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Chapter 1

Arika
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Ari stepped out of the building and inhaled the cool night air. How she hated events like this. She should never have let her friend talk her into coming. But Ari had always tried to support the people she cared about. Ilana had recently landed her first modeling job, and the agency had invited her to tonight’s show. She didn’t know anyone there yet and didn’t want to go alone — so she convinced Arika, or simply Ari, to come with her.
Ari didn’t have the kind of looks models usually had — or so she believed. She was too short and, in her own opinion, full of “flaws.” She rarely wore makeup and never bothered with artificial nails. She preferred her own, natural ones. To her, hands looked beautiful when nails were simply short and well cared for. Ari was shy, and confidence had always been something she lacked.

Sometimes she caught men looking at her. Brief glances. Passing looks. But she always explained them away — surely, they weren’t looking at her at all. Surely, they were looking past her, at someone else. Someone more worthy of attention.

And tonight, surrounded by so many stunning women — tall, elegant, flawless, as if they had stepped straight off magazine covers and out of expensive beauty salons — she felt especially out of place. Among them she felt like a small, invisible gray mouse.

Or maybe the truth was even simpler. No one had ever told her she was beautiful.

For the last two hours she had spent most of the evening alone — watching Ilana from afar and occasionally glancing at the runway, just to distract herself from feeling so painfully out of place.

She was already regretting coming.

Ari looked around. No one was there. Only the parking lot, tightly packed with cars.

Well... I’ll have to find a way home somehow. Maybe I should go back inside and ask reception to call a taxi? — she thought.

Her thoughts were interrupted by the sound of a car stopping beside her. Strange. A second ago, she could have sworn the parking lot was empty.

The window slowly rolled down. The first thing Ari noticed was the driver’s right hand resting on the steering wheel — fair skin, long elegant fingers, the sleeve of a black shirt rolled up to the elbow, and faintly visible veins beneath the skin.

She leaned slightly closer and met the gaze of the man those hands belonged to. Heat instantly rushed to her cheeks.

The man looked to be around twenty-seven, and there was something about him that made it difficult to look away. His face was just as striking as his hands. Clean-shaven, with sharply defined cheekbones and a strong jawline. Dark hair slightly tousled, a few strands falling across his temple. The top buttons of his shirt were undone. And his eyes...

In this light his brown eyes looked almost black as they were watching her. For a moment Ari forgot how to breathe.

— Need a ride, miss?

She saw his lips move, but the sound seemed to reach her a moment later. His voice wrapped around her like warmth, spreading through her body in a strange, unfamiliar way. And his gaze... It felt as if he wasn’t looking at her — but straight into her soul.

— What? Sorry...

He smiled faintly.

— I asked if you needed a ride. I saw you leaving the event—I was just heading out myself. I got into my car and noticed you standing by the entrance. It’s a chilly night. I’m heading into the city anyway, so I could drop you off if you’d like.

Just as Ari had started inventing reasons not to get into a car with a handsome stranger — because it was both frightening and dangerous — a cold gust of wind suddenly swept across the parking lot.

She shivered. For such a cool night her dress was far too light, and her teeth began to chatter faintly from the cold. But that was only an excuse she told herself. In truth, she had wanted to get into his car from the very moment their eyes met.

— I... would be very grateful, sir. 

He reached over and opened the door.

Ari quickly settled into the light leather seat and fastened her seatbelt. The seat heater was on — she noticed it immediately. The thin fabric of her dress did nothing to hide the pleasant warmth spreading across her thighs.

The car smelled nice. Ari found herself wondering if it was air freshener... or his own scent?

The man was still looking at her.

That made her even more self-conscious.

— What? — she asked quietly.

He smiled again.

— Where should I take you, miss?

Ari felt her cheeks flush again. Why did she suddenly feel so awkward around him?

— Oh... sorry. If you could drop me off at the twenty-four-hour pharmacy on Oak Street.

