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  CHAPTER 1: The Perfect Life

  
  









Aria’s POV

“Aria! Wake up! I told you last night I have early training today!”

I was deep in a dream about Ethan when my brother’s fist started pounding on my bedroom door. I groaned and pulled my blanket over my head.

“Go away, Caleb!”

“If you don’t get up right now, I’m calling your boyfriend and telling him you snore like a bear.”

My eyes flew open. I sat up so fast my head spun.

“I do not snore! And don’t you dare call Ethan!”

“Then get your lazy butt out of bed. We’re leaving in twenty minutes.”

I heard his footsteps walking away from my door. That man. He knew exactly how to get me moving. Threatening to embarrass me in front of Ethan was his favorite weapon.

I dragged myself out of bed and stumbled to the bathroom. My reflection in the mirror made me laugh. My brown hair looked like a bird’s nest. My eyes were still half closed.

But tomorrow. Tomorrow I would turn eighteen.

The thought made my heart race. Tomorrow, I might discover if Ethan was really my fated mate. I hoped he was. I prayed he was. We had been together for almost a year now, and I loved him. He was kind, funny, and he treated me like I was the most important person in the world.

I jumped in the shower and let the warm water wake me up. As I washed my hair, I thought about what Ethan had promised me two weeks ago.

“After your eighteenth birthday, I’m going to talk to your mom,” he had said, holding my hand as we sat by the lake. “I want to make this official, Aria. I want everyone to know you’re mine.”

The memory made me smile so wide my cheeks hurt.

I got dressed quickly. Just a simple white shirt and jeans. Nothing fancy. I grabbed my backpack and my phone, then ran downstairs.

“See? She’s never on time.”

I heard Caleb complaining to our mom in the kitchen.

“Mom, don’t listen to him!” I said as I walked in. “He told me last night we were leaving early, but he never said what time. How am I supposed to read his mind?”

My mother laughed. She was used to us fighting like this every single morning.

“You two are going to give me gray hair before I’m forty,” she said, shaking her head.

Caleb stood up from the table. He was wearing his training clothes, all black, with the pack symbol on his chest. He looked so serious now. Ever since he became the head warrior three months ago, he acted like he had the weight of the world on his shoulders.

“Let’s go,” he said.

I kissed my mom on the cheek. “Bye, Mom. I’ll see you later.”

“Be safe, sweetheart. Both of you.”

Caleb and I walked out to his truck. It was old and loud, but he loved that thing more than anything. We got in, and he started driving toward the university.

For a few minutes, neither of us spoke. I looked out the window at the trees passing by. Our pack territory was beautiful. Tall pine trees everywhere, and the mountains in the distance.

“So,” Caleb finally said. “Tomorrow’s the big day.”

“Yeah.” I couldn’t help but smile.

“And Ethan’s really going to talk to Mom?”

“He promised.”

Caleb’s hands tightened on the steering wheel. I saw his jaw clench.

“What?” I asked. “Why do you have that look on your face?”

“What look?”

“That look. The one you always have when we talk about Ethan.”

“I don’t have a look.”

“Yes, you do! You don’t like him. You’ve never liked him.”

Caleb sighed. He kept his eyes on the road.

“It’s not that I don’t like him,” he said slowly. “It’s just… I don’t trust him.”

“Why not? He’s never done anything wrong! He’s always been good to me.”

“He’s a Blackwood, Aria.”

“So? What does that mean?”

“It means he’s the Alpha King’s brother. And nothing good comes from getting involved with that family.”

I rolled my eyes. “That’s not fair. Ethan is nothing like his brother. Everyone knows that.”

And it was true. Everyone in the Crimson Moon Pack talked about how different the two brothers were.

Ethan was warm and friendly. He smiled at everyone. He helped the younger wolves with their training. He remembered people’s names and asked about their families.

But Dante Blackwood? Dante was the complete opposite.

I had only seen the Alpha King once, from far away, during a pack ceremony six months ago. Even from a distance, he made my skin crawl. He stood on the stage like a statue made of ice. His face showed no emotion. His dark eyes scanned the crowd like he was looking for someone to punish.

People were terrified of him. They said he was ruthless. That he killed without mercy. That he built his empire on fear and blood.

