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      Fate. Once was an unwelcome houseguest, but a curveball was thrown when you were finally getting used to Fate’s presence. Without notice. Without warning. Without so much as a parting farewell. As Fate spun its wheels out of the driveway, you were in shock. Happy even that Fate had gone. But then everything settled in. You were stuck with the mess. The house was quiet. No one was around to bother you or tell you what to do. You were all alone. 

      I slammed against a cypress tree. With my chest heaving, I curled my fingers into a fist and pounded the trunk. It did nothing to alleviate the frustration budding inside me. I dug my nails into the bark, which flaked out without a fight. My comrades sprinted to my hiding spot and sucked in much-needed breaths. 

      “There you are. Ditching us makes this training pointless,” Quin scolded. 

      I took in his appearance. Non-generic gray sweats, straining along his belly, which was pure evidence of him sampling his cooking too many times. His long blond dreads were tied in a low ponytail. The entire vibe was a washed-out surfer dude. But appearances could be deceiving. He was a couple of millenniums old. Older than King Arthur. 

      Quin’s polar opposite leaned on the tree with his forearm. Desmond’s trendy exercise clothes—the expensive kind—wicked the moisture away from the skin. The black shirt was snug on his shoulders and tapered down his torso. Someone call Men’s Fitness magazine, I’d found their next cover model! Desmond wasn’t huffing and puffing as his friend was. No. He waited. Patiently. His dark hair had barely moved from all the gel in it. 

      Their friendship usually amused me. But not today. Today, I was furious with the pair. “I wouldn’t have to if each of you had the same vest as me.” 

      “That defeats the purpose.” Quin’s lips quirked. 

      I shook my head. “Either you don’t like the smell of raw meat, or you didn’t want to be mauled.” 

      The OG Hunters had decided I needed to work on my team coordination. We’d ventured outside the barrier surrounding Willie’s house and into the bayou of New Orleans. It was peaceful. Quiet. Serene. The few noises were that of natural wildlife in the brush and the safety of towering trees. Chantel had originally escorted us out, along with the monstrosity I was wearing. A utility vest with raw steaks decorating each side. The Sorceress had confiscated my wand so I couldn’t magic myself out of the situation. Oh, how I wished I could. The three of us—Quin, Desmond, and I—had to cooperate as a team to evade Cuddles the Hellhound and return to Willie’s home.

      “Who wants to be mauled? That’s a silly assumption.” Quin beamed. 

      My irritation soured into annoyance. I narrowed my eyes. I would get my revenge.

      “Remember, you chose this. You had no desire to learn the maneuver that has saved us many times over the millennia,” Desmond injected.

      Always the peacemaker.

      “The both of you couldn’t agree when to throw me a dagger, so excuse me for not wanting to be stabbed,” I exclaimed in a yelling whisper. 

      Quin huffed. “It’s on three.”

      “No. It’s after,” Desmond argued. 

      Leaving the protection barrier had been met with various complaints from my friends and my mate. 

      My mate. 

      It had been two weeks since I had rescued Blayde. For the first forty-eight hours, we were inseparable. I felt whole. Complete. Safe.

      It had only taken three days for the darkness inside me to break out from the confinement I had locked it into. Somehow, the dark tendrils had wrapped tighter around my heart. The guilt—the endless guilt—seeped in, choking me. 

      Guilt that Blayde had been taken and tortured because of me. 

      Guilt that his wolf had been ripped from him. 

      Guilt that everyone here would take a bullet, a stabbing, and endure torture to ensure my life. 

      Guilt that all this misery was because of me. 

      And I was sick of it. 

      I had to be more to protect those I loved. To be better. No longer would I watch as others sacrificed to keep me safe. Soon I would force the Dark Master’s hand. But I knew I would have to do it alone. 

      Putting distance between Blayde and me had been simultaneously easy and gut-wrenching. He was the air I desperately needed to breathe. The food for my soul. But avoiding him was necessary. It would hurt him less later if I didn’t succeed. 