She had no intention of giving a stranger her home address. The pharmacy where her mother worked was only five minutes from her apartment — a safe alternative.

— No problem, miss — he replied, turning his gaze back to the road.

And at that moment Ari thought she saw something strange. For a brief instant, a red glimmer flashed in his brown eyes.

She froze.

Strange... a reflection?

But the parking lot was dark. The only lights were near the entrance and a few streetlamps. Nothing red. Nothing that could reflect like that.

I must have imagined it... I just want to get home and sleep. Dawn will be here soon. And tomorrow I have classes... — flashed through her mind.

— You’re Ilana’s friend, right? — the man asked.

The car pulled smoothly away from the parking lot.

Ari stiffened.

— Yes... How do you know?

He briefly glanced at her.

— Don’t worry. I saw you together earlier tonight. I work for the modeling agency and I know Ilana. But I hadn’t seen you before. And you... definitely don’t belong in that crowd.

Ari couldn’t help a sarcastic remark.

— Yeah. They don’t exactly take five-foot-two girls as models.

She hadn’t meant to sound rude. But after the whole evening — the looks, the loneliness, the feeling of not belonging — the words slipped out before she could stop them.

Her height — one meter fifty-nine — had always been one of her insecurities. Beside her friends she often felt like a child. Except for her mother, every woman she knew was taller than her.

— You’re not meant for that business — he said calmly. — You’re different. Anyone can see that. And it has nothing to do with your height. I didn’t mean to offend you.

He tightened his grip on the steering wheel. Ari noticed his knuckles turning pale as the veins in his hands became more visible.

Suddenly she felt an almost unbearable urge to touch his hand. To run her fingers along those veins... along the tense muscles beneath warm skin.

She had always liked strong male hands. Maybe because long ago hands like that had held her.

She barely remembered her father. His face had faded from memory. But sometimes she felt as if she could still hear his voice — low, warm, calm. And his hands... The hands of a working man. Strong. Reliable. Those hands lifted her, supported her, made her feel safe.

And now, looking at Drake’s hands, she suddenly felt that same feeling.

A wave of warmth ran down her spine. She shivered.

He noticed.

— Are you cold, miss? I can turn up the heat.

— No, no. It’s warm enough. Thank you.

Ari lowered her gaze so she wouldn’t keep staring at his hands.

They pulled onto the highway. About fifteen minutes remained before they reached their destination. Despite the late hour, there were still plenty of cars on the road. Friday night had its own rhythm — people heading out to meet friends, chase laughter, lose themselves in conversations and music.

Inside the car it was warm and comfortable. Ari began to feel sleepy.

The stranger seemed to know the city well. He drove calmly and confidently. Their conversation faded, and for several minutes they rode in silence. Only the soft clicking of the turn signal broke the quiet.

They were almost there.

And suddenly — screeching tires. The world lurched forward.

Ari didn’t understand what had happened. Blinding headlights flashed in front of her. She felt her chest pressed against something solid.

Looking down, she saw his right arm. He had placed it in front of her like a shield. Even though the seatbelt already held her safely in place, he had reacted faster than she could even become afraid.

— Are you okay? Did you get hurt?” — his voice sounded tense.

Ari slowly lifted her gaze from his arm — the one she was still leaning against — to his face. Her cheeks burned again.

— No... sir... I’m fine... I think.

He noticed her blush and gently pulled his arm away.

— Sorry. Reflex. That idiot almost slammed into us.

He nodded toward the car that had stopped less than half a meter away.

The man stepped out and approached the other driver. The driver looked shocked and didn’t respond immediately to the knock on the window. They exchanged a few quick words before the stranger returned to the car.

— They’re fine too. Since there was no accident, we can keep going. The pharmacy is just around the corner.

Ari simply nodded.

A few minutes later they pulled up in front of the pharmacy. He stopped the car smoothly and turned toward her.

— Well, here you are, miss.

— Arika — she corrected softly as she unfastened her seatbelt. — And you... sir?

— Drake. It was a pleasure meeting you, Miss Arika.

