air between us thick with unspoken words and
unresolved tension.

"So you that's why?" he said, his voice quieter
now, but no less intense. "You think I don't know
‘what you're capable of?" He leaned closer, his
face mere inches from mine. "I see it, Ellen. I see
it every time you stand against me, every time
‘you defy me. But don't mistake my need to
protect you for a lack of respect. The world is
_cruel, and if you get hurt—"His voice broke for a
raction of a second before he recovered. "Da---
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let me fight my own battles.’

For a long moment, he didn't speak. The weight
of his silence pressed against my chest,
threatening to crush me. But then, he released
my chin and took a step back, his hands curling
into fists at his sides. His wolf was still there,
barely contained, but something else had taken
its place—a vulnerability I'd never seen before.

"Because if I let you fight," he said finally, his voice
low and rough, "and something happens to you...

[ wouldn't survive it" He looked me and a lump
formed in my throat. In a grey swirls of his eyes i

saw the glint of grief. He was not seeing me. Hi
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- away as quickly as it had come. "This isn't
debate, Ellen. I won't let you risk your life for

some misguided sense of independence.

My temper flared again, the brief moment of
understanding overshadowed by his
stubbornness. "It's not misguided,’ I said,
stepping closer to him. "It's my life, Hades. My
choice. And if you can't see that, then maybe you
don't know me as well as you think you do-

He stared at me, his crimson eyes burning with
an intensity that made my pulse race. But this
time. I didn't back down. [ met his gaze head-on,
refusing to be intimidated.

"You're infuriating!” he muttered finally, runninga i
hand through his hair in frustration. "Stub U
Reckless.”




‘*soﬁemng just a fraction. "I guess you're not
wrong," he admitted. "But don’t think this means .
I'm letting you off the hook. We're not finished |
here”

I crossed my arms, raising an eyebrow. "I never

said we were."

For the first time since he'd stormed into the
training ring, his lips curved into a real smile—a
small, rare thing that caught me off guard. His
hidden dimple made an appearance and my
treatherous heart stuttered "You never make
anything easy, do you?”

"Would you be so possessive if I did?" The words

were out before I could stop them, and for a

moment, the world seemed to hold its breath.




- room only thickened.

He easily swallowed up the distance betwee

and though every instinct screamed at me to Ste]
back, I held my ground. His expression softened,
just barely, but the power of his presence still

dominated the room.

'Twon't hurt Kael!" he said finally, his voice a low
rumble that made my stomach twist with unease
—and something else I didn't want to

acknowledge. "But there are conditions.”

I narrowed my eyes, unsure if I trusted the

sudden shift in his tone. "Conditions?”

“Two." he clarified, holding up his fingers. "First,
you will no longer train with him. If you want to
learn, you'll train with me. No one else!" i

My heart sank and leapt at the same t




The words were low, laced with a possess
hunger that sent a shiver down my spine. M
breath caught, heat rushing to my cheeks as hi

meaning sunk in.

"I—" My voice faltered, and I hated myself for the

way my body betrayed me, warmth pooling in my
core as he stepped even closer, invading my
space with the sheer force of his presence.

Hades tilted his head, his crimson eyes gleaming
with unrestrained desire. "Do you understand
what I mean, Red?" His voice was a velvet

whisper, brushing against my skin like a caress. b

the venom I'd intended.

"And yet, you can't seem to walk av
countered, his smirk gro ng
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i ng yourself,' I managed
‘my voice trembled.

His grin widened, the sharp edge of his te

comes to you." His other hand came up, settling
on my waist as he pulled me closer, the heat of

his body radiating through the thin fabric of my
clothes. "You drive me mad, Red. And I won't stop .
until you're mine in every way.

I gasped, my hands instinctively rising to push
against his chest, though the movement lacked

any real force. His touch was fire, and I wasn't

sure if I wanted to escape it—or be consumed by
it. g
"Hades—" I started, but he silenced me with a

look, his thumb brushing across my lower lip"*




tone.

Hades's smirk returned, knowing and
triumphant. "We'll see about that.” And then,
before I could respond, his lips descended on
mine, claiming me with a kiss that left no room

for argument—only surrender.

His lips were relentless, a storm of heat and
possession that stole the air from my lungs. His

hand slid from my jaw to the back of my neck,
pulling me closer, while his other hand remained i

firm on my waist, anchoring me in place. My fists |

clenched against his chest, but instead of pushi g
him away, I found myself gripping the fabri




judgment, I opened for him, and he claimed me
fully, his wolf's presence brushing against me like
an inferno.

I didn't want to give in, but Hades wasn't giving
me a choice—not when he kissed me like this,
like I was his air, his lifeline. My resistance
crumbled piece by piece, my anger melting into
something just as fierce but far more dangerous.
Heat pooled low in my belly as his fangs grazed
my lower lip, a low growl rumbling deep in his
chest.

I let out a whimper and grabbed him harder by

his shirt before I pushed him away, panting a '




