapter 111 - Orphan Gang
Ella

“Cora tell me what happened.” | demand, crossing my skinny arms over my chest.
I’'m eight years old, glaring down at my surrogate sister with a stern expression.
It's always been this way between us.

She’s a year older, but I've always had the dominant personality. “It was nothing.” She
insists, averting her gaze from my own. “You're lying.” | counter stubbornly. “I can always
tell, you know.”

“No, you think you always know.” Cora answers sullenly, though we both know I'm right.
| can read my sister like a book.

“Would you just tell me?” | press, sighing with exasperation. “Fine, it's not even a big
deal, it was just some of the big kids being jerks.” She explains gravely.

“Which ones?” | respond immediately. “Point them out.” It could be anyone, considering
the fact that even children our own age tend to be bigger than us. It seems like the
orphanage physician labels us undersized and undernourished every year, though
nothing ever changes.

Reluctantly, Cora points toward a familiar gang of kids, ranging from age eleven
to fourteen. The ringleader is a beefy thirteen year old who always wears a cruel leer
as if he’s ever on the lookout for someone to bully to tears — just for the fun of it. “

You see, there’s nothing we can do about it- they run this place.” “I beg to differ.” |
answer, tilting my chin up defiantly. “We don’t have to be bigger than them just smarter.
Now tell me what they said to you?”

Cora’s voice is so low | almost can't hear her speak. She stares at the ground, her
shoulders slumped in defeat. “They called me a worthless gutter rat and said no one
would ever adopt me cuz I'm too ugly.”

Protective fury boils up inside of me. This is the weak spot for any abandoned

child. None of us know what it's like to be wanted or unconditionally loved, and the
only thing that keeps us going is the hope that we might get parents one day. As far as
I’'m concerned, targeting my sister’s biggest sensitivity deserves a serious punishment.

“I'll kill them.”l seethe, my tiny hands closing into fists. “Ella no. “Cora argues, completely
disheartened. “I mean, maybe they have a point. We’re getting old now, and you know
how it is. Parents only ever want the babies. | mean you might have a chance — you're
SO pretty... but | have to be realistic.”



“Cora, | want parents just as badly as you do, but I'm not gonna leave you for anything.”
vow. I'd like to see any grown up try to take me away from the orphanage without her.
“We're sisters.”

“It's easy for you to say that.” Cora offers me a hesitant smile.”You adopt all

the outcasts.” This isn’t the first time she’s said this to me. | do have a way of taking
the most skittish and rejected of our peers under my wing, but it's not as if | can just
stand by and let them be mistreated, or leave them to fend for themselves. We all
need each other.

“Everyone here is an outcast.” | remind her. “Why else do you think the big kids are
so mean. They're mad that no one ever picked them and they take it out on us cuz
they think we might still have a chance.”

“Does that mean you're going to let them off them hook?” She asks, arching a brow. “Of
course not, I'm just gonna remind them that we’re in this together.” | answer reasonably,
trying to calm my own ire. Cora’s teeth flash in a pearly grin. “And if they don't listen?”

“Then I'll kick them in the pants.” | sniff, turning on my heels to march up to the bullies in
question. Cora trails along behind me, whispering anxiously about what a bad idea this
is. | don't listen, determined to defend her no matter the odds.

“Hey you, didn't anyone ever teach you to pick on someone your own size?” | call while
we're still a few meters away. The older children turn around, then laugh when they see
I’'m the one who spoke. The ringleader rises to his feet, then scoffs, “Even if they did,
that ain’t you, pipsqueak.”

“Itis if you account for brains.” | bite back. “You shouldn’t be mean to Cora just
cuz you're unhappy. That isn’t fair and she doesn’t deserve it.”

“Oh yeah, and what are you gonna do about it, brat?” He stalks forward, looming
over my small body with malicious intent. “A scrawny little thing like you? You're even
more useless than she is.”

He reaches out and shoves me, both of his hands slamming into my shoulders. At first |
stumble back, but something is rising up inside me, something powerful and fearless. |
snarl and pounce, scrabbling up the older boy’s body and attacking him tooth and nail,
He screams and flails his arms. “What — hey! Get her off me!

What is this!” | don't relent. Hands grab for me, but | dig my nails into his flesh, biting and
scratching with all my strength. As | come back to the present, | realize how strange my

behavior had been that day. Normal human girls don'’t act like that — do they?

“You did that?” Sinclair asks, the corners of his mouth quirking upwards. | nod, “The way



Coratells it, that’s the day | became the de facto leader of the orphanage, just by being
scrappy enough to take on the big kids. When it was over | tended his wounds, and from
then on they were all loyal to me. My own little gang.”

“You made your own pack.” Sinclair observes, massaging my tense shoulders.

His words sink into my mind slowly, but | gradually recognize the truth in them — not
only the wolfish group | formed, but the fact | was able to wrangle the other children in
the first place.

“It all makes sense now.” | muse aloud. “I was able to beat him because I'm a wolf..
I mean I'm sure | wouldn’t have been any match for a pup that wasn’t dormant, but
the human kids still weren't as strong. | never understood how | won before.”

“Strength isn’t everything — from the sounds of it you were a born leader, and that
has nothing to do with being a wolf — not alone at least.” He praises, dipping his head
to deposit a few lingering kisses on my neck. “My fierce Ella.”

“Yeah well, that was before.” | answer, my voice taking on a hollow quality |
hate. Y”"Before what?” Sinclair questions, his huge body going still beside mine.

I'shrug. “It was easy to be fierce before | knew how much there was in the world to fear.”
| share hesitantly. “I didn’t know how much worse it could get back then. It reached a
point where | couldn’t protect the other kids anymore.” | confess. “Or myself..”

I’'m fidgeting now, unable to look Sinclair in the eye. “What Cora said about me being
pretty... she didn't come up with that on her own. She was just repeating what she heard
from the grown ups. | mean, | know that's not why.. ” I'm stumbling over my words now,
changing tracks and not making any sense, but | can’t help it. “I know those things
happen to lots of girls no matter what they look like.. but it's what they always said
when...” | shake my head, unable to finish the thought.

Unwanted images are flashing through my vision, and | force them away before they can
consume me completely. A new thought occurs to me then, a revelation | hadn’t been
able to focus on earlier, but which now makes our circumstances seem even more
surreal. “Dominic, I'm not sure we’re on the right path with all this. | don’t think anyone
was keeping track of me after | was given to the humans.”

“Why do you say that?” He inquires curiously, only seeming willing to be
distracted because this is so important.

“Because if they’d been watching me... then they would have known everything that was
going on in the orphan age.” | explain, “And | can’t believe they would have just stood by
and let those things happen to a child they cared about.”



Sinclair is up on his elbow, looking down at me with a furrowed brow. His powerful hands
are stroking my side, but | think he knows there isn’t anything he can do to make this
better. “What things, sweetheart?”

| take a deep breath, but it comes out shaky and weak. | clench my eyes shut, and
a stray tear escapes. “Im sorry, | don’t think | can do this.”

“You don’t have to if you aren’t ready, Ella.” He cuddles me closer, and | hiccup
in thanks. “We’re going to get to the bottom of this. But for now, I'm here and you're
safe. I'm not going to let anything hurt you ever again.”

| lean into his warmth, stunned to realize | believe him. Even though the Prince and

all his henchmen are out to kill me, | feel completely secure with Sinclair, and that’s not
a feeling | ever expected to experience with any man. I'm overflowing with love as | smile
up at the huge Alpha, “I know.”



Chapter 112 - Ella Tempts Fate
Ella

“Sometimes it amazes me that | can even be with you this way.” | tell Sinclair,
nuzzling his shoulder.

We're still in his bed, and I'm not fully recovered from our conversation yet. I'm beginning
to think a hypnotist might truly be necessary in order to open the doors to my past, but
for right now I'm merely thrilled to revel in the heady glow of our love nest. “I learned to
trust Mike with my body — but | could never tell him any of this...

then again, he wouldn’t have wanted to know.” Sinclair purrs, “Well if you hadn't already
figured it out, | think it's fair to say you’'ve made a serious upgrade from that weasel.”

“oh | know it” | reply, my head whirling with emotions. 1 still feel a bit fragile, but I'm also
aching to feel close to Sinclair. | need to feel his steady strength, and | want to stop
dwelling in the past. | want to make new memories with this man — good memories to
replace all the bad ones hanging over my head. “You are better in every way, Dominic.” |
tell him in a sultry tone, moving to straddle his waist.

Sinclair chuckles, running his hands up my thighs and underneath the hem of my night
dress, settling on my hips “Are you trying to seduce me, trouble?”

“Im just curious to see if reality can live up to my dreams.” | shrug, trying not to feel too
embarrassed by my brazen behavior. “You know, that was the first time I've ever had an
orgasm | didn’t give myself.”

“Oh really?” His pupils dilate, black pools slowly eating up his emerald irises. “You really
weren't kidding about Mike’s shortcomings.”

| bite my lip and shake my head, lowering my body to his until the tips of my
breasts graze his muscular chest. “And | haven't even experienced it for real yet.”

Sinclair groans, his fists compulsively squeezing my bare skin. “Baby, we've been over
this. If we start this, | won't be able to stop.”

“Start what?” | inquire innocently, kissing his neck as | deftly unbutton his shirt. Inch after
inch of his contoured abs appear, dusted with a swath of dark hair. | slide my palms over
the hard planes, pushing the fabric of his clothing out of the way. | nibble his jaw and
lean up to press my lips to his, but before | succeed I find myself flipped onto my back.
Suddenly the massive Alpha is hovering over me, his eyes glowing with untamed desire.

“Ella, we can’t.” He insists, but the words are dragged out of him in a ragged growl. “If |
claim you it might wake your wolf.”



That was a mistake. The moment he mentions claiming me, the little voice in my
head goes wild, Oh yes, please. My wolf begs. | need to be his. | need his mark.

She’s not the only one; suddenly all | can think about is Sinclair sinking his teeth into that
special spot. | need to feel that one-ness with him, the white light which burst in my soul
at the height of our shared dream. | was already turned on, but now my

desire skyrockets. I'm going wild with need for him, and all other thoughts have
disappeared.

Make him claim us! I'll go crazy if he doesn’t. “But we don’t know that it will. There’s only
a chance, right?” | suggest. It's not that | don'’t care about the risk to my baby, it's simply
that this need has knocked all the logic out of my head.

The doctor was only guessing — no one really knows how this all works.” |

press, reaching for him again. Sinclair promptly catches my wrists and pins them above
my head. I'm completely immobilized, which | would have expected to frighten me

or trigger a panic attack, instead it fills me with a sense of utter safety. | peek up at

him from beneath my lashes, “don’t you want to?”

“Goddess Ella, | already want to claim you so badly it’s killing me.” He rumbles, sounding
as though he’s barely hanging onto his control. “Please don't make this harder than it
has to be. The risks are too great.” His sharp eyes are piercing straight through me, and
his raw power is washing over me in waves, urging me to submit even as it fuels my lust.
“Make no mistake, | can’t wait for your wolf to emerge, but not at the cost of the baby.”

My lower lip begins to quiver as | realize I'm truly playing with fire. No, not the baby. We
can't hurt the baby. My wolf insists, sounding more conflicted than I've ever heard her.
Rafe, my Rafe.

The horrible thing is that, as guilty as | feel about potentially endangering my
unborn child, I'm still positively squirming with need.

“l don’t want to hurt him either.”l tell Sinclair, my voice a mere squeak. “l know, little
one.” Sinclair assures me, “I never thought you did. It’s just your instincts. I'm afraid that
dream was a blessing and a curse — we know what you are now, but your wolf is also
fighting harder to come out now that she’s tasted freedom. She’s going to push us both,
Ella.”

“So what do we do?” | ask anxiously. “How do | keep her at bay?” A low growl sounds in
my head, and | realize the predator in question does not appreciate this suggestion. Oh

hush. | scold her, you're not helping things.

“I'll help you.” Sinclair promises, flashing his fangs at me in a way that’s both



ravenous and reassuring. “I'll give you the relief you need, and if your wolf pushes me to
claim her, Ill remind her who's in charge here.” His dark promise sends a delicious
shiver down my spine, but Sinclair is still speaking low in my ear. “It's the most natural
thing in the world that she wants my mark, but it's my mark to give, not hers to take.”

| writhe in his arms, whimpering pitifully. When | speak, it's as if the voice in my head is
speaking out of my own mouth. “But | want it.”