      I blew a raspberry. “You bicker like old hens. If you didn’t want to teach me, Ricardo could’ve trained me today.” 

      “No, no. Ricardo isn’t required for this,” Desmond rushed to say. 

      “Exactly. Let the poor boy rest. You’ve been running him ragged. Plus, he could use a private minute with Chantel,” Quin added. 

      “Are you playing matchmaker again, Quin?” A lazy grin tugged the corners of Desmond’s mouth. 

      Quin clucked his tongue. “A little meddling would do Chantel and Ricardo some good. Those two are crazy about each other. If they would stop being so stubborn, then they wouldn’t have a problem.” 

      He was right. I had seen the lingering looks between them since the beginning. I wondered if their responsibility and loyalty to me had kept them from exploring a relationship—I certainly had the past few weeks. The only way I could think about evading Blayde and all my feelings was to burn my excess energy with training. Yesterday, Ricardo complained that we both deserved a recovery day.

      I rubbed my temples. “You know what? We should get going. I don’t wanna be puppy chow, and I need to finish up with the punching bags before I can shower.” 

      Quin’s posture softened. He crossed the space separating us and placed his hands on my shoulders. “Would you like to talk about what’s plaguing you?” 

      I swallowed, but it did nothing to ease the anxiety crawling up my throat. “I’m fine. I need more practice. I can feel it in my bones that all of this is coming to a head, and I don’t have enough experience.”

      I retreated and created much-needed space from the man who saw more than I wanted. 

      Quin released an exaggerated breath and waved Desmond forward. “That is precisely what we want to teach you.” 

      “To argue like a married couple?” I plastered on a teasing grin. 

      “I wouldn’t tie myself to this arrogant man for all eternity.” Desmond moved toward me. 

      “You wish you could be so lucky, Mister Know-It-All.” Quin’s voice held a lightness rather than being offended. 

      “For the past few millennia, I have wondered why my sister picked you.” 

      Quin’s gaze glossed over. His eyelashes fluttered, and a mischievous glint returned. “My good looks and charm, obviously.” 

      Desmond clutched his belly as he laughed. Native wildlife responded to the surprising noise with squawks. A small flock burst from the comfortable cover of a tree and disappeared into the sky. 

      We froze. With painstaking alertness, I scanned our surroundings. Through the thick line of trees, three pairs of eyes glowed. 

      Oh no.

      “Time to go!” I shouted. I no longer had to worry about the Hellhound finding us. He already had. 

      I spun and ran in the direction of Willie’s house. 

      “I’m too old for this,” Quin mumbled. 

      “It was your idea,” I shrieked. 

      Desmond passed us, winking. For men older than artifacts in a museum, they were in better shape than I’d predicted. 

      A menacing growl resounded in our wake. My heart pounded against my ribs. I sped up, pushing my legs harder. If only I could tap into my Vampire speed, but that was one of their rules. No leaving them behind. 

      I pumped my arms faster and fell into a matching stride with Desmond. I glanced at the Hunter, and he nodded. Would this nightmare ever end?

      I claimed the lead, with Quin pulling up the rear. The snarling grew louder with every step I took. With a glance backward, I spotted Cuddles, only ten feet away. 

      We raced through the trees. Mud sloshed, creating another obstacle. Luck was barely on our side. I was grateful we wouldn’t have to wade through the swamp that encased one of the sides of Willie’s property. 

      I dodged stray shrubbery and swiveled around the pyramid-like trees. We couldn’t climb a cypress—there were no low-hanging branches. It was one of the many unique features of the bayou. I trusted the Hunters to stay on my tail. 

      Quin grunted. Breaking twigs followed. I peeked over my shoulder to garner the damage. Quin lay in a brown puddle. A wild leaf embedded itself in his hair. 

      I slid to a halt. The spongy ground gave beneath my shoes. 

      “Get up!” I screamed. My pulse thumped to an allegro beat. “No!”

