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​Chapter 1: The Stare That Felt Like a Claim
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Eden POV

The café bell kept ringing like it was angry at me.

Morning rush.

Steam hissed. Cups clinked. People talked over each other. My apron was already wet at the pockets, and my feet already hurt.

This was my life. Long shifts. Fake smiles. Tips I counted like prayers.

“Eden, I need two cappuccinos!” Mara called from the machine.

“Coming,” I said.

I reached for a cup, and my fingers shook a little.

Not from the rush.

From him.

I didn’t have to look to know he was here. The air changed when he walked in. It got heavier, like the room remembered how to be scared.

I lifted my eyes anyway.

Back table. Near the window. Same spot as always.

The huge man sat like he owned the whole place. Black coat. Broad shoulders. Long legs pushed out under the table. He wasn’t on a phone. He wasn’t with friends. He just watched.

Me.

My stomach tightened. My throat went dry.

I told myself it was nothing.

But it was every day.

Same time.

Same stare.

A scent drifted across the café when I walked past his table with drinks.

Not coffee.

Something clean and sharp, like rain hitting stone. Under it was something darker, like smoke after a fire.

My head went light.

I gripped the tray and kept moving.

It’s the rain, I told myself. Wet coats. Nothing.

But when I reached the counter again, the smell stayed, clinging to my clothes like it wanted to follow me.

The bell rang.

A shadow fell over the counter.

He stood there.

Up close, he was worse. Taller than the door. Wider than the space behind the counter. Dark hair. A face that looked carved, not born. Eyes so dark they swallowed light.

“Black coffee,” he said.

His voice was low. Rough. It made the hairs on my arms rise.

I nodded too fast. “Name?”

He stared like the question mattered.

“Thane,” he said.

The name hit my chest like a tap that still hurt.

I wrote it down. My pen scratched the paper.

“Okay,” I whispered. “One black.”

He didn’t move right away. His gaze dropped to my wrist, then to my throat, then back to my eyes.

Like he was reading something on me I couldn’t see.

My fingers curled around the counter edge. I didn’t know why I wanted to step back. I just did.

Thane stepped aside to wait, but the space didn’t feel bigger. I could still feel him there, like heat on my skin.

I made his coffee with hands that didn’t want to obey.

When I set the cup on the counter, I tried not to tremble.

“Thane,” I called, soft.

He came close. Close enough that his scent wrapped around me again.

Rain. Smoke. Wild.

He took the cup. Our fingers didn’t touch.

Still, the air between us felt tight, like a string pulled too hard.

His eyes held mine for a long second.

Then he walked away.

The rush slowed later. Mara leaned close while she stacked mugs.

“He’s here again,” she murmured.

“Don’t,” I whispered.

Mara’s eyes flicked to the back table. “He doesn’t look away.”

Neither did my thoughts.

Thane lifted his cup. Took one slow sip. His eyes never left me.

By noon, trouble walked in.

A man shoved through the door with a wet jacket and a mean face. He came straight to the counter like it was a fight.

“Coffee,” he barked.

“Sure,” I said. “What kind?”

He leaned in. His breath smelled sour. “The kind you make. Hurry.”

I reached for a cup.

His fingers shot out and grabbed my wrist.

Hard.

Pain flashed up my arm.

My body froze.

“Don’t ignore me,” he said, squeezing like he wanted to leave a mark.

I tried to pull back. He held on.

“Mara,” I breathed.

Mara made a sound behind me, sharp and scared.

Then the room changed.

Not loud.

Just... wrong.

I felt it before I saw it.

Thane stood.

His chair scraped the floor, slow.

The man glanced over his shoulder. “What?”

Thane walked toward the counter, calm like he wasn’t worried at all.

His eyes weren’t just dark now.

They looked deeper than dark.

“Let her go,” he said.

Two words. Flat.

The man forced a laugh. “Or what, pretty boy?”

Thane stopped close enough that I could smell him.

He tilted his head, like he was bored.

And I saw it—just a flash when his lip lifted.

A tooth that shouldn’t be that sharp.

The man’s face drained. His grip went slack.

He let go of my wrist like it burned him.

Thane didn’t touch him. Didn’t raise his voice.

“Get out,” he said.

The man backed away, stumbling into the pastry case. “Freak.”

He rushed out so fast the bell rang like a scream.

