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Audrey

The rag in my hand smells like old beer and regret.

I scrub at a sticky spot on the bar table for the third time, but it won’t come off. Probably hasn’t come off in years. The Rusty Tap lives up to its name—everything here is either rusty, broken, or held together with duct tape and prayers.

My feet are killing me. Six hours down, two more to go.

I dump the dirty rag in the bucket and grab a clean one. My lower back aches from bending over tables all night. Tomorrow I’ll do it all again at the diner across town. Two jobs, sixteen-hour days, and I still barely make rent.

This is my life now. Has been for three years.

At least you’re alive, I remind myself. At least you’re free.

Free and alone, but those things go together when you’ve got no family left.

The door chimes. I don’t look up. Friday nights bring all kinds through that door—truckers, locals, the occasional tourist who took a wrong turn. I just keep wiping tables, counting down the minutes until I can go home and collapse.

But something feels different.

The bar goes quiet. Not the normal Friday night hush between songs. This is the kind of silence that makes the hair on your neck stand up.

I glance toward the door.

My heart stops.

He’s massive. Six-foot-four at least, maybe taller. Broad shoulders that barely fit through the doorframe. Dark hair, the kind that looks like he ran his fingers through it and didn’t care how it landed. He’s wearing a black t-shirt that stretches across his chest and jeans that hang low on his hips.

But it’s his eyes that freeze me in place.

Gold. Actually gold, like a wolf’s eyes reflecting light.

What the hell?

He scans the room like he owns it. Every person in the bar either looks away or finds somewhere else to be. Old Joe, who’s sat at the same stool for ten years, suddenly remembers he needs to use the bathroom. The couple in the corner booth grabs their drinks and moves to a table by the wall.

And this man—this stranger—walks straight to the bar and sits down.

Right in my section.

My boss, Rick, is nowhere to be seen. Probably in the back, smoking. Which means I have to serve this guy.

I force my feet to move. The rag is still in my hand. I toss it in the bucket and walk behind the bar, wiping my sweaty palms on my jeans.

“What can I get you?” My voice comes out steadier than I feel.

He doesn’t answer right away. Just looks at me. Really looks, like he’s memorizing every detail of my face.

Heat crawls up my neck. I’m not used to being looked at. I keep my head down, stay quiet, don’t draw attention. That’s how you survive.

But this man won’t let me hide.

“Whiskey,” he finally says. His voice is rough, deep, the kind that makes you think of dark rooms and dangerous promises. “Neat.”

I nod and turn to grab a glass. My hands are shaking. I don’t know why. He’s just a customer. Just another guy passing through.

Except he doesn’t feel like just another guy.

I pour two fingers of whiskey, set the glass on the bar in front of him. Our fingers brush when he reaches for it.

The shock nearly knocks me on my ass.

It’s like touching a live wire. Electric. Burning. Every nerve ending in my body lights up at once. The room spins. I grab the edge of the bar to steady myself.

What was that?

He felt it too. I can tell by the way his eyes widen, just a fraction. By the way his hand tightens around the glass.

“You okay?” he asks.

“Fine.” I take a step back, putting distance between us. “Just tired. Long shift.”

He takes a sip of whiskey, never breaking eye contact. “What’s your name?”

I shouldn’t tell him. Every instinct says to lie, to keep that wall up between me and the rest of the world. But something about those gold eyes makes me want to answer.

“Audrey.”

He smiles. It’s not a nice smile. It’s possessive, hungry, like I just gave him something that belongs to him now.

“Audrey,” he repeats, tasting my name. “I’m Jackson.”

I should walk away. Serve the other customers. Clean more tables. Anything but stand here while he looks at me like that.

But I can’t move.

“You smell like home,” he says quietly.

I blink. “What?”

“Your scent.” He leans forward, elbows on the bar. Close enough that I can smell him too—pine trees and smoke and something wild I can’t name. “It’s... familiar.”