      Cuddles wasted no time. He leaped in the air, crossing the space between him and the fallen Hunter. The middle jaw was open, ready. It nibbled on Quin’s shoes. The other two heads nipped at his dirt-covered sweatpants. Quin screamed. The high-pitched sound didn’t deter the three-headed dog. Instead, the Hellhound growled and circled my dear friend. 

      I took a step, and Desmond’s hand enclosed around my bicep.

      I glared at him. “We have to help him.” 

      “At what cost?” He tugged on my wrist.

      I yanked back. 

      I flung my arm and shrugged off his grip. “At what cost? Are you kidding me?” 

      I didn’t give my actions a second thought. Shoot, I barely gave it an initial acknowledgment to begin with. I sprinted. My legs carried me the small distance, and I ripped a bleeding steak off the vest. 

      Quin kicked. Punched. Rolled. But Cuddles remained with its single focus. I stopped short. A mere few steps away. 

      “Cuddles…oh, Cuddles. Look at the juicy piece of meat.” Fear wrapped its slender hands around my esophagus, and nerves buzzed in my belly. 

      Three heads jerked in my direction, with a new desire in its sight. I held my breath and willed my pulse to slow. Could Hellhounds smell fear? If so, I would reek like moldy leftovers. 

      I swung the steak from side to side. “It’s so raw, you can still hear it moo.” 

      Cuddles pawed toward me. Precise. Deliberate. I stood rigid. Every muscle was poised to strike, given the chance. 

      In my peripheral vision, I spotted Quin moving as quietly as possible to stand from the ground. We needed a few Hellhound-free minutes to escape. 

      I swiped my tongue over my teeth. “Nice doggy. Such a…precious devil dog. You want this? Yeah?” I threw the food to the side as far as I could manage. 

      It. Didn’t. Work. 

      Cuddles walked—no, not walked. Stalked. Step by step. Inch by inch. My breath was shallow, and the lump in my throat grew. A single slab of cow wasn’t enough for a three-headed dog. He wanted my entire vest. At least, that was what I hoped.

      One of the heads snapped his jaw. The middle one licked his lips. And the left one…the left one snarled. His lip lifted, exposing a sharp canine. Drool escaped each of their mouths. 

      Uh-oh. 

      With caution, I picked up my foot and placed it behind the other. I repeated. I would fight his guard dog, if I knew Willie wouldn’t barbecue me for Sunday dinner. 

      Cuddles crept closer. His strides were faster than mine. I glanced at my comrades. Desmond had slung his arm around his friend and kept him steady. Quin imitated a flamingo—he balanced one foot with the other raised off the ground.

      There was only one thing left for me to do. 

      “Run!” I spun and bolted in the direction of safety. If I could get to the house, then I would be free of becoming a tasty treat. 

      “Cedar, wait,” Quin called after me. 

      His words didn’t change my decision. Quin was hurt, and I wouldn’t allow Cuddles to mutilate the ancient Hunters. They deserved a death better than that. 

      I sprinted through the brush. The sounds of heavy steps followed me. Cuddles was on the hunt. One false move and I would regret it. 

      I didn’t stop. 

      I wouldn’t stop. 

      A black blur blew past me. I skidded to a halt and cursed. Cuddles had managed to cut me off. He blocked my path. Clever dog. Could I somehow sneak by him? All three heads growled, and he pawed at the mud. 

      Nope. 

      I dashed to my left. There was a nameless creek that was a natural barrier to Willie’s home. If I got to it, I might be able to mask the meat scent and escape. 

      I gave up being quiet and instead aimed for speed. My assailant had done the same. Every step he took filled me with cold dread. My hope hinged on finding cover in the creek. 

      The trees thinned, and the narrow body of water came into view. Willie had told me once about how he had used magic to create a depression in the ground. With the aid of Mother Nature, rain and flooding had formed the creek. It was one of the many protections around Willie’s property. 

      The opaque brown creek was in my sight. Thank the Angels! Cuddles nipped at my heels, and bile rose in my throat. How did he get so close? 

      I tapped into my Vampire ability and raced into the water. I sank down until it was just below my nose. 