He gently took her hand and brushed his lips against her knuckles.

— Good night.

A wave of warmth ran down her spine again at that light touch.

Her skin tingled with goosebumps.

She quickly opened the door, stepped out of the car, smoothing her dress, then leaned slightly toward the window so she could see his face again.

— Thank you for the ride. And... have a good evening.

Drake smiled.

And at the exact moment he shifted his gaze from her back to the road, that red glimmer flashed in his eyes again. This time she saw it clearly.

Ari closed the door, and the car immediately pulled away.

She stood there, watching the taillights fade into the distance.

I’ll call Mom tomorrow... It’s cold... and I’m so tired... — thought Ari, suddenly feeling especially keenly how tired she was.

Ari turned and hurried home.

Inside her small one-room apartment she locked the door and dropped her keys into the little bowl on the shelf. In the hallway her ginger cat was already waiting — young, sleepy, and curious.

She smiled, crouched down, and stroked his fur.

— Hi, Aki. My little purr machine... Let’s feed you. You must be hungry.

She filled his bowl and poured fresh water. Aki immediately began eating, crunching happily as if it were the most important task in the world.

After a quick shower Ari returned to the room and climbed under the blankets Aki, full and content, jumped onto the bed and curled beside her, forming a warm little ball. His soft purring filled the quiet apartment. Ari rested her hand gently on his back, feeling the warmth and faint vibration of his body. Right now, she especially didn’t want to be alone. She felt as though after everything that had happened tonight, she wouldn’t be able to sleep.

But sleep came almost instantly. Within a minute her breathing became slow and even.

* * *
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She felt hot breath against her skin. Someone was close. Too close. And the scent... Warm. Male. Dangerous. She could feel the heat of his body even though he wasn’t touching her. Darkness surrounded her. Suddenly the mattress dipped slightly on both sides of her. Ari opened her eyes. Nothing. Only thick darkness. But the breathing... She could feel it.

She lay on her back and cautiously stretched her hand toward where the mattress had sunk. Contact. Warm skin. She froze, then touched again carefully, as if afraid the vision might disappear. Her fingers moved higher. Strong arms. Muscular. Beneath the skin she could feel tense tendons and powerful muscles.

Is this a dream?.. Am I dreaming?.. thought flickered and faded.

His breath brushed her face — closer... even closer. She instinctively licked her dry lips. She was waiting for something. Not knowing what. And she waited.

He leaned so close that she could breathe the air he exhaled. A shiver ran through her body. Then his breath slid from her cheek down to her neck. Her heart began to beat faster.

He’s... smelling me? Ari thought with alarm. And strangely... it didn’t scare her as much as it should have.

A warm exhale against the curve of her neck — and a quiet male groan. The sound made her lower stomach tighten painfully, though he still hadn’t touched her.

Instinctively she bent her knees, drawing her legs up, and felt the solid firmness of his torso above them. He hovered over her. Her movement made him shift. He caught her wrists and lifted them above her head, holding them easily in one hand. His fingers closed around her wrists — not painfully, but firmly enough that she couldn’t pull free.

She couldn’t speak. Her breathing became quick and uneven. Her legs felt heavy, her body trembling faintly.

The fingers of his free hand slowly touched her arm... sliding lower... along her ribs... over her waist... to her thigh. There he stopped. His breathing deepened. She felt it through her entire body. The tension low in her stomach tightened further.

If this is a dream... let it never end... — thoughts flashed through her mind.

Her legs pressed together involuntarily, as she tried to calm the growing heat. He reacted instantly. His hand tightened around her thigh. The warmth of his palm burned even through the fabric. She desperately wanted to feel both of his hands on her thighs.

A quiet moan escaped her lips, and her body arched toward him. She realized she had moaned directly into his mouth.

In response a low growl sounded. She could have sworn it wasn’t a human sound.

This is definitely a dream... I’m dreaming...

— You are mine! Remember that!