“I don’t wear perfume.” It’s a stupid thing to say, but my brain isn’t working right. Everything feels fuzzy, warm, like I’ve been drinking instead of serving.

“I know.” His eyes drop to my neck, then lower. “It’s just you.”

My face is on fire now. I grab a glass and start wiping it down, just to have something to do with my hands.

We don’t talk after that. I serve other customers, pretend I’m not hyperaware of him sitting there. But every time I walk past, his eyes follow me. Every time someone gets too close to me, he tenses.

It should creep me out. Should send me running.

Instead, it makes my skin tingle.

By the time my shift ends at eleven, I’m wound so tight I might snap. I clock out, grab my jacket from the back, and head for the parking lot.

The night air is cool. October in Montana means frost on the ground and your breath coming out in clouds. I dig my keys out of my purse, heading toward my beat-up Honda in the corner of the lot.

I make it three steps before I realize I’m not alone.

Jackson is leaning against the brick wall next to the back door. Waiting.

For me.

I should get in my car and drive away. Lock the doors. Go home.

But my feet carry me toward him instead.

“Stalking is illegal, you know,” I say. My voice doesn’t sound like mine. It’s breathless, shaky.

“So is what I’m about to do.” He pushes off the wall, closing the distance between us in two long strides.

My back hits the brick. He plants both hands on either side of my head, caging me in. He’s so close I can feel the heat radiating off his body. So close I have to tilt my head back to look at him.

“Tell me to leave,” he says. “Tell me you don’t feel this.”

I open my mouth. Nothing comes out.

Because I do feel it. Whatever this is—this pull, this need—it’s drowning me. I’ve never felt anything like it in my twenty-four years.

“I can’t,” I whisper.

Something flashes in his eyes. Relief, maybe. Or hunger.

“Mine,” he growls. The word is primal, possessive. “Fated. Forever.”

I don’t know what that means. Don’t care.

Because then he’s kissing me.

And oh God.

His mouth is demanding, claiming, like he’s trying to devour me whole. His hand tangles in my hair, tilting my head back so he can kiss me deeper. I grab his shirt, pulling him closer, needing more.

I’ve been kissed before. But this? This is different.

This is fire and lightning and every nerve in my body screaming yes.

When he finally pulls back, we’re both breathing hard. His eyes are glowing again. Actually glowing, like there’s light behind them.

“Come with me,” he says.

It’s not a question. But somehow, I know he’ll let me go if I say no.

I should say no.

“Okay,” I hear myself say instead.

The motel is ten minutes away. A cheap place off the highway that rents rooms by the hour. Jackson pays cash, doesn’t give a name.

The room is exactly what you’d expect. Faded bedspread. Flickering TV. Carpet that’s seen better days.

I don’t care.

The door closes and Jackson is on me again. His mouth finds mine, hot and demanding. My jacket hits the floor. His shirt follows.

Holy hell.

He’s all muscle. Defined abs, broad chest, arms that could probably bench-press a car. And scars—so many scars, like he’s been in a hundred fights.

“You’re staring,” he says.

“You’re worth staring at.”

He grins, and then his hands are on my waist, lifting me. My legs wrap around him automatically. He carries me to the bed like I weigh nothing.

My shirt comes off. Then my bra. He stares at me like I’m the most beautiful thing he’s ever seen.

“Perfect,” he murmurs.

His mouth trails down my neck, teeth scraping against my pulse point. I gasp, arching into him. His hands are everywhere—my breasts, my hips, slipping beneath the waistband of my jeans.

Clothes disappear. I’m not sure how. One minute they’re there, the next we’re skin to skin and I’m drowning in sensation.

He’s gentle at first. Careful. Like he’s afraid he’ll break me.

But I don’t want gentle.

“Please,” I breathe.

That’s all it takes.

He enters me in one hard thrust and I cry out. Not from pain—from pleasure so intense it borders on painful. He stills, giving me time to adjust. Then he moves.

And oh God, the way he moves.

