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  Three Months Later

  
  






Sophie

The training yard smells like sweat and dirt and blood. My blood, specifically, dripping from my nose onto the ground.

“That’s it.” Mira lowers her fighting stance. “We’re done for today.”

“I’m fine.” I wipe the blood away with the back of my hand. “One more round.”

“You’re pregnant and bleeding from your face. That’s the opposite of fine.”

“It’s just a nosebleed. Happens all the time now.”

“Because you’re pushing too hard!” Mira throws her hands up. “Alex is going to kill me if you collapse again.”

“I didn’t collapse. I sat down for a minute.”

“You passed out for five minutes. There’s a difference.”

I know she’s right but I hate admitting it. Three months pregnant and my body already feels like a stranger. My belly is starting to show, a small bump I can’t hide anymore. My balance is off. My stamina is gone. And the nosebleeds started two weeks ago and haven’t stopped.

Thea says it’s the baby. The power inside me is growing faster than it should. My Catalyst blood is feeding it, making it strong. But it’s draining me in the process.

“One more round,” I say again. “Please. I need to stay sharp.”

“You need to rest.”

“I’ve been resting for three months! I’m going crazy sitting around doing nothing while everyone else trains.”

“You’re not doing nothing. You’re growing a baby. That’s literally the most important job in the pack right now.”

I want to argue but my stomach lurches. The nausea hits fast and hard, like it always does. I barely make it to the edge of the yard before I’m throwing up in the bushes.

Mira rubs my back. “Morning sickness?”

“It’s two in the afternoon.”

“Pregnancy sickness doesn’t care about time.”

When I’m done, I sit on the ground, breathing hard. My whole body aches. My head is pounding. And I still have three training sessions scheduled today with different pack members who want to learn combat from the “Catalyst Luna.”

“I can’t do this,” I whisper. “I can’t be Luna and pregnant and train and fight and be everything everyone needs me to be.”

“Then don’t. Take a break. The pack will understand.”

“Will they? I’m supposed to be strong. Supposed to be the Luna who saved them from Silas. If they see me weak—”

“You’re not weak. You’re pregnant. There’s a difference.”

“Tell that to the pack members who keep watching me like I’m going to break.”

Mira helps me stand. “They’re not watching because they think you’re weak. They’re watching because they care about you. You’re carrying the future of this pack. That’s not weakness. That’s power.”

I want to believe her. But all I feel is tired and sick and overwhelmed.

We’re walking back to the packhouse when Cole jogs over. He looks worried.

“Luna. We have visitors. From Northern Ridge Pack. They want to meet you.”

“Now? I’m covered in sweat and dirt and I just threw up.”

“They insist. Say it’s urgent.”

I look at Mira. She shrugs. “I’ll come with you. Make sure you don’t pass out again.”

“I didn’t pass out.”

“Sure you didn’t.”

We head inside. I stop in the bathroom to wash my face and change into clean clothes. The shirt is tight across my belly now. I have to wear Alex’s shirts most days because mine don’t fit anymore.

When I look in the mirror, I barely recognize myself. My face is fuller, my skin glowing despite the exhaustion. My eyes have dark circles but there’s something else there too. Something fierce.

My wolf stirs. She’s been more active lately, protective of the baby. Sometimes I feel her pushing at my consciousness, wanting to shift and fight anything that gets too close.

“We’re okay,” I tell her. “Everything’s okay.”

She doesn’t believe me. Neither do I.

Cole is waiting in the main hall with Alex. My mate looks furious.

“You were training again,” he says. Not a question. An accusation.

“Just light sparring.”

“You’re bleeding.”

I touch my nose. Fresh blood. “It’s nothing.”

“It’s not nothing. You promised Thea you’d rest.”

“I am resting. I’m just also training. There’s a balance.”

“There’s no balance when you’re passing out in the training yard!”

“I didn’t pass out. I sat down.”

“For five minutes. Unconscious.”

I glare at Mira. “Traitor.”

She holds up her hands. “He’s your mate. He deserves to know when you almost die.”

“I wasn’t dying!”

“Your heart stopped for ten seconds. That’s pretty close to dying.”