“And I'll give it to you when the time is right, mate.” Sinclair purrs, his husky

tones vibrating through my body with utmost authority. This isn't the first time I've felt
as though I'm speaking directLy to his wolf, but it is the first time I've experienced my
own inner animnal taking over in response.

| arch my back, pressing up against him, and wind my legs around his waist, rocking my
hips up towards his hardness. He growls, but | extend my neck, showing off the slender
column and all but begging for his bite. | don’t even recognize myself in this moment: I'm
feral and wanton, and | don’t even care.

“Keep it up, Ella.” He warns, shackling both of my wrists in one of his large hands so that
the other can glide down and close over my undulating bottom. “And you’re going to get
yourself a punishment instead of a reward.”

The creature inside me isn’t sure which she would prefer. | remember how incredible

it felt to be dominated so completely by Sinclair. Another mystery explained: of course

| enjoyed him taking control that way — since it's exactly what she- wolves need

from their mates. Still, right now the word reward is far more tempting. Sinclair has made
it clear he isn’'t going to cave, so | can keep pushing him and earn

another demonstration of his power, or | can just let him make me feel good.

Sinclair's expression softens as he watches me deliberate, but only just. “You're going to
have plenty of chances to rebel in the future, mate. Tonight, let’s just be together.”

“You're really going to make me wait until after the baby arrives?” | clarify,
sounding horrified. “When my body will be a disaster zone and we’ll be completely
sleep- deprived, not to mention have a kingdom to run?”

“We’'ll manage it, Ella. You'll see.” Sinclair vows, softening his hold on my body,
and pressing a lingering kiss to my lips.

When we part | can only gaze up at him with liquid eyes. “And in the meantime?” |
ask hopefully, thinking again of his promised reward. Please let that mean he’s going

to touch me!

He chuckles, glancing at the bedding around us. In the meantime, you're not the only



one who wants to see if reality lives up to dreams.” He rears up, stripping off my flimsy
night dress and sliding my body up onto the pillows. “I think it's long past time that | taste
you again.”

As he settles between my legs, hooking his arms beneath my thighs and lowering his
mouth to my aching clit, he pauses to give me a final, wolfish grin. “Try not to get too
wild, my love — we wouldn’t want to destroy the nest”

At first think he’s exaggerating, after all — if he’s only going to pleasure me and we’re not
actually going to make love- how rambunctious can things get? But in the end he proved
me wrong — we had to remake the nest.



Chapter 113 - Not Even In Our Dreams
Sinclair

When | wake, it's to the feeling of Ella’s round bottom undulating against my hard cock.
Her back is flush to my chest, her naked body perfectly cushioned by my much larger
form on one side, and the boundary of her nest on the other.

| have no doubt I'was already swollen with arousal when she roused, as sleeping beside
her every night is an ever-increasing challenge, especially now that our relationship has
become overtly romantic. | fell asleep with her honeyed nectar still lingering on my
tongue, after yet another session of pleasuring Ella unconscious to try and pacify her
wolf.

| open my eyes, tightening my arms on the sweet bundle and trying to silence
the excited growls of my wolf. Such a needy little mate. He’s crooning.

My Ella. Mine, mine, mine. It hasn't escaped his notice that my mouth is mere
inches away from her lovely neck. So close, it would be so easy, so simply. Just one
little bite.

| rumble in sympathy, pressing my I!ps to that special juncture where her
shoulder curves up into the graceful column of her throat, but forcing myself to go no
further.

This is my consolation prize. | can klss her claiming spot all | want, | can even give it the
“updated by jobnib.com”occasional nibble. maybe a frequent nibble... or a little n!p.. just
a tiny baby bite... NO!' I quickly break myself out of the reverie, cursing Ella’s delicious
scent.

This is torture. My wolf complains. | can’t believe the Goddess would send us a
mate then refuse us the ability to claim her. It's sadistic — criminal even!

Ella, for her part, isn't making the situation any easier. The naughty creature is
still rubbing her bottom suggestively against me, but she’s also pretending to be asleep.

She’s taking determinedly even breaths, much too intentional and heavy to compare to
the gentle sighs of her usual dozing.

I've spent much more time than I'd like to admit watching this little wolf sleep, and | know
an act when | see it. The nerve, | think in complete amusement. As if all her rocking and
wriggling is just tossing and turning, and not a calculated assault.

“I know you're awake, trouble.” | purr in her ear, quickly rewarded with a small
giggle. Chuckling myself, | prop myself onto and elbow and roll Ella onto her back,



both relieved and disappointed to lose the stimulation of her lush behind.

| duck my head and claim her I!ps, dragging my palm down to her swollen b.reast as |
steal the breath from her lungs. Ella mOans and arches into my hand, and | drag my
thumb over her beaded n!pple. We carry on this way for a while, saying good morning
with our bodies instead of our voices, and enjoying every last moment.

When [ finally pull back, bumping her pert nose with my own, | fall headfirst into
the bottomless pools of her golden eyes. “Well, imp? What do you have to say
for yourself?”

“It wasn’t my fault.” The brazen thing actually bats her eyelashes at me, the very picture
of innocence. “l woke up and it was practically stabbing me, what else was | supposed to
do?”

In hindsight | realize she might have done much worse. If | woke up first and found Ella
aroused, there are about a dozen different and completely debauched ways | would
have chosen to wake her.

The possibilities are already racing through my mind: images of Ella splayed before me,
whimpering in her sleep, coming before she even — Get your mind out of the gutter!

“You were supposed to wake me up so | could get things under control — not try
to seduce me.” | grin, flashing my fangs so she knows I'm only half joking. Ella drops her
head back and groans. “It isn’t fair.”

She complains, “you get to touch me all you want, and | never get to return the

favor!” “Because | don’t trust myself not to lose control.” | remind her for the tenth

time, already anticipating her usual rebuttal of: but you're always in control. “ All bets are
off when it comes to you, Elia.”

Ella huffs, but peeks up at me curiously, “I was thinking.” She begins hesitantly,
her slender fingers toying with the dark hair scattered over my chest.

“Mhmm?” | prompt, tracing my fingers down her tummy. “Maybe we could have more
dream dates.” Ella muses hopefully. “Then we could both get some fun out of this.” |
blink in surprise. “Sweetheart, do you imagine that I'm not getting fun out of this?

That | don't enjoy giving you pleasure?” “No, | know you do.” Ella answers, her skin
flushing bright red. “In fact | think you might enjoy it too much.” She adds ruefully,
earning a laugh in reply. | know she’s been overwhelmed by my dedication to making
her see stars as often and frequently as | can, but | don't feel the least bit sorry about it.
She deserves all this and more.



“But | like giving pleasure too.” She finally admits, “and | feel guilty that you never get...
you know, rewarded”

| should have realized that someone as generous as Ella would want to give affection as
much, if not more, than she wants to receive it, but | wasn’t joking about my struggles
with control. “Im sorry, baby.” | profess honestly, pressing a deep, lingering k!ss to her I!
ps. “I know it's difficult. And believe me, | wish things were different. | wish | could be
buried in your sweet p-

“Dominic!” Ella exclaims, cutting me off and looking scandalized. “Tsk, poor little wolf,” |
chuckle, “raised by those prudish humans.” Ella grumbles one of those adorable
kittenish growls, and | mentally debate how often is too often to outrage her sweet
sensibilities.

| love her blushes, and | never want to lose the ability to shock her this way. For the time
being | decide that dirty talk is only going to make abstaining more difficult. “The point
was that | wish | could be buried in you 24/7, but we can’t” “Not even in our dreams?”
Ella inquires earnestly.

“Maybe if we dream in different beds.” | concede, " but | think it would be dangerous
to try while sleeping together. If | can actually feel you in my arms, while I’'m making
love to you in my head... it would just be a recipe for disaster. | might even claim you
while unconscious.”

Ella lowers her gaze in disappointment. “Okay, | suppose that makes sense. “It's only a
few more months.” | say, hoping to offer her some comfort. “And towards the end you
probably won't want me anywhere near you. You'll be so uncomfortable and ready to get
this baby out of you, that you'll probably want to rip my head off just for putting it here in
the first place.”

Ella frowns, and at first | think I've put my foot in my mouth. However a moment later she
inquires, Can | ask you something?” “Anything.” | agree, much too quickly. She really
does have me wrapped around her little finger.

“When we first met and the doctor was worried about the baby being too small,
you mentioned that your mother had been told the same when she was carrying you.”
Ella reminds me thoughtfully. I hum in confirmation, and she continues.

“I've just, I've never had any women in my life to help guide me through this. | mean
there’s plenty of nonsense online, but a billion women arguing with each other about
what's best and which experiences are accurate... it's just not the same as hearing from
someone you trust. Do you know much about your mother’s experience?”

| find myself smiling, my mother’s beautiful face appearing in my head. “She used to tell



me that story all the time. About how all the doctors were convinced | was going to be a
runt, but | proved them wrong and ended up being one of the healthiest, strongest pups
they'd even seen. Every time | doubted myself, or felt like a failure, she reminded me
that nothing in life ever stays the same, and you never know how a story will turn out
when you're still in the thick of it.”

“How old were you, when she died?” Ella questions gently, snuggling a bit closer to me,
no doubt to lend her comfort.

“I was only six.” | share softly. “I don’'t remember much about her, but | remember

that story, and | remember her smile. | learned a lot of the other pieces second-hand
from my father, but those memories are the ones | know are my own.” Ella offers me a
bittersweet smile. “Would you tell me... | mean, only if you want to, I'm just...”

“How she died?” | guess, knowing Ella is curious but reluctant to make me share
a difficult story. |1 nod. “That seems only fair, since I've been asking you about all
your traumas.” “Still, you don’t have to tell me unless you want to.”

Ella repeats firmly. “It's okay, baby. You should know — it's only right.” | take a deep
breath, transporting myself back to all those years ago, and begin



Chapter 114 - Sinclair Visits the Past
Sinclair

“Hmm, where oh where could my little pup be?” My mother’s velvety voice sounds just
on the other side of the cabinet where I'm hiding. | press my hands over my mouth to try
and silence my giggles, but a few small sounds still escape.

“Aha!” Mom whips open the cabinets two doors down, shouting with triumph only
to soften her tone into another thoughtful hum. “Not in there.” She muses aloud, and |
can almost see her rubbing her chin in thought.

As she moves closer | climb along the shelves, clambering over towels and wash rags to
settle in the cabinet she just searched and found empty. A shaft of light bursts into the
dark cupboards as my mother pulls open the doors where I'd just been sitting, another
delighted cry on her lips. She doesn’t seem disappointed to have failed again, on the
contrary she sounds impressed.

Ahh, he's a sneaky little sausage.” She observes sagely, “That's very good. All the best
hunters can track their targets as silently as a ghost.” | can hear her footsteps circling,
and | know she can smell me in the room, but I'm doing my best to outsmart her.

“In fact the very best predators can sometimes trick their prey into thinking they're

the ones doing the hunting... when really they’re about to be someone’s dinner!”

Her voice rises at the end as she lunges for another cupboard. It's getting harder

and harder to hide my giggles as she fails to find me, but | know she’s enjoying this just
as much as | am. | shift again, crawling silently to the very last cupboard in the

man sion’s huge laundry room.

“What was that!” My mother’s voice sharpens, and | can see her freezing through a small
crack in the door. “Oh | wish my fierce little wolf was here to protect me! | think I'm being
watched.” She frets loudly. “I certainly hope something terrible isn’t about to jump out
and scare me.”

Right on cue | leap out of the cupboard with a ferocious roar, pouncing on her

and toppling her right to the ground. She cries out dramatically, throwing her arm over
her eyes to protect herself from the terrible sight of her attacker. “Oh no! A Vicious
rogue, please don't eat me!” She begs, “I| have pups!”

“Mommy it's me!” | laugh hysterically, trying to pull her arm away from her face. Slowly
she lowers her arm, blinking down at me in surprise. “Oh Dominic, thank goodness!
You've gotten so big and strong | didn’t even recognize you. | was sure | was a goner!”

Her shock and relief only lasts a moment, and then she sits up, a familiar spark in her
green eyes. “Such a rascal — scaring me that way.” She prowls toward me, waggling her



fingers in obvious threat. | back away, my pudgy hands outstretched in preparation to
ward off the imminent attack. “And you know what happens to pups who play tricks on
their Mommies don't you?

They get a visit from the tickle monster!” She lashes out and snatches me up, her hands
fluttering over my tummy, tickling me mercilessly.

Within moments I’'m on my back, squealing with mirth and trying to push away

her hands. When I'm laughing so hard | can no longer breathe, | pounce again, putting
a stop to the tickle monster’s relentless assault. I'm only six, but my mother is so

little that | already stand as tall as her shoulder, and | must be at least half her weight.

| flatten her to the laundry room floor, Sprawling on top of her and resting my cheek
on her breast, breathing in her familiar Scent as | try to catch my breath. Her arms
come around my back as | snuggle in, gentle fingers stroking my hair.