His voice was hoarse. Dark. Almost animal.

She felt his hand leave her thigh. His fingers brushed her lips. Then he pulled away. The warmth vanished. The pressure disappeared. He disappeared just as suddenly as he had appeared.  The darkness became empty and cold.

Ari gasped.

Who was he? And what was that...? — her thoughts slipped away before she could catch them.
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Chapter 2

Drake
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It was just another fashion show. Another working evening. Boring conversations. Forced smiles. Too much perfume blending into one suffocating scent. Too many beautiful, slender girls dreaming of becoming someone in this business.
Drake moved slowly through the hall, observing. Evaluating. Memorizing. His job was to find new faces for the agency. The client had given clear requirements — height, figure, type. Nights like this were perfect for hunting.

Hunting...

He smirked to himself. If only they knew how close that word was to the truth.

But tonight... tonight everything irritated him. He didn’t want to talk to anyone. Didn’t want to touch anyone. Didn’t want to be here.

Too crowded. Too noisy. Too empty. He stepped back toward the far wall and leaned against it, folding his arms across his chest. Then he simply watched from a distance—like a predator who had long grown bored of the hunt.

He had already begun retreating into himself, hiding in the quiet of his own thoughts, letting the noise around him fade into background static. That was when it happened.

Something changed in the air. He felt it before he understood it. His body tensed slowly, instinctively — before his mind had time to react.

He inhaled. And froze.

He sensed her before he saw her. The scent came suddenly. Like a blow beneath his ribs.

Drake went still, no longer hearing the noise around him. The world fell silent.

Only the scent remained. Her scent.

He inhaled again, deeper. And in that moment the beast inside him lifted its head.

She’s here.

It wasn’t a thought. It was knowledge. Drake slowly turned his head. And saw her.

She was standing with her back to him.

The first thing he noticed was a cascade of ginger, wavy hair falling softly over her shoulders, catching the light of the spotlights.

Short. Slender. Fragile.

She wore a pale green dress that reached just below her knees. The thin fabric moved with her breathing. It didn’t cling to her body — it flowed around it softly, almost alive. Yet it still betrayed the curve of her chest, the narrow line of her waist, the gentle roundness of her hips. So feminine. So beautiful.

Like a fairy. Not from this world — but from some ancient forest where the Moon was the only law. She herself seemed to glow with a soft, barely noticeable light.

Something tightened inside him. He didn’t inhale. Didn’t exhale. He simply knew.

The Moon had shown her to him. His. His true mate.

The beast inside him woke instantly. Under his skin. In his blood.

Mine.

Drake went still. He didn’t move. He had no right to move.

He watched. Waiting. Like a predator that had finally found what it had been searching for its entire life — and was afraid to scare it away.

She turned toward the runway. And he saw her face. The world ceased to exist.

Soft. Pale skin—almost translucent.

Green eyes. Deep. Alive. Like moss in the heart of a forest after rain. A small nose with a faint curve, dusted with freckles. Freckles everywhere — like living traces of sunlight.

And suddenly he realized how clean her face was. No masks. No attempts to make herself “prettier.” Only her eyelashes were touched lightly with mascara. So unusual for this world. The world of gloss. The world of perfect surfaces.

She wasn’t trying to be beautiful. She simply was.

His fingers twitched slightly. The beast inside him strained forward. Demanding. Reaching for her.

But...

She wasn’t smiling. She looked... lonely. Out of place. As if she didn’t belong here. Not like the others. She wasn’t trying to be noticed. Not performing. Not competing. She simply existed.

She nervously intertwined her fingers. And that small gesture...

Mine!

Drake clenched his jaw. He only watched.

A blonde girl approached her. He recognized her immediately. Ilana. One of the agency’s newest models. He had personally approved her for the latest project.

Are they friends?

Drake seized that thought. Ilana. A connection. A reason. An excuse to approach her. To speak. The beast inside him stirred at the opportunity.

But he didn’t move. He waited.

A minute later Ilana disappeared into the crowd. And she was alone again.