My wrist throbbed. I held it to my chest and tried not to shake.

Mara came around the counter. “Eden... are you okay?”

I nodded because my voice was gone.

Thane looked at my wrist.

Then he looked at my face.

Something hard moved behind his eyes.

Anger.

Not at me.

Thane turned and walked back to his table like nothing happened.

The rest of my shift blurred. Every sound felt too sharp. I kept glancing at the back table like it was a cliff edge.

Thane left later without a word.

But he paused at the door. Just for a breath.

My skin tightened like a warning.

He didn’t turn around. He didn’t look back at me.

Still, I felt it. Like his attention brushed over my neck. Like he could hear my heart beating behind my ribs.

Then he was gone.

The café should have felt safer.

It didn’t.

The scent he left behind hung in the air, caught in my hair, caught in my throat. I kept swallowing like that would help.

Mara kept talking, but her words slid past me.

“You sure you’re okay?” she asked again when we closed.

I nodded too fast.

Outside, the street was slick and cold. I walked fast, hood up, hands in my pockets.

Halfway home, I stopped under a streetlight and looked back.

The sidewalk was empty.

Still, the back of my neck prickled.

A shadow moved high above, on the roofline across the street.

Too big to be a cat.

Gone before I could blink.

My breath puffed out white. My fingers went numb around my keys.

I told myself I was tired.

I told myself I was seeing things.

But my feet didn’t slow down.

Inside my apartment, I locked the door.

Then I checked it again.

I slid the chain across, even though it was cheap. I stood there, hand on the knob, listening. The hallway was quiet. Too quiet. Like the building was holding its breath for me. For him.

I rubbed my wrist. The bruise was already turning purple, blooming under my skin.

I tried to read. The words kept sliding away.

My phone sat in my hand, screen dark. I had no one to call who could make any of this make sense.

Thane’s voice replayed in my head.

Let her go.

Get out.

A soft scrape came from outside.

Scratch.

Like something dragging along brick.

My apartment was on the third floor.

My stomach dropped.

“Cat,” I whispered, but my voice didn’t believe it.

Scratch.

Then silence.

I got up and went to the window. I pulled the curtain back a finger’s width.

Dark alley. Wet trash. No one.

I let the curtain fall and turned away.

A click came from behind me.

From the door.

My blood turned cold.

The knob turned slowly, smooth like it had been oiled.

The lock didn’t fight.

The door opened.

A tall shadow filled the frame.

I couldn’t move.

Thane stepped inside like my apartment belonged to him.

No coat now. Dark shirt. Hair damp. Face calm.

He shut the door with one hand.

The room felt smaller with him in it.

His scent hit me full force.

Rain.

Smoke.

That wild thing that made my mouth go dry.

“What are you doing here?” I managed.

My voice cracked.

Thane’s eyes swept over me, then dropped to the bruise on my wrist.

His jaw tightened.

He took one step closer.

Then another.

My back hit the couch.

He stopped inches away.

Then he spoke.

“Mine.”

One word.

It wasn’t loud.

It didn’t need to be.

My skin flared hot, like the sound slid under it.

“No,” I whispered, because it was the only word I had left.

Thane lifted his hand and closed his fingers around my jaw, firm, forcing my face up.

My breath shook out of me.

His thumb brushed my lower lip, slow, like he was checking something.

A low rumble rolled from his chest, too deep to be human.

His eyes burned, dark with a glint of gold buried under the surface.

“I finally found you,” he growled.
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​Chapter 2: Claimed in the Dark
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Eden POV

His fingers were on my jaw.

Not gentle.

Not cruel either.

Just... sure.

Like he had decided my face belonged in his hand.

My breath came out in a thin shake. I could feel my pulse in my throat, fast and loud, like my body was trying to run even when my feet wouldn’t.

Thane’s eyes were so dark up close. Too dark. Like midnight with no stars.

“I finally found you,” he growled.

The words hit my skin first. Then my bones.

Found me?

Like I had been lost.

Like I had been taken.

Like I was something he was owed.

I tried to pull my chin free.

His grip tightened, not enough to hurt, but enough to remind me I couldn’t.

“No,” I said again, because my brain kept holding on to that one small word like a lifeline. “You can’t just— you can’t come in here and—”

His gaze dropped to my lips when I spoke.

A strange heat rolled through my belly.

I hated that.

