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CHAPTER ONE
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The rain hit the street in needles, relentless and cold, turning the sidewalk into a silver-glinting river. Nova Rae stood beneath the crooked tin awning, arms folded tight across her chest, her thrift-store hoodie soaked through and clinging to her frame. The air smelled like rust, smoke, and something more dangerous. Something alive.

She’d passed the shop three times already, pacing the block like a ghost too scared to haunt its own grave. The sign above the door was barely legible—black spray paint on rusted metal: CREED INK. No open hours. No welcoming lights. Just shadows behind filthy glass and the slow throb of bass from some backroom stereo. No one sane would walk in.

Which meant it was perfect.

She reached for the handle.

The door creaked open on a groan, and the smell hit her like a punch—metallic, ink-stained, like violence left to simmer. Inside, the space was half-dark, the only light pooling in cold white halos over the chairs. Walls covered in framed designs, skulls, blades, abstract chaos. A wolf’s head in agony. A bleeding rose strangled by barbed wire. Her fingers twitched. They all screamed with the same language. Pain made permanent.

She stepped inside.

A man sat hunched over another’s back in the far corner, ink gun buzzing, head low. She couldn’t see much but bulk—massive shoulders under a black tank, tattoos coiling up arms that didn’t look like they knew how to be gentle. His beard was thick, jaw tight, profile like it was carved from some brutal god’s unfinished sketch. He didn’t turn when she entered. But she felt him pause.

She took a step forward.

The artist’s voice came without looking up. Low. Rough. Deep enough to crawl up her spine. “Wrong shop, sweetheart.”

“I’m not here for pretty flowers,” she said.

Now he turned.

His eyes locked on her like a weapon trained, assessing and disarming all at once. Icy gray, a storm brewing beneath thick lashes, rimmed by something feral. He didn’t blink.

“You think you know what you’re asking for?” he said.

“No. But I’m asking anyway.”

He exhaled slow, sharp, like he didn’t like the answer but respected the audacity. “You don’t look old enough to bleed for real.”

“I’m twenty-one.”

“You look like a scared fucking kitten.”

“Maybe. But I came here to be a tiger.”

He stood, full height rising like a threat—well over six feet, solid muscle wrapped in ink and intent. She flinched, barely, but held her ground. His brows lifted like that surprised him.

He looked her over once, head to toe. “Turn around. Let me see your back.”

She hesitated.

“Now.”

She turned. He stepped forward, close enough that she could feel the heat coming off him. His hand brushed the hem of her hoodie, lifting it gently. She wasn’t wearing anything beneath it but the thinnest black camisole. His fingers didn’t touch her skin. Not yet.

“Too clean,” he murmured. “No scars. No bruises. You’re not broken enough for this.”

Her voice cracked. “I am. You just can’t see it.”

He went still.

And then his fingers hooked the hoodie, peeled it off in one fluid motion, leaving her bare-armed and breathless. Her nipples pebbled beneath the fabric, whether from cold or something far more dangerous.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

“Nova.”

He nodded once. “Mine’s Jaxon. Jaxon Creed.”

Her pulse kicked hard.

“I don’t tattoo tourists,” he said. “I mark what’s mine.”

She swallowed. “I’m not a tourist.”

“No, baby. You’re prey.”

He moved fast.

One hand caught her wrist, dragging her to the closest chair. She gasped but didn’t fight. His grip was steel wrapped in fire, firm but not cruel. She sat where he pushed her, every part of her body screaming and singing at once.

He crouched, eye-level with her, the stubble on his jaw catching the light.

“You want a tattoo,” he said. “What kind?”

“I don’t know.”

He tilted his head. “Liar.”

Her voice dropped. “Something... wild. Something that makes me feel like I’m not afraid anymore.”

His stare sharpened.

“Pain helps,” she whispered.

He reached forward, fingers brushing a strand of damp hair from her cheek. “You don’t want pain. You want a fucking rebirth.”

She nodded.

“Then let me carve it into you.”

She barely breathed as he moved to the counter, flipping through sketches. Finally, he pulled one and turned it toward her. It was a phoenix, but not delicate. It was rage and rebirth, wings torn and rising, fire devouring everything beneath it.

Her breath caught. “Yes.”

He smirked. “Of course.”

His gloves snapped on. His eyes never left hers.

“I’m going to touch you now.”

She nodded.

His hands were massive, warm even through the latex, as he cleaned her skin. Her camisole strap slid down. His fingers ghosted over the dip of her shoulder blade. She shivered.

“You ready, little bird?”

She wasn’t.

But she nodded anyway.

The needle bit, and she gasped.

It hurt. Sharp and burning. But she didn’t cry.