My heart stopped? Nobody told me that part.

Alex grabs my shoulders, his gold eyes searching my face. “You have to stop pushing yourself. Please. I can’t lose you.”

“You’re not going to lose me. I’m just… adjusting. The baby is taking more energy than I expected.”

“Then let it. Rest. Stop fighting. Stop training. Just… be pregnant. Let me take care of you.”

“I’m not an invalid.”

“I’m not saying you are. But you’re carrying our child. That’s hard enough without adding combat training and Luna duties on top.”

He’s right. I know he’s right. But admitting it feels like giving up.

“The visitors are waiting,” Cole says quietly. “Should I tell them to come back later?”

“No.” I straighten my shoulders. “I’m fine. Let’s meet them.”

Alex looks like he wants to argue but doesn’t. Just takes my hand and squeezes.

We walk to the conference room together. There are five wolves waiting. Four men and one woman. The woman is standing at the head of the table, her back to us.

“Alpha Alex. Luna Sophie.” She turns around.

And my blood runs cold.

Half her face is covered in scars. Deep, twisted scars that look like they were burned into her skin. Her left eye is milky white, blind. Her mouth is pulled into a permanent snarl on that side.

But it’s not the scars that freeze me. It’s the fact that I’ve seen this face before.

In my vision. Two weeks ago. This woman reaching for my belly with scarred hands.

“I’m Alpha Vera of Northern Ridge Pack.” Her voice is rough, damaged. “And I’m here to warn you. Someone is coming for your baby. Someone who won’t stop until they have it.”

The room spins. I grab Alex’s arm to steady myself.

“Who?” Alex demands. “Who’s coming?”

“The same person who did this to me.” Vera gestures to her scars. “The Collector. He’s been hunting Catalysts for decades. And now he’s heard about Luna Sophie and the child she carries.”

“How do you know this?” I ask. My voice is shaking.

“Because I used to be a Catalyst too. Until he took my power. Ripped it out of me and left me like this.” She steps closer. “I came to warn you because I know what he’s capable of. And I know he won’t stop until he has what he wants.”

“And what does he want?” Alex growls.

Vera looks at me. Directly at my belly.

“Her baby. He wants to consume its power before it’s even born.”

My vision blurs. Not from passing out this time. From another flash.

I see fire. Blood. Screaming. A man with black eyes standing over a cradle, reaching down—

The vision cuts off. I’m gasping, clutching my stomach.

“Sophie!” Alex catches me before I fall. “What did you see?”

“Him. The Collector. He’s… he’s not just some rogue. He’s something worse. Something ancient.”

“How ancient?” Vera asks.

“I don’t know. The vision wasn’t clear. But he’s powerful. More powerful than Silas was.”

“That’s why I’m here. To offer an alliance. My pack will help you fight him. In exchange, you use your Catalyst power to restore what he took from me.”

“I don’t have that kind of power. I can break bonds, not create them.”

“You restored your brother’s wolf after you stripped it. Don’t tell me you can’t do the same for me.”

She’s right. I did restore Marcus’s wolf. But it almost killed me. And I’m pregnant now. Using that much power could hurt the baby.

“I’ll consider it,” I say carefully. “But first, tell us everything you know about The Collector. Where he is. What he wants. How to stop him.”

Vera nods. “That’s fair. But we need to move fast. He’s already mobilizing his forces. He’ll be here within the month.”

A month. Four weeks to prepare for a threat I don’t understand. To protect a baby I haven’t even met yet.

“We’ll be ready,” Alex says. His voice is steel.

But I’m not so sure. Because the vision is playing in my head on repeat. Fire. Blood. Screaming. And the Collector’s hands reaching for my baby.

I press my hand to my belly. Feel the tiny flutter of movement. The baby is awake, aware, scared maybe.

“I won’t let anyone hurt you,” I whisper. “I promise.”

But even as I say it, I know it might be a promise I can’t keep.

Hours later, I’m in our room, sitting on the bed. My whole body is exhausted. The meeting with Vera went on for three hours. Details about The Collector, his methods, his army of rogues and corrupted Catalysts.

