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CHAPTER ONE

The Wolf Who Watched Her
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Nora Hale noticed him because everyone else seemed to bend around his presence.

The airport was loud in the way all airports were. Rolling suitcases, clipped voices, announcements echoing too late to be useful. She stood in the security line with her coat folded over one arm, watching strangers move forward inch by inch, when the space beside her went cold.

Not temperature, cold. Something else.

She glanced sideways.

He was tall. Not striking in a polished way, not beautiful. Just... solid. Dark hair cut short, eyes fixed ahead, jaw set as if it had learned long ago not to soften. He wore black like it was habit, not fashion. No phone in his hands. No impatience on his face. He looked like a man waiting for something to break.

Nora looked away first.

She had learned to do that. Learned how not to draw attention, how to slide through places without leaving marks. Outsider instincts. They stayed with you.

The line moved. She stepped forward.

So did he.

Too close.

She shifted her bag higher on her shoulder and felt it again, that strange pressure, like the air had thickened between them. Her skin prickled along her arms. She told herself she was tired. She had slept badly the night before, curled on the floor of her apartment with half her life already packed into boxes she would never reopen.

Her mother was gone.

Everything else followed.

“Shoes off,” the agent barked.

Nora bent to untie her boots.

That was when it happened.

The man beside her went rigid.

Not startled. Not surprised. Frozen.

She straightened slowly, her fingers still touching the laces, and looked at him again.

His eyes were on her now.

They were too dark to read, like deep water under cloud cover. His expression had changed, not to anger, not to interest, but to something sharper. Something restrained with effort.

For one irrational second, Nora thought of an animal scenting blood.

Her stomach tightened.

“Move,” he said abruptly, voice low, roughened by something she couldn’t place.

She blinked. “Sorry.”

She stepped forward, heat crawling up her neck. Rude stranger. Airports were full of them. She told herself not to think about how his gaze followed her through the scanner, how she could feel it between her shoulder blades like a hand she hadn’t agreed to.

On the other side, she pulled her coat back on and grabbed her bag. She did not look back.

She did not see the way Eamon Crowe’s hands curled slowly into fists at his sides.

He stood very still, breathing through his nose, fighting the violent surge that had ripped through him the moment her scent had reached him.

Mate.

The word rose unbidden, ancient and unwelcome.

Human. Wrong. Dangerous.

Not now. Not ever.

He moved through security like a man walking underwater, his wolf snarling beneath his skin, demanding, recognizing, furious at restraint. By the time he reached the gate, he had already decided one thing.

He would not touch her.

He would not claim her.

He would not let her out of his sight either.



The plane was half full. Nora found her seat and slid into it with a quiet sigh of relief. Window. She liked window seats. They made it easier to pretend she was leaving something behind instead of running from emptiness.

She buckled in and rested her forehead briefly against the cool glass.

Then someone stopped beside her row.

Her chest tightened before she even looked.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” she muttered under her breath.

He stood there, boarding pass in hand, eyes unreadable.

“That seat’s mine,” he said.

Of course it was.

She stood to let him in, her shoulder brushing his arm as she stepped into the aisle. The contact was brief, accidental.

Eamon inhaled sharply.

Nora froze.

For a heartbeat, neither of them moved. The air between them felt charged, stretched too thin.

“Sorry,” she said again, more quietly this time.

He didn’t answer.

He sat.

The plane doors closed with a dull thud that sounded far too final.

As they lifted into the air, Nora stared out the window, her pulse unsteady, unaware that the man beside her had already memorized the rhythm of her breathing.

Already decided that whatever she was walking toward in Ravensbrook, it would not reach her without going through him first.
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CHAPTER TWO

A Controlled Thing
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The second flight was delayed.

They announced it casually, as if it were nothing more than an inconvenience. Weather farther north. Mechanical checks. An estimated wait of six hours.

Nora felt the words settle like weight in her chest.

She checked her phone out of habit, then remembered there was nothing to check. No messages. No missed calls. No one waiting for her anywhere. Her bank app told her what she already knew. Enough to get her there. Not enough for mistakes.

She stood near the gate, backpack looped over one shoulder, pretending to study the departure board while her thoughts tangled.

Six hours meant food. Maybe a hotel. Definitely more money than she had.

She felt him before she saw him.

Eamon Crowe stood a few feet away, arms crossed, gaze fixed not on the board but on her reflection in the dark glass. He had not looked at her directly since boarding. That somehow made it worse.

She shifted her weight. His eyes tracked the movement instantly.

Predator.

The word slid uninvited through her mind.

She turned, forcing herself to meet his stare. “Looks like we’re stuck.”

“Yes,” he said.

Nothing else.

She waited, then realized he wasn’t going to offer more. Typical. Still, something in her bristled. She had been dismissed her entire life. She was tired of being invisible.

“I don’t suppose you know if there are any cheap hotels nearby,” she asked.

His jaw tightened.

“No.”

She frowned. “You didn’t even think about it.”

“I did,” he said flatly. “You won’t be staying in one.”

The words landed wrong. Not arrogant. Certain.

Nora straightened. “That’s not really your decision.”

His eyes darkened, something feral flickering there before disappearing behind control so tight it was almost painful to watch.

“No,” he agreed. “It isn’t.”

Silence stretched.

Then he sighed, slow and deliberate, like a man forcing himself to de-escalate something violent inside his own head.

“You don’t have money,” he said.

It wasn’t a question.

Heat crept up her neck. “I’ll manage.”

“You won’t.”

She stared at him. “You don’t even know me.”

He almost laughed.

That sound, low and humourless, did something unpleasant to her nerves.

“I know enough.”

She should have walked away. She knew that. But exhaustion had a way of eroding pride, and there was something else beneath it. Curiosity. A sense that whatever he was holding back had very little to do with courtesy.

“What are you suggesting?” she asked carefully.

“There’s a penthouse upstairs,” he said. “I’ll be there.”

Her mouth opened. Closed.

“You think I’m just going to—” She stopped herself, took a breath. “No.”

He nodded once, like he’d expected that answer. “You can sit here all night if you want.”

She hesitated. “Why do you care?”

His gaze dropped to her throat. Not leering. Assessing. As if he were measuring something fragile.

“I don’t,” he said. “I’m responsible.”

“For
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