“Breathe,” he said, his mouth close to her ear.

She did. In and out. Around the fire in her skin.

He worked in silence, only the hum of the machine and her ragged breaths between them. She felt him in every stroke. Every drag. He wasn’t just tattooing her. He was pulling something out—ripping it from her flesh, replacing it with steel and ink.

Time vanished.

So did the fear.

All that remained was him, the fire in his hands, the way he anchored her with one palm on her waist, grounding her, commanding her.

When he finished, he wiped the blood gently, eyes locked on hers.

“Don’t look away,” he said.

She didn’t.

He wrapped the tattoo, his movements tender in contrast to his size. “You’ll ache tomorrow. That’s how you know it’s real.”

“Thank you,” she whispered.

He didn’t answer.

Just leaned in and said, “Don’t thank me. I just put the pain where it belongs.”

She stood, lightheaded but alive. More than she had been in months. Years.

Jaxon didn’t move.

“You’re going to come back,” he said.

She blinked. “Why?”

“Because I didn’t finish claiming you.”

She should’ve run.

But she only nodded.

And when she stepped into the rain, she didn’t notice the cold anymore.

She only felt the burn.
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The burn stayed with her.

Long after the ink had dried beneath the plastic wrap, long after she’d left the dark walls of Creed Ink behind, Nova Rae could still feel it—his hand on her waist, the drag of that needle over her skin, the weight of his eyes like a hand wrapped around her throat.

She hadn’t slept.

The sheets were cold and unfamiliar, the apartment too silent. She sat curled on the edge of her twin mattress, hoodie pulled over her knees, bare toes pressed into cheap laminate flooring. The place smelled like dust and unshed tears. Her bags still sat unpacked in the corner, cardboard boxes lined against the wall like tombstones for the life she’d left behind.

A dancer's life.

All pointe shoes and mirrors, stages and smiles. All lies.

Now, she was here—alone in a city that didn’t know her name, with a phoenix carved into her skin and a man’s voice echoing in her bones.

“You’re prey.”

She hated how much it thrilled her.

The way he looked at her—not with pity or curiosity, but with a predator’s patience. Like he already owned her, and all she had to do was catch up to that fact.

Her phone buzzed.

A message from an unknown number.

8PM. You’ll come back.
Don’t lie to yourself.
No name. No question.

Nova stared at the screen. Her heart thudded once, then again, harder. The back of her neck prickled.

She should’ve deleted it.

Instead, she saved it.

She told herself she wouldn’t go. She told herself a lot of things.

At 7:48, she was already outside his shop.

This time, she didn’t hesitate. She didn’t pace.

She walked through the door like she belonged there.

The shop was darker tonight, quieter. No buzzing machines. Just a low thrum of bass through the floorboards, like the building itself had a pulse. Jaxon stood behind the counter, forearms braced on the glass, tattoos exposed, black T-shirt hugging his chest like it was made for him and only him.

His eyes lifted the second she entered.

He didn’t smile.

Didn’t speak.

But something shifted in his posture—like an animal waking up, scenting blood.

She walked to him slowly, backpack slung over one shoulder. She hadn’t worn makeup. No lipstick. No armor. Just the girl she was underneath, bare and too raw, the ache in her shoulder reminding her with every step that she wasn’t the same anymore.

“You came,” he said.

“I didn’t say I wouldn’t.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“I don’t know what I’m doing here.”

“You don’t need to.”

Silence stretched between them. Outside, a car backfired. Inside, it was all tension and breath.

She shifted her weight, trying not to stare at his hands. The memory of them was louder than she expected—where they’d held her, how they felt through her shirt, his voice a command even when it whispered.

“I wanted to see it again,” she admitted.

His eyes flicked to her shoulder. “Take it off.”

Her lips parted.

“Now.”

She peeled the hoodie off slow, her fingers trembling. The shirt beneath was thin, the same one as yesterday, the strap already slipping down her shoulder. Jaxon moved closer, close enough that her breath caught.

He peeled the wrap off in one long, slow pull. The ink beneath gleamed—still red around the edges, still healing.

“Look at it.”

She turned toward the mirror, breath catching. It was beautiful. Fierce. Black and crimson wings spreading up her shoulder, curling around her collarbone. A creature rising out of ruin.

Jaxon leaned behind her. His voice slid against her skin.

“You were made for this.”

She didn’t speak. Couldn’t.

He lifted one hand, traced a finger just beneath the ink.

Her whole body tensed.

“I didn’t ask if I could touch you,” he said.

She swallowed. “I know.”

“And yet... you didn’t stop me.”

She turned then, slowly, heart in her throat. “Why did you call me back?”