Alex is downstairs, organizing defenses with Cole and the pack. I should be down there helping. But I can barely keep my eyes open.

The door opens. Alex walks in, sees me, and his expression softens.

“You should be asleep.”

“Can’t sleep. Keep seeing things. Visions I can’t control.”

He sits next to me, pulling me against his chest. “What do you see?”

“Bad things. The Collector. Fire. Our baby crying and I can’t reach them.”

“Those are just fears. Not the future.”

“How do you know? I’m a Seer. What if I’m seeing what’s really going to happen?”

“Then we change it. We always change it. That’s what we do.”

I want to believe him. Want to think we can control this. But the visions feel different this time. More real. More certain.

“I’m scared,” I admit. “More scared than I’ve ever been. Even more than when Silas was here.”

“Why?”

“Because then it was just me. If I died, it was just me. But now…” I press my hand to my belly. “Now I have someone else to protect. Someone who can’t protect themselves.”

Alex puts his hand over mine. “You’re not alone in this. We’ll protect them together.”

“And if we can’t?”

“We will. I won’t let anyone hurt our family.”

The mate bond hums between us. I feel his certainty, his love, his absolute refusal to let anything bad happen.

And I feel something else too. His fear. He’s just as scared as I am but hiding it better.

“I love you,” I say. “Even when you’re being overprotective and annoying.”

“I love you too. Even when you’re being reckless and stubborn.”

He tilts my chin up and kisses me. Soft at first, then deeper. His hand slides into my hair, holding me close.

I pull back slightly. “I’m sweaty and gross from training.”

“I don’t care.”

“And pregnant. And tired. And probably not very attractive right now.”

“You’re always attractive. Especially now.” His hand moves to my belly, pressing gently. “You’re carrying my child. That makes you even more mine.”

The possessiveness in his voice sends heat through me. My wolf purrs, responding to her mate.

“More yours?” I raise an eyebrow. “I didn’t know there were levels of ownership.”

“There are. And you just unlocked a new one.”

He kisses me again, this time with intent. His hands roam over my body, careful but hungry.

“Alex, I’m three months pregnant. I look like I swallowed a basketball.”

“You look perfect.”

“I have stretch marks.”

“I love them.”

“I throw up randomly.”

“I’ll hold your hair.”

I laugh despite myself. “You’re ridiculous.”

“I’m in love. There’s a difference.”

He lays me back on the bed gently. His hands slide under my shirt, exploring my changing body. When he reaches my belly, he pauses.

“Does this hurt?”

“No. It feels nice actually.”

He pushes my shirt up, exposing my stomach. The small bump is visible now, undeniable. He presses a kiss to it, then another, then trails kisses up to my breasts.

“These are bigger too,” he notes with appreciation.

“Pregnancy perk.”

“Best perk ever.”

His mouth finds mine again. The kiss is deep, demanding, claiming. One hand tangles in my hair, the other cups my breast over the fabric of my bra.

I arch into him, needing more. Needing him. The pregnancy hormones have made everything more intense. Touch, taste, need.

“Alex,” I gasp. “Please.”

“Please what?”

“Don’t make me say it.”

“I want to hear you say it.”

“I need you. Now.”

He growls, the sound vibrating through his chest. “That’s my girl.”

He strips my clothes off carefully, mindful of my body. When I’m naked beneath him, he just looks at me for a long moment.

“What?” I ask, suddenly self-conscious.

“You’re beautiful. Have I told you that today?”

“You might have mentioned it.”

“I need to mention it more.”

He sheds his own clothes and then he’s over me, between my legs, his body a familiar weight.

“I’m going to be careful,” he says. “If anything hurts, you tell me. Understood?”

“I’m pregnant, not made of glass.”

“You’re precious. My mate. My Luna. The mother of my child. That’s more valuable than glass.”

He enters me slowly, letting me adjust. I’m sensitive, everything heightened. It feels different than before. More intense. More connected.

He moves carefully at first, checking my face for signs of discomfort. But there is none. Just pleasure and need and the mate bond singing between us.

“Harder,” I gasp. “I’m not going to break.”

