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​Prologue
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(More than two decades ago)

It was the darkest night of all, and the hunt had begun.

The glorious moonlight shone brightly, spreading its silvery glow through the forest. No animal moved, for they all knew what was about to happen.

The earth trembled as the pack burst through the trees. The first to emerge from the shadows was the Alpha. His amber eyes gleamed, and his muzzle twitched as he inhaled the cool, moist air. With a deep roar, he let out a howl, which was answered by hundreds more voices.

Beside her appeared another she-wolf: blue eyes and the whitest fur of all. Her companion, Luna of the pack.

They looked at each other, and at that moment, a silent conversation flowed between them.

"Are you ready?" the Alpha asked.
"As sharp as ever," replied her partner.
In the darkness of the night, under a deathly silence, it seemed that the wolf was smiling as its eyes twinkled in the moonlight.

"Bring me something worthwhile," he added before turning to the line of wolves that had emerged from the forest, ready for the long-awaited order.

—Under the glory of the full moon, with the protection of the lunar goddess, I, Kronter, Alpha of the Crescent Moon Wolves, lead our 113th annual hunt.

A chorus of howls answered the announcement. A second later, both the Moon and the Alpha raised their heads and let out a resounding howl before dispersing into the darkness, followed by their pack.

It was a tradition in the Crescent Moon pack for both the Alpha and the Moon to hunt separately. At the end, they would meet and, in front of everyone, exchange the spoils of their hunt.

Aware of this, the Alpha rubbed his fur against his mate's and playfully nipped at her neck.

"Take care," he said. She nodded and left in the opposite direction, accompanied only by Beta's companion.

Both she-wolves ran, playfully bumping into each other and jumping over fallen branches.

"It feels good to run like this, finally," commented the Beta female, dodging a log.

The moon looked at her and nodded. The wind caressing her fur and the soft forest floor beneath her paws were an indescribable sensation. Suddenly, they both stopped at the sound of a branch cracking.

"Do you smell that?" Beta asked, raising her snout. The Moon did the same: rabbit.

Both wolves stealthily approached the small animal, and just as the moon was about to pounce on it, the rabbit sensed the danger and darted into a cave.

"Bad business," he muttered.

Without thinking, the Moon went into the cave after the rabbit, with the female Beta following closely behind.

It was then, when they were focused on the prey, that a heart-rending sound broke the stillness of the night and shook the heart of the Moon.
A cry.
A baby's cry.
They both looked at each other, surprised, but before Beta could suggest another action, Luna had already disappeared, running into the cave, completely forgetting about the hunt.

Guided only by that desperate cry, she reached a cardboard box. Without thinking, her body transformed; and, kneeling on the damp ground, as vulnerable as the child himself, she reached for the box and lifted the baby.

"My God," she whispered, cradling him against her chest.

The baby was freezing, and the Moon wondered how it was still alive. The little one clung to her, searching for a little warmth.

"Alexia!" a voice called, and in a matter of seconds, the Beta appeared beside her. Seeing her on the ground, she ran towards her.

"Alexia, you shouldn't..." she began, but stopped when she saw the baby in Luna's arms.

"Samy, this baby... she was here, all alone, in the cold, and I..." Alexia stammered, unable to find the words. "We have to take her to the pack doctor right away."

—Alexia—Samy took her arm, stopping her—, look at her closely... she's human.

"Exactly," Alexia replied firmly. "And if she doesn't receive medical help now, she won't survive."

Samy watched the way Alexia held the baby, her gaze resolute and unwavering. She understood, then, that trying to stop her would be pointless.
With resignation, he stepped aside and watched her run towards the pack's home.
The hunt was over, but Alexia had not yet returned.

The Alpha paced restlessly, waiting for his mate. The rest of the pack also waited; a growing anxiety permeated the air. The Alpha shifted his form, put on the trousers they offered him, and murmured in a grave tone:

-Where is?

He had tried, time and again, to connect mentally with his partner, but she had blocked all communication.

I was about to return to the forest to find her when a figure emerged from the shadows.

"Alexia!" he exclaimed with relief, rushing towards her with a blanket in his hands. He stopped abruptly when he saw what she was carrying.

"Jacob..." Alexia whispered, slowly approaching, while he didn't take his eyes off the small bundle in his arms.

-That...?

"She needs help, now," Alexia interrupted, without stopping, running towards the house.

-No.

Alexia stopped abruptly. She pressed the baby to her chest, who was already beginning to turn bluish and breathe with difficulty.

He turned to his companion.

—What did you say?

Jacob looked her straight in the eyes, the same intense blue as the wolf inside him, and shook his head.

"She's human, Alexia. Her parents are too, and when they notice she's gone, they'll look for us. We can't afford that risk."

She looked at the baby with sorrow before turning to Jhorn, her Beta.

—Take care of it.

A deep growl escaped Alexia as Jhorn took a hesitant step. He pressed the baby even closer to his chest, his blue eyes shining with determination.

"If you want to reach her," he warned, "you'll have to go through me."

"ALEXIA!" Jacob roared, causing the rest of the pack to back away.

—JACOBO! —she replied, with such force that the baby let out a weak cry.

The Alpha brought his hands to his head, closing his eyes for a moment. When he opened them, his gaze was serene.

She approached slowly, reaching out to brush aside a strand of hair that covered the baby's face. She gazed at its large brown eyes, its flushed cheeks, and its small, trembling lips. Then, she looked at her Luna.

I knew I wouldn't win this battle.

She sighed with resignation.

—Take her to the doctor.

Alexia didn't wait a second. She ran towards the house, and the rest of the pack understood that there were no more orders to be given.

Hours later, the pack's doctor closed the door to the treatment room after giving his diagnosis.

"My Luna," she said compassionately, "you did the right thing. However, I'm afraid the little one is very ill. Her vital signs are weak, her lungs are barely functioning, and she has advanced pneumonia. I doubt she'll survive until dawn."

She left Alexia alone with the girl.

The baby slept inside an incubator, surrounded by tubes and monitors. Under the bright white light of the room, Alexia noticed how tiny she really was. Although the doctor estimated she was about two months old, her body was barely that of a two-week-old newborn.