      The Hellhound stopped at the edge. I kept my gaze locked on the nightmare dog. But I shouldn’t have. 

      The water rippled. Sharp teeth snapped around my ankle. I screamed. The new attacker yanked. My feet slid against the murky creek floor and slipped from under me. With my eyes open, I was barely able to make out the beast. 

      Alligator. 

      I didn’t want to be caught in a death roll. The name of the maneuver said it all. I wouldn’t survive. 

      I kicked at its snout. It flinched but didn’t release. I could tap into my Shifter strength but hated the thought of potentially killing the animal. I wanted it to leave me alone. That was it. 

      With another thrust, my shoe connected with the alligator. No luck. It reinforced its grip and sucked me deeper into its domain. 

      I reached for the scaly reptile. I gripped the top of its head and plunged my thumb into its eye. The beast thrashed. I held on. This was a wrestling match I couldn’t afford to lose. 

      Its jaw opened. This was my opportunity. I kicked a final time and used the momentum to propel me backward. I swam and prayed I could be faster than my assailant. 

      I reached the bank and climbed out. I crushed the desire to kiss the solid ground. Before I could settle in for a calming breath, the water sloshed behind me. 

      I peeked over my shoulder. The alligator crawled out with a singular focus and hissed. No! I scramble to get away. To get onto my feet. 

      My heart pounded like it was preparing to explode, and my lungs couldn’t consume enough air. 

      In an instant, my situation went from bad to worse. My three-headed attacker raced out of the tree line toward me. Come on! 

      Cuddles glanced at me, then at the new foe. He dashed at me. I flinched, anticipating my demise, but instead, I met my savior. 

      The devil dog vaulted over me and bit the alligator. Unable to take my gaze off the animals, I scooted away on my butt. 

      “What are you doing here?” Chantel popped out of nowhere. 

      I shrieked and placed a hand on my chest. “Get me out of here!” 

      “No, duh.” She placed her fingertips on my shoulder and lifted her wand. “Effugium.”

      We transported outside the protective barrier around Willie’s house. With a few steps—or limps for me—we crossed the threshold. 

      Relief filled me and spread through every aching inch of me. I fell onto the grass and stared at the gray sky. But my peaceful relaxation was momentary, and I snapped up to sitting. What about Quin and Desmond? I searched my surroundings for any signs of them.

      “The assignment was to work together as a team,” Quin whispered in my ear. 

      I jumped and turned to face him. “Thank the Angels. You’re both safe.” 

      “You gave us quite the scare.” Desmond shoved his hands into his pockets. 

      I brushed my fingers through my soaking hair, snagging on a tangle. “How did you find me anyway?”

      “You think this training would be permitted if we didn’t have a way for us to locate you if we got separated? What do you take us for? Idiots?” Quin teased and kneeled beside me. Any sign of injury was long gone. 

      I eased up from the moist earth, intending to stand. Chantel pressed on my shoulders and forced me down. She shook a glass vial in front of my face and opened it. Dipping two fingers in, she scooped some of the mossy-green mixture out. An orange-pine scent hit me. At least it smelled pleasant. 

      She slathered the concoction on my slow-healing wound. My ankle tingled, and the pain lessened with each passing second.

      “It numbs the area to ease any pain or soreness until you are fully healed,” she said.

      Desmond cleared his throat and transferred his weight from one foot to the other. “We embedded a tracking chip into the vest. It was why we made the rule that you couldn’t take it off. And thankfully, you complied. When we arrived here without you, we sent Chantel to fetch you.” 

      Coherent thoughts didn’t form in my mind. The dark tendrils encircling my heart bubbled with fury. One. Two. Three. Four…Ten. Counting was doing nothing to calm the seething from inside me. They had chipped me without my knowledge or consent, like some pet. 

      Desmond moved closer to Chantel. He placed his arm around her and pulled her toward the house. “Can you tell me more about the healing mixture?”

      “What kind of stupid question is that? What it does is literally in its title,” Chantel said. 