They said he once ripped out an enemy Alpha’s throat with his bare hands during a battle, just to send a message to anyone who dared challenge him.

I shivered just thinking about it.

“Ethan is different,” I said again, softer this time. “He’s gentle. He cares about people.”

“Maybe,” Caleb said. “But he’s still his brother’s Beta. And when Dante gives an order, Ethan has to follow it. No matter what.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. Caleb had a point. Ethan would be the future Beta of our pack once Dante’s current Beta retired. That meant Ethan had to be loyal to Dante above everyone else.

But Ethan loved me. I knew he did. He wouldn’t let his brother come between us.

“You’re worrying about nothing,” I told Caleb. “Tomorrow, when Ethan talks to Mom, you’ll see. Everything will be fine.”

Caleb didn’t answer. He just kept driving.

After a moment, I said, “Did you know there’s a sacred law about the Alpha King?”

“What law?”

“The one about mates. Mrs. Helena told us about it in history class last week.”

Mrs. Helena was our pack historian. She was about a hundred years old, and she knew everything about pack laws and traditions.

“What did she say?” Caleb asked.

“She said that the Alpha King can never reject his fated mate. If he does, two things happen. First, his mate dies. Just dies, right there on the spot. And second, he loses his position as Alpha King. The elders strip him of his title, and another Alpha takes over.”

Caleb frowned. “I’ve heard about that law. It’s ancient. From the first werewolf packs, hundreds of years ago.”

“Yeah. Mrs. Helena said it was created to keep the Alpha King humble. To remind him that he doesn’t have absolute power. That the Moon Goddess chose his mate for a reason, and he has to accept her, no matter who she is.”

“That’s why Dante hasn’t found his mate yet,” Caleb said. “He’s twenty-five years old. Most wolves find their mates by twenty. But he hasn’t.”

“Maybe the Moon Goddess hasn’t chosen one for him yet.”

“Or maybe he’s avoiding it. Think about it, Aria. Dante controls everything. His pack, his business, his life. But he can’t control who his mate is. That must drive him crazy.”

I thought about that. It made sense. Dante seemed like the type of man who hated not being in control.

“What if his mate is someone weak?” I wondered out loud. “Like an Omega? Would he really have to accept her?”

“According to the law, yes. He’d have no choice.”

I laughed. “Can you imagine? Dante Blackwood with an Omega mate? He’d probably lock her in a tower somewhere so no one could see her.”

Caleb didn’t laugh. His face was serious.

“That law exists for a reason,” he said. “It’s supposed to balance the Alpha King’s power. But it also puts his mate in danger.”

“What do you mean?”

“Think about it. If someone wanted to destroy Dante, all they’d have to do is hurt his mate. Or worse, kill her. Then Dante would lose everything. His position, his pack, his power. Everything.”

A cold feeling spread through my chest. I hadn’t thought about it like that.

“That’s terrible,” I whispered.

“That’s why I worry about you and Ethan,” Caleb said. “The Blackwood family has enemies everywhere. Rival packs, business competitors, wolves who hate Dante for things he’s done. If you become part of that family, you become a target too.”

“But I’m not marrying Dante,” I said. “I’m with Ethan. Ethan doesn’t have enemies.”

“Ethan is Dante’s brother. That’s enough.”

We pulled up to the university gates. Caleb stopped the truck but didn’t say anything. I could tell he wanted to say more, but he was holding back.

“I’ll be fine,” I told him. “You worry too much.”

“That’s my job. I’m your brother.”

I smiled and reached over to mess up his hair. He swatted my hand away, but I saw the corner of his mouth twitch.

“I’ll pick you up at four,” he said.

“Okay.”

I opened the door and was about to get out when Caleb grabbed my arm.

“Aria. Wait.”

I turned back to look at him. His face was serious again. Almost worried.

“Tomorrow,” he said slowly. “When you turn eighteen. Be careful.”

“Careful? Why?”

“Just… be careful. Okay? Stay close to your friends. Don’t go anywhere alone. And if anything feels wrong, call me immediately.”

My heart started beating faster. “Caleb, you’re scaring me. What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. I just… I have a bad feeling. That’s all.”

“A bad feeling about what?”

He shook his head. “I don’t know. Maybe I’m being paranoid. But promise me you’ll be careful tomorrow.”