Moved, Alexia slid her hand inside the incubator and gently circled the little girl's tiny fist with her fingers.
She was so absorbed in observing her that she did not notice the presence of her partner behind her.
"Where did you find her?" Jacob asked in a low voice.

Startled, Alexia looked behind her. She took a deep breath and refocused on the girl.

—I was in the cave, inside a cardboard box. I was crying uncontrollably; no wonder, I must have been freezing.

"Lexi, you heard the doctor. Let's go," Jacob insisted, moving toward the door. Alexia let out a frustrated sigh.

—I can't believe it. This little girl is dying, she's completely alone, and you want me to abandon her? Why? Because she's not our daughter? Because I didn't carry her in my womb?

Jacob wrapped his companion in his arms, trying to comfort her body, which was trembling from crying.

—I just want to protect you... I don't want you to suffer more than necessary, that's all.

Alexia stepped back gently and, wiping away her tears, replied firmly:

—Okay, you can leave, but I'll stay here with Jasmine.

—Jasmine? Have you named her yet? Please, Alexia, this child isn't ours. She's human... and she might not survive the night.

"I know, Jacob! I know she's not our daughter! Because we... we can't have children." She turned, her trembling hand pointing at the incubator. "And if this little girl is my only chance to feel like a mother, then I'll stay by her side until the end."

The sound of the door slamming shut was the last thing she heard before sitting down next to the incubator, letting the tears fall silently.

She didn't know when she fell asleep, but when she opened her eyes, she was surprised to see Jacob kneeling next to the small enclosure.

"Jake?" she whispered. "What are you doing here?"

He didn't look at her; instead, he answered in a low voice:

—I couldn't sleep without you.

Alexia said nothing. She turned her head toward the incubator just as she saw Jasmine stir slightly.

-How are you doing?

"Not very well. Her breathing is shallow... and she has a high fever," Jacob reported, glancing at the clock on the wall.

Five in the morning.

"But he held out all night. That must mean something," Alexia said, sitting down next to Jacob on the floor as he let out a long sigh.

—We'll see what the doctor says when he arrives.

A short while later, the doctor entered the room.

—I've administered the antibiotics; the fever should start to come down soon. For now, I recommend applying cold compresses regularly.

"But Jasmine is going to be okay, right?" Alexia asked anxiously.

"Jasmine?" the doctor repeated, until a spark of recognition lit up his gray eyes. "Jasmine... What a beautiful name. For now, she's made it through the most critical part, which was the night. Now we have to observe how her body responds to the treatment."

(Seven years later)

"Jasmine! Gabriela!" Alexia's voice grew more worried. The girls should be playing in the garden while she prepared lunch, but now, looking outside, she saw no sign of them. "Jasmine! Jasmine!" she called, feeling tears begin to blur her vision.

"Lexi," Jacob said, running down the stairs when he heard her. "What's wrong?"

Alexia ran towards him, grabbing his shirt.

—I can't find Jasmine. She was playing with Gabriela and now... she's gone.

"Hey, hey! Look who made your mom cry!" announced a cheerful voice.

They both turned towards the back door, through which Jhorn entered, carrying a smiling Jasmine in his arms, while little Gabriela, with flushed cheeks, sat on his shoulders.

"Mommy!" Jasmine cried, trying to throw herself out of Jhorn's arms.

"Watch out, little Jasmine!" he warned, laughing.

Before she could finish the sentence, Alexia had already snatched her daughter from her arms, hugging her as tightly as if she needed to make sure she was real.

"Where did you go, Jasmine?" he asked reproachfully. "I told you to play in the garden with Gabriela."

The little girl initially seemed bewildered by the scolding, but soon tears began to roll down her chubby cheeks. Seeing this, Alexia couldn't resist and her tone softened.

Jacob took Jasmine from Alexia's arms and planted a kiss on her wet cheeks.

—So? Where did my little princess run away to? —he asked as he wiped away her tears.

Jasmine pointed with her small finger at Jhorn, who was still holding his daughter in his arms.

"Jhorn came to give us the magic potion he invented!" she explained in an innocent voice.

Jhorn feigned indignation, like any other child, provoking laughter from Jasmine and Gabriela.

"Alright, that's enough adventures for today," Jacob said, taking Jasmine inside. "Remember we have a meeting tonight at eight. Don't miss it."

Jhorn gave an exaggerated greeting, and after saying goodbye, he left with Gabriela.

Inside the house, Alexia smiled as she watched Jacob cutting an apple into small pieces for Jasmine.

Upon seeing her, Jacob signaled to Jasmine, who immediately got off her chair and ran towards Alexia, hugging her legs.

"I'm sorry for scaring you, Mommy," said the little girl, snuggling up to her.

Alexia lifted her in her arms and stroked her thick black hair.

—Okay, my love. Mom loves you so much that when she doesn't see you, she worries a lot.

Later, as they were getting ready for the meeting, Jacob approached Alexia, who was finishing putting on a long black skirt.

"Lexi," she called gently. "You have to stop living in fear. Jasmine is fine. Even the doctor said so. She's not that fragile baby we found anymore... She's our daughter, and we won't let anything bad happen to her."

Jacob took Alexia's hands and kissed them tenderly, sealing a silent promise between them.

Alexia gently closed the door behind her and took off her heels as Jacob thanked Lisa for looking after Jasmine while they attended the meeting.

"How was it?" Alexia asked, holding her bag as she slowly began to climb the stairs.

Lisa cleared her throat before answering:

—Actually, Luna, I need to tell you something.

Alexia stopped and met Jacobo's gaze, who pressed his lips together.

—She went to bed quite early because she wasn't feeling well. When I went to check on her, she seemed to have a fever.

Alexia didn't hear anything else; she was already running towards Jasmine's room.

The bedroom window was open, and the white curtains fluttered in the breeze. It was bitterly cold, so Alexia quickly closed it. Then she turned to her daughter, who was still asleep, wrapped in her duvet. All that was visible was her hair, as black as night.