      “Yes, but what can it heal exactly? Just scrapes? Bruises? Infections? Or does it just ease the pain?” Desmond asked. 

      Their voices drifted off the farther they got from Quin and me. He stepped to the side, casting a shadow over my fatigued body. 

      “Want to talk about it?” he asked. 

      I avoided his gaze. I settled on watching the trees sway in the breeze. “We all survived the Devil’s dog.” 

      “No, that isn’t what I’m referring to.” 

      I clucked my tongue. “I don’t know what you mean.” Liar, liar. 

      “You’re shutting him out. Stop it. Speak to him. Communication is key to any lasting relationship.” 

      The darkness within me flared. It tainted every positive emotion. It was coiled and ready to strike. “You haven’t had a romantic relationship in more than a millennium. So how would you know?” 

      His mouth thinned, and his shoulders tensed. “I had at least her lifetime to bask in her love. If you keep pushing Blayde away, you won’t be as lucky as me.” 

      Quin’s words stuck me in my center. What I wouldn’t give to have a life full of happiness with Blayde, but he had already sacrificed so much for me. I’d be selfish if I allowed him to continue. So, I would remain distant to keep him safe. 

      “Talk to him.” Quin left without another word, without a goodbye. 

      Frozen on the ground, I was alone. Solitude was what I had been seeking, but once I had gotten it, I hated the mere feeling of it. I had done this to myself, for the ones I cared about, but what had it cost me?
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      The gray sky was my only companion on Willie’s property. My wet clothes clung to my skin. I lay in the damp grass, my limbs relaxed.

      A familiar sensation brushed my mind. My mate was close. I pinched my eyes shut and scraped the ground with my nails until my hands were closed in muddy fists. A quiet rustling on the grass was the second clue that I wasn’t alone. 

      “Princess.” Blayde’s tone was gentle. A seductive caress. 

      I blinked a few times and focused on the clouds above me. “Blay Blay.” Saying his nickname out loud pierced my heart. It would be hard to give him up, but I would do it to protect him. 

      “Why are you hiding from me?”

      I choked on my spit. He was going straight to the point. “What? No, ‘How was wrestling an alligator?’ or ‘It looks like rain’?” 

      “If I asked those questions, would you answer mine?” 

      How could I? I wasn’t ready to say my final goodbye. 

      The tip of his finger trailed down my face. “Look at me, please.” 

      Please. 

      I rolled my head to the side, and the full force of my attraction to him slammed into me. His amber-flaked blue eyes shone brightly. With longing. With sadness. With hope. So many contradictions in a single stare. His beard was trimmed and groomed with care. Gel covered his carefully tossed brown hair. I itched to run my fingers through it. Blayde had on his usual clothes—black t-shirt and dark-washed jeans. 

      “You’re not wearing your jacket?” 

      When I first met him, he had a black leather jacket. For a while, I owned it and sought comfort in it. My mental image of him would always be in that jacket. 

      He traced the outline of my mouth, and my pulse kicked up a notch. I swallowed the anticipation bubbling to the surface, and a shiver danced down my spine.

      “It no longer smells like my favorite girl. I’ll need to rectify that before I wear it again.” 

      There was no teasing in his voice, no jester smile, no playful glint to his gaze. He was one hundred percent serious. 

      Two conflicting parts of me waged a war—my heart versus my brain. The former wanted to melt, to seek solace in his embrace. But the latter, on the other hand, was cautious. Prolonging the relationship would hurt him more if I didn’t survive the prophecy. I knew without a doubt that by the end of this conversation with Blayde, one would win. 

      I squeezed my fist tighter and willed myself not to throw my arms around him. He moved, closing the gap between us, but stopped short. With a small head tilt, I could press my lips against his. Oh, how I wanted to. I craved the feeling of him. But if my black plant—the one Willie had forced me to grow—was any indication, I was toxic and would only drag him down farther. 

      His eyebrows furrowed. “Why are you avoiding me?” he whispered. 