“There’s my sweet boy,” she murmurs, hugging me tightly. “Mommy, I'm a fierce hunter.”
| correct her indignantly, rolling my eyes at her silliness. There are some things
Mommies just don’t understand. “ Deadly pred-ters are not sweet.”

“Says who?” She inquires, sounding slightly affronted.. “Um, says everyone.” | explain,
as if it's the most obvious thing in the world. “Alpha warriors don’t come home from battle
and run to their Mommies for cuddles. They go drink and hunt and kiss she- wolves.”

“And what do you know about drinking and kissing she-wolves?” My mother
counters, playfully narrowing her eyes. “Have you been sneaking out to the pub at
night?” She gasps, gripping my arms. “How many wives do you have, tell me right now!”

“None!” | laugh, “I promise!” Of course, she doesn't need to know that | already have
a girlfriend. Knowing how mothers worry, she’d probably overreact to learn how fast I'm
growing up.

“Listen to me very carefully Dominic,” Mom replies after a moment, trailing her fingertips
up and down my back, “The best Alphas and the best warriors are the ones who know
that fighting is a last resort. They don’t do it because it's tough or manly, they do it
because they have to protect their pack.

They do it for love of their family and people — nothing else.” She explains sternly. “You
can't ever forget that duty, or that your power is a grave responsibility. Love is not a bad
word, and sweetness is hot weakness — these things are your greatest strengths. You
have to promise me that you never stop coming to me for cuddles no matter how old you
get, that you'll never hold yourself back from showing the people in your life how much
you care about them. Never lose this side of you, Dominic.”



I nod, feeling the truth and conviction in her words, and secretly feeling relieved that
| don’t have to act like | don’t care in order to be strong. | don’t want to stop hugging
my Mom, | just thought that it wasn't allowed in order to be a real man.

“l promise.” | agree easily, thinking of my father then. He’s always touching and

flirting with Mommy, and always tells Roger and me how much he loves us. He makes
time to play with us and read bedtime stories, and always comforts us when we’re hurt
or scared.

He never shames us for those feelings, even if the rest of the world makes those things
seem wrong. But then again, he’s the most powerful wolf in the pack, so if he can do it, it
must not be wrong. Maybe it's everyone else who has things backwards.

We're still lying there when the fire alarm begins blaring. Mom sits up with me still in her
arms, scenting the air. We both smell smoke at the same time, and she immediately
jumps to her feet. She sets me on the ground and leads me up the stairs, her eyes
scanning the manor around us with hawkish intensity.

When we reach the front hallway, with the door only a few meters away, she releases
me and nudges me towards the exit. “Get outside, baby. Go straight to the guardhouse,
and wait for me there.”

“But what about you?” | ask anxiously, my heart pounding in my chest. “I have to find
Roger.” She explains, gazing towards the upper stories. “Just go sweetheart, I'll be there
before you know it.”

She kisses my cheek and dashes away up the stairs. | start to run outside, when | hear
the sound of a cat yowling in the distance. Oh no! Pancake! | think frantically, picturing
our new cat. He must be trapped!

| change directions, following the sounds of the frantic meows. They carry me

deeper and deeper into the smokey house, until | can actually see the flames climbing
up the outer walls. Fear slices through me, but | know Pancake is close and | can’t leave
him to die. | finally find the terrified animal cowering under the china cabinet in the
dining room, a blazing inferno surrounding him.

The door had been closed, and there hadn’'t been another way out, but I still find myself
scolding the young tabby. “Pancake what are you doing? Don’t you know bout fire
alarms? They mean you have to get outs!” Shaking my head, | scoop up the

fluffy creature, “What are you doing in a locked room anyway?”

When I turn back to the door, | finally remember my school lessons about what to do in
the event of a fire. When | opened the door I'd let a bunch of air in, feeding the riotous
flames. A wall of fire is blocking the door, and all | can do is tuck Pancake inside my



shirt, and hope I'm fast enough.

| sprint forward and leap through the flames, batting out sparks that linger in my hair on
the other side. I'm choking and coughing, and belatedly remember to crawl on the
ground where there’s more oxygen.

I’'m still crawling along on one hand, using the other to hold Pancake still, when |
hear my mother’s frantic screams. “Dominic!” She cries, Dominic where are you!”

“Mommy!” | call back, suddenly seeing her ahead of me. She has a wet rag pressed
to her mouth, and her eyes are wide with terror. “Dominic! What are you doing, | told you
to get out!”

She scolds, running towards me. “I had to save Pancake! | cry, holding up the petrified
feline. Mom’s expression softens, “Oh, of course! Poor pancake” She takes my hand
and begins leading me out. “Come on, now, we have to go.”

My heart eases now that my Mom is here. I'm still scared, but | know I'm safe as long as
she’s here. | don’t know how the fire started, but it's amazing how quickly the flames
consumed the house.

Everywhere | look is black with smoke and suffocating heat. I've never felt anything like
it. | feel like my skin might blister just from being in the same room with the fire.

We're almost to the entryway when there’s a horrible rumbling and cracking sound
above us, and before | understand what's happening, I'm being thrown forward through
the air. An explosion rocks the mansion as | crash into the ground, and when | turn back
| understand what's happened.The ceiling caved in behind me, but Mommy is still
trapped on the other side.

She must have used all of her strength to toss me out of harm’s way, even knowing she
would probably end up stuck. | can barely see her through the flames, only her glowing
green eyes remain. | wonder if she might shift, but | know better — highly flammable fur is
not any protection from a fire. “Go!

Dominic!” She shouts through the whirring conflagration.

“No,” | yell, horrified. “I won't leave you!

“Go now!” Power rolls off of her in powerful waves, carrying an authority I'm not

yet strong enough to defy. | don’t have a choice. My feet are moving without my

consent, even as tears pour down my tear-stained cheeks. “No, Mommy No!”

“It's okay, baby.” She cries, and | can hear tears in her voice. “This is the way it



should be. It's okay.” She insists again. “I love you! Remember who you are!”

I've barely stepped clear of the inferno when the entire house collapses in on

itself, sending a black mushroom cloud into the sky. Firefighters and guards are
surging around me, pulling me to safety, but | hear nothing but my own screams for my
mother — even though | know there’s no point.

She’s gone.



Chapter 115 - A New It Couple Emerges
EllaTears are streaming down Sinclair's face as he relives his Mother’s death, and
I’'m doing my best not to burst into outright sobs. My heart aches for the little boy he
once was, and for the burden he obviously still carries today. Hearing this story,
| understand that his last conversation with his mother had truly stayed with him over the
years, shaping him into the man before me now.

“Afterwards, | leaned that she’d gotten Roger out of the house only to realize that
| wasn't there.”

Sinclair Continues, wiping his eyes. “She ran back in to get me, even though the guards
tried to stop her.” Sinclair relates, “So you see, that's why Roger always blamed me... he
wasn't wrong. If I'd listened to her the first time, if I'd gone outside when she told me to,
she would still be alive now.”

“But Pancake wouldn’t.” | remind him thickly. The corners of his mouth quirk up, “It was
almost thirty years ago, baby. Pancake is long gone.”

“You know what | mean” | chide him. “And your mother understood because you
were doing exactly what she was trying to teach you — to protect those more
vulnerable than yourself.”

“I know.” He confesses. “| spent years in therapy, Just trying to come to terms with the
fact that it was her choice. | was a child and couldn’t have understood the danger, and
she didn’t have to come after me.”

“But she was your mother, it wasn't even a question for her.” | murmur, twining my limbs
with his so he can feel my solid weight in his arms. “She wanted you to live much more
than she cared about her own survival.”

He nods wordlessly, his eyes still distant, as if he hasn't truly returned to the present. I

understand that, but sometimes | still think that if it wasn’t for me, she never would have
needed to make a choice in the first place. My decision that day took her from Dad and

Roger and the pack.”

“Did you ever find out how the fire started?” | ask softly, running my fingers through the
dark, thick locks of his hair.

“In the weeks after the fire, it became clear that it was arson.” Sinclair explains hoarsely.
“Dad was away on pack business, and it was well known that Mom was home with the
pups. We were never able to prove it, but we always suspected the attack was political.
King Xavier was on the throne then, and my father was his right hand and next in line. All
the politics that are playing out today — they were already under way back then.”



“You think it was the King — the current one, | mean?” | inquire. Sinclair sighs, his
emotions less potent now that we’ve moved on to politics. “The problem with being the
biggest and baddest wolf around is that it puts a colossal target on your back. And the
worse thing is that you're so hard to kill and people are often so afraid of taking you on
directly, that they go after your family instead.” Sinclair shares. “It might not be as
effective as killing you, but Alphas who lose their mate and pups rarely recover fully.”

Sinclair pauses to nuzzle my neck and caress my belly, as if reminding himself that Rafe
and | are safe. “It could have been anyone, but | actually think Xavier is a more likely
suspect than the current king — my father was younger and not quite strong enough yet
to rule, but it was clear he would be soon. Xavier didn't have heirs and though he still
had a lot of time left to try and make them, | think the writing was already on the wall. My
father was too strong and too well liked.”

“Dominic, if it was arson then it wasn'’t your decision that took your mother, it
was Xavier’'s, or whoever was responsible. It wasn’t some tragic accident, it was
murder.” | argue, hating the guilt still dominating my mate’s expression.

He gazes down at me tenderly. “You don’t have to worry, Ella. I'm okay — |
forgave myself a long time ago.”

“But Dominic, there’s nothing to forgive.” | insist, near tears again. “It wasn’t your fault.” |
pull back far enough to look into his emerald eyes. “I can tell you right now, that if it
came down to me or Rafe, | would choose him every time — even tiny as he is. And |
wouldn’t ever want him to think that my sacrifice wasn’t worth it, or to blame himself”

“Shhh,” Sinclair tucks my head under his chin, stroking my spine. “It's okay, little wolf.
| know.”

“Stop comforting me! I'm supposed to be comforting you.” | complain. Trying and failing
to wriggle free. “You are.” Sinclair lies — the rat. “It comforts me just holding you this
way.”

Settling, | decide to change tactics. “Do you have any idea how proud your mother would
be, if she could see you today?” | ask him softly, hoping to help ease his pain but
speaking with complete honestly. “You became exactly the man she hoped you would.
You never lost sight of what matters most, even when the whole world was working
against you. You lead with love instead of fear, and you don’t confuse strength with
cruelty.”

“Now you're just flattering me.” Sinclair rumbles with amusement. “I'm not.” | bite back.
“Do you remember when we first met, and you still thought | was a scheming gold
digger?”



“Oh yes, I'm sure that would have made my mother very proud.” Sinclair jokes.

“When you realized you were wrong, you owned up to your mistake.” |
continue determinedly. “And when you saw | was hurting, your first instinct was to hug
me. You

didn’t even think about it. | remember being so shocked, because here was this huge,
terrifying predator — and you held me more gently and with more compassion than
anyone in my entire life.”

A pleased purr vibrates beneath my hands. “You make me sound like my father, that’s
exactly how | used to think of him. He could go from being a grizzly to a teddy bear in
the blink of an eye.”

“Exactly.” | confirm. “I wish you could see yourself the way | do, Dominic. If you

could, you'd know I'm not just trying to pump up your ego — which, for the record, |
wouldn’t do because it's already big enough.” | quip, yelping when Sinclair pinches my

bottom.

“I'm telling you how proud your mother would be, because | believe it with every fiber of
my being.”

“Thank you, sweetheart.” Sinclair professes, kissing me. | eagerly return the
gesture, tilting my head to give him full reign of my mouth, and pressing my curves
closer to his hard body.

We're just starting to get carried away when a knock sounds at the door, and
Hugo'’s reluctant voice floats through the wood. “Alpha, it's urgent.”

Sinclair reluctantly extracts himself from my arms, and strides to the door, as naked
as the day he was born. I hide my own nudity beneath the covers, burrowing deeper
into my nest as the Beta stalks into the room, not batting an eye at the scene awaiting
him.

Instead he goes straight to the TV console against the far wall, clicking the remote and
bringing the screen to life. He flips the channels until the device lands on a breaking
news report.

An image of Lydia and the Prince appears in the top left frame of a news report, above a
headline reading: No longer in mourning? The Prince spotted in Old Town with former



Moon Valley Luna, Lydia Sinclair. My jaw drops, and my brain scrambles to piece
together the implications of this news.