I didn’t understand what he was so worried about, but I could see the fear in his eyes. Real fear.

“I promise,” I said.

He nodded and let go of my arm. “Good. Now go. You’re going to be late for class.”

I got out of the truck and grabbed my backpack. As I started walking toward the university entrance, I heard Caleb call my name.

“Aria!”

I turned around.

“Happy early birthday,” he said. “I love you, little sister.”

My throat felt tight. “I love you too.”

I watched him drive away. That bad feeling he mentioned? I felt it too now. Like a shadow hanging over me.

But I shook it off. Tomorrow was going to be perfect. It had to be.

Tomorrow, I would turn eighteen.

Tomorrow, I might discover Ethan was my fated mate.

Tomorrow, my whole life would begin.

I had no idea how right I was.

But not in the way I expected.








  
  
  CHAPTER 2: The Forbidden Encounter

  
  




Aria’s POV

My classes dragged on forever. I couldn’t focus on anything Professor Martin said about pack history. My mind kept wandering to tomorrow. To Ethan. To everything that was about to change.

When the final bell rang, I practically ran out of the classroom.

My best friend, Riley, caught up with me in the hallway.

“Where are you going in such a hurry?” she asked, laughing.

“Pack house. Ethan asked me to meet him there.”

Riley raised her eyebrows. “The pack house? Today? But isn’t that where they’re setting up for the Alpha King’s engagement party?”

I nodded. “Yeah. It’s happening tomorrow night, right after my birthday.”

“Aren’t you nervous? I heard Dante Blackwood is personally overseeing everything. He’s supposed to be there all day.”

A small shiver ran down my spine at the mention of his name.

“Why would I be nervous?” I said, trying to sound brave. “I’m just meeting my boyfriend. I’m not going anywhere near the Alpha King.”

Riley looked at me like I was crazy. “Girl, everyone is near the Alpha King when he’s in the building. That man has eyes everywhere. My cousin works in the pack house kitchen, and she said he fired three people last week just for being too loud.”

“Well, I’ll be quiet then.”

“You? Quiet?” Riley laughed. “Good luck with that.”

I punched her arm playfully. “I can be quiet when I need to be.”

“Sure. Just like you were quiet when you yelled at Professor Martin for giving us homework over the weekend.”

“That was different! We deserve a break!”

Riley shook her head, still smiling. “Just be careful, okay? I don’t want to hear that you got kicked out of the pack house for accidentally insulting the Alpha King or something.”

“I won’t even see him. Relax.”

We said goodbye, and I caught the bus that went toward the pack house. It was a twenty-minute ride through the forest. I watched the trees blur past the window, my leg bouncing with nervous energy.

I pulled out my phone and texted Ethan.

I’m on my way. Where should I meet you?

I waited for a reply, but nothing came through. That was strange. Ethan always answered my texts right away.

Maybe he was busy with Beta duties. He did mention something yesterday about helping organize the engagement ceremony.

The bus finally stopped at the main gates of the pack house. I got off and walked up the long stone pathway.

The pack house was massive. It looked more like a mansion than a house. Three stories tall, made of dark stone and wood, with huge windows that reflected the afternoon sun.

I had only been here a handful of times. Usually when Ethan invited me to pack events or dinners. But I never stayed long. The place always made me feel small and out of place.

As I got closer, I saw what Riley was talking about.

The entire front entrance was covered in flowers. White roses, lilies, and orchids everywhere. They hung from the railings, decorated the columns, and filled huge vases on either side of the door.

Workers were carrying in more decorations. Long tables, chairs covered in silk, crystal glasses that sparkled in the light.

It looked like a wedding, not an engagement party.

I walked through the front door and stopped dead in my tracks.

If the outside was beautiful, the inside was breathtaking.

Every surface was covered in white and gold. Ribbons hung from the ceiling. Candles were being placed on every table. The chandelier in the main hall had been wrapped in strings of tiny lights that looked like stars.

A woman in a black uniform rushed past me carrying a tray of champagne glasses.

“Excuse me,” I called out.

She stopped and turned around. “Yes?”

“I’m looking for Ethan Blackwood. Do you know where he is?”

The woman frowned slightly. “Beta Ethan? I saw him earlier this morning, but I haven’t seen him in a few hours. He might be upstairs in his room.”