      I parted my lips to refute his claim. But it was a lie. I snapped my mouth closed and crushed it into a line. I wanted to smooth the wrinkle between his brows and ease his worries, but the dark tendrils within me were a constant reminder of how solidarity was my future. 

      “I need to wrap up my training with the exercise bag, then shower. Could we finish this after that?” I had no intention of continuing this conversation with him quite yet. I had rehearsed this a million times in my head, but it had always felt wrong. Leaving the man who supported and protected me was a crime in itself, and my soul couldn’t handle it. 

      Not waiting for his response, I stood from the spongy ground. I didn’t bother to wipe off any stray leaves or dirt. I was covered in filth and grime. 

      “I’ll help you,” he said. 

      I waved my hand in dismissal. “Don’t worry about it. Go enjoy your time with your parents and brother.” 

      Hilt and Tammy—Blayde’s parents—had arrived shortly after he had been rescued. Having his mother and father dote on him was one of my many varying excuses for avoiding him. 

      Blayde pushed himself to stand and folded his arms over his chest. “We can spar. It has been a while since we’ve done that.” 

      “Really, it’s fine. You’re still recovering. I’ll manage on my own.” Crap. I hadn’t meant to bring up the fact that he had been captured and tortured and probably needed to see a licensed professional. 

      Blayde stepped toward me, and I demanded everything inside me to take a retreating step back. The magnetic pull to him was strong. So strong Hercules himself wouldn’t be able to withstand it. 

      “Don’t—” 

      “I gotta…” I thumbed over my shoulder, turned away, and forced myself to leave. I sprinted to the practice space Chantel had conjured. I tapped into my Vampire speed to create more distance between us. 

      Crossing the property to the other side had been easy. After a day like today, it almost seemed too easy. Especially after I had developed a healthy fear of large reptiles. 

      The practice field Chantel had set up had an array of different training areas—dummies, boxing bags, an assortment of hand-to-hand weapons, and targets. I stopped next to the black punching bag and caught my breath. In. Out. Repeat. I cracked my neck from side to side and got into the proper stance. My right leg forward and my left behind, both hip-width apart. Shoulders down. Hands in a loose position in front of me. 

      Punch. My fist connected with the bag, and my knuckles tingled. Elbow. Elbow. A rush of blood flowed to my skin, and the area around my elbow stung. I bounced on the balls of my feet, and the nerves buzzing in my veins ramped up. The emotional whiplash from being attacked, then Blayde confronting me. It was all too much. 

      Sometimes I still wished I hadn’t been born a Huntress. And that there was no prophecy ready to machete me like a ninety’s horror film. But if none of this had happened, I wouldn’t have found the love of my life. Or my friends. Or the people I deemed my family. 

      I punched in a rapid succession and blocked out the rest of the world. A hand on my shoulder broke my concentration. I jumped, startled by the touch. 

      Blayde. Ever persistent. It was a quality I usually loved, but at this moment, pinpricks of annoyance climbed along my skin. 

      “Princess—”

      “Why do you call me that?” I slammed my fist against the bag and struggled to withhold my true feelings from leaking out. I allowed my frustration to swallow me. Something inside me snapped into little pieces so tiny I’d need a magnifying glass to glue them back together. 

      A corner of his mouth tipped up. “You haven’t figured that out yet, huh?”

      His blasé demeanor popped the growing anger and restored a piece of my inner calm. I dropped my hands down to my sides and turned. “You’re always so evasive.” 

      “Think about it.” He tapped his temple. “What do you know about me?”

      I rubbed my palms on my pants. “You’re a Shifter.” I cringed, not knowing how he felt about no longer having his wolf, so I didn’t waste a second skipping to the next thought. “You have a brother. You’re kind and loyal and can change the energy in a room just by walking into it. And, of course, you’d be voted most likely to win a swimsuit competition.”

      His mouth transformed into a full-blown smile. Both corners stretched up, exposing his obvious naturally white teeth, and a sense of brightness filled his eyes. “Hmm. Yes.” He crept toward me. “But what facts do you know about me and my family?”