I hated that my body noticed him like this.

Thane leaned closer.

The air around his mouth was warm. His breath brushed my cheek.

“Quiet,” he said.

It wasn’t a request.

My lips parted anyway. My lungs forgot how to work.

His scent filled my head. Rain. Smoke. Something wild under it that made my tongue feel thick.

I shook my head, small, trapped between fear and something worse.

Something that wanted him.

I pushed at his chest with both hands.

Hard.

His body didn’t move.

It was like trying to shove a wall.

Thane’s eyes flicked down to my hands, then back to my face. A muscle jumped in his jaw.

“You’re shaking,” he said.

My hands were trembling so bad I could see it. Like my own skin had turned against me.

“I’m not,” I lied.

Thane gave a slow blink, like he didn’t care about lies.

He moved.

One second I was against the couch, the next my back hit the wall. Not a slam. Not gentle. Just fast.

His arm came up beside my head, blocking me in.

His other hand stayed on my jaw.

I could feel the strength in him like a storm held in a fist.

I swallowed.

My throat hurt.

“Why are you here?” I whispered.

Thane’s gaze slid over my face like he was memorizing it. Like he was starving and my skin was food.

Then his eyes dropped to my wrist.

The bruise.

My stomach tightened. I tried to hide it behind my back.

Thane caught my wrist before I could.

His fingers wrapped around it.

The contact was hot. Too hot. Like he had a fever that belonged to me.

His nostrils flared.

A sound rumbled low in his chest.

It was not human.

It was not normal.

Something sharp moved across his face.

Anger.

Not the kind that yelled.

The kind that killed.

“Who touched you?” he asked.

My mouth went dry.

“What?” I forced out.

His thumb pressed lightly over the bruise, and my breath hitched. Not from pain. From the way my body jumped at him.

“Who,” he said again, voice darker.

I stared up at him, confused and scared and furious all at once.

“Some guy at work,” I said. “I’m fine. It’s nothing.”

Thane’s eyes flashed.

Not with light.

With something that looked like a warning.

“Nothing,” he repeated, like the word tasted wrong.

Then his head tilted a little.

Like he was listening.

I listened too.

All I heard was my own heart hammering.

Thane’s hand left my jaw.

I sucked in air like I’d been held under water.

But then he placed his palm flat against the wall beside my head, caging me in with both arms now.

His face was inches away.

He didn’t touch me.

Yet my skin felt like it was burning.

“I shouldn’t be here,” he said.

The words didn’t match his body. He was too close to be someone who shouldn’t be here.

“Then leave,” I said, though my voice came out thin.

Thane’s gaze sharpened.

He leaned closer until his mouth was almost at my ear.

“I tried,” he murmured.

The sound slid down my spine.

My knees went weak.

I hated that too.

I hated that I wasn’t screaming. I hated that I wasn’t fighting harder. I hated that a part of me was holding still, like my body already knew him.

Like my body had been waiting.

“You know my name,” I whispered.

Thane didn’t answer right away.

He breathed in, slow, deep, like he was taking me into his lungs.

Then he said it, soft but clear.

“Eden.”

My chest tightened.

He didn’t ask. He didn’t guess.

He knew.

“How—” My voice broke. “How do you know me?”

His eyes lifted to mine.

And then something changed in them.

A flicker.

Gold.

For a split second, his pupils weren’t normal. The dark wasn’t just dark. It was alive. Turning. Burning.

I blinked hard, sure I imagined it.

Then his lips pulled back.

Just a little.

Enough for me to see the edge of his teeth.

Too sharp.

My stomach dropped straight through the floor.

My hands flew up, not to push him this time, but to protect myself. Like that would help.

“What are you?” I breathed.

Thane’s gaze didn’t leave mine.

He looked... tired.

Like he had been fighting something for a long time and was losing.

“Don’t be afraid,” he said.

But his voice didn’t soothe.

It made my body tremble harder.

My pulse was everywhere. In my throat. In my wrists. Between my legs. Heat pooling where it shouldn’t.

Fear and want crashing together until I couldn’t tell which was which.

Thane’s head dipped.

His nose brushed my cheek, then my jaw, slow like a test.

My whole body jolted.

A sound slipped out of me, small and broken.

His eyes darkened again.

“Your scent,” he said, rough. “It’s been calling me.”

I shook my head.