“Oh. Okay. Thank you.”

She nodded and hurried off.

I stood there for a moment, unsure what to do. I had never been upstairs in the pack house before. That was where the Blackwood family lived. Their private rooms.

But Ethan had asked me to come. So it should be fine, right?

I climbed the grand staircase, my hand sliding along the smooth wooden railing. The second floor was quieter. No workers rushing around. No noise except for my footsteps on the carpet.

There were so many doors. I had no idea which one was Ethan’s room.

I pulled out my phone and tried calling him. It rang twice, then went to voicemail.

“Come on, Ethan,” I muttered. “Where are you?”

I walked down the hallway slowly, looking at each door. They all looked the same. Dark wood, gold handles, no labels or numbers.

Then I saw a maid coming out of a room at the far end of the hall.

“Excuse me!” I called out, walking toward her.

She looked up, surprised. She was young, maybe a few years older than me.

“Can I help you?” she asked.

“I’m looking for Ethan Blackwood’s room. Do you know which one it is?”

She smiled. “Oh, Beta Ethan. His room is upstairs on the third floor. East wing, second door on the left.”

“Third floor? East wing?” I repeated, trying to remember.

“Yes. Just take those stairs.” She pointed to another staircase at the end of the hall. “Go up, turn right, and it’s the second door.”

“Thank you so much!”

She nodded and walked away.

I climbed up to the third floor. The hallway here was even quieter. Darker too. The windows were smaller, and the afternoon light barely came through.

I turned right like the maid said.

One door. Two doors.

I stopped in front of the second door and took a deep breath.

This had to be it.

I knocked softly. “Ethan? Are you in there?”

No answer.

I knocked again, a little louder this time.

Still nothing.

Maybe he was downstairs and I missed him. Or maybe he was in the shower and couldn’t hear me.

I looked around. The hallway was empty. No one would see me.

I turned the handle slowly. The door wasn’t locked. It opened with a soft click.

“Ethan?” I called out quietly as I stepped inside. “It’s me, Aria.”

The room was dark. Heavy curtains covered the windows, blocking out most of the light. But even in the darkness, I could tell something was wrong.

This didn’t look like Ethan’s room.

I fumbled along the wall until I found a light switch. I flipped it on.

Warm light flooded the room, and I gasped.

This was definitely not Ethan’s room.

It was huge. Twice the size of my entire house. A massive bed sat in the center, covered in black silk sheets. The furniture was all dark wood, polished until it gleamed. Everything was perfectly organized. Not a single thing out of place.

One wall was covered in floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, filled with hundreds of books. Another wall had a fireplace with two leather chairs in front of it.

This was a master bedroom. Someone important lived here.

My heart started pounding. I needed to leave. Right now.

But then I saw it.

On the nightstand next to the bed, there was a silver picture frame.

I don’t know why I walked toward it. I should have turned around and run out of the room. But something pulled me forward.

I picked up the frame carefully.

It was a photograph of two boys. Teenagers, maybe sixteen and fourteen years old.

I recognized them immediately.

Ethan and Dante.

They were standing in front of a lake, both wearing casual clothes. Ethan was smiling at the camera, his arm around his younger brother’s shoulders.

But Dante wasn’t smiling.

Even as a teenager, he looked cold. His face was blank, almost bored. His dark eyes stared at the camera like he was daring it to look away.

But he was handsome. Even I could admit that.

He had strong features. Sharp jaw, high cheekbones, dark hair that fell across his forehead. He was tall too, already taller than Ethan even though he was younger.

I sat down on the edge of the bed without thinking, still staring at the photo.

What had happened to this boy to turn him into the monster everyone feared?

I traced my finger along the glass, over Dante’s face.

He looked so young here. So human.

“How dare you enter my room without my permission?”

The voice came from behind me. Cold. Sharp. Deadly.

I froze.

Every muscle in my body locked up. I couldn’t move. Couldn’t breathe.

Slowly, I turned my head.

He was standing in the doorway.

Dante Blackwood.

The Alpha King.

He was taller than I remembered. At least six foot four, with broad shoulders that filled the doorway. He wore a black suit, perfectly tailored, with the top button of his shirt undone.

But it was his face that made my heart stop.

He was beautiful in the most terrifying way possible.