I’'m momentarily distracted by the way the reporters identified Lydia using

Sinclair's name, feeling a rush of indignance for this slight. | pull the sheets from the
bed, wrapping them around my body and moving to Sinclair's side. He tucks me under
his arm as Hugo increases the volume on the television.

“Mere weeks after the unspeakable tragedy of the Princess Angeline’s murder,

her widower and political candidate Prince Damon was seen out and about with

Moon Valley’'s former Luna. When asked for a comment, the pair reported that they are
just friends, sharing that Lydia stepped forward to offer the Prince comfort in his time
of need — being no stranger to tragedy herself.

Despite the platonic nature of their relationship, onlookers could help but notice
how cozy the couple appeared, with many expressing hope that the prominent she-
wolf can offer the grieving Prince solace at this difficult time. Are we witnessing a new it

couple in the making? Is Lydia’s friendship with the Prince going to throw off

Dominic Sinclair's campaign? And where is the Moon Valley Alpha and his new mate
Ella? The pair haven’t been seen publicly in weeks, and speculation is brewing. All this
and more, when we return.”

“Turn it off.” Sinclair rumbles, exhaling when the Screen goes dark again. The three
of us exchange worried glances as the sound disappears, and | can tell we're all
thinking the same thing. “What the actual fuck?”



Chapter 116 - Reeling
Ella

Hugo, Sinclair and | are all staring at the television with wide eyes and slack

jaws, unable to process the images flitting across the screen. It seems like every time
we manage to take a few steps forward, Lydia and the Prince find a way to send

us reeling back — and this is no exception.

“This doesn’t make any sense.” Hugo expresses, obviously overwhelmed. “Why
would he risk losing the pack’s sympathy by parading around another Woman so soon
after his wife’s death?”

“Trust me, Hugo — Damon isn't the one calling the shots here. This is all Lydia.”

Sinclair states gruffly. “She’s going to force her way onto the throne one way or another.
Right now she’s playing the doting friend, but mark my words, by the time the election
ends she’ll be in his bed.”

“How bad is this?’ | ask, looking up at Sinclair's handsome face, “Does she
have information that could hurt you?”

Sinclair Squeezes my shoulders, “She knows some secrets.” He relates, “but
luckily nothing | could imagine as a smoking gun. In fact most of what she knows would
be more harmful to the Prince things like my father’s attack, Things the public believes

were accidents but our private investigators proved malicious.” His mouth flattens into a
hard line. “The real danger is that she knows how we think, how we operate. Not

to mention that the Prince doesn’t have more than two brain cells to rub together,

but Lydia has plenty.”

“So what do we do?” | ask anxiously, my head replaying the news reel over and
over again. “My bed rest isn't common knowledge, and they're making it sound like
my absence from the public eye is suspicious. Do we tell everyone about my condition?

Or do we make an appearance?”

“I'm afraid making an appearance might play right into their hands. This could be some
sort of attempt to lure us out of hiding.” Hugo advises, looking very grim indeed.

In the distance | hear the front door open and close — a fact which comes as quite
a surprise, since my hearing has never been so sharp before. Wheels roll over the door

jam, and then Henry’s voice floats up toward us, “Good Morning!”

“Henry!” | exclaim, both taken aback yet unsurprised we stayed in bed so long. Sinclair's



father has been coming over almost every day since we agreed to be invalids together,
and he’s been an invaluable help, since | learned my true identity.

| grab some loungewear and disappear into the restroom to change. | might be a
wolf, but my human modesty is too deeply ingrained to allow me to strut around nude
the way Sinclair does — and I'm definitely not changing in front of Hugo.

When | emerge, Sinclair is also dressed, though much more formally than | am.

We go downstairs together, Sinclair carrying me despite my protests. My blood pressure
is improving more and more every day, but it isn’t enough to free me of bed rest yet. We
all gather around the breakfast table, the men analyzing these recent developments in
low, serious voices, and me feeling like an outsider eavesdropping on matters | can't
begin to understand. It's not that they exclude me, | just feel so out of my depth.

“What do you think, Ella?” Sinclair asks, turning his blazing emerald eyes to me. They've
been going around in circles for more than half an hour, debating how we should
respond to this crisis.

I gnaw on my lower lip thoughtfully, trying to ignore the flash of emotion in Sinclair’'s eye
as he observes the nervous habit. Releasing my swollen lip, | sigh, “Do we ever know
what happened with Lydia’s husband?l mean the Princess is dead, but Lydia’s still
married to some other Alpha, right?” | clarify. When the men nod, | continue.

“Where is he in all this? Even if he doesn’t want her anymore, it must make him look bad
for her to be gallivanting around another territory with another Alpha.”

“That’s a good point.” Henry praises, maintaining a straight-faced expression
which reassures me that he’s not giving out false compliments. “Maybe we've been
going about this the wrong way.

Instead of trying to understand their motivations, we can simply leave it at
knowing they’re corrupt and respond without playing into their hands.

After all, they’ll be expecting some sort of countermove to challenge the
media’s narrative, but we might be able to spin ourselves out of the hot seat and refocus
the attention onto them — where it belongs.”

“Keep them busy and distract the pack by rustling up her husband and causing drama”
Hugo nods approvingly. “Good idea, Ella.”

Sinclair squeezes my hand in support, but when | look over, his features are still drawn
with worry.” | still don't like it. | think it's the best hope we have, but something about this
entire situation just doesn’t seem right.”



“Well of course not.” Hugo scoffs, “You don’t need to convene a blue-ribbon committee
to tell you this is all fucked six ways to Sunday.” “No, | mean, | feel like I'm missing
something.”

Sinclair replies drying. “There’s something bothering me and I just can’t put my finger on
it.” “Well, you've been saying from the beginning that Princess Angeline’s death felt off —

like a political scheme.” | contribute softly. “Right, but one the Prince is too unimaginative
to have orchestrated.” Hugo confirms.

Sinclair's eyes widen almost imperceptibly, and then he clenches them shut, closing his
hand into a fist and swearing up a storm. “What?” “You know who isn’t too
unimaginative?” Sinclair growls, scanning our concerned faces.

“Lydia.” Henry supplies easily. “And while Prince Damon might have seen his mate

as little more than a trophy, he’s not the type to impulsively destroy one of his

prized possessions. But Lydia wouldn’t have any reservations about getting the Princess
out of the way.”

“Are you saying what | think you are?” | gape, both certain I've understood and
yet unable to believe my ears..

“As crazy as it seems, what other explanation do we have?” Sinclair inquires, rising
to his feet and pacing back and forth behind the dining table. “If the Prince had lost
his temper and beat her to death, | wouldn’t question it. And if there was some sort
of violent attack, you could make the case for rogues or vengeance for some

slight committed by Damon. But poison? That's a woman’s weapon.”

“True, and if it was a political scheme you would think the royal family would have staged
her death and spun the details in a way that benefitted the campaign beyond Damon
looking sympathetic.”

Henry agrees. “Instead it just seems... odd.” “Exactly.” Sinclair confirms. “If it was
planned, then why haven't they jumped on the golden opportunity to lay blame and cast
aspersions? Why haven'’t the Prince and his son been parading their grief around Moon
Valley for all to see?” He gesticulates, getting more and more enthused now.

“l don’t think anyone in the palace knew this was coming. | think Lydia got rid of
her competition and slid into the role of ‘concerned friend’ in order to ingratiate herself
to the Prince.” “You really think Lydia would go to that length?”

Hugo asks skeptically. “Don’t forget the way she played my sons for so many years.”
Henry cuts in, his low voice as harsh as I've ever heard it. “Lydia is a cunning she-wolf



who proved herself willing to do anything for power. And if she can ruin her fated mate’s
life without a shred of remorse, | guarantee she won't have qualms about ruining others.

Sinclair looks ready to argue with the idea that his life is ruined, but this isn’t the time.

“Okay, so let's say all this is true,” | suggest, trying and failing to wrap my brain
around the idea that anyone could be so calculating and cruel. “What does it mean for
the campaign?”

“It means that we have some decent ammunition to use against the Prince and Lydia.”

Hugo assesses simply. “But surely we have to be careful about using it?” | question. I
mean they need to look like they’re in this together, otherwise the story becomes
heartless bitch takes advantage of grieving widower.” If we play this wrong the Prince
could end up looking even more sympathetic than before”

“That’s a good point.” Sinclair acknowledges, the corner of his mouth twitching at
my made-up headline. “And you'd better believe that Lydia is going to have plenty of
dirty tricks up her sleeve.

We might have figured a few things out, but if we’re right it means things are even more
complicated than before.”

“So what's our move?” Henry presses, watching his son with the expression of a proud
father wolf who knows his pup already has the answer. First things first, we track down
Lydia’s husband and encourage him to remind the realm that she isn’t the concerned
citizen she seems.” Sinclair decides firmly.

“Second, we quietly get proof that she was behind the Princess’s death, even if we don't
plan to use it, we need to know for sure.

Finally, we make sure the pack remembers exactly what kind of mate the Prince was to
his wife. He might not be guilty of her murder, but he’s certainly guilty of other crimes
against her and the people need to see what he calls protection and caring.”

“And us?” | ask anxiously, looking up at my mate. Sinclair offers me a grim smile, “We sit
tight, focus on keeping our pup and your wolf safe inside you, and hope we don'’t have to
do anything desperate ourselves.”



Chapter 117 - Ella Asks Henry for Advice

When Sinclair and Hugo finally leave for the pack headquarters, Henry and | move into
our favorite sitting room, returning to the puzzle we began solving together earlier this

week. Seated across from the older wolf, | pretend to scan the scattered puzzle pieces
for matches, while really sneaking peeks up at him. “So what do you make of all this?”

| ask curiously. “Lydia and the Prince?” Henry grimaces, “I never liked that woman. But
trying to argue with headstrong young Alphas’ convinced they’ve found their mate is like
beating your head against a wall.”

He offers me a tender smile. “You'll see soon enough. You can do everything in

your power to try and teach your pups the important lessons and prepare them for the
real world — but at the end of the day you have to let them make their own mistakes —
it's the only way they learn.”

“Does it ever hurt any less? Or get any easier to watch them go down the wrong path?” |
inquire softly.

“Not a damn bit.” Henry shares grimly. However despite his grim look, his eyes sparkle
when he looks over at me. “Luckily, that doesn’t seem to be despite his grim look, his
eyes sparkle when he looks over at me. “Luckily, that doesn’t seem to be a problem for
me anymore. Lydia is out of the picture, my boys are friends again for the first time since
losing their mother, and Dominic is on his way to being King.”

“Dominic just told me how his mother died this morning.” | confess, reaching for the old
wolf's gnarled hand. “Im so sorry you went through that.

It must have been terrible for you to be left alone with a pack to rule and two young boys
to raise on your own, in the midst of all your grief.”

He nods, “looking back | don’t have the first idea how | survived it. The grief

almost destroyed me... and I'm ashamed to say | let it destroy Dominic and

Roger’s relationship.” Henry sighs. “I haven't always been the best father, but | can tell
you right now that it was a hell of a lot easier to be one when | had my mate.”

I know what he means. When | thought | was going to be bringing this baby into

the world alone, I'd been terrified. Very few people who plan for children expect to end
up alone with the responsibility, and though Id been one of the rare few — it

certainly hadn’t been by choice. | was thrilled to finally succeed, but the stakes seemed
a thousand times higher without a partner.

I'm still afraid of course, but it feels so much better to be part of a team. | know that as
long as Sinclair is alive, | will always have someone to lean on and my pup will have two
loving parents to guide him through the world.



“I never Would have believed | could do it without her, and I’'m proud that | managed...”
Henry continues, his mouth a quavering line. “but | will never stop being haunted by the
knowledge that the wrong parent died... they would have been so much better off if
Juliet had been here instead of me.”

“Please don't say that.” | beg, feeling tears in my eyes for the second time in as

many hours. “Why not? It's true.” Henry shrugs, his dark eyes shining. “There’s no use
denying it or letting ego get in the way. You'll see that too — nothing humbles you like
being a parent.”

My mind scrambles for an argument, not because | want to invalidate his feelings,

but because | know in my heart that losing any parent is never the answer. “Has
Dominic ever told you about his last conversation with Juliet?” | finally ask, “before the
fire started, before everything went wrong?

Henry thinks for a moment, “No, not that | can recall.” Slowly, careful to get the details
right, | repeat the story Sinclair shared with me this morning. Dominic’s mother gave him
permission to ignore what society dictated,” | summarize at the end.”

But he already had the example you provided to guide him. He was only six, and
he might always have remembered those words because they were her last, but he
lived them because of you. He is the Alpha he is today because of you. Because
you showed him every day how to walk the walk.”