Alexia knelt beside the bed and carefully pulled back the duvet. That's when she noticed it: a metallic, pungent smell that made her nauseous. She quickly removed the rest of the blanket and turned on the bedside lamp. The scene she saw made her scream.

Before she knew it, Jacob pulled her away from the bed and took Jasmine, unconscious, in his arms, running towards the medical room.

Alexia lay on the floor, her gaze fixed on the bed, where the pillows and sheets were stained a deep red. The blood seemed to be coming from Jasmine's mouth. "No. No. No. I can't lose her. I can't lose my daughter," she thought.

That night, Jasmine was on the verge of extinction.

Her heart stopped, but they managed to resuscitate her. She was placed in a medically induced coma and under constant monitoring. Unlike the first time, Alexia and Jacob were not allowed in the medical room. The presence of anyone, even them, could have endangered Jasmine's life.

Jasmine's body began to fail; her organs stopped functioning, and it seemed the end was inevitable. Her immune system collapsed, and any small infection could have been fatal. The following nights were agonizing. Alexia cried incessantly, Jacob didn't know how to comfort her, and the pack began to mourn, convinced that the Alpha's daughter was dying.

Three months passed before Jasmine woke up, but when she did, she broke her parents' hearts.

They couldn't hug her, kiss her, or even touch her. She was confined to a sterile room with a glass window, which became the only way she could see her parents.

Every day, the room was disinfected, and clean air was pumped in. Everything he ate had to be prepared with sterilized equipment, and the water he drank had to be purified to the highest level.

She was not allowed to leave, and no one could enter her room. If someone wanted to visit her, they had to wait in another room and speak to her through the glass.

He had to take 17 pills a day: 5 in the morning, 7 at midday, and 5 at night.

It wasn't about living, it was about surviving.

However, Alexia and Jacob had decided long before that, as long as Jasmine was breathing and alive, it didn't matter if she had to remain locked in that room for the rest of her life.
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(More than a decade later)

—Good morning, Jasmine.

I looked up at the speakers and put the book I was reading down on the table next to me.

—Hello, Dr. Khaled. How are you this morning?

I swiveled in my chair to look through the large glass window. Dr. Khaled was an older man, his hair so white it looked silver in the light. In his hands he carried his usual things: a folder, a pen, and a small metal tin containing my pills. He opened a slot in the metal door by the glass and slid the tin into my room. I watched as it slid across the polished floor until it stopped at my feet.

—I'll be much happier when I see you take those pills, Jasmine.

I picked up the can and counted the multicolored tablets. Five, as always. I placed them on the table and drank a glass of filtered water that had been prepared for me that morning.

—How are my parents?

I dropped the pills into my palm and quickly popped them into my mouth, swallowing them with a sip of water. I saw Dr. Khaled nod approvingly as I walked to the door and handed the container back to him.

"Very well, Jasmine. Your parents are perfectly fine. They've been busy, as you know, preparing for the annual hunt." He paused, as if remembering something. "Of course, they'll come to see you later."

I nodded and watched as the doctor said goodbye and walked away slowly, leaving me alone, staring through the glass into an empty room.

"Hey, Jasmine, I really don't understand why they won't get you a cell phone. It would be the most logical thing in the world, wouldn't it? For your father to buy you one so I wouldn't have to walk a kilometer just to see my best friend." Gabriela complained, exaggerating her frustration.

I burst out laughing when I saw her face change color until she looked like a tomato about to explode.

—What? Why are you laughing?

I shook my head, amused.

—I suppose the phone thing is just to avoid having to sterilize yet another object.

Gabriela rolled her eyes and sat down in the next room. For a second, I forgot we were separated by a glass partition and imagined the two of us in my room, joking around like any teenagers. But then I reached out and touched the glass, feeling its sharp coldness, and my imagination shattered.

Gabriela noticed my expression and brought her hand closer, placing it in front of mine.

"Listen, one day you'll get out of here, and that day I'll take you everywhere. First, we'll go to Mora's and get the double sundae: chocolate ice cream with brownie pieces and marshmallows on top." I sighed, feeling my mouth water. "Then we'll go shopping and to the movies to see whatever film you choose."

I smiled. "And then?"

Gabriela let out a giggle before leaning so far forward that her breath fogged the glass.

—And then... we’ll go to the forest and I’ll show you my wolf.

I screamed with excitement and jumped out of my chair, clapping. It might seem pathetic, but even though I live in a werewolf pack, I've never seen anyone transform.

However, my excitement was too much, and I had to stop, putting a hand to my chest when a sudden pain took my breath away.

—Oh, Jasmine! Are you okay?

Gabriela stood up, her hands pressed against the glass, her green eyes wide with worry.

I raised a hand, catching my breath. "I'm fine, I just got a little too excited."

A door opened. —Gabriela, hi, honey.

It was my mother. I looked at her just in time to catch her anxious gaze.

—Honey, what's wrong?

He ran towards the glass, almost pushing Gabriela, just to get as close as possible and press his hands against the glass, watching me with his wide-open blue eyes.

Should I call Dr. Khaled?

I shook my head. "No, Mom, I'm fine. Gabriela and I were just talking about places we'll go when I get better."

I turned away, not wanting to see my mother's face crumble and her eyes fill with tears.

We all knew the chances of me recovering and leaving that sterile room were practically nil, but that didn't stop me from dreaming. I dreamed of feeling the grass beneath my feet, gazing at the endless sky, and feeling the cool wind in my hair. But when I looked at that room, with its white walls, the spotless bed, and the gleaming tiles, I felt my heart break again and again and again.

—Well, I think it will be soon, darling. I spoke with Dr. Khaled and he thinks you're progressing very well.

I smiled and turned away, feigning happiness, even though I knew I was lying.

—Are the preparations for the Hunt finished?

I changed the subject. Gabriela jumped for joy next to my mother.

"Oh, I can't wait! It's better than Christmas!" she squealed, while my mother looked at her disapprovingly.

—Yes, I've done my part, and your father is busy with the rest—said Mom, crossing her arms.

I nodded. "Will Dad come to see me later?"

I was hoping she could come before the Hunt. She smiled.