“Sophie—”

“Please.”

He gives in, moving faster, deeper. His hands grip my hips, holding me steady. One hand slides up to cup my breast, thumb circling my nipple.

I come apart fast, the pregnancy making everything more intense. Alex follows seconds later, burying his face in my neck as he finishes.

We lie there afterward, tangled together, breathing hard.

“That was better than I remembered,” I say.

“We haven’t done that in two weeks. I was starting to go crazy.”

“Two weeks? It’s only been like three days.”

“Felt like two weeks.”

I laugh and cuddle closer. His hand rests on my belly, protective even in this moment.

“Do you think the baby knows?” I ask.

“Knows what?”

“What we just did.”

“I hope not. That would be traumatic.”

“For them or for us?”

“Both.”

We’re quiet for a moment. Then I feel it. A stronger flutter in my belly. The baby moving.

“Alex.” I grab his hand and press it where I felt the movement. “Feel that?”

We wait. Then it happens again. A tiny kick against his palm.

His eyes go wide. “Was that—”

“The baby. They’re kicking.”

“Already? Isn’t it too early?”

“Normally yes. But this isn’t a normal baby. Catalyst children develop faster.”

He stares at his hand on my belly, wonder on his face. “They’re real. I mean, I knew they were real. But this makes it real.”

“Yeah. It does.”

The baby kicks again, harder this time.

“Strong little thing,” Alex says with pride.

“Takes after their father.”

“And their mother. Don’t sell yourself short.”

I’m about to respond when the vision hits.

One second I’m lying in bed with Alex. The next I’m somewhere else.

Dark room. Fire burning in a circle. A woman screaming. Hands reaching into the flames, pulling out something small and crying.

A baby.

My baby.

The Collector’s face looms over the infant, smiling.

“Perfect,” he says. “Absolutely perfect.”

I snap back to reality, gasping. Alex is shaking me, his face pale.

“Sophie! What happened? You stopped breathing!”

“Vision. Saw him. The Collector. He had our baby.” I’m crying now, can’t stop. “He took them from me and I couldn’t do anything.”

“It’s not real. It’s just a vision. A possible future, not certain.”

“It felt certain. It felt real.”

“Then we make sure it doesn’t happen. We fight. We plan. We protect.”

But even as he says it, I feel the dread settling in my chest. The Collector is coming. And I don’t know if we’re strong enough to stop him.

There’s a knock on the door. Cole’s voice comes through. “Alpha! Luna! You need to come downstairs. Now.”

“What’s wrong?” Alex calls out.

“The Northern Ridge Pack. They just arrived. Early. Alpha Vera says she couldn’t wait. Says The Collector’s forces are already moving. We have less time than we thought.”

Alex and I look at each other. So much for preparing.

“How much time?” I ask through the door.

Cole’s silence is answer enough. Then: “Three days. Maybe less. He’s already at the southern border. Moving fast.”

Three days. Three days until The Collector arrives and tries to take my baby.

Three days to prepare for a war I don’t know if we can win.

I press my hand to my belly. Feel the baby kick again, oblivious to the danger.

“I won’t let him hurt you,” I whisper. “No matter what it takes. You’re mine. And I protect what’s mine.”

Alex pulls me close. “We protect what’s ours. Together.”

But as I look out the window at the darkening sky, I can’t shake the feeling that together might not be enough this time.

The Collector is coming.

And he’s bringing hell with him.
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Alex

I don’t trust Alpha Vera.

She’s standing in my conference room with four of her wolves, all of them looking like they’ve been through hell. Scars, missing fingers, one guy has a chunk of his ear gone. But Vera is the worst. Half her face looks like someone took a blowtorch to it and didn’t stop until the skin melted.

My wolf doesn’t like her. He’s pacing, growling, telling me something’s off.

But Sophie is next to me, her hand in mine, and she’s listening to every word Vera says with wide eyes. So I keep my mouth shut and listen too.

“The Collector has been hunting Catalysts for over twenty years,” Vera says. Her voice is rough, damaged like her face. “Maybe longer. Nobody knows for sure. He finds them, takes their power, leaves them broken. Or dead. Most of the time dead.”