“You know that all happened right here?” Henry inquires thoughtfully, his expression far
off as he looks around the room. “| moved the boys to a new home after the fire. But
when Dominic grew up and made his fortune, he rebuilt the original manor in her honor.”

“l didn’t know,” | admit, looking around the huge mansion. “Was it always this grand?”

Henry chuckles. “It was even grander in my day — Dominic isn’t the only one who
did well for himself, you know.”

“I know.” I laugh, snatching up a distinctive puzzle piece belonging to my current
focus area. But | think | got us distracted. | was asking you about Lydia.”

“Darling, when you have all day, diversions are a blessing, not a curse.” Henry advises
warmly, patting the arms of his wheelchair. “The first year | was in this chair, | would
have begged for a lovely young she-wolf to distract me from the monotony.”

“And now | feel like you might be distracting me intentionally.” | remark slyly.
Henry chuckles again, but it's the defeated laugh of a man who knows the game is up.
“Oh Ella, you are too clever for your own good, you know that?”



Just tell me, Henry.” | request gently. “Whatever is worrying you can’t be as painful
as reliving your mate’s death.”

His brows arch and he flashes his fangs in agreement. “It's just that I've seen this
film before” He finally admits. “I've seen what happens when there’s this kind of
competition for the throne, and it never ends well for anyone.”

“Isn’t it always like this?” | inquire, not caring that | might be showing my ignorance
of shifter politics.

“No, it isn't.” Henry explains. “Normally the Alphas of each pack in the union are

pretty evenly matched. They battle it out on the campaign trail, the people vote and

the Alpha’s who don't get enough points return to their council duties. The problem

is when you have a few extremely strong Alphas competing at the top, forcing all

the pack Alpha’s to choose sides and form alliances rather than competing themselves.
It focuses all the pressure and all the danger on the one or two men who actually

stand to win.”

“So when there are lots of wolves in the running, they’re so busy keeping an eye on
all their opponents that they can’t afford to zero in on anyone in particular. But
when there are only a féw, it results in all the stuff we've been facing?”l question,
searching for clarity. “The assassination attempts and death threats?

“Yes.” Henry confirms. “And the divisions are worse because Dominic and the Prince are
two very different animals. The Prince has the edge for being the King’s heir. He has
wealth and a clear willingness to throw thousands of ordinary wolves under the bus to
benefit his friends. He’s famously corrupt, and everyone knows he can be bought for the
right price. For a certain type of person, that's a very tempting type of King to place in
power.”

“But Dominic is the exact opposite.” | realize slowly. “So those same people who would
benefit if the Prince wins, suddenly stand to lose in a big way if an honest, incorruptible
wolf takes control.”

Henry nods. “You're starting to see now. Dominic views all this as the fight
between good vs evil, and in some ways he’s right.”

“But in others?” | press, feeling my heart beat faster with every word we speak. “The
world isn’t split up into angels and devils, Ella” Henry sighs, “it’s full of complicated and
flawed individuals with a thousand different motives guiding them forward.”

“I thought.. it sounded like the united packs and the Alpha council want stability
over everything else though.” | object, rubbing my, suddenly aching, neck. “Yes, but



what is stability?” Henry challenges.

Dominic believes it's peace, but there are a lot of people out there who see it

as preserving the status quo; ensuring that those currently in power remain in power
to avoid constant turnover in leadership.” “Why are you telling me all this?” | ask, my
mouth suddenly feeling very dry.

“Because | know my son, | know the way he talks.” Henry answers seriously.
“Dominic grew up in this world and he’s suffered the harsh realities it creates. He
understands all this even if he doesn’t make it explicit. But you're not from this world,
and | want to make sure you know what you’re truly up against.”

“You're saying that | shouldn’t assume we’re going to win.” | assess shakily. “I need
to be realistic about the possibility that we’ll lose.”

“Yes, Ella.” Henry confirms sorrowfully. “I hate to say it, but the more we learn

about your past, about Lydia’'s schemes and all the chaos that has happened in
between. this is feeling less and less like a journey to the top, and more like a bomb
waiting to explode.” My hand gravitates protectively towards my belly. “I think I’'m going
to be sick.”

Henry reaches for me, looking worried now. “I'm sorry, dear one. Should | have kept my
mouth shut?” “No.”l breathe, trying to calm my gag reflex. “I needed to know. And now
that | do -1 can start to prepare.”



Chapter 118 - Ella Takes a Stand
Ella

I've been replaying my conversation with Henry all day long, repeating the

exchange over and over in my mind and trying to decipher if the old Alpha was trying to
want me as a mere precaution, or because he really believes we have something to be
worried about. After Henry left this evening | got online and started looking into the
actual mechanics of the election — something | should have done from the very
beginning.

It all looks fairly simple on paper. All eligible Alphas compete in the public arena and all
the shifters in the realm vote on election day. This usually results in two or

three frontrunners, and the Alpha council makes its selection based on the

remaining competitors. If there’s a wide margin and a clear winner, they usually just
reinforce the popular Vote, but when there are ties or controversies, they provide an
important check on the system.

Once elected, the Alpha King will remain in power until they die, coronate one of
their heirs, or are removed from power by council decree.

Historically elections are actually very rare, because most King’s belong to an

existing dynasty and pass down the title through the generations of their children. As
I'm reading, | discover that the current King is the only the third ruler in history to ever
be removed from power, and his own election five years ago was the first in 200 years.

The fact that the wolves are already having another Vote is absolutely

unprecedented. The knot in my stomach tightens as all this information comes together.
| realize that Henry was right to warn me, after all. “What are you frowning at so intently,
trouble?”

Sinclair inquires, striding out of the bathroom and ruffling his wet hair with a

towel. Another Swath of terry cloth is slung around his hips, and water drips down his
bare torso. My mouth waters as | take in the sight of his rippling muscles and

powerful physique, but the heavy weight in my stomach is preventing my inner wolf from
getting too distracted.

“Dominic, what will happen if we lose the campaign?” | inquire hesitantly, still sitting
in bed with the computer in my lap. Sinclair’s face pulls into a grimace, and he crosses

the distance between us, peeking at my screen.

Seeing a dozen tabs worth of dry political research open in my browser, he slides
his hand around my nape, massaging my tense muscles. “Doing some research?”

“Yes.” | confirm gravely. “And | have to admit, I'm worried.” He sits on the edge of the



bed, still cradling my head in his oversized hand. “What's bothering you most?” “I just
feel like everything is getting more confusing and out of hand every day.” | share.

Your father explained a little of the history to me, and when | stop and think about all the
secrets, conspiracies and crises that keep popping up.. it's hard not to feel

like something seriously sketchy is going on. I'm beginning to feel like a pawn in

some game | didn’t even know | was playing.” Sinclair pauses, his hands stilling on my
body.

Am | making you feel that way?” “No, not you.” | assure him, closing the laptop and
sliding closer to Sinclair. “But | also don’t know who is pulling the strings here. | feel like
we’re being swept up in something much bigger than us, and it scares me.” Sinclair nods
in understanding, “I'm scared too.”

He admits, shocking me. “You are?” | squeak, scooting even closer and practically
climbing on top of him. Sinclair purrs and pulls me all the way into his lap.

“Of course | am. | have a lot to lose.” He proclaims soberly, squeezing me tightly so that
| know he’s talking about Rafe and me. “But that’s not a bad thing. It's a

constant reminder about what's really important. It helps me keep our family safe and
pushes me to take precautions | might not otherwise.

It's the reason | can’t accept defeat in It's strangely comforting to hear this huge Alpha
confessing his own fears. On one hand it should terrify me to know that he doesn't feel
as indomitable as he always seems, but | like knowing that I'm not alone in this — that I'm
not just being silly or cowardly.

| understand that you have to approach the campaign as if losing is not an option.” | tell
him, moving to straddle his thighs and take his face in my hands. | stare up into his fierce
green eyes, brushing my thumbs over the layer of scruff covering his stony jaw.

“But it is a possibility, and | need to prepare for that. | need to know what to expect,
| need to know the plan.”

Sinclair exhales heavily, his hands clenching and unclenching on my waist. His rugged
mouth is set in a hard line, and | quickly see that he doesn’t want to add to my fears by
putting new possibilities in my head. “You must have one. You're too smart not to
prepare for the worst case, even if you don'’t plan on letting it come to pass.”

He drops his head to the crook of my neck, breathing in my scent and rumbling deep in
his chest. “If | lose the campaign..” He begins slowly, his voice like gravel in my ear. “It

will all depend on how fast the Prince moves, and where we are when it happens.”

Sinclair doesn’t say any more, and | nudge his head up, forcing him to look me in



the eye again. But you must have some idea -“

“Ella, | have dozens of contingency plans in place.” Sinclair interrupts, sounding as
though he’s run out of patience. “I have plans for getting you out of the territory while |
stay behind, | have plans for us being exiled together, for my imprisonment, my death,
your capture. If you can think of it, | have a plan for it, sweetheart. But we don’t know
how this is going to play out yet, and | can’t tell you which plan we’re going to need if the
worst happens.”

My lower lip quivers dangerously, and | can't help the fresh bloom of hurt that blossoms
in my chest. “Why didn’t you tell me you were this worried? | thought we agreed that |
can't avoid danger if | don’t know it exists.”

Sinclair takes a deep breath, appearing to calm himself. “All Alphas have plans like this,
Ella.” He explains. “Whether Or not there is a campaign, Alphas always have targets on
their backs. | had these plans for Linda when we were married, and | have my men
drafting new plans as the situation develops.”

“Oh.” I murmur, my pain easing a little. “So you just didn’t consult me.” “Baby, | don’t
even know all the plans.” Sinclair counters. “These are emergency scenarios which our
guards spend countless hours developing and memorizing. | notify them every time a
new threat or vulnerability develops, and they build it into their equations.”

This makes sense, but my bullshit barometer is still flashing red in my mind. “But
you must know the most likely ones — you must have directed your men about how to
care for the baby and me if you can'’t be there to protect us yourself?”

“Yes.” Sinclair concedes, lifting me off of him and rising to his feet. He’s pacing

now, giving off the feral energy of a caged animal. “And | didn’t tell you because I'm
already going out of my fucking mind with worry about all this! | can’t stand thinking
about these possibilities myself, so | certainly didn’t want to frighten you with them too.

"He glances at me regretfully, raw emotion blazing in his brilliant irises. “I couldn’t stand
the idea of looking you in the eye and telling you | might not be able to protect you and
this baby the way I've promised | always will.”

My heart softens, and not for the first time,l realize just how much stress Sinclair

is under. Moreover, | realize just how much he downplays his own anxieties and fears in
order to prioritize mine. “Listen to me, Dominic. | know you have your Alpha pride and
you get to make the rules and all that other nonsense.”

I summarize impudently, climbing out of bed and approaching the big wolf. “But | also
know Lunas are supposed to share their mate’s burdens and soothe them when they're
being impossible and stubborn. We know I'm not just some weak human now. | can



handle more than you're giving me credit for.”

The corner of Sinclair's mouth twitches, and | whip my pointer finger toward him
in warning, It's time you let me help you.” | declare imperiously, notching my chin up. “So
tell me what | can do to make you feel better, and I'll do it.”

As | glare up at Sinclair, | suddenly realize that | might have bitten off more than |

can chew. His eyes are glowing now, and his fangs extended. His scent has

deepened and grown even richer, and all of a sudden | find my body hitched up against
his.

The finger I'd been pointing at him is now trapped in his powerful fist, and the breath
is wrenched from my lungs as his growl washes over me. “You know the problem with all
this, little wolf?”

He asks, sending shivers of delight down my spine. “When | told you she-

wolves soothed their mates, | didn't mean they did it with kind words and cuddles. What
| need is to feel in control even though the world around me is falling apart. What |

need is to calm the wolf clawing his way out beneath my skin, rabid with the need to
claim his mate”

I gulp, feeling my own wolf roll right over and expose her soft underbelly to him. “Well,



Chapter 119 - Ella Panics
Ella

The next thing | know, Sinclair is prowling forward across the room, backing me towards
the bed. He seems barely human, barely in control of his wolf — but | understand now
why he hasn’t sought more comfort from me. I'd gotten so used to his sultry innuendos
and dark promises that | forgot how serious these matters truly are to wolves. But now |
see the truth. | pushed him, forced him to admit things he was trying to shield me from,
then challenged his authority, demanded that he let me do my job.