“No. That’s not— I’m just— I’m nothing.”

Thane let out a low, almost bitter laugh. It had no humor in it.

“You have no idea,” he said.

Then he pressed his mouth to my neck.

Not a bite.

Not yet.

Just a kiss—hot and firm—right under my ear.

My world tilted.

My hands grabbed his shirt without meaning to.

My fingers clenched.

His body didn’t push away.

He pulled me closer.

My back pressed harder into the wall, like the wall was the only thing holding me up.

The moment his lips touched me, something inside my chest snapped.

Not like pain.

Like a lock clicking shut.

A chain wrapping around my ribs.

Tight.

Sure.

Mine.

The word wasn’t his this time.

It was in my head.

I gasped.

My eyes flew open.

Thane froze.

His face lifted.

His eyes were gold now. Not fully, but enough that I couldn’t pretend.

A deep sound rolled through him, like a growl swallowed back.

“You feel it,” he said.

I couldn’t speak.

My chest felt... held. Claimed. Like invisible arms were wrapped around my heart.

Tears burned behind my eyes. I didn’t know why.

I wasn’t sad.

I was overwhelmed. Like my body had been touched by something ancient and it didn’t know how to survive it.

Thane’s fingers slid into my hair.

He tilted my head back, gentle this time.

His voice dropped.

“Fated,” he whispered.

The word landed heavy.

Fated.

Like it wasn’t choice.

Like it was law.

“No,” I breathed, but my body betrayed me again.

I leaned into his touch.

Heat spread through my skin, soft and aching.

Thane’s gaze fell to my mouth.

His lips hovered.

I should have said stop.

I should have screamed.

Instead, my breath shook out like a yes.

Thane kissed me.

Hard.

Not sweet.

Not careful.

Like he had been starving and I was the only thing that could fix it.

My hands slid up his chest, gripping, holding.

His mouth moved against mine like he was angry at the world for keeping us apart.

The chain in my chest tightened, not painful, just... right.

Like something that had been missing clicked into place.

I made a sound into his mouth. I didn’t even recognize it as mine.

Thane’s arms wrapped around me.

One hand at my waist.

One at the back of my neck.

He lifted me like I weighed nothing and pressed me against him.

My legs shook.

My skin felt too small for the heat inside it.

His tongue brushed my lower lip.

A soft whimper escaped me before I could swallow it.

Thane stilled.

His eyes flashed.

He pulled back just enough to look at me.

His breathing was heavy now. Like mine. Like he was holding back something sharp.

“Tell me to stop,” he said, voice strained. “And I will.”

My throat worked.

I wanted to say it.

I wanted to be the kind of girl who could.

But the bond inside my chest hummed, warm and hungry. My body leaned toward him like it knew the way home.

I shook my head.

Not a clear yes.

Not a brave no.

Just... a helpless surrender.

Thane’s face tightened like it hurt him.

Then he kissed me again, deeper.

His hand slid down my back.

His fingers gripped my hips.

He moved like he had control, but I felt the tension in him—like a beast under skin, pacing, snarling, begging to break free.

His mouth left mine.

He kissed my jaw. My throat. The place where my pulse beat wild.

My fingers dug into his shoulders.

His teeth grazed my skin.

Not biting.

A warning touch.

I gasped.

The chain in my chest pulled tight.

Thane’s eyes lifted to mine, gold burning now.

“Mine,” he said again, voice shaking.

And something inside me answered.

Yes.

God help me, yes.

He pressed his forehead to mine.

For a second, he just breathed.

Like he was trying to remember how to be human.

Then his mouth returned to my neck.

This time, his teeth sank in.

Not deep.

Not tearing.

A sharp sting, then a rush of heat that spread fast, like fire turned sweet.

I cried out, more surprise than pain.

Thane held me tighter.

The bond snapped again, deeper, louder inside my bones.

My chest filled with him. His scent. His presence. His power.

A mark flared on my skin where his mouth touched.

It burned.

Then it soothed.

Like it was sealing something shut.

My hands shook harder.

My eyes watered.

Thane made a low sound like relief and grief mixed together.

He lifted his head.

His mouth was stained with my blood, just a little.

My stomach turned, but my body didn’t reject him.

It leaned into him.

Like my blood belonged to him now.

Thane’s gaze locked on the mark.

His face softened.

For one breath, he looked almost... broken.
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