      I glanced up as if the answer was written in the gloomy clouds. “Uh, your mom is considered a MILF.”

      “A MILF?”

      “Yeah. A mom I’d like to—”

      “Please don’t finish that, I beg you.”

      I chuckled, and my light reaction softened his posture. His head tilted to the side, and the love reflected in his expression sent a weakening bolt to my knees.

      “Anyway. Your dad is the Alpha King of North America.”

      He touched the tip of his nose, signaling I was finally getting it. “Continue.”

      “You could just tell me.”

      “Where’s the fun in that?” Blayde was now close enough that any small movement had our torsos touching.

      I sucked in a breath. “I believe Kanyon mentioned yesterday that your dad would be retiring soon, right?” 

      “Yes, but go back to his title.”

      “Alpha King?” And then it dawned on me. King. “That would make you a prince?”

      “Ding, ding, ding. We have a winner.” He reached out and twirled my damp hair around his fingers. 

      “But…but…how did you know? I thought you just saw me as an entitled brat in the beginning and then the nickname stuck.”

      He brought his hand to my cheek, brushing it. “From the moment I laid eyes on you, I knew you were going to be important to me. There was this pull to you, and I couldn’t deny the instant attraction I felt for you.” 

      “You were so grumpy and mean.”

      He snorted. “I had to fight every instinct when it came to you. You were more than obvious with your disdain for the magic inside you.”

      I rubbed the nape of my neck and looked down. “Yeah, not my finest moments.” 

      He cupped both sides of my face, forcing me to meet his gaze. “So quickly you became my everything. My world. You were a princess in your own right. A rarity of cosmic proportions. You had so many heavy responsibilities thrust upon your shoulders—a whole magical community depending on you to defeat a great unknown. Your smile captivates me, and your presence commands every room. You are second to no one.”

      I rolled my bottom lip and bit it. Small butterflies fluttered in my belly, and my chest grew warmer with each passing minute. 

      He continued, “Occasionally, I’m regarded as a prince as per my father’s title. It isn’t super common. You, though, deserve to be treated as my queen. My life without you is as if a chunk of me is missing. I love you with every ounce of my being. The separation between us has been driving me crazy. I need you, and I have a suspicion that you need me as well. Please confide in me. Don’t shut me out.”

      His thumbs stroked my cheeks in a slow caress. A twinge of guilt jabbed at me, and a pit in my stomach formed. His words spoke to my soul, and I wanted to echo them. But I held back. I swiped my tongue over the top row of my teeth, preparing to feed him a lie, but I never got the chance. 

      Blayde placed a whisper of a kiss on my lips. It was brief. Short. Almost nonexistent. And over faster than a blink. 

      “I’ve seen the magical plant you have been tending to. Not to mention the way you come up with any excuse to avoid me.” He swallowed, and his entire body went rigid. “If you no longer want to complete the mate bond with me, I’ll respect your wishes.”

      He stared at me intently. He was stiff, as if ready to take a punch. All the previous joy his eyes had shone brightly with was eradicated by a resigned sadness. 

      I closed my eyes to hide the unspoken desire of my heart. “I love you, but what Fate would I surrender you to if I died?” 

      “Look at me.” 

      Without a fight, I did as he’d requested. 

      “Any time I have with you is more than I ever imagined. But you must know, I will do everything in my power to protect you.” 

      If his arms weren’t holding me, I would’ve melted into a puddle. After all we’d been through, how could I not tell him what plagued me?

      “There is a high probability the Dark Master will kill me. It would leave you with a hole in your soul.” 

      “You’re it for me. Don’t take this away from us. Let me love you for as long as I can.” 

      I nodded. Regardless of the travesties spoken by the darkness within me, I wanted him. I wanted a lifetime with him. The battle inside me was crumbling with one resolve I couldn’t contest.

      Blayde’s forehead touched mine. “But this isn’t everything you’ve kept bottled up. What else?” 