“And you survived,” Cole says. He’s standing behind me, arms crossed. He doesn’t trust her either.

“Barely. He took most of my power. Left me with just enough to shift but nothing else. No healing. No enhanced senses. Just a broken wolf in a broken body.”

“Why spare you?” I ask. “If he’s killing everyone else, why let you live?”

“To send a message. He wanted other Catalysts to know what happens when they resist. Wanted them to see what he could do.”

“That’s twisted.”

“That’s The Collector.” She looks at Sophie. “And now he’s heard about you. About the child you’re carrying. A Catalyst baby born of two powerful bloodlines. He’ll do anything to get it.”

Sophie’s hand tightens on mine. Through the bond, I feel her fear.

“How do you know about the baby?” I demand. “We haven’t announced it publicly.”

“Word travels. Especially in Catalyst circles. There aren’t many of us left. When one gets pregnant, everyone knows.”

“So you came here to warn us. Why? What do you get out of it?”

Vera’s good eye locks on mine. “An alliance. My pack is being hunted. We’re down to thirty wolves from over a hundred. We need protection. You need fighters who know how The Collector operates. We help each other.”

“Or you lead him right to us.”

“He’s already coming. With or without me. At least this way you’ll be prepared.”

Cole leans down to whisper in my ear. “We should discuss this privately. With the pack.”

He’s right. I need to know what my wolves think before agreeing to anything.

“Give us an hour,” I tell Vera. “We’ll meet and decide.”

“An hour is all I can spare. If you say no, we leave. Find somewhere else to hide.”

“Understood.”

Sophie and I leave the conference room. As soon as we’re in the hallway, she stops.

“We have to help them.”

“We don’t know anything about them. They could be lying. Could be working for The Collector.”

“Did you see her face? Her scars? Nobody does that to themselves for a lie.”

“People do a lot of things for power. For survival.”

“She’s terrified, Alex. I can feel it. She’s not lying about being hunted.”

“That doesn’t mean we can trust her.”

Sophie pulls her hand from mine. “So what? We just let them die? Let The Collector pick them off one by one?”

“We protect our pack first. That’s the priority.”

“And when The Collector comes for us? When we’re alone and outnumbered? Who’s going to help us then?”

She’s right. I hate it but she’s right.

“Fine. We’ll discuss it with the pack. But if they vote no, we’re not doing it. I won’t risk everyone for strangers.”

“Fair enough.”

The pack meeting happens in the main hall. Every wolf over eighteen is required to attend. That’s about sixty wolves total, not counting the former Crimson River members who are still on probation.

I explain the situation. The Collector. The threat. Vera’s offer of alliance.

The room erupts.

“We can’t trust them!” someone yells. “They’ll bring death to our doorstep!”

“They’re already dying!” another voice counters. “We should help!”

“Why should we help strangers when we have our own problems?”

“Because next time, it could be us asking for help!”

The argument goes back and forth. Some wolves want to fight. Others want to hide. A few suggest turning Vera and her pack over to The Collector to buy time.

That last suggestion makes my wolf snarl. We don’t sacrifice innocents. Ever.

Mira stands up. “I say we help them. We’re Shadow Ridge. We don’t turn away wolves in need.”

“Easy for you to say,” an older wolf mutters. “You’re not the one who’ll die when The Collector comes.”

“We’ll all die if we don’t stand together!”

The room erupts again. I’m about to call for order when Derek stands.

Derek. The wolf who betrayed us. Who helped kidnap Sophie. Who’s been working his ass off for three months to earn back our trust.

“I say we help them,” he says. His voice is quiet but everyone stops to listen. “Not because it’s easy. Not because it’s safe. But because it’s right.”

“Why should we listen to you?” someone spits. “You’re a traitor.”

“Yeah. I am. I made mistakes. Bad ones. But Luna Sophie gave me a second chance when she didn’t have to. She could have killed me. Should have killed me. But she didn’t. She chose mercy. Chose to believe people can change. If we turn Vera away, we’re saying we don’t believe that anymore. We’re saying mercy is only for people we like.”