“Because I’m not done with you.”

“I’m not a toy.”

“No,” he said. “You’re a storm with clipped wings. And I like watching you remember how to fly.”

Heat bloomed low in her belly. A slow, dangerous hum.

He stepped forward. “I want to put another piece on you.”

“Where?”

His gaze dropped, slow and deliberate. “Lower.”

She didn’t look away.

“I won’t beg,” she said.

He grinned then, sharp and wolfish. “You already are.”

He walked to the back without waiting, and she followed, every instinct in her screaming to run and every bone in her body already choosing him.

The room was darker here, the walls painted matte black. A single spotlight lit the center, casting shadows like smoke. The tattoo chair looked more like a throne—worn leather, metal studs.

“Sit,” he said.

She did.

“Show me your ribs.”

She hesitated, fingers gripping the hem of her shirt. He waited. Patient, still. Not a single muscle twitching. But she felt his eyes like fire on her skin.

She pulled the shirt off.

Her bra was simple, black lace stretched thin across her chest, barely hiding anything. She flushed beneath his stare, but she didn’t flinch.

He stepped closer, his hand sliding across her waist—calloused, warm, dominant.

His fingers paused just beneath her breast. “Here.”

“What is it?”

“You’ll see.”

She didn’t ask again.

The buzz of the needle kicked to life. Louder this time. He leaned in, mouth near her ear.

“This’ll hurt worse.”

“I don’t care.”

“You should.”

But he started anyway.

The burn was different here. Closer to bone. It sank deeper, a fever that licked her nerves and curled her toes. She clenched the armrests, breathing shallow.

He didn’t say a word.

But his free hand pressed against her stomach, anchoring her, fingers splayed wide like he was claiming more than her skin.

Her head dropped back.

His voice came soft, sinful.

“You want to scream, don’t you?”

She gasped. “Yes.”

“You want me to stop?”

“No.”

He bent lower. His mouth brushed the side of her neck.

“Then scream for me.”

She did.

Not in fear.

In release.

When it ended, she was limp, breathing hard, sweat sticking hair to her forehead. He wiped the skin, slow and reverent.

She looked down.

It was a wolf.

Running. Wild. Teeth bared. Eyes full of fire.

“You put yourself on me,” she whispered.

“No,” he said. “I put the part of you that’s already mine.”

She met his eyes.

Something snapped.

He grabbed her waist, pulling her off the chair, into him. Her legs parted around his hips, hands on his chest. He kissed her like a punishment—rough, claiming, desperate. Tongues tangling, teeth scraping, breath stolen.

She moaned against him.

He growled.

One hand fisted her hair, the other gripped her ass.

Their bodies didn’t speak—they collided.

And when he broke the kiss, his voice was wrecked.

“Go home.”

She blinked. “What?”

“Go. Now. Or I’ll fuck you against this wall until you forget your own name.”

She didn’t move.

“Nova.”

Her body trembled.

He dragged a thumb across her lips. “If you come back again... it won’t be for ink.”

“I know.”

“You’ll be mine.”

“I already am.”

He stepped back, breathing hard, his eyes unreadable.

She grabbed her shirt, slipped it on with shaky hands.

He didn’t say goodbye.

She didn’t need him to.

She stepped out into the night, the streetlights blurred by rain, her body still burning, marked in more ways than ink.

And as the door shut behind her, she smiled for the first time in years.

Because she knew something now.

She had finally found the fire that would burn her clean.
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The next morning, Nova woke with her sheets tangled around her legs and the scent of him still clinging to her skin.

It wasn’t a smell she could name. Not soap or sweat. Something darker. Ink and danger and the way his mouth had claimed hers like she was his to bite and bruise. Her lips were still tender. Her ribs ached—not from pain, but from the tattoo that now marked her, pulsed beneath the skin like a second heartbeat.

She pulled off her hoodie and stood in front of the mirror.

The wolf stared back at her.

Fierce. Untamed. Mouth open in a silent snarl. It curled from just under her left breast to the edge of her ribcage, positioned so intimately it felt like a secret she could never confess. Her fingertips brushed the edges, marveling at the detail. Each stroke was a war cry, each line a promise that no one would ever touch her the same way again.

Not after Jaxon Creed.

Not after last night.

Her phone buzzed.

No name. Just another message from that same number.

Today. Noon. Wear nothing you want to keep clean.

No punctuation. Just command.

Her thighs pressed together instinctively. Heat flashed beneath her skin.

She typed out one word.

Why?

The response came instantly.

Because I want to see you covered in ink and sweat, and right now, I don’t give a damn which comes first.

She didn’t reply.

She didn’t need to.

Because
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