—Yes, of course. He's just a little busy right now, Jasmine, but he'll be here before it starts.

Gabriela apologized as she looked at her watch.

"Oh, shoot! Jasmine, I have to go. Mom asked me to buy something, and if I don't leave now, the shops will close."

I smiled and waved goodbye as he ran off, leaving me alone with my mother.

—Seriously, Mom, every time I see Gabby, she gets prettier.

She laughed as she sat down in a plastic chair across from me. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a bun, and her blue eyes sparkled as she smiled.

—Darling, I think the same about you.

I laughed and sat down on the floor, not wanting to look for another chair.

—No, I'm serious. It seems like only yesterday I held you in my arms, and now look at you. My little princess is almost twenty-two years old.

I blushed and swayed slightly.

—What did you think of me when you found me?

I looked up to meet his warm gaze. I always knew I was adopted. My mother was blonde with blue eyes, my father had brown hair and gray eyes, and I, with my black hair and brown eyes, couldn't possibly be his biological daughter. Not to mention they were werewolves... and I was human. I would have had to be incredibly naive not to realize it.

For me, it didn't matter: they were my parents and I was their daughter.

Mom pursed her lips and looked up at the ceiling.

"I always thought you were the most beautiful baby in the world. You had the biggest brown eyes and the cutest cheeks. But you were so sick, so fragile, that I felt an immense fear. Never in my life have I felt so maternal as the moment I held you for the first time. It didn't matter that another woman had given birth to you, because for me, you were my daughter, and I finally had you in my arms," ​​she sighed and looked at me sadly. "And now... my heart breaks every day that I can't hold you like I did then."

A tear rolled down my cheek. I didn't have the strength to wipe it away, so it simply drifted down until it hung on my chin.

Slowly, I raised my hand and placed it against the glass.

—Someday, Mom. Someday.

She nodded, but I could see hope fading in her eyes as she repeated softly:

-Some day...

-It's true?

I woke with a start and opened my eyes. The light in my room was off, but the room on the other side of the glass was still lit, and I could hear my father's voice. Just as I was about to sit up, I heard another voice: it was Dr. Kahled.

—Yes. It's not getting better, in fact, it seems to be getting worse... and there's nothing we can do to stop it.

My father's muffled grunt made me stay still, pretending to still be asleep.

"And what's your plan?" he asked in a tense tone.

"I think the next step is to talk to Jasmine. It's time for her to take control of her own life," the doctor replied in a grave voice.

My eyes snapped open, but I forced myself to remain still as I listened to my father arguing with him.

"Are you suggesting that I allow my daughter—" my father's voice broke before regaining its composure—"that I allow her to resign?"

The rage in his voice sent shivers down my spine. Then I heard a sharp thud, followed by a gasp of surprise. I sat up slightly and, my eyes wide, saw my father grab Dr. Kahled by the neck and shove him against the wall. Despite the dimness, I could make out the doctor's pale face, and a desperate urge to intervene seized me.

"You're lucky to be competent at your job," my father muttered coldly, "otherwise, I wouldn't hesitate to let my wolf tear you to pieces."

He let go roughly, and the doctor collapsed to the floor. I quickly lay back down and closed my eyes tightly, pretending to be asleep.

"Don't say a word of this to the moon or my daughter. If you do, I won't be responsible for the consequences," my father warned, his voice booming in the room.

My heart was pounding wildly, thumping like an African drum. I silently prayed that Dr. Khaled would be unharmed. I had never seen my father so distraught, and then I understood why he was the leader of the most powerful group in the country.

Finally, after a grunt, my father left the room.

I didn't sleep a wink that night. I tossed and turned in bed, unable to sleep, and when I finally closed my eyes, it was already dawn. Dr. Kahled was standing outside my room, holding his usual tray of medicines.

However, this time, something was different.

I looked at the five pills in my hand and then at the doctor, who was watching me closely. I noticed a fading bruise on his neck, and although curiosity got the better of me, I decided not to ask.

I sighed. What was the point of those pills if they weren't helping me get better? The doctor noticed my unusual hesitation and moved closer to the glass.

"Jasmine, you must take your medicine," she told me, with obvious concern in her voice.

And he had reason to worry. Not so much for my health, but for his own well-being. If my father found out I hadn't taken the pills, he would think the doctor had revealed the truth to me, and that would be enough to unleash his fury.

But as I looked at the pills, I couldn't find the strength to put them in my mouth.

Why did I have to do it?

The doctor gently tapped on the glass to get my attention, but I ignored him. I put the pills back on the metal tray and turned to face him.

"Can you call my parents, please?" I asked calmly.

The doctor blinked, puzzled.

—Of course, Jasmine... but first you must take your medication.

I shook my head.

—No. First I want to talk to them.

An awkward silence ensued.

—I think it would be better if first...

"Dr. Kahled," I interrupted firmly, "remember who you're addressing. I respect you, but don't forget that I'm the Alpha's daughter. If you want to keep your position—and your life—I suggest you listen to me."

My voice remained calm, though inside I felt guilty. I didn't like using my position to get what I wanted! However, in this situation, it was the only card I had to play.

The doctor swallowed, bowed his head apologetically, and hurriedly left the room, leaving me alone.

My parents came in shortly after and stood opposite me, on the other side of the glass. I smiled at the sight of them together; it had been a long time since I'd seen them like that, shoulder to shoulder, projecting that strength that characterized them. Even as a human, I could feel the authority they exuded.

“Jasmine,” my father began, and our eyes met. His gray eyes seemed to pierce my soul. I had always admired my parents’ eyes: my mother’s blue eyes enhanced her beauty, and my father’s gray eyes conveyed an imposing wisdom. My brown eyes, in comparison, seemed ordinary.

"What's wrong, honey?" my mother asked, worried.

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath.

—I want to stop taking the medication.

Absolute silence.

"No," they both replied in unison.

I walked over to the glass and placed my hand on it. I looked at my mother, knowing that what I was about to say would break her heart.