My inner wolf is a veritable basket case. She’s both excited and intimidated, thrilled and
daunted, eager to please and utterly defiant about the idea of submitting to anyone —
even Sinclair. For weeks now she’s been begging for Sinclair's mark, and now that the
ridiculous creature is about to get it —

she wants to play hard to get. The backs of my knees collide with the bed, and Sinclair
lifts me as though I weigh nothing, tossing me back into the plush comfort of my nest.

| scramble onto my hands and knees, baring my teeth at the bossy wolf and emitting
a soft growl. | don’t appreciate him messing up the safe cocoon | created for our
pup, and though something deep down inside of me is quivering with appreciation for
his dominance, | don’t care for his high-handed behavior.

Sinclair unslings the towel still wrapped around his waist, an ominous chuckle on his lips.
“Such a fierce little mate.” He observes, his eyes hooded with desire. “Have you already
forgotten how desperate you've been to bare my mark?”

| narrow my eyes as he crawls onto the bed, climbing over the overabundance of pillows
and blankets. He lashes out and catches my ankle, deftly sliding my legs out from under
me and pulling me towards him over the mattress. | yelp in surprise, but the next thing |
know “updated by jobnib.com”I’'m on my back with Sinclair looming over me, blissfully
naked. My eyes scan his chiseled form: from his glorious bronze skin, which glistens in
the low light; to his devilishly handsome face; and all the way down to the huge, hard
member between his legs.

Suddenly | find myself stretching out so he can appreciate my curves, shifting
and writhing against the silken sheets. It's as if the mere sight of this man was able to
steal my sanity, to make me forget my resolve to make him work for his prize.

“There she is.” Sinclair croons, extending a single claw and dragging it down the front of
my top, only deep enough to tear the thin fabric without touching my delicate flesh.

“All fire and feistiness until you get a peek of something you like.” | gasp, feeling another
flash of indignance even as heat pools low in my belly. His claws eviscerate my



sweatpants as well, and now I'm naked before him.

His ravenous gaze travels every inch of my exposed skin, and his pupils dilate
with unbridled lust. “I have to say | know the feeling.” He croons. It should be a crime to
be so gorgeous.”

His compliments make me preen and show off even more. | don't understand why
I’'m behaving this way, but my wolf is calling the shots now. | rise up onto my

knees, sliding my hands up his bare chest and nibbling his pecs. | planned on kissing
him once | reached his mouth, fantasized about dragging him down to the bed and
making him forget his own name.

Then one of Sinclair's powerful fists forms a handhold in my hair, and he tilts my head
back, holding me captive. His free hand trails down to the curve of my belly, settling over
our pup. “Im not going to claim you, Ella.” He rumbles, sternly and a needy whine
escapes my lips. Sinclair’s lips graze mine as he speaks, his eyes boring into my oWn,
absorbing every ounce of my frustration and desire.

“But | am going to take you up on your offer.” He informs me huskily. “Im going to take
control, Ella. And if you test me, | will treat you exactly how | would treat any other
naughty she- wolf.” He proclaims, softening his tone but not his hold. “I need you to
promise you'll tell me if | cross a line.”

“And if | said you already have?” | challenge, not meaning a word of it, but wanting
to see how far | can push him.

“Then Id remind you that | can smell your arousal.” Sinclair purrs, sliding the hand on my
tummy between my legs. His thick fingers immediately sink into the wetness soaking my
cleft, and | can barely restrain my moan of delight.” And your mischief,” Sinclair adds,
knocking his nose against mine, “and your fear.”

| snap my teeth at him, feeling wilder and more fearless than | can ever remember being.
Sinclair only chuckles, removing his fingers from my aching s3x — despite my outrage.
“So that's the way it's going to be, hmm?”

It wouldn't be true control if you didn’t have to take it. My wolf answers in my
head, apparently not quite ballsy enough to speak to Sinclair directly.

Seriously? | demand. You brazen little — Hey, don't slut shame me. She
answers indignantly. There’s nothing wrong with knowing what you want and going after
it.

Excuse me, but do you actually know what you want? | silently scoff. One
moment you’re provoking him and the next you're writhing around under him like a cat in



heat.

Hey, don't call me a cat — that's offensive. She snipes. Besides, It's all part of the game,
silly.l can practically hear her rolling her eyes. You'll see. He needs this, and so do

I. That's easy for you to say. | complain. You're writing checks but my ass is the one
who has to cash them.

Don’t act like you were some shrinking violet before you found out about me,
she accuses. You were getting yourself in trouble long before you knew your true nature.

Forcing myself back into the present, | realize that Dominic has been watching
the emotions flitting across my face, waiting for me to respond.

Amusement is clear in his wolfish smirk, but he doesn’t show me any mercy. “What's the
matter, baby? Your wolf giving you trouble?” His strong hands are moving over
my naked form, caressing me almost reverently, even as he taunts me.

This time my wolf does respond for me, “No, I've simply changed my mind.” | reply with a
sniff. “ don’t want your mark anymore. | think I'll go out and try to find a different mate
instead. One who's not afraid to claim what's his.”

Horror floods me as | realize what I've just said, and suddenly Sinclair’'s hands

are anything but reverent. He rotates his neck as if he’s having to physically force

his instincts down, and when he returns his gaze to me, he looks absolutely lethal. “ Well
in that case, I'll just have to make sure you can’t get away.”

Sinclair pounces, and the next thing | know, I'm flat on my back on the bed. His
mouth crashes into mine, and from then on the only sounds | make are whimpers

and moans. | know this is just the beginning. | know | pushed Sinclair so far that he's
going to find some diabolically sexy way of punishing me, and Goddess help me, but |
can’t wait. | slide my arms and legs around him, holding his body to mine as he steals
kiss after kiss. When my lips are swollen and red, he moves on, kissing, licking

and nipping his way over my jaw and down my neck.

| rock my hips into his, thinking how incredibly easy it would be to slide myself onto
his hardness right now. After all, there’s nothing between our bodies anymore, and
my slickness is already coating his thick shaft from all our grinding. I try to lift my hips
high enough to hook his tip inside my channel, but Sinclair realizes what I'm doing
and clamps his hands around my hips, forcing them back down.

Sinclair shakes his head, sounding amused but also as though he’s barely clinging to his
own self- control. “Such a bad girl.” He admonishes, leaving the soft spot behind my ear.
Sinclair's fangs graze my sensitive earlobe, followed shortly by the deep vibrations of his
voice. “Tell me, sweet Ella. Has anyone ever tied you up?”



With those simple words, the entire world is wrenched right out from under me. I'm
no longer safe in my nest with Sinclair. I'm twenty years and a hundred miles
away, forced back into a past | never wanted to revisit.

I must have gone completely stiff in his arms, because Sinclair’s steady weight lifts away
from me, and his worried face appears above me.

Sweetheart, what is it?” | push him away, sitting up and heaving in panicked breaths as
the blood rushes in my ears. The room around me has disappeared, replaced by the
wretched halls of the orphanage. I'm shaking from head to toe, and no matter what | do,
| can’t seem to get enough air to breathe.

“Fuck,” Sinclair curses under his breath, and | feel his strong arms wrapping around me.
“Ella, it's okay. You're safe.”

| clamp my eyes shut, trying to banish the sights and smells assaulting my mind,

the memories I've tried so hard to forget. Sinclair hesitantly shifts me into his lap,
rocking me back and forth. He repeats the same words over and over again. “You're
safe. I'm here”

It takes some time but eventually | believe him. | come hurtling back down to earth at the
speed of a meteor, crashing into a crater of despair. Still Sinclair doesn’t stop telling me
that I'm safe and that he loves me. | cling to him like a liferaft, praying that this solace will
never cease, but knowing it must. There’s no avoiding it now. When I'm calm enough I'm
going to have to explain — and that's the very last thing | want to do.



Chapter 120 - Sinclair Walks Out
Ella

When my panic attack finally eases and | can breathe again, | peek up at Sinclair, tears
burning in my eyes. “I'm sorry.” | murmur weakly, hati ng that my stupid brain ruined our
moment.

“Why the hell are you apologizing?” Sinclair counterS, still petting me. He hadn’t let me
go even once as | weathered the storm of anxiety and despair, only pulling the pillows
and blankets of my nest closer so | would feel secure.

“Because | screwed everything up.” | explain thickly. “I was supposed to be helping you
and | fell apart at a mere suggestion.” Shame is coursing through my veins, not because
of the panic itself, but because of what it might mean: that I'm too fragile, too broken, to
be Sinclair's Luna.

“Ella, don't be silly.” He replies, and though | understand he didn’t mean to dismiss
my feelings, the words still sting. Sinclair opens his mouth to continue, undoubtedly
with some trite placation about how ‘these things happen’ or similar, but I cut him off.

“I'm not being silly!” | insist with exasperation.

What good am | as a mate if | can't even be there for you when you need me? | get to lie
around all day doing nothing while you’re out saving the world. You are constantly taking
care of me on top of all your other Worries, and | never give you anything in return. It's
not right. You shouldn’t have to comfort me when you'’re the one who needs to
decompress!” | burst, throwing up my hands. “All this time we’ve been convinced that |
can’t be your Luna because I’'m human, but we never even considered that | might not
be up to the task, even as a wolf.” My voice is shaking with fresh tears, and | can’t look
at Sinclair as | continue, “But now... what more evidence do we need?”

Sinclair doesn’t make a sound, and when | look at him, he’s positively fuming. His heavy
breathing and black expression tell me he’s barely holding onto his temper, and the
hands which were caressing me mere moments ago are now stationary and stiff. | watch
as he struggles to quell his anger, even though I'm not sure what | said to infuriate him
this way. After a second he shakes his head, apparently surrendering the battle. “I need
a minute, Ella.” He finally growls, “I need to go for a run, but | don’t want to leave you
unless you're alright.”

“Stop it!” | burst, my voice cracking. I'm out of the bed in a heartbeat, pacing back

and forth in front of the bed. “This is exactly what I'm talking about! Stop protecting ne
from reality. If you're angry with me, then be angry! Let me deal with the Consequences
of my weakness!”



Sinclair leaps out of the nest, stalking forward with white-knuckled fists. “I'm not going to
yell at you when you've just had a panic attack, Ella. If you want to be upset with me,
fine, but | need to let my wolf out and run off this temper.” He turns and charges for the
door, bypassing me completely.

Then, at the last moment, he turns back, his wolf glowing in his eyes. “And for

the record, this isn’t special treatment.” He rumbles angrily, “I don’t believe in arguing
or taking action when I'm out of control this way. If you need anything while I’'m gone,
just ask the guards.”

With that, Sinclair disappears, and | can hear his wolf racing away down the hall. For a
while | simply stand there, staring after him. Im shaking again, and I'm trying my best not
to dissolve into a fresh bout of weeping. | consider calling Cora, but | remember the way
she accused me of selfishly unloading my problems onto her, and | refrain.

My wolf is pacing anxiously in my head, whimpering like a pup and feeling just as raw as
| am — if more feral. She’s begging me to do something, to fix this, but | don't know how.

I might have felt terrible for falling apart when | was supposed to be soothing Sinclair, but
my wolf seems much more distraught about Sinclair's anger.

We should go after him! She begs. | can’t stand it, we have to fix this. We can't. |
grumble in reply. Even if | wasn’t on bed rest and it was perfectly safe, we’ll never be
able to catch up with him. Besides, he’ll only be angrier if we leave the house.

She whimpers in understanding, though she’s still beside herself. | climb back into bed,
curling into a little ball and pulling the blankets over my head. | haven't felt this way
before, though Sinclair has certainly been angry with me in the past. Hey, | ask my wolf
after some thought. Why weren’t you this upset when he accused me of being a gold
digger, or when he spanked me or dragged me out of Cora’s?

All those times were different. She argues. | was barely awake in the beginning,
and when he’s been angry in the past it's been protective. This is the first time he’s
really been hostile .. and the first time he’s walked out. What if he doesn’t come back?

Of course he’ll come back. | assure her, but there’s a small part of me that fears the
exact same thing. Logically | know he has to come back, even if he only returns to end
our relationship —

after all, he lives here. But somewhere deep down inside of me there’s a
frightened orphan who imagines I'll never see him again. But what if he decides we're
not worth the trouble, and simply takes off for greener pastures? My wolf presses.

You’re being ridiculous! | shout at her. His entire life is here. His pack is here. He has too
much integrity to abandon his duty that way. But what if? She digs in her paws. It



wouldn’t be the first time. He told us no wolf would ever willingly abandon their pup,
especially with humans — but our parents did.

Something must be seriously wrong with us — what if he’s finally figured it out too?What
if this was the last straw? “Stop it!” | cry aloud, clamping my hands over my ears, even
though her voice is inside my head. “

Stop it, stop it, stop it!” A sob wrenches from my chest, and the more time that passes,
the more convinced | am that she’s right. | almost feel as though I've left my body and

am watching all this take place. I've had out of body experiences before, so | know that
this isn’t what's happening, but still — I'm both conscious of how irrational I'm being, but
unable to do a thing to stop myself from spiraling deeper into my fears and insecurities.

