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  Stormbound Encounter


The key turned with a reluctant screech, and Claire Montgomery pushed the cabin door open into a musty darkness that smelled of old wood and forgotten time. She dropped her suitcase just inside the threshold and stood there, letting her eyes adjust to the dim light filtering through dust-caked windows. 
The cabin was smaller than she remembered from childhood visits. A single main room with a stone fireplace dominated the space, a worn leather couch facing it at an angle. The kitchen area was little more than a counter with a propane stove and a sink that looked like it hadn't seen water in years. To the left, a narrow door led to what she assumed was a bedroom.
Her great-aunt Margaret had left her this place in the will, and Claire had spent weeks debating whether to even come. The funeral had been a small affair, mostly strangers who spoke in hushed tones about the old woman who lived at the edge of the national forest. Claire hadn't seen her aunt in over a decade, not since she was twelve and her parents had dragged her up here for what they called a "family obligation trip."
But the letter from the lawyer had been specific. The cabin was hers, free and clear, along with a small stipend for maintenance. And something in the way the lawyer had looked at her, something almost expectant, had made her take the time off work and drive the long stretch from the city.
Now she stood in the silence of the mountain forest, and she couldn't shake the feeling that she was being watched.
Claire shook her head and got to work. She opened windows first, letting the crisp autumn air push out the stale smell. Then she checked the propane tank, found it half full, and got the stove working. Within an hour, she had a pot of coffee brewing and had swept the worst of the dust from the floors.
The bedroom held a surprisingly comfortable-looking bed with fresh linens stored in a cedar chest. That was the first thing she properly unpacked, making the bed with military precision. The accountant in her appreciated the order of it, the small victory of a made bed in an unfamiliar space.
She was hanging her clothes in the narrow closet when she heard it. A footstep on the porch. Heavy and deliberate.
Claire's hand froze on the hanger. The cabin was miles from the nearest town, and she hadn't seen another car on the dirt road leading up here. She had no neighbors. At least, she thought she had no neighbors.
Another footstep. Closer.
She moved quietly to the main room, her heart hammering against her ribs. Through the open front door, she could see a shape silhouetted against the afternoon sun. A man. Tall with broad shoulders that blocked the light behind him. Standing on her porch like he had every right to be there.
Claire grabbed the cast iron skillet from the stove. It was heavy and solid in her hands, and she held it like she knew how to use it.
"You should leave."
The voice was low and rough, like gravel rolling downhill. It came from the man on the porch, and Claire could see him more clearly now. Dark hair cut short. A jaw that looked like it had been carved from the mountain rock itself. And eyes that seemed to catch the light in a way that wasn't quite right.
"This is my property," Claire said, surprised at how steady her voice sounded. "I think you're the one who should leave."
The man stepped into the doorway, and Claire's grip on the skillet tightened. He was huge. Easily six foot four, with shoulders that barely fit through the frame. He wore a simple flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled up, revealing forearms corded with muscle and covered in dark hair.
His eyes swept over her, and she felt it like a physical touch. A shiver ran down her spine that had nothing to do with the cold.
"You're Margaret's kin," he said. It wasn't a question.
"Her great-niece. The cabin's mine now."
"Not for long." He stepped closer, and Claire raised the skillet. He stopped, but he didn't look afraid. He looked amused, if anything. "This land isn't safe for outsiders. You should pack your things and leave before the sun sets."
"Who are you?" Claire demanded. "Why are you on my property?"
The man's eyes flickered, and something passed across his face. Pain, maybe. Or longing. It was gone before she could read it.
"My name's Tyler Stone. I own the land that borders this property to the north and east. And I'm telling you, as a courtesy, that you don't want to be here."
Claire lowered the skillet slightly. "That's a pretty dramatic warning for someone who just met me."
"You smell like her."
The words came out rough, almost involuntary. Tyler's jaw clenched, and he looked away, like he was fighting something inside himself.
"Like my aunt?"
"Like pack." He shook his head, and when he looked back at her, his eyes had changed. They were brighter now, almost golden in the afternoon light. "You don't know what you are, do you? She never told you."
"Told me what?"
Tyler took a step back, putting distance between them. His hands were shaking, Claire noticed. Actually shaking.
"I can't be here. Not right now. I'm in isolation, and your scent is... it's making it hard to think."
"Isolation? What are you talking about?"
He didn't answer. Instead, he turned and walked off the porch, his boots heavy on the wooden planks. Claire followed him to the door, watching as he crossed the clearing toward the tree line.
"Wait!" she called out. "You can't just show up, threaten me, and leave!"
He stopped but didn't turn around. "I'm not threatening you. I'm warning you. There's a difference."
"Warning me about what?"
For a long moment, he stood there, his back to her. The forest around them was silent, as if even the birds were waiting for his answer.
"The full moon's in three days," he said finally. "And there are things in these woods that you don't understand. Things that will be hunting."
He walked into the trees and vanished, swallowed by the shadows so completely that Claire wondered if she had imagined him.
She stood on the porch for a long time, the skillet still in her hand, watching the spot where he had disappeared. The afternoon sun was warm on her face, but she felt cold inside.
Hunting. He said things would be hunting.