“Dad, I overheard you talking to Dr. Kahled last night,” I said gently. My mother looked at my father, searching for answers. I continued, “I heard you say there was no hope, that I’m not getting better, and that it’s up to me to decide now. And I’ve decided to stop taking the medication. I’ve decided to leave this sterile room.”

My mother fell to her knees, sobbing. I felt a sharp pain in my chest, as if my heart were breaking into a thousand pieces, but, thinking rationally, I knew it was the right decision.

"Dr. Kahled said a lot of things," my father grumbled, "but I assure you that when I'm done talking to him, he won't say another word."

I saw his eyes change color, darkening. It was terrifying, but I knew he wouldn't hurt me.

"No!" I begged. "Dad, please don't do anything to him. He's saved my life so many times. You know I wouldn't be here without his help."

Gradually, the natural color returned to his eyes and his fist relaxed.

"No... No. No," I knelt beside my mother. "I'm not going to let you leave this room, Jasmine. Not until you're all right."

I smiled as I wiped away a tear that was rolling down my cheek.

"But Mom..." I whispered, "I'm never going to get better. It's been fourteen years since I felt the wind on my face or the grass beneath my feet. So much time has passed that I don't even remember what the outside world looks like anymore."

My mother continued to cry, and I knew she was crying for me: for the moments I missed, the dreams I never fulfilled, the life I never lived... and I cried with her. I cried until my dress was soaked, until my throat hurt and I had no tears left.

My father wrapped her in his arms, and I watched the unbreakable bond between them as he kissed her head and whispered comforting words until he finally managed to calm her down.

"I can't..." my mother whispered, barely audible, and I understood perfectly what she meant.

"You must do it, Mom. You have to do it because for twenty-two years you've guided my life, and now it's time for me to take the reins. Passing away is inevitable, but not having lived would be truly sad. I want to live, Mom, not just survive."

"What did you think of the movie?" Gabriela asked, linking her arm with mine as we walked down the street.

He had done it.

I had finally left that sterile room. I had eaten chocolate ice cream, gone shopping, and seen a movie at the cinema. Little by little, my dreams were beginning to materialize, and I couldn't be more grateful to my parents for finally allowing me to go out.

I was still within the pack's territory, of course, but after countless pleas, my father had agreed to let me go out with Gabriela.

Just Gabriela and me.

No guards, no doctors, no overprotective parents. Just my best friend and me.

“I’m not sure,” I replied, kicking a stone in the path. “It seemed too cheesy. Hopelessly romantic. I mean, the main character didn’t even deserve the girl, and in the end they get married and have kids. Unrealistic, don’t you think?”

Gabriela burst out laughing as she spun around me.

—Jasmine, I'm a werewolf. Realism doesn't define my existence.

"You're right," I admitted, laughing.

A cool breeze arose, and a shiver ran through my body, prompting a concerned look from Gabriela. I shook my head.

—I'm fine. I'm just enjoying this feeling of freedom.

Gabriela remained silent, although she soon rolled her eyes.

—It was your mother again, asking if you were okay.

I smiled and squeezed her arm tighter. Gabriela, being a wolf, could communicate with the pack through a mental link, but I, being human, didn't have that ability.

—Tell him I'm perfect, that I'm having the best day of my life.

"I already told you," Gabriela replied, leading me to a bench facing the woods. She slumped down beside me, resting her head on my shoulder and closing her eyes.

"You have no idea how much I wanted to do this with you," he whispered. "Go shopping, see a movie... such simple things that, when you can't do them, you understand their true value."

I closed my eyes too, feeling a pain in my chest.

"I'm sorry," I murmured. "You got stuck with a flawed friend. I'm not only human, but a fragile one, incapable of standing on my own two feet."

Gabriela hugged me tightly, silencing me.

"Don't say that. You're the strongest human I know. Don't forget you're the daughter of the Alpha. And not just any Alpha, but the leader of the Crescent Moon pack. You don't know what that means."

We remained silent as the sky began to darken.

"Shall we?" Gabriela said suddenly, standing up.

"What?" I asked, confused by the mischievous spark in his eyes.

—Would you like to see my she-wolf?

An excited shout escaped my lips as I dragged her into the woods, laughing and leaping through the trees. I had always dreamed of witnessing a transformation. Since I couldn't do it myself, I longed to see someone else become one. The idea of ​​a wolf emerging from a human body seemed magical, almost impossible, and it was something I wanted to see before I left this world.

We came to a clearing, where the spongy ground crunched under our feet, and our eyes met.

"Promise me you won't be scared," Gabriela whispered.

I rolled my eyes. Scared? Was he joking? Even if the world was falling apart, I wouldn't miss this moment for anything.

Gabriela took off her long coat, which reached her knees, and handed it to me. I hugged it to my chest as she took off her shoes, without taking her eyes off me. Then, she bent her knees and crouched down on the floor.

Then it happened.

The hairs on my arms stood on end as I heard the creaking and readjustment of its bones. It was both terrifying and fascinating. Its body lengthened, a thick layer of dark brown fur sprouted from its skin, its hands transformed into paws, its mouth into a snout, and a tail formed behind it. Only its eyes, a vibrant green, retained their original essence.

I was speechless as the she-wolf slowly approached, as if afraid of scaring me.

"I'm not afraid, Gabriela," I whispered, reaching out to stroke her soft fur.

She was as tall as me, and I smiled when I noticed that detail.

"You're beautiful," I told her, wondering if she could understand me.

Gabriela bent down, and it took me a moment to understand that she was inviting me to climb onto her back.

"No... I can't. I'm too heavy, I might hurt you," I protested.

She, amused, stuck out her tongue and wagged her tail, affectionately insisting until I gave in and gently settled onto her back. I held onto her fur carefully as she began to walk.

As he accelerated, he laughed, feeling freedom vibrate in the air. His muscles moved with a strength and agility that left me breathless, dodging trees at breathtaking speed. He knew he could go even faster, but he held back for my sake.

After running for quite a while, she stopped beside a crystal-clear lake. I climbed off her back, and she resumed her human form. I handed her her coat and shoes, and then I hugged her tightly.

"Good heavens!" I exclaimed, laughing. "It's been an incredible experience!"