When | finally hear Sinclair’s footsteps climbing the stairs, the violent fist
clenched around my heart starts to relax, but only just. If he’s back it must be to end
things. My

wolf wails. | want to shush her, but instead | focus on trying to look as though |

haven't just spent the better part of two hours crying like a baby. | whip the blankets off
and straighten my body, dragging my fingers through my hair and wiping the
accumulated salt from my eyelashes.

So when the door opens and Sinclair walks in, still naked but considerably dirtier than he
was when he left, I'm sitting up in bed pretending to read a book. | look up at

him, cursing my lower lip for trembling. He certainly looks calmer now, but there’s

an undeniable tightness around his eyes as he looks me over. He comes over and
moves to sit on the edge of the bed, but my wolf sees the dirt on his golden skin and a
growl surfaces in my chest.

Seeming to understand that he’s not allowed to sully my nest, Sinclair reaches his hand
towards me, “come take a bath with me.” | glance at his muddy feet skeptically, and he
sighs. “ll rinse off in the shower first.”

“Then why not just shower?” | suggest, not wanting to put myself in a situation where

| have to feel his body against mine as he breaks my heart. “Because | want to have a
bath with you.” Sinclair answers gruffly, “and | can tell you're still upset. We could both
use it.”

“Can we just get this over with?” | huff, Wrapping my arms around myself to hide
my trembling.” There’s no reason to draw it out, Dominic. Just tell me what you
decided,” His face crumples into a grimace, “Decided about what?”

“Whether or not you're going to keep me!” | exclaim, knowing that I’'m completely failing
in my attempt to seem calm and collected. Just like that, Sinclair’s face closes off, and



my heart sinks. Oh Goddess, | was right! My wolf howls mournfully. However instead of
agreeing to my request, Sinclair glares and issues a single command, “Bath. Now.”



Chapter 121 - Ella’s Past

Trigger Warning: This chapter contains experiences of abuse and s3xual assaultnothing
explicit, but please take care reading..

Sinclair

Ella’s small body is completely stiff in my arms, even though we’re in her favorite place.
I've only bathed with her once before, but it didn't take a rocket scientist to figure out
how much she loves a bubble bath. She takes at least four a week, and when she’s
upset I've known her to have a bath even after showering.

Until | spoke with Cora about Ella’s self-care practices, | didn’t understand the
connection to her childhood experience of neglect, but now that | know I'm determined
never to deprive her of the comfort even if my water bills go through the roof and the city
goes into a drought.

“Are you ready to talk this out, trouble?” | inquire, resting my hands on her round tummy
and feeling a pulse of stress from the baby. A fresh spark of worry assails me, and |
know that Rafe is channeling his mother’s fraught emotions. Ella doesn’t respond to my
question, and | press on, realizing that the poor little wolf isn’t going to relax until she
knows I'm not going to reject her” Sweetheart, it never even crossed my mind to end
things. | love you Ella’s muscles tighten further, though I didn’t think such a thing was
possible.

“But..She stammers, twisting around to look at me, “but you left!” Im sorry that | walked
out.”l reply gently, grazing my knuckles over her cheek. “But it wasn’t because | ever had
doubts about us.”l share, wondering about my sweet mate’s reaction.

I know some survivors of child abuse view any confrontation as a disaster or threat, but

Ella has weathered my anger in the past without any signs of a trauma response. “| was
angry that you thought you don’t contribute anything to our relationship, and my wolf lost
it when you suggested you couldn’t be my Luna. The idea of losing you pushed me over
the edge, and | needed to calm down before continuing.”

Ella’s brow furrows, and | can see her grappling with her emotions. “Dominic, | didn't just
think you might end things.” She whispers, staring at the water. “| wasn’'t even sure you'd
come back.. think.. | think maybe | have some abandonment issues | wasn't completely
aware of. And Mike’s betrayal and learning that I'm a wolf has thrown them into very
sharp focus.”

Understanding washes over me, and | gently flip her body the rest of the way

over. When Ella is facing me completely, | snuggle her to my chest, lowering my knees
so that she can straddle my lap. “I'm so sorry, baby.” | profess, kissing her head and
stroking her spine. “I shouldn't have left you when you were already upset, | just don’t



trust myself not to say things | don’t mean when I'm that angry.

The same way | would never make a pack ruling or deliver a punishment in the height of
a fury. | think taking some space in the heat of the moment can be healthy, but maybe
we can find some way to take breaks in fights without too much physical distance.” |
suggest. “But even if we can’t, you need to know that no matter how far | go or how long
| stay away, | will always come back to you, Ella.”

Ella whimpers, and her arms tighten around me. “ Thank you,” She hiccups, “and I'm
sorry | said | couldn’t be your Luna, but you have to admit that I'm not pulling my weight
here. This isn’t the first time I've tried to be there for you and failed.”

“Ella, look at me for a moment.” | order, sliding my finger under her chin and pulling her
eyes up to mine. “First of all you take care of me all the time. You saved my campaign.
You keep me calm when I'm being an ogre You stand up to bullies like the Prince and
Lydia, and you share my burdens even when | don’t want you to. Moreover, | need to
dominate my mate. It's in an Alpha’s DNA to nurture and protect. If you didn’t let me
comfort and take care of you, | would be a mess.”

Ella frowns. “But | didn’t let you. | panicked. “That’s the other thing.” | sigh, recalling the
terror that came over her beautiful face when | suggested tying her up. I've growled and
grumbled at Ella a thousand times.

I've put her over my knee and overpowered her countless times without any issue.
In fact most of the time her wolf responds to my bossiness like a bee to honey. “I
think we both know this didn’t happen randomly. | accidentally triggered something
specific, didn't 1?”

I'm still holding Ella’s chin, but her eyes look anywhere but at me. Slight
pressure nudges my fingers as Ella gives a slight nod, and then her wide gaze returns to
mine, suddenly so vulnerable that my heart aches. “Do we have to talk about it?”

| wish | could tell her no, promise that she won'’t ever have to relive her

painful memories, but | know that wouldn'’t help anything. “We’re in a s3xual relationship,
Ella. I can’t avoid your triggers if | don’t know what they are.” | reason, “and keeping
these things buried only causes them to fester.

Tears well in those brilliant gold orbs, and | hate knowing that I'm causing my mate to cry
for the upteenth time today. “Do we have to talk about it now.

| think s0.” | resolve gravely. “It's never going to hurt any less, and the sooner you
tell me, the sooner it will be over with.”

Ella nods again, and | let her rest her cheek on my chest as she begins to speak.



“The orphanage had these dormitories that were divided by age. So the youngest
children

would share a room, and the older we got, we would move up accordingly. Cora is

a year older than me, but when she turned eleven and was going to be moved into

a dorm with the older girls we both panicked a bit. We’d always been together and
didn’t want to be separated, and she also used to crawl into my bed at night when she
had nightmares — which was most nights.

She was afraid that the older girls would make fun of her, and | didn’t want to leave her
without a friend when monsters visited her dreams. Long story short, | pitched a fit so
they would allow me to move with her.”

“I remember being surprised at how easily they agreed, but the dormitory

matron seemed really pleased to have me.” Ella pauses, taking a deep breath. “She
was always telling me how pretty | was.. and that she’'d had her eye on me for some
time. | didn’t understand what she meant, but she always gave me a really uneasy
feeling. In hindsight I think that might have been part of why | was so determined to stay
with Cora... | think my instincts were warning me that the new dorm wasn't safe.”

As Ella speaks, my wolf is growling louder and louder in my head, his energy becoming
more vicious and unhinged by the moment. We both know what is coming, and suddenly
I’'m doubting whether or not I'll be able to stay calm enough to hear this.

“The first night in the dorm seemed normal at first. Lights out was at eight, so everyone
got in bed and everything shut off. But when the clock struck midnight, everything
changed. | remember waking up with Cora beside me, and all the other girls were out of
bed and slinking away.”

“l watched them sneak behind curtains, in cupboards, behind furniture and into any nook
and Cranny they could find... They were hiding.” Ella explains hoarsely. “I tried to ask
what was happening, but no one answered. | had enough sense to realize something
was very wrong, so woke Cora and told her to hide. She climbed into the laundry basket,
and | got under my bed and held myself up off the floor, balancing my hands and feet
against the underside of the bed frame”

“The matron came in about a minute later, and she didn’t say a word, she just

began searching. She must have been excited that there were new children to prey

on, because she found some of the veteran girls and just ignored them. She would open
a cabinet, peer inside, and cluck when she saw the trembling child inside, then close

it up as if nothing happened... Then she found Cora.”

Ella’s eyes are clenched shut, and I'm trying to calm myself down enough to purr for her,
but it isn’t easy. “I didn’t know what was going to happen, but every instinct | possessed



was screaming with alarm. | knew that it was bad and | didn’t want Cora to be hurt. so |
jumped out of my hiding spot and made sure she saw me. | told her...

| told her to take me instead.”



Chapter 122 - Ella’s Past Part 2

Sinclair

Don’t shift, don’t shift, don’t shift. | think manically Ella needs you. Listening to Ella
recount her childhood always makes me furious, but this time is worse than all the
others. I've suspected that Ella suffered terrible traumas for some time now, but before
this night I'd been able to pacify my outrage with the hope that I'm wrong. No longer.

As Ella speaks, | wonder how she could ever imagine herself weak. | can’t even stand to
listen to her story, but she actually lived it. She sacrificed herself for her sister, and she
survived things | can only imagine “When the matron realized it was me, she smiled so
cruelly that my stomach turned she was only too glad to take, me instead of Cora.” Ella
continues, shuddering with the memory. Her unease gives my wolf the push he needed
to put aside his own rage and comfort her. | finally manage a weak purr, and Ella
presses her nose to my chest, breathing in my scent.

“She took me to her own room and put me in her bed, and then she got in with me and..
started touching me in ways | didn't like or understand.

She made me touch her too, and she never stopped talking She told me how pretty

| was over and over, and kept asking me if | liked it. | said no, but she just insisted
that this was a special, secret game | was lucky to play. She said everything | was
feeling might be confusing, but it was good and right and natural. She said it took
practice, but that we’d have plenty of time.. Afterwards she took me back to the dorm
with a reminder not to share our secret. Cora asked me what happened but | didn't
know how to explain.”

“The next day | went to the doctor in residence, and | told him what the matron
had done. I'd never liked him much, but in my heart | knew what had happened
was wrong, and | didn't know who else to tell. | thought that since it was about my
body, the doctor was the one who could help.

There was no such thing as sex ed at the orphanage and no one else ever talked to us
about our bodies. At first | was relieved to tell someone. The doctor seemed very
concerned, and agreed that it sounded strange.”

“Then he told me that he needed to examine me. Ella’s words are coming in starts and
stops now, and her shaking is getting worse. The bath is still steaming around us, so |
know she isn’t cold and | know the worst isn’t over yet. “He took off my clothes and put
me on the exam table. and then I'll never forget the way he said, ‘now it's very important
that you be still, Ella. This is a different kind of exam than you're used to, and if you
move too much | could hurt you.

Tears stream down Ella s cheeks as she quotes the doctor, and it takes all my strength



to contain my wolf. “Then he said, T know little girls can have a hard time staying still, so
| have these nifty straps to help you. He pulled out restraints from under the table and
strapped me down. and then he asked me exactly what the matron did, and when |
explained he would touch me exactly how she had, saying like this? and if | didn’t
answer, if | cried or objected, he would only do it rougher and demand | tell him”.

“After the first minute or so | figured out what he was about, and | didn’'t want to answer
his questions anymore, but if | didn’t speak he would start guessing more and more
abuses, always demonstrating them on my body. They were far worse than anything
she’d done.. So | answered. | told him how to hurt me.” Ella is interrupted by my
ferocious snarl, and she looks up at me for the first time since she started speaking. Her
eyes are overflowing, but she offers me a bitter smile and reaches up to stroke my jaw.
“It's okay, big bad wolf, it's almost over.

My snarl becomes a whine, and Ella determinedy forges on. “l was too young

to understand why they did those things, but | knew how it made me feel: guilty,
tainted, defiled.. | never wanted it to happen again, but | was already broken, and there
were other girls like Cora who weren't yet.

Oh no. No, no, no tell me she didn’t!l have a horrible sick feeling in my stomach, and
| wish could go back in time and whisk Ella away from that horrible place before
anyone could hurt her.