Alone... The word echoed inside him with a strange pulling sensation.

He still didn’t approach. He couldn’t. For two hours he watched her. Silently. Motionless. Like a beast hiding in the shadows. He studied her. Every movement. The way she tucked a strand of red hair behind her ear. The way she ran her fingers along the thin stem of her glass without taking a sip. The way she swayed almost imperceptibly to the rhythm of the music.

Does she like music? — he caught himself thinking.

He gathered every detail greedily. Memorizing them. Claiming them.

Her gaze wandered across the room — but never lingered anywhere. She wasn’t searching. Wasn’t waiting. She was a stranger here. She didn’t belong in this place. He saw it clearly. She wasn’t like the other girls. Not a model. Not a hunter of attention. Too real. Too alive. She wasn’t trying to attract men. She wasn’t choosing.

Drake frowned.

A strange feeling appeared in his chest. Careful. Dark. Possessive. It rose slowly from deep within him like an ancient instinct that didn’t ask permission. His beast had recognized her long before his mind had. And now it had no intention of letting her go.

He didn’t understand how she had ended up here. Coincidence?

Impossible. The Moon never makes mistakes.

At some point something changed. He felt it instantly. Her mood. Her state. She looked at her watch. Frowned. Her eyes began searching through the crowd. Ilana. He knew. But she didn’t find her.

Her shoulders dropped slightly. She placed her glass on the table. Still full. She hadn’t taken a single sip.

She adjusted her hair. Her dress. A small, almost defenseless gesture. And walked toward the exit. Calmly. Without hurry. She was leaving.

The beast inside him rose.

No.

Drake pushed himself away from the wall. The decision came before the thought. This was his chance. And he couldn’t let her disappear.

He moved after her silently, without drawing attention. The beast inside him wanted to follow her. Now. Immediately. To touch her. To mark her.

The night air was cool. He stepped into the parking lot before she did. He knew she would come out. He could feel it. His beast wouldn’t let him go far.

He stood in the shadows, watching the door of the building open.

And then she appeared. Alone. Small. Fragile. Defenseless.

The cold wind lifted the hem of her light dress. She shivered and wrapped her arms around herself. That small movement struck him harder than any scream.

He didn’t remember getting into the car He only remembered that suddenly he was already sitting behind the wheel. Watching her. She looked around uncertainly.

His beast couldn’t wait any longer. He drove closer. Slowly. Stopped beside her. Lowered the window.

She saw his hand. He noticed her breathing change. She leaned closer. Their eyes met.

The impact was almost painful. Her scent crashed over him instantly. Warm. Alive. His...

The beast inside him went wild.

Mine.

He tightened his grip on the steering wheel.

— Need a ride, miss?

His voice sounded calmer than he felt. She looked at him. Her heart was beating faster. He could hear it. She was afraid. And yet she didn’t walk away.

— What? Sorry...

Her voice. Soft.

He felt it echo somewhere deep inside him.

— I asked if you needed a ride. I saw you leaving the event—I was just heading out myself. I got into the car and noticed you by the entrance. It’s cold tonight. I’m heading into the city anyway, so I could drop you off. If you’d like.

He shouldn’t have done it. But he couldn’t stop anymore. The wind touched her again. She shivered. And that was enough. She agreed.

When she got into the car... The world changed. Her scent filled the entire space. It was everywhere. In the air. On his skin. In his lungs. He couldn’t breathe enough of it. She was so close. Too close.

She fastened her seatbelt. He saw her flinch slightly at the warmth of the heated seat.

His beast responded with quiet satisfaction. He had warmed her.

She belonged to him.

No!

He cut that thought off sharply. She didn’t belong to him. She must not.

— Where should I take you, miss?

She gave him an address. A pharmacy. Not home. He understood immediately. She was cautious. Good. His gaze slid over her legs. Her hands. Her lips.

And then it happened. She felt his gaze and looked at him. Their eyes met. And his beast
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