      He knew me too well. “Your wolf. I’m the reason why he was taken from you. You traded your life for mine. It’s all my fault.” My chest tightened, and my stomach turned sour. Moisture lined my vision, and I blinked to keep it at bay. 

      Blayde wiped a tear from my cheek. “You’ve been carrying around guilt about me?”

      “I didn’t want to cause you any more pain.”

      He chuckled. “Princess, the only pain I’ve been experiencing is the loss of your presence.” 

      I jerked my head back, and my brows scrunched together. “What?” 

      “A part of alpha training is undergoing torture. The teaching methods are archaic and borderline abusive. Knowing I was protecting you fueled me in a way nothing else could.”

      “What about any PTSD or therapy?” My mind was spinning in circles. With all the amassed remorse, I was positive that he blamed me. 

      One of his hands slid down my curves and pressed into my lower back. He edged closer, sandwiching our bodies together. The lean contours of his body had diminished in size during our time apart, but his muscles were still prevalent. 

      “For the most part, Alpha school was worse than anything they did to me,” he whispered with a haunting note in his voice.

      “And your wolf?” I asked in a hushed tone. To move forward, I needed to understand the full scope of the situation. 

      Blayde released a breath. “It’s easier to show than it is to tell.” 

      His arms dropped to his sides, and immediately the absence of his touch tormented me. The warmth from his palms whisked away in the breeze. He took retreating steps until there was a good amount of distance between us. 

      I stared at him. Why couldn’t he stay beside me? What would some space be able to accomplish?

      Blayde rolled his shoulders back, and his stance went rigid. His brows wrinkled together, and his chest rose and fell in a fast rhythm. He curled his fingers into a fist, and the veins on his forearms bulged. When I had thought all his laboring was for naught, a transparent apparition emerged from him. When the ghostly animal landed, it was solid. A wolf. A salt-’n’-pepper wolf. A very familiar salt-’n’-pepper wolf. 

      My jaw dropped open, but no words escaped. The wolf trotted to me and stopped next to me. He nuzzled his head against me, leaving a trail of hair along my clothes. I ran my fingers through his ultra-soft coat, but my gaze was fixated on Blayde. 

      “I don’t… What… But… Huh?” My thoughts were as incoherent as my tongue. 

      Blayde chuckled and once again closed the distance between us. “Cedar, meet Cascade. He’s my wolf.”

      I scratched below my ear. “What? I saw them take him from you. How’s this possible?”

      Lightness drained from his eyes, and the corners of his mouth drooped. “They experimented on me and changed the essence of my shifting ability. I can no longer transform into a wolf. But he’s still a part of who I am, and he will always be.”

      A weight descended upon me, and my limbs felt three times as heavy as before. There wasn’t anything I could say to ease the pain he had experienced. I stepped closer and placed my palm on his chest. “Oh, Blayde. I’m so sorry.”

      He covered my hand with his. “I’ll miss the runs and feeling the wind in my fur, but I won’t miss having Cascade in control when I shift. There are benefits to this new configuration.”

      “Do tell.” I massaged Cascade behind his ears, and his tongue rolled out. 

      “For starters, I now can be in two places at once. We can fight independently of each other. We also are aware of each other, including location. Recently, I learned if I concentrate hard enough, I can see through his eyes. Every day we’re learning what it is to be a team.” He tugged on the hem of my shirt and pulled me into an embrace. 

      I slid my arms around his waist and tightened my hold on him. “And you’re just okay with all of this?”

      Blayde rested his cheek on the top of my head. “During all the time away from you, I had a lot of moments to reflect. Being separate entities will help me better protect you and any future children we might have, and that is more important to me than anything else in the world. I can’t lose you. It would devastate me.” 

      At that instant, I knew I would never purposely try to separate us again. I couldn’t. I’d be a fool to say goodbye to him. We completed each other. Two halves of a whole. Yin and yang. Maybe I was viewing this through rose-tinted glasses. Maybe I was selfish. Maybe I was inconsiderate of his future
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