Gabriela laughed too, and together we sat by the lake, letting our feet dip into the icy water. Time seemed to stand still as we talked about everything and nothing, enjoying the night, our friendship, and life itself.

—Jasmine, we have to go home now—Gabriela says as she stands up, while I make a face and look into the distance, watching the sunset.

"I don't want to go back yet," I whisper, knowing perfectly well that she can hear me. Gabriela strokes my hair and sits down next to me again.

"We can do this again tomorrow, if you want," she offers, and I nod, even though I know she's not sure herself.

Throughout the day I've felt increasingly ill. Though I'm still standing and laughing, I can feel my skin burning and my head throbbing. I'm growing weaker, and each time a pain shoots through my body, I regret leaving the sterile room. Just for a second, though, because as soon as that regret creeps in, I quickly shake the thought from my mind. How could I possibly regret such a wonderful afternoon?

"Okay," I whisper as I stand up, watching curiously as Gabriela quickly gets up, her eyes wide open and an expression that looks like fear.

"What's wrong?" I ask as I approach her.

"Don't move, Jasmine," Gabriela whispers, fear evident in her voice. "I can't believe I didn't notice before. What am I going to do now?"

Gabriela is panicking, her face is losing all color and drops of sweat are beginning to accumulate on her forehead.

"What's wrong?" I ask again, now worried. Gabriela's frantic eyes turn toward me.

"There's a territorial boundary here. I can feel it because it's very strong, but I don't know exactly where it is."

—Then let's just get away from here—I reply.

"But I don't know which way, Jasmine. The boundary seems to be all around us, and I'm afraid that if we move in the wrong direction, we might cross it and be trespassing on someone else's territory."

Intrusion is a serious matter in the werewolf world. It is considered a threat and a lack of respect toward the pack whose territory is crossed, and in most cases, the punishment is death.

I squeeze Gabriela's hand tightly.

"Send a message to my father," I whisper, but she shakes her head.

—I can't. I tried, but it's not working. It's like there's some kind of block. I don't know what to do.

I turn quickly, ignoring the scorching heat coursing through my body. Sweat covers my skin, and I fight off nausea as I survey the area around us. The darkness deepens, and the cold intensifies; we can't stay here any longer.

"Okay, Gabriela, let's move," I said, pointing in one direction. "That route seems familiar. Let's go that way."

She looks at me, then observes the path before taking my hand in hers.

"Jasmine, you're burning up," he murmurs, and I can feel his concern.

"Don't worry," I say. "Let's just try to get home."

We moved forward in the direction I suggested, but the more we walked, the stronger the feeling grew that I had made a mistake. And apparently, Gabriela noticed it too, because she stopped abruptly. Before I could react, she pulled me back, shouting:

-RUNS!

We both started running, moving away from the path we had taken.

"We crossed the line and now they know it!" Gabriela shouts as she continues to pull me along.

I struggle to keep up: she's taller, has longer legs, and is also a werewolf with extraordinary speed. I, on the other hand, am human, someone who's always been more focused on taking pills and surviving than on playing sports like running.

My chest and legs burn as we leap over broken branches and dodge trees. But somewhere behind us, I hear the howls of wolves and the ground trembling beneath their footsteps.

We're lost.

Suddenly, Gabriela pulls me to the other side, and I push away her hands.

"No... I can't... go on," I murmured, slowing down and forcing her to stop.

"No, Jasmine, we have to keep going. If we stop, they'll find us and we won't have time to explain who we are." She gasped, her cheeks flushed and her hair disheveled from running.

I shake my head.

—I can barely breathe. Maybe if we stop running, they'll stop too and we can...

A deafening roar cuts me off. Gabriela's eyes open, filled with tears.

This is the end.

I reach out to take his hand, but another roar makes me lower my arms immediately.

Gabriela denies it, and I remain silent, watching as she takes a step in front of me and prostrates herself on the ground, head bowed and neck exposed. She surrenders, submits, demonstrating that we are not a threat.

I still have my back to them, so I don't see what's going on.

"Turn around!" a hoarse voice orders, and the power in those two words makes my legs tremble.

I close my eyes and clench my fists.

I will not stand idly by. Not tonight.

I turn slowly, letting my black hair cascade over my shoulders, obscuring my face from view. Something inside me tells me I should look up, and when I do, the air feels like it's being sucked out of my lungs.

Seven men surround Gabriela and me, all of them powerfully built, as if they could overpower us with the mere touch of a finger. However, none of them manages to capture my attention, except for one: the tallest, who remains in the center, partially hidden by shadows. The force emanating from him is overwhelming; I can feel it from where I stand, so powerful that my knees buckle at the urge to surrender to his presence.

He's an Alpha, and a very powerful one, I understand that immediately. But it's not just his authority that paralyzes me; there's something else, something I can't quite grasp... though it seems he has figured it out, judging by the fleeting flash of recognition that crosses his expression.

I feel the urge to approach, but fear keeps me rooted to the spot. The man steps out of the shadows, and in that instant, my heart seems to stop. He is simply perfect: a face sculpted by the gods themselves, a strong jaw, a sharp nose, hair as black as night, and gray eyes so intense they take my breath away.

"They have invaded our territory," he growls, and in an instant all trace of recognition disappears from his face, leaving only a cold stare and a hard expression.

Sensing the tension, Gabriela slowly sits up, defying the growls of the other wolves, and stands in front of me in a protective posture.

Until the very end, keep taking care of me.

“We apologize, it wasn’t our intention. We got disoriented and crossed the border by mistake. It won’t happen again. We don’t want to harm your pack and we’ll leave immediately,” Gabriela says, trembling slightly. I can feel her fear; she, too, senses the immense power of this Alpha.

One of the men laughs, and we both turn to look at him. He's huge, bald, and a scar runs across his face from side to side. He smiles menacingly, and the sight of his yellowed, crooked teeth makes my stomach churn.

“Two young people shouldn’t be wandering around the woods so late,” she says mockingly, looking us up and down. “A wolf and a human... what a peculiar combination,” she adds, making fun of us. My blood boils, and I have to restrain myself from reacting rashly. “You know the consequences of trespassing, don’t you, darlings?” she murmurs, giving Gabriela a lascivious look.