The room goes quiet.

Derek continues. “The Collector is coming. Whether we help Vera or not. At least if we help her, we have allies. People who know how he fights. How to survive him. Turning them away won’t save us. It’ll just mean we die alone.”

More silence. Then one wolf stands. Then another. Then five more.

“I vote yes,” Mira says. “We help them.”

“Yes,” Cole agrees.

“Yes,” says another wolf. Then another. The yeses pile up until it’s clear. The pack has decided.

We’re helping Vera.

I look at Sophie. She’s smiling, proud of Derek for speaking up. Proud of the pack for choosing mercy.

Through the bond, I feel her relief. And something else. Love. For me, for the pack, for this life we’re building.

“It’s settled,” I announce. “We’ll form an alliance with Northern Ridge Pack. But with conditions. They follow our rules. Fight under our command. And if any of them betrays us, the alliance ends. Understood?”

Everyone nods.

“Good. Meeting’s over. Get back to your duties.”

The wolves disperse. Sophie moves to leave but Vera steps in front of her.

“Luna Sophie. Can I speak with you? Privately?”

Sophie looks at me. I don’t want to leave her alone with Vera but I nod. “I’ll be right outside.”

They move to the corner of the room. I stay where I can see them but can’t hear the conversation.

Vera leans in close, speaking urgently. Sophie’s face goes pale. Then confused. Then scared.

What the hell is Vera telling her?

I start to move closer but Sophie holds up a hand. Telling me to wait.

They talk for another minute. Then Vera pulls back. Sophie is shaking.

I’m across the room in seconds. “What did you say to her?”

“Just the truth,” Vera says. “Something she needed to know.”

“What truth?”

Sophie opens her mouth to answer but her nose starts bleeding. Again. Heavier this time.

“Sophie—”

She sways. I catch her before she hits the ground but she’s deadweight in my arms.

“Get Thea!” I yell at Cole. “Now!”

Sophie’s eyes roll back. Her body goes limp. Blood is pouring from her nose, her ears, even the corners of her eyes.

“What did you do?” I snarl at Vera.

“Nothing! I just told her the truth about her baby!”

“What truth?”

“That it’s not just a Catalyst. It’s something more. Something that shouldn’t exist.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

Vera backs away, her good eye wide. “The baby. It’s trying to protect itself. Using Sophie’s power from the inside. It’s draining her.”

Thea runs in with her medical bag. She kneels next to Sophie, checking her pulse.

“She’s in shock. Heart rate is through the roof. The baby’s power is overwhelming her system.”

“Can you fix it?”

“I don’t know. This is beyond anything I’ve treated before.”

Sophie’s body convulses. She’s seizing, her back arching, mouth open in a silent scream.

The baby is killing her.

And there’s nothing I can do to stop it.

Through the bond, I feel her slipping away. The connection fraying. She’s dying right in front of me.

“Do something!” I yell at Thea.

“I’m trying!”

Vera kneels on Sophie’s other side. “Let me help. I used to be a Catalyst. I know how the power works.”

“You said he took your power!”

“Most of it. But not all. I have enough to stabilize her. Maybe.”

I don’t have a choice. Sophie is dying. I have to try everything.

“Do it.”

Vera places her scarred hands on Sophie’s belly. Her eye starts to glow, faint and weak, but there.

Sophie stops seizing. Her body relaxes. The bleeding slows.

“The baby is scared,” Vera says. “It doesn’t understand what’s happening. It’s lashing out, trying to protect itself and its mother. I’m calming it down. Telling it Sophie is safe.”

“How can you tell it anything? It’s not even born yet.”

“Catalyst babies are conscious in the womb. Aware. This one is especially powerful. It can hear me. Feel me.”

Sophie’s eyes flutter open. “Alex?”

“I’m here. I’ve got you.”

“The baby. Is it okay?”

“The baby’s fine. You’re the one we’re worried about.”

Thea finishes her examination. “She’s stable. For now. But this is going to keep happening. The baby’s power is too strong. It’s feeding off Sophie faster than her body can recover.”

“What do we do?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never dealt with a Catalyst pregnancy. I don’t have the knowledge or resources.”