It’s primal. Wild. His fingers dig into my hips hard enough to bruise. I drag my nails down his back, leaving marks. He groans, the sound vibrating through both of us.

“Mine,” he growls again, teeth finding my shoulder.

The bite should hurt. Instead, it sends me over the edge.

I shatter, screaming his name. He follows seconds later, his whole body going rigid. His eyes flash gold—bright, burning gold—and for a second I swear I see something else. Something not quite human.

Then it’s gone.

He collapses beside me, pulling me against his chest. I’m boneless, exhausted, my body humming with aftershocks.

His arms wrap around me, holding me close. Safe.

I’ve never felt safe before.

“Sleep,” he murmurs into my hair.

And I do.

I wake to sunlight stabbing through the thin curtains.

My whole body aches in the best way. I’m tangled in sheets that smell like pine and smoke and him.

I smile, reaching for Jackson.

My hand hits empty mattress.

I sit up, blinking sleep from my eyes.

The room is empty.

His clothes are gone. His wallet. His phone. Everything.

Like he was never here.

Except—

I look down at the sheets. There are marks. Long, deep tears in the fabric, like something with claws ripped through them.

My stomach drops.

What the hell happened last night?

I grab my phone from the nightstand. No missed calls. No texts.

Nothing.

He’s gone.

And I don’t even have his number.
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Audrey

The claw marks stare back at me.

I run my fingers over the shredded sheets, feeling the rough edges where something sharp tore through the fabric. Four parallel lines. Deep. Like an animal dragged its claws across the bed.

But that’s impossible.

I’m alone in this cheap motel room. The door is still locked from the inside. The window hasn’t been opened. There’s no logical explanation for this.

Except Jackson.

I press my hand to my chest. My heart is racing, has been since I woke up and found him gone. The space beside me is cold. He’s been gone for hours.

My body aches. Not just the normal soreness after sex. This is different. Deeper. Like something fundamental changed inside me last night.

I look down at myself. There are marks everywhere. Fingerprint bruises on my hips. A bite mark on my shoulder that’s already turning purple. Scratches down my back that sting when I move.

I should be freaked out. Should probably go to the hospital.

But all I feel is empty.

He left. Didn’t even say goodbye. Just vanished like last night meant nothing.

Maybe it didn’t mean anything. Not to him.

The thought makes my chest hurt worse than the bruises.

I force myself out of bed, legs shaky. My clothes are scattered across the floor. I get dressed slowly, every movement a reminder of what we did. Of how good it felt. Of how stupid I was to think it was more than just sex.

I’m stuffing my bra in my purse when I see it.

A piece of paper on the nightstand. Hotel stationary, folded in half.

My hands tremble as I pick it up.

Inside, there’s an address written in harsh, slanted handwriting: Shadewood Reserve, North Territory.

That’s it. No explanation. No phone number. Just an address three hours north of here.

I should throw it away. Should go home, shower, forget this ever happened.

But something inside me won’t let go.

It’s like a hook buried in my chest, pulling me north. I don’t understand it. Can’t explain it. But the need to find him—to see him again—is overwhelming.

This is crazy. You don’t chase men. You don’t do one-night stands. You definitely don’t drive three hours to find a guy who walked out on you.

But my feet are already moving.

I use the emergency cash I keep hidden in my glove compartment. Two hundred dollars that was supposed to be for rent. Instead, I’m at a car rental place, signing paperwork for a beat-up sedan because my Honda won’t make it three hours on the highway.

The kid behind the counter looks at me like I’m insane.

I probably am.

The drive north takes me through winding mountain roads and dense forest. The farther I go, the fewer cars I see. Civilization disappears in the rearview mirror, replaced by endless trees.

What are you doing? my brain keeps asking. Turn around. Go home.

But I can’t.

That pull in my chest gets stronger with every mile. Like I’m being reeled in on a fishing line.

I’ve never felt anything like this before. This desperate, aching need to see someone. To be near them.
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