Sharp features that looked like they were carved from stone. Dark hair styled perfectly. And his eyes.

Oh god, his eyes.

They were the darkest brown I had ever seen. Almost black. And they were staring right at me with an intensity that made me want to disappear.

“I asked you a question.” His voice was low, controlled, but I could hear the anger underneath.

I jumped to my feet so fast the picture frame fell from my hands. It landed on the bed with a soft thud.

“I’m so sorry!” The words tumbled out of my mouth. “I didn’t know this was your room! I was looking for Ethan and the maid said second door and I thought she meant this one but she must have meant a different second door and I knocked but no one answered so I just—”

“Stop talking.”

I shut my mouth immediately.

He stepped into the room, and I took a step back without meaning to. He noticed. His eyes narrowed slightly.

“Who are you?” he asked.

“Aria. Aria Chen. I’m… I’m Ethan’s girlfriend.”

Something flickered across his face. Surprise? Anger? I couldn’t tell.

“Ethan’s girlfriend,” he repeated slowly, like he was testing the words.

“Yes. I’m sorry for coming into your room. I was just looking for him and I got confused and—”

“You said that already.”

My cheeks burned. “Right. Sorry.”

He walked further into the room, and I backed up until I hit the edge of the bed. There was nowhere else to go.

He stopped a few feet away from me, his eyes scanning my face like he was looking for something.

“How long have you been seeing my brother?”

“Almost a year.”

“And he never mentioned you.”

That hurt more than it should have. “He probably didn’t want to bother you with personal stuff. I know you’re busy.”

“I’m never too busy to know who my brother is involved with.”

The way he said “involved” made it sound like something dirty.

I lifted my chin, trying to look braver than I felt. “Well, now you know. I’m Aria. And I really am sorry for being in here. I’ll leave now.”

I tried to move past him, but he stepped to the side, blocking my path.

“Not yet.”

My heart hammered against my ribs. “What do you mean, not yet?”

“You were touching my things.” He nodded toward the picture frame on the bed.

“I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to. I just saw the photo and—”

“And what? Decided to make yourself comfortable in my private bedroom?”

“No! I told you, I thought this was Ethan’s room!”

“Ethan’s room is on the east wing. This is the west wing.”

Oh no. The maid said east wing. I went the wrong way.

“I got confused,” I whispered.

“Clearly.”

He moved closer. I pressed myself back against the bed, my hands gripping the edge of the mattress.

He was so close now I could smell him. Pine and rain and something else. Something dark and dangerous that made my head spin.

“Look at me,” he said softly.

I didn’t want to. Looking at him felt like staring into the sun. But my body didn’t listen to my brain.

I raised my eyes to meet his.

And the world stopped.

The moment our eyes locked, something slammed into me. A wave of heat so intense it stole the breath from my lungs.

My skin started tingling. Every nerve in my body came alive.

No. No, this couldn’t be happening.

Dante’s eyes widened. Just for a second. Then his face went completely blank.

But I saw it. I saw the recognition. The shock.

He felt it too.

“Get out,” he said, his voice rough.

I couldn’t move. I couldn’t think. All I could feel was this pull between us. This impossible, terrifying pull.

“I said get out!” He raised his voice, and I flinched.

That broke whatever spell had frozen me in place.

I grabbed my bag and ran. I didn’t look back. I flew down the stairs, through the decorated hallways, past the workers who stared at me like I was crazy.

I didn’t stop running until I was outside, gasping for air.

What just happened?

What was that feeling?

It couldn’t be what I thought it was. It couldn’t be.

Because if it was…

If it was the mate bond…

Then I was mated to the one man in the entire pack I should never, ever be connected to.

I was mated to Dante Blackwood.

The Alpha King.

My boyfriend’s brother.








  
  
  CHAPTER 3: The Pull

  
  




Aria’s POV

I ran until my lungs burned.

My feet carried me away from the pack house, down the stone pathway, past the gates. I didn’t stop until I reached the bus stop, and even then I couldn’t stand still.

My hands were shaking. My whole body was shaking.

What was that?

I pressed my palms against my cheeks. They were burning hot.

The bus pulled up, and I climbed on without thinking. I found a seat in the back and collapsed into it.

The feeling wouldn’t go away. That pull. That heat.

