my ear.

“Shh... Red, it was a nightmare," Hades
murmured. "You're okay." He wrapped his arms
that could have been tree trunks , around my
waist, pulling me closer, my face pressed against

his chest.

His heart was beating steadily, a complete
contrast to my own, which was erratic, almost
painful with each thundering beat. I jolted when
he began rubbing slow circles into my back, but
soon found myself leaning into his touch. [ was

aware of every part of him. His scent, his hard,

warm body and everything else in-between.

Danielle.




understand. But this gentle care, this wa
rattled me far more than anger ever could. I
wanted to recoil, to push him away before his i
kindness burrowed deeper, but my body
betrayed me, leaning instinctively into his
embrace. | could feel every steady beat of his
heart against my cheek, grounding me, pulling
me back from the lingering shadows of the

nightmare.

Danielle's name echoed again in my mind,
twisting my gut with a sense of betrayal—my
own, for being here, for accepting his touch, for
wanting it in some undeniable way. The guilt
festered, making it hard to breathe, and I pulled
back slightly, forcing myself to look at him.

"Hades,' I rasped, my voice barely above a i
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was none—just that same steady calm, as

were willing to bear the weight of my pain
without question. What was this enigma of a
man? A known killer, the Hand of Death himself,
shouldn't have been capable of such tenderness.

[t made my stomach turn.

“What are... how can you...,' I murmured, barely

able to look him in the eyes.

Hades tilted my chin up gently, forcing me to
meet his gaze. His fingers brushed over my
cheek, wiping away the stray tear that had
escaped while I was dreaming. "I've made my
choice, Red. Stop questioning it," he said firmly,
his tone leaving no room for argument. |

I swallowed hard, the intensity of his gaze
anchoring me, yet sending my heart ra




~ In the world of Lycans, the same ones my kind
had fought for generations, I deserved nothing
but pain. And I knew it would come again
because it never seemed to stray too far from me
since the night of my eighteenth birthday. There

had been no respite, no mercy.
And now I understood what Hades was doing.

He was giving me kindness now so that, when I
started to believe in it—when I started to trust it
even a little—he could tear it away, leaving me
shattered once more. He'd offer me comfort, like
holding out a fragile glass of water to someone

dying of thirst, only to shatter it in my hands,

letting the water spill through my fingers as I

reached for it, desperate. And he'd do it again
and again until [ was nothing more than a shell,
hollowed out and devoid of hope.




that felt... gentle. Safe. But each time, I'd reach,
and he'd let it slip from my grasp, watching with

that calm, steady gaze as I shattered piece by
piece.

[ looked up at him, struggling to mask the
awareness that had clicked into place. He was
still watching me, his eyes searching mine as if he
could see into the depths of my soul. Maybe he
could, for all I knew. His fingers continued to
brush along my back in soothing circles, but now,
every touch felt laced with a new weight.

"So." | whispered, testing the boundaries, "you're

really going to stay here... just like this?" My voice

quivered with a hint of challenge.

His hand stilled for a heartbeat before re




no matter how strong I tried to be, part of me
feared I would always fall into his grasp. I had to
fight it with every pathetic breath I drew.

"Hades.'
“Yes?"

"Could you do something for me?"
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