Claire went back inside and locked the door. The lock was old and rusty, and she doubted it would hold against much. She pushed the couch in front of it anyway, then checked the windows. All of them locked, but the latches were flimsy.
She sat on the couch with the skillet in her lap and tried to convince herself she wasn't scared.
The sky darkened faster than she expected. Storm clouds rolled in from the north, swallowing the sun and turning the afternoon into twilight. The wind picked up, rattling the windows and sending leaves skittering across the porch.
Claire lit the kerosene lamps she had found in the kitchen and built a fire in the stone fireplace. The flames cast dancing shadows on the walls, and she found herself watching them more than she watched the window.
The first crack of thunder made her jump. Rain followed seconds later, a heavy downpour that beat against the roof and turned the clearing outside into mud.
She was being ridiculous. She was a grown woman with a career and a sensible car. She didn't believe in monsters or things that hunted under the full moon. Tyler Stone was probably just a crazy recluse who had been living alone too long.
But she couldn't shake the memory of his eyes. The way they had changed, catching light that wasn't there. The way his hands had shaken when he talked about her scent.
The storm grew worse. Lightning struck somewhere close, the thunder so loud it shook the cabin. The lights flickered and went out, and Claire was left with only the fire and the kerosene lamps.
That's when she heard the howl.
It came from the forest, close to the cabin. A deep, resonant sound that seemed to vibrate in her chest. It wasn't like any wolf she had ever heard. It was too loud, too powerful. It sounded almost human.
Claire grabbed the skillet and backed toward the bedroom. The front door was barricaded, but the windows were weak. If something wanted to get in...
Another howl, closer this time. And then a crash from the porch.
She screamed, but the sound was swallowed by the thunder. The door shook, and she heard something heavy slamming against it. The couch shifted, scraping across the floor.
"Claire!"
The voice was human. Rough and desperate.
"Claire, let me in!"
She recognized it. Tyler. She hesitated for only a second before she ran to the door and dragged the couch aside. The lock turned with a click, and she pulled the door open.
Tyler stood on the porch, soaked to the bone. His shirt was torn, and there were scratches on his arms. But it was his eyes that made her step back. They were fully golden now, glowing in the darkness like an animal's.
"Get inside," she said, and he didn't need to be told twice.
He pushed past her into the cabin, and she slammed the door behind him. The lock clicked into place, and she shoved the couch back against it.
When she turned around, Tyler was standing in the middle of the room, water pooling at his feet. He was breathing hard, his chest heaving. And he was staring at her with an intensity that made her skin prickle.
"You shouldn't have let me in," he said, his voice strained. "I told you to leave."
"The storm's dangerous. You would have died out there."
"Better than what I might do in here."
Claire's heart was racing. She could feel it in her throat, in her temples. But she didn't feel afraid. Not really. She felt alive, more alive than she had felt in years.
"What are you?" she whispered.
Tyler closed his eyes, and when he opened them, they were human again. Brown and tired and full of something that looked like sorrow.
"You won't believe me."
"Try me."
He laughed, a bitter sound. "I'm a shifter. A werewolf, if you want to use the old word. My pack's lived in these woods for generations. And you, Claire Montgomery, have pack blood in your veins."
She should have laughed. She should have thrown him out. But she remembered the howls, the glowing eyes, the way her skin had tingled when he looked at her.
"Why are you in isolation?" she asked.
"Because of the breeding rites." He said it like it was obvious. "The full moon triggers our instincts. Unmated alphas are dangerous during this time. We're supposed to stay away from the pack, away from anyone who might trigger the bond."
"The bond?"
"Fated mates." His voice dropped, and something raw and hungry flickered in his eyes. "When an alpha finds his true mate, the bond is immediate. Unbreakable. And I can smell it on you, Claire. I can smell that you're mine."
She took a step back, and he flinched.
"I won't hurt you," he said quickly. "That's not how this works. But I need you to understand the danger. The full moon's in three days. If I'm still here, if I'm still close to you when it rises, my wolf will take over. And I won't be able to stop myself from claiming you."
Claire's mouth was dry. She should be terrified. She should be calling the police, running for her car, doing anything except standing here listening to this.
But she wasn't terrified. She was intrigued.
"You expect me to believe that?"
"I expect you to be smart enough to leave." He stepped closer, and she didn't back away. "Go back to the city, Claire. Forget this place. Forget you ever met me."
"And if I don't?"
The question hung between them, charged with something electric. Tyler's eyes flickered gold again, and she saw the struggle in his face.
"Then I'll do everything in my power to protect you," he said. "Even from myself."
The storm raged outside, but inside the cabin, the only sound was their breathing. Claire looked at this strange, intense man who claimed to be a wolf, who claimed she was his fated mate, and she felt something stir in her chest.
Something that felt like coming home.
"I'm not leaving," she said.
Tyler closed his eyes, and she could see the war inside him. The human fighting the wolf.
"Then God help us both," he whispered.
He moved toward her then, closing the distance between them in two deliberate steps. His hand came up to cup her face, rough calluses dragging against her cheek. The touch was gentle despite the tension coiled in his body. His thumb traced the line of her jaw, and Claire felt her breath catch.
"You don't know what you're doing to me," he murmured. His golden eyes searched her face, looking for any sign of fear. Finding none.
"Maybe I do," she said. Her voice
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