It was still there, under my skin, making everything feel too tight and too hot and too much.

No. I shook my head hard. No, no, no.

It wasn’t possible. It couldn’t be.

I wasn’t eighteen yet. The mate bond didn’t activate until your eighteenth birthday. Everyone knew that. It was basic wolf biology.

So what I felt back there… it had to be something else. Fear, maybe. Or just the natural intimidation of being near the Alpha King.

That made sense. That had to be it.

I pulled out my phone with trembling fingers and called Ethan.

It rang. And rang. And rang.

“Come on, pick up,” I whispered.

Voicemail.

I wanted to scream.

Where was he? Why wasn’t he answering?

I tried texting instead.

Where are you? I went to the pack house but I couldn’t find you. Call me please.

I sent it and stared at the screen, waiting for the three little dots that meant he was typing back.

Nothing.

The bus jerked to a stop at my corner. I got off and walked home slowly, my mind spinning.

I needed to talk to someone. But who?

Not Caleb. He would lose his mind if I told him what happened. He already didn’t trust the Blackwood family. If I told him I accidentally went into Dante’s room, he’d probably march up there and start a fight.

Not Riley either. She couldn’t keep a secret if her life depended on it. By tomorrow morning, the whole university would know.

My mom? No. She would worry.

I was completely alone with this.

I walked up the steps to my house and stopped. Through the window, I could see my mom in the kitchen making dinner. Caleb was sitting at the table, looking at something on his phone.

Normal. Everything looked so normal.

I took a deep breath and opened the door.

“Aria! You’re home!” My mom smiled when she saw me. “How was your day?”

“Fine.” The lie came out automatically.

“Are you hungry? Dinner’s almost ready.”

“I’m not really hungry. I think I’m just going to go to my room.”

Caleb looked up from his phone, his eyebrows pulled together. “You okay? You look pale.”

“I’m fine. Just tired.”

“Did something happen at the pack house?” he asked, standing up.

My heart jumped. “What? No. Why would you ask that?”

“Because you’re acting weird.”

“I’m not acting weird. I’m just tired from classes. Is that a crime?”

My mom put down the spoon she was holding. “Sweetheart, are you sure you’re alright?”

“I’m fine! God, why is everyone interrogating me?”

I ran upstairs before they could ask more questions. I heard my mom say something to Caleb, but I didn’t stop to listen.

I locked my bedroom door and threw myself onto my bed.

My phone buzzed.

I grabbed it so fast I almost dropped it.

But it wasn’t Ethan.

It was Riley.

Girl!! I just heard the craziest rumor. Someone said they saw you running out of the pack house like your hair was on fire. What happened???

I groaned and turned off my phone.

I didn’t want to talk to anyone. I just wanted this day to be over.

I closed my eyes and tried to calm down.

But the second I closed them, I saw him.

Dante.

Standing in that doorway, his dark eyes locked on mine.

The way he looked at me. Like he could see right through me. Like he knew every secret I’d ever kept.

And that voice.

“Get out.”

Cold and sharp, but something underneath it. Something that made my stomach flip.

I rolled over and pressed my face into my pillow.

This was crazy. I was going crazy.

Tomorrow, I would turn eighteen. Tomorrow, I would probably discover that Ethan was my mate. And all of this weird confusion would disappear.

It had to.




I must have fallen asleep, because when I opened my eyes, my room was dark.

My phone said it was almost eleven at night.

I had four missed calls from Ethan.

My heart jumped. Finally.

I called him back immediately.

He answered on the first ring.

“Aria! I’m so sorry, I just saw your messages. Are you okay?”

Just the sound of his voice made me feel better.

“I’m fine. Where were you? I went to the pack house like you asked, but I couldn’t find you anywhere.”

“I know, I’m sorry. My brother called an emergency meeting with all the pack leaders. It lasted for hours. I couldn’t get away.”

“Oh.”

“Did you wait long?”

I thought about lying. But I was too tired.

“I tried to find your room,” I said quietly. “But I got lost.”

“Lost? In the pack house?”

“Yeah. A maid told me to go to the east wing, but I think I went to the west wing by accident.”

There was a pause.

“The west wing?” Ethan’s voice changed slightly. “Aria, that’s where Dante’s room is.”