When he runs his tongue over his lips in an unpleasant gesture, I take a step forward.

I can't take it anymore. Maybe I'm just a weak human, but Gabriela was right: I'm still the daughter of an Alpha, and I'm not going to give up without a fight.

"Dare to touch us, and I assure you that you will know real consequences," I declared, narrowing my eyes in fury.

There is a brief silence before the man bursts into laughter, a deep sound that sends shivers down my spine.

Gabriela tries to grab my hand to make me back up, but I ignore her.

—Laugh all you want, but if my friend and I don't get out of here safe and sound, I promise you that by tomorrow there won't be a trace of your pack left —the words burst from my lips, and as soon as I utter them, I feel a shiver of regret run through me.

A chorus of growls echoes around and I know perfectly well why: I have just threatened the safety of their home.

The man with the scar advances toward us, his companions following closely behind, blocking our path. The only one who remains still is the Alpha, who observes the scene with eyes filled with a curious intensity.

It's hard to hide your fear when you're facing enormous men with dark eyes and sharp claws. The end seems to be approaching at breakneck speed. I turn my head to look at Gabriela, who, though terrified, is ready to fight if necessary. I'm so proud of her it hurts.

I squeeze his hand as we watch the men stalk us, the one with the scar smiling in a nasty way.

"Stop!" The Alpha's voice cuts through the air like a whip, forcing me to look at him as he steps forward to stand in front of us. My breath grows heavier and heavier in his imposing presence.

"Do you really think that you, a mere human, could defeat my pack?" he asked, with a spark of amusement in his voice that made my chest tense.

I shook my head, my hair framing my face.

"Of course not. I'm human, not naive," I replied firmly. He raised an eyebrow, watching me intently.

—I never said that I was the one who would destroy your pack.

"So who is it?" someone asked from the back. I couldn't identify him; my eyes were still fixed on the Alpha's. It was impossible to look away.

"My father, the Alpha of the Crescent Moon pack, will have no difficulty showing you why he is considered one of the most powerful leaders in the world," I said, flashing a smile as I watched the Alpha frown, puzzled.

"Are you Jacobo Kronter's daughter?" he asked, visibly confused.

I blinked and gasped as a sharp pain shot through my stomach. Gabriela, noticing my movement, grabbed my arm to steady me. Looking at her, I saw my own face reflected in her eyes: so pale I wondered for a moment if blood was still circulating in my body. Gabriela squeezed me tightly, and that's when I realized I was trembling, like a paper house about to be blown down by a breeze.

I turned my gaze back to the Alpha, although my vision was already beginning to blur, and no matter how much I blinked, everything became increasingly blurry.

"Yes... I am the daughter of Alpha Kronter... and the sole heir of the Crescent Moon pack," I managed to say haltingly, as another wave of pain ripped a groan from my throat. This was how my struggle would end, much sooner than expected.

"What's happening to him?" a voice shouted, as the growing murmur of those present blended into a confused buzz.

Suddenly, an arm wrapped tightly around my waist and I was pulled against a chest. For a moment I thought it was Gabriela trying to hold me up, but the scent of pine and damp earth made me realize it wasn't her.

With what little strength I had left, I tried to pull away, groaning in pain as the hand around me tightened its grip.

"Gabriela..." I whispered, "bring Dad here..."

And then, darkness enveloped me, leaving me unconscious in the arms of a fearsome Alpha.

Still under the effects of sedation, my eyes opened with difficulty.

I was in an unfamiliar room, and every breath was a struggle. I felt an oppressive weight on my chest, as if a slab were slowly crushing me.

"Jasmine!" I heard a familiar voice. Turning my head with effort, I made out a figure beside me. Although her shadow was blurry, I recognized Gabriela by her tone of voice. I had to blink several times before her image became clear.

"Gabriela..." I whispered hoarsely.

She took my hands tightly, intertwining her fingers with mine. Our eyes met, and on her face I saw fear and worry etched with stark realism.

"Oh my God, thank you for being okay. I was so scared," Gabriela burst into tears, squeezing my hands in hers.

"Where are we?" I asked, trying to sit up.

She tried to stop me at first, insisting that I rest, but seeing my determination, she arranged the pillows and helped me sit down.

—We are still in the territory of the Red Moon Pack. The Alpha allowed us to use his medical room.

I looked around, recognizing the white walls and the medical equipment.

"Did you speak with my father?" I inquired.

Gabriela swallowed, a sheen of sweat on her forehead. She looked away for a moment before answering.

"I tried, Jasmine, but I couldn't contact him. There's something blocking the mental link, like a wall I can't get through."

A wave of dizziness washed over me, and I closed my eyes. In my mind, I pictured my mother: her face pale with anguish, her eyes red from crying. Beside her, my father paced back and forth, suppressing his frustration, but consumed by guilt for having let me leave that safe place.

A sharp whistle escaped my lips as I brought my hands to my chest. The pressure was unbearable, and every breath became a battle.

—Jasmine... Jasmine... —Gabriela paled, wrapping her arms around me and gently shaking me—. Can you hear me?

I pulled my hands away and exhaled with difficulty.

—I'm fine, Gabriela. It's nothing.

"Don't say that! You were purple a second ago!" she protested, her eyes filled with panic.

I remained silent, scrutinizing the room.

"Where is Alpha?" I asked.

"I don't know, but there are guards outside," he replied, pointing towards the metal gates.

"Guards?" I repeated, bewildered. "We already told you we're from the Crescent Moon Pack."

Gabriela gave a bitter smile.

"They don't believe us. The Alpha gave orders not to let us leave. They're treating us like prisoners."

I sighed, massaging my temples.

Suddenly, Gabriela grabbed my hand tightly.

"Damn it!" he muttered.

I followed his gaze and saw my fingers beginning to turn bluish. I quickly hid them under the blanket.

"We have to take you back," Gabriela said, standing up and looking for a way out.

At that moment, the door burst open. And, as if summoned, the Alpha entered.

A tense silence filled the room as he approached, his eyes fixed on me.