“Then we find someone who does,” I say. “Whatever it takes.”

Vera stands. “There’s someone. A Seer named Elena. She trained Catalysts for decades. If anyone can help Sophie survive this pregnancy, it’s her.”

“Where is she?”

“That’s the problem. She’s in Council custody. They arrested her two months ago for refusing to register her powers. She could be executed any day.”

“Then we break her out.”

“Alex—” Cole starts.

“I said we break her out. I don’t care if it starts a war with the Council. Sophie is dying. Our baby is killing her from the inside. I’ll burn the world down before I let either of them die.”

Sophie squeezes my hand weakly. “Don’t do anything rash.”

“Too late. Rash is all I have left.”

Thea helps Sophie sit up. She’s pale, exhausted, barely able to hold her head up.

“How long do I have?” she asks Thea.

“Until what?”

“Until the baby’s power kills me.”

Thea hesitates. “Weeks. Maybe a month. After that, your body won’t be able to sustain both of you.”

“So we have a month to find Elena and figure out how to survive this.”

“Less than that,” Vera says. “The Collector is already moving. He’ll be here in days. If he finds out Sophie is weakening, he’ll attack immediately. Strike while she’s vulnerable.”

“Then we have days,” I say. “Days to save Sophie, stop The Collector, and keep our baby alive.”

“That’s impossible,” Cole mutters.

“Since when do we care about impossible?”

I help Sophie stand. She leans against me, too weak to walk on her own.

“Take me to bed,” she whispers. “I need to rest.”

“You need a hospital.”

“No hospitals. No Council. Just bed. Please.”

I carry her upstairs. Lay her down gently. She’s asleep before I even pull the blankets over her.

I sit on the edge of the bed, watching her breathe. Watching the slight rise and fall of her chest. Watching the small bump of our baby.

The baby that might kill her.

My wolf whines. He’s scared. More scared than he’s ever been.

Me too, I tell him. Me too.

There’s a knock on the door. Vera.

“I’m sorry,” she says. “I didn’t mean to upset her. I just thought she should know the truth.”

“What truth? What did you tell her?”

Vera steps into the room. “That her baby isn’t just a Catalyst. It’s a hybrid. Part wolf, part something else. Something ancient. The kind of power that hasn’t existed in a thousand years.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means The Collector isn’t the only one who’ll come for that child. There are others. Old families. Ancient bloodlines. They’ll all want to control it. Use it. Or kill it before it becomes a threat.”

“Over my dead body.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of. You’re going to have to choose, Alpha. Protect Sophie or protect the baby. Because you might not be able to do both.”

“I’ll protect them both.”

“You can’t. Nobody can. That’s why Catalyst pregnancies are so rare. Most mothers don’t survive. The baby’s power consumes them from the inside.”

“Sophie’s different. She’s stronger.”

“She’s three months pregnant and already dying. What happens at six months? At nine? She won’t make it that long.”

“Then we find a way to make her.”

Vera shakes her head. “You love her. I can see that. But love won’t save her. Only power can. And the only power strong enough to save a Catalyst pregnancy is another Catalyst.”

“Elena.”

“If she’s still alive. If we can reach her in time. If she even agrees to help.”

“She’ll help. I’ll make her help.”

“And if she can’t? If there’s no cure? What then?”

I don’t answer because I don’t have one.

If Sophie dies, I die with her. That’s how mate bonds work. Lose your mate, lose yourself.

But if the baby dies, Sophie might survive. She’d be heartbroken. Destroyed. But alive.

Could I make that choice? Kill our child to save Sophie?

My wolf howls at the thought. Never. We’d never hurt our pup.

But if it came down to it. If I had to choose.

Would I choose Sophie or the baby?

I look at Vera. “Get out.”

“Alpha—”

“I said get out. Before I do something we both regret.”

She leaves. Smart woman.

I’m alone with Sophie and the impossible choice growing in her belly.

A choice I’m not ready to make.

A choice I hope I never have to.

But deep down, I know. Eventually, I’ll have to choose.

And no matter what I pick, someone I love is going to die.
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