Of course, that only would have meant other children would be hurt, which is how
| already know what Ella did. My brave, brilliant little mate would never stand by and
let another child be abused... even if it meant being abused herself.

“So | stopped hiding at night. | gave myself up so the others wouldn’t be touched..

| figured | couldn’t be ruined more than | already was, and it was better than

allowing someone else to be destroyed.” Ella shares, confirming my fears but also
magnifying my despair by explaining her logic. “The matron came almost every night...
and the doctor would call me in for check ups every few weeks. | hated those visits
worse than anything. the matron was sort of gentle, and she never tied me down or
gagged me. She didn’t want to inflict pain, she seemed determined to make me like it.”

The doctor was different. He was a true sadist; he loved my fear, loved my pain. And he
escalated over time.” Ella hides her face in my neck as she concludes her horrible tale
“When | was twelve he r*ped me, and that's when Cora and | ran away. | invited the
other girls to run with us, but most were more afraid of living on the street than they were
of the matron. Luckily they didn’t know about the doctor, and | warned the ones who
stayed behind to never confide in him.”

My hands are clamped so tightly on Ella I'm afraid | must be hurting her, but she doesn’t
complain. She’s still crying, but her muscles have unwound now that her story is



complete. There are tears in my own eyes, and | can only kiss and caress my sweet
mate as | process everything she shared. “

Are they still there? The matron and the doctor?” | finally ask, my voice a
dangerous hiss.

“No.” Ella replies. “Cora and | could only live outside during the summers, and we tried to
stay away through the first winter, but eventually the police found us squatting in
an abandoned building and returned us to the orphanage. When we got back they had

both been fired. Apparently a state inspection was run and the entire staff was

booted out. The new regime wasn’'t much better, so we kept running away in the
summers, but it was safe enough to return each winter.. | have no idea where those two
are now.

I'll hunt them down.” | decide, bloodthirsty fantasies already racing through my mind.
If it's possible, my wolf is dreaming of even gorier revenges than | am, particularly for the
doctor.

We'll just see how he likes being tied up and gagged. How much he enjoys pain
and having things shoved.

“You don’t have to do that.” Ella interupts his disturbing plans, nuzzling my throat.

“I survived, and I'm safe now.” She says it almost as though she’s trying to

remind herself more than me, and | scold myself for turning to vengeance when she
still needs comforting.

“You are safe.” | confirms, stroking her hair and depositing kisses everywhere |

can reach. “You're safe and loved and the only way anyone will ever hurt you again is
over my dead body.”1 don’t add that I still plan on finding her abusers, if not for
vengeance than to ensure they never harm another child.

I’'m painfully aware of the fact that other children might be in their grasps at this very
moment, but Ella doesn’t need to hear that Ella pulls her head up, narrowing her red
eyes at me “Dominic, | would rather be hurt than lose you.

No. | proclaim, the corner of my mouth twitching up. “I will lay down my life before | allow
you to get so much as a paper cut. | will throw myself to the wolves if you even stub your
toe.

Ella manages a small laugh, and the pain in my chest eases slightly She peeks up at me
from beneath her lashes “But if you're not here then who will kiss my injuries better?
Who will keep me from bumping into furniture and bruising myself?



Hmm, you make a good point.” | decide, “perhaps we can negotiate the level of
injury that warrants my death.”

“How gracious of you” She smiles, sighing as | run my hands up and down her sides. I'm
infinitely relieved that Ella has finally relaxed, but | can’t get over what she told me.

“You're incredible, you know that? | inquire, knowing she doesn’t want to hear it,

but shushing her objections. “I mean it, Ella. | know you were angry with yourself

for panicking when you were trying to help me, but the fact that you did is the direct
result of the sacrifices you made to protect your family. It's not a sign of

weakness Sweetheart. It's evidence of your strength your resilience. | lean down to kiss
her You were born to be a Luna, and you will be mine.



Chapter 123 - Rogue Attacks

Sinclair

After Ella shared her story with me, we spent a long time just kissing and
cuddling, talking through our feelings and reaffirming our love. Still, Ella wasn't entirely
soothed.

| could tell she was still beating herself up about her panic attack, no matter how
many times | promised her it was all right | just want to be able to give you what you
need. Ella moans after a while, sounding as miserable ass ever.

“l don’t need to tie you up, baby. | promise, wondering if I'll ever be able to convince her
that she’s enough for me exactly as she is. “There are plenty of other things we can do.”

“But the idea of being tied up with you doesn’t frighten me.” Ella confesses,
surprising me. “I think it was just the way you asked. Because it wasn’t about you and
me, it was about what had been done to me in the past.

| frown, unsure if she’s being completely forthright. “That’s possible.” | agree. “But
the chances are that if the question was that upsetting, feeling it would be worse.”

“Not if I know it's coming, and not if I'm handcuffed or something. The straps on

a medical table are different.” Ella argues. “I'm not saying | want to try it right this second
or when you're really stressed. It would probably be better when things are calmer so
that if | do panic it doesn’t ruin everything, but | think | would like to try sometime.”

“You really don’t have to, Ella.” | assure her “Not for my sake. It should be fun for both of
us, not something you have to endure.”

“I'm not just saying it for you Ella insists. “I don't like thinking that they still have so much
power over me. Maybe if | can get over that fear by replacing the bad memories with
some good ones | can take my power back.”

| narrow my eyes at the little minx, wondering if this is another tactic to convince me. Ella
knows I'd do anything to help her, and it would certainly be clever to turn the tables on
me this way.

However when | look into her shining eyes, | see only sincerity. “Okay, one day

when things are calmer, we can try” | decide, running my hands over her slick skin. “But
if you give me reason to think you're just humoring me, you're going to be in big
trouble, baby.”

“I'm not” Ella insists indignantly, sitting up and giving me a delectable view of
water dripping down her bare breasts. “I don't know if it's my wolf coming out or what,



but the more time that passes, the more | find myself craving your.. well, your
dominance.”

She flushes bright red as the words leave her mouth, and I'm relieved to see that all the
heavy emotion of the last hour is starting to fade in favor of flirtation.

“It might be your wolf.” I confirm with a grin, sliding my palms up to cup her
sensitive mounds running my thumbs over the tight buds at their center. Ella shivers and
arches into my hands, delightfully sensitive amidst her raging hormones.

“Or maybe you've always been a secret sex friend, and you just needed time to tap into
that part of yourself.”

Ella blinks, dropping her gaze for a moment before looking back up at me in surprise, as
if she’s just realized something. “Do you remember when we first found each other, and |
was confused because | felt like a different person with you? You said | was becoming
the person | was always meant to be, and it just hadn’t been safe for me to come out of
my shell before.”

“Mmm,”l rumble fondly, needing no help to recall our food fight. “As | recall you thought |
was full of it.”

“But you were right.” Ella muses, sliding her arms around my neck. “My wolf recognized
you even before | knew she existed.”

“Are you saying I'm right now too, and you are a sex friend?” | joke, beyond
pleased when her beautiful laugh meets my ears “only for you. Ella grins, making my
inner wolf swell with pride.

“

Well you never have to worry about getting my dominance, trouble.” | tease,
dragging her forward for a kiss. “You know exactly how to bring it out”l nip her plump
lower lip and claim her mouth again, the passion always simmering for this incredible
woman surging to a sudden boil. I'm already fantasizing about how | can create the
most pleasure for us both without losing the stranglehold I'm keeping on my

mating instincts.

when the bedroom door crashes open in the distance | smell Hugo before | see him,
which is the only reason | don't react more forcefully.

Instead | Simply pull my mouth lips from Ella’s, my wolf going into high alert. If Hugo
is barging in this way it must be an emergency. Ella yelps when my Beta stalks in
a moment later, Ella is hiding her face in my neck, almost as though she thinks



Hugo might not be able to see her if she can’t see him. | offer her a soft purr, but | look
up at my second-in command with instant anxiety, “What's wrong?

He glances nervously at Ella, but I nod for him to continue. “One of our spies in

the border territories just called in an urgent warning. Apparently a coalition of

rogue wolves is planning a assault on Moon Valley. Their numbers are in the hundreds
and they're coming at us from all sides. This isn’t just some raid it's a highly
coordinated attack and you can bet they didn’t organize it on their own.

“When?” | demand sharply, already reaching for a towel. | slide Ella’s body off of mine,
concealing her beneath the bubbles of the deep bath and rising out of the

water. “Tonight.” Hugo sighs in exasperation. “We have maybe two hours to

get reinforcements to our scouts.”

| swear viciously, the borders of Moon Valley extend for hundreds of miles, we

don’t have enough time to re ach our most remote outposts, and those are probably
the ones the rogues will be targeting first. “Call in everyone you can and

immediately deploy those already on duty. Send them to the most vulnerable outposts
first, and make sure everyone is fully briefed.

Deploy the warning sirens and release a bulletin to all the media outlets in the city, order
an immediate lockdown and roll out the emergency helpline for anyone who sights or
encounters rogue aggressors. Tell them to issue reminders on shelter locations, and set
closing times for two hours from now Have the hospitals initiate their own emergency
protocols and put out a call to any

willing and able wolves who want to help defend the city, but make the dangers
damn clear. No one under 18.

The words flow from my lips out of pure reflex, and Hugo immediately turns on his heel
to carry out my instructions. When he’s gone, | turn back to Ella, who is looking up at me
with wide eyes. | pluck her out of the bath and wrap her in a towel. “

Listen to me, Ella. Your guards are going to take you to a safe house and it's critical that
you stay there until the danger has passed. I'll come for you as soon as | can, but listen
to the guards and don't set a single foot outside until the all clear orders have been
given. Don’t open the door for anyone, and don’t even think about doing anything heroic.

If you see an injured child lying in the street, leave them for the guards to help. Do you
understand me?” Ella furrows her brow, unease flowing off her in waves “But where will

you be? What are you going to be doing?”

“I have to stand with my men.” | explain. “We’re going to need all the help we can get.”



“Fighting, you mean.” Ella clarifies. “You're going into battle?” Yes.” | answer simply,
knowing | can’t shield her from the truth. “I wish I didn’t have to leave you, but | can’t let
other wolves defend my city without me.”

Ella’s lower lip, still swollen from my kisses, is trembling. “Do you promise that
you’'ll come back to me?

“Im not going to let some dirty rogue get the better of me, baby.” Taking her face in
my hands, | continue, “Now give me your word that you’'ll do as I've asked”|
command. “Go to the safe house, listen to the guards, and wait for me.”

Ella nods shakily, and I pull her into my arms. Our lips collide with sudden

desperation as if we're both thinking the same thing. Just in case it’s for the last time.
Suddenly | realize | never walked Ella through the contingency plans she requested, like
what to do if I'm killed. Unfortunately there’s no time for that now. Her guards know what
to do if the worst happens, and that will have to be enough for the time being.

“I love you.” | profess, stealing one last kiss. “No matter what.” “I love you too. Ella
answers, tears spilling down her cheeks. “Please be safe, Dominic.”

“Don’t worry, trouble. We'll be together again before you know it. | answer, but we

both know that s not a promise | can make. Every time | go into battle, | do so knowing
it might be the end, but I've never had more of a reason to survive than | do now, and
I'll be damned if I'm going to let this be my last moment with Ella. I'm going to make it —
| have to.



Chapter 124 - Lydia Gives Advice

3rd Person

“Another rogue attack?” Lydia scoffed, circling the Prince as he studied his plans for the
invasion, “haven’t you attempted enough to realize they aren’t going to work?” ‘This one
is different.” The Prince groused in reply. Tm not just targeting Sinclair’s bitch or a few
tourists. The entire pack will be in shambles and Dominic will be held responsible.”

A moment later the emergency sirens began blaring through the city, and the
Prince surged to his feet, “What! No! How did he find out?”

Lydia swore under her breath, “because he keeps spies in the neutral territories, just like
you do — just like all the Alpha’s do.” She promptly crossed the floor and snatched up the
television remote, flipping to the news where an emergency bulletin was dominating the
screen.

An anxious reporter read off a teleprompter, his voice full of urgency.” Moon Valley
is facing imminent attack from rogue actors. Take shelter in your home or at

your nearest designated safety point. Alpha Sinclair has ordered an immediate
lockdown until the “all clear” chime can be rung.

Pack enforcers are on their way to meet the threat and hopefully force back the rogues
before they can breach the city, but extreme caution is advised for all citizens. The
human mayor has been informed and is instituting a city shut down under the guise of a
gas leak...”

The reporter carried on in the background as Lydia turned back to the
Prince, annoyance dominating her features. “How much time is there before the attack?”

“They won't reach the city for a