"You're awake," he declared coldly, with no trace of emotion in his voice.

"We already told you who we are. If you could just let us go..." I began.

"Do you expect me to believe that a sick human," he spat disdainfully, "is the daughter of Alpha Kronter?"

A sharp pain shot through my chest, but I bit my tongue to keep from screaming. I didn't know if the suffering came from my collapsing body or from his words.

Gabriela intervened, pleading:

—Sir, please listen to us. I am Gabriela Relton, daughter of Jhorn Relton, Beta in command of the Crescent Moon Pack. It was my mistake that led us to your territory. If I deserve punishment for the intrusion, accept it, but my friend is gravely ill. She will die if she doesn't return to her pack. I beg you!

While Gabriela was speaking, the Alpha did not take his eyes off me, impassive.

"What's your name?" he asked, but the pain prevented me from answering.

"Didn't you hear my question?" he growled.

I closed my eyes, holding back the suffering.

"My name is Jasmine," I managed to say.

The Alpha continued watching me, analyzing my every move. Just when I thought it was all over, a bloodcurdling scream echoed in the distance.

—JASMINE!

It was a voice I would never forget. With a superhuman effort, I tried to get out of bed.

"Mom!" I shouted, gathering all my strength. But before my feet could touch the ground, I felt myself being lifted out of bed and enveloped in a familiar embrace.

"Dad," I whispered with relief, as he held me against his chest so tightly I could barely breathe. I felt someone else rush into the room, and as soon as I sensed their presence, I knew who it was.

"Jasmine Kronter, you're in serious trouble," my mother said, her voice a mixture of fear, worry, and relief. As soon as she reached me, I took refuge in her arms. She held me tenderly, gently stroking my hair.

"I thought I had lost you," she whispered close to my ear, as her tears moistened my face.

"Alpha Swan, we owe you a huge debt of gratitude. Thank you for finding my daughter and protecting her," my father said, slowly letting go of me to shake the other Alpha's hand.

I looked over my mother's shoulder and noticed that the Alpha was watching us with a curious serenity.

I thought he didn't trust me.

Our eyes met and he said:

"It's been a pleasure, Alfa Kronter. Had I known you had a daughter, I would have rushed to get in touch with you."

My father forced a smile and then looked at my mother and me. Noticing my obvious weakness, he turned back to the Alpha.

—Once again I thank you for your help, but I think it's time to take my daughter home.

He came up to me, picked me up with amazing ease, as if I were as light as a leaf.

However, before he could move, Alfa Swan stepped forward and raised a hand, stopping him.

"Unfortunately, I must ask you to stop," he said firmly.

My parents exchanged surprised glances. My father's eyes narrowed as he saw several men from Alfa Swan enter the room and position themselves in front of the exit.

“With all due respect to you and your pack,” the Alpha continued calmly, “you must understand that your daughter and her friend”—he added, glancing at Gabriela, who was hiding behind my father—“have crossed into our territory without permission. And, although we regret the circumstances, we must address this matter according to our laws.”

My mother let out a stifled gasp and placed a protective hand on me.

My father held me even closer.

"What are you trying to say?" he asked, in a harsh tone.

The Alpha remained calm and replied:

—What I'm saying is that... Jasmine Kronter is now in my custody.

When I was thirteen, my father forced me to take geography lessons. Not the ordinary geography about countries, volcanoes, and such things, but a special geography: the geography of herds and their territories.

Leoni, my charming teacher—with straight blonde hair and always impeccably dressed—would stand in front of a huge blackboard and draw the boundaries of each pack. It's a real shame that all that knowledge didn't help me avoid the situation I'm in now.

According to Leoni, there were three other packs surrounding my pack, the Crescent Moon Pack. To the south was the Eclipse Pack, led by Alpha Caius. To the north was the Bloodlust Pack, ruled by Alpha Leonidas. Despite the intimidating name, they were incredibly kind people. In fact, I met Alpha Leonidas and his mate, Luna Nataly, on my eighteenth birthday, and they were lovely.

The last pack Leoni mentioned was the Red Moon Pack. I still remember the tremor in her voice when she spoke it. She refused to give many details, but mentioned that it was led by a young Alpha named Michael Swan. The most shocking thing was that this pack was made up of rogue wolves, something completely unheard of.

"Renegades have no loyalty and don't like being given orders," Leoni said. "A pack of them wouldn't last a few months."

But he was wrong.

Thirteen years later, the Red Moon Pack not only remained, but had tripled in size. From being a joke, it had become a real threat. My father reinforced the security and training of our pack. It was clear: no one was to mess with them.

And perhaps that's why my father hesitated before attacking. I felt his fury radiating in waves, but I also saw him restraining his inner wolf, trying to reason with it.

"Alpha Swan," my father began respectfully, but the other alpha interrupted him.

"This is non-negotiable, Alpha Kronter. Either you hand over your daughter and leave my territory, or I will take her by force, execute her in front of you, and declare war on your pack. Choose wisely."

My father roared with such ferocity that I swear my heart stopped for a moment. Some of Swan's men backed away, but their alpha glared at them.

Swan, on the other hand, didn't even blink. He stood tall and calm, as if my father were a barking puppy.

His gaze fell upon me, and a shiver ran through my body. His eyes were dark, wild, as if he already considered me his.

"Dad, please let me go," I begged, because his claws were already scratching my skin.

He carefully lowered me, but pushed me behind him, out of Swan's sight.

Gabriela, my friend, was so pale she looked like she was about to faint. Our eyes met, and her eyes filled with tears.

"I'm so sorry," he murmured.

"It's not your fault," I replied silently.

Suddenly, something violently threw me against the wall. Gabriela screamed as my father punched one of Swan's men and kicked another. Beside him, my mother ripped the head off a warrior with a swift movement.

Chaos erupted.

My parents fought in perfect sync, taking down enemies as if they were nothing. But amidst the tumult, Swan advanced toward me, unfazed.

I huddled against the wall, trembling. Gabriela tried to protect me, but he brushed her aside like a fly.

And then, it caught me.

He lifted me by my shirt, turning me around to pin
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