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DEDICATION

To you, my love. My mate. Love of my life. The one who makes me laugh when I’m sad, who lifts me up when I fall, and who has never stopped believing in me.

My one true mate.
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Prologue
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20 years ago

The baby was crying again. Then again, so was she. Big sobs wracked her body, matching those of the infant’s.

“Where is she?” roared a voice, and she panicked. How long until the pills did their job? 

He was violent and drunk. And the drunker he was, the worse he became. That night, something snapped inside her. The baby would die if she didn’t do something to protect her. She would, too, the baby had her whole life in front of her. She didn’t deserve to die in this hellhole. But for her? Death would be a release.

But first, she had to save the baby. 

They were almost all passed on the couch. He roared again, calling for her, and she prayed for courage. Just one more time, she thought. Somehow, she managed to get up and leave the room. Feigning rubbing the sleep from her eyes, she left the room, trying to block the cries from her mind.

And there he was in all his rage. Big, burly, and scarier than ever, with that disheveled hair and unkempt beard. 

“Where were you?”

“Sleeping,” the lie fell easily from her lips, and since she had the pillow marks on her face, he accepted the lie. 

“She awake?”

Since the infant was wailing, it was a stupid question. But then again, he wasn’t exactly the brightest of the bunch.

“She is.”

“Bring her.”

“What? What for?” Caught off guard, she didn’t move fast enough to block the fist coming her way.

“Don’t question me!” he yelled, and two of the men in a drunken stupor stirred. She felt shivers running through her spine. If they woke up, she would be in deep shit.

She was just staring at him, unable to understand. Since the baby’s birth he had done everything to ignore her, even threatening to smother her in her sleep. She hadn’t even been named, he called her “it”, but for her it was the most beautiful blossom she had ever seen. 

He pushed her hard and she stumbled, falling backward. The force of the blow left her momentarily breathless. Even so, she managed to croak, “Don’t hurt her!”

“Shut the fuck up!”

He kicked her in her already sore ribs, rendering her speechless. Unable to move, she saw through teary eyes how he carelessly picked up the wailing infant and disappeared out the door.

“Don’t ... don’t take her...” she cried, but nobody answered. Nobody ever listened to her, and when darkness came, she embraced it almost gratefully.
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Chapter One
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Present day

Despite being a Saturday, when the sun rose and graced the world with its sunny rays, Lily was already seated at her desk in her parents’ company. She was aware of the importance of the meeting her mother had scheduled for next Monday, but it seemed as if the work wouldn’t leave her hands. It just didn’t flow. Frustrated, she controlled the urge to throw the keyboard out the window and went to the staff kitchen, where she poured herself a nice, hot cup of coffee.

It was one of those days in which lack of sleep combined with her growing frustration were taking a toll. 

Last week she’d been hiking with some friends, and she felt free. Freer than she had felt in a long time, at least. The call of the woods, the singing of the birds, the gentle humming of a nearby river, all of that had filled her with a sense of wanting she didn’t know she had. She truly didn’t want to return to civilization, especially because she had a week from hell waiting for her.

It seemed the fourteen-day week had yet to finish, she thought with resignation. Working almost thirteen hours every day last week, and now on a Saturday as well... 

She punched her password into the computer again. Her mother wanted that presentation by noon at the latest. 

Her phone rang, startling her. 

“Will you finish that today?” her mother sounded impatient. Being her mother’s personal assistant wasn’t a blessing; it was a curse. Eleanor Winchester was a stern woman, whose thin lips were permanently pursed in an angry frown. Her father, on the other hand, had the amicable smile that never failed to shine upon his daughter when she did manage to please her mother. It seemed the whole world revolved around Eleanor Winchester and her moods. 

At least the world as Lily knew it.

“Yes, mother. I’ll send it to you as soon as I’ve finished.”

“Your father is asking if you’re coming to lunch.”

“I...”

“Then we can review these numbers.”

Something inside Lily snapped. She was tired, she needed a break, and the last thing she wanted was to spend another Saturday at her parents’ house working. 

“Actually, I’ve got plans for the afternoon,” she lied. There was a moment of silence on the other side of the line, and then Eleanor’s cold voice came through.

“Of course. Why would you worry about your father’s wants? The man just worked himself to the bone to provide for you, why would it be more important than your pitiful diversion?”

Great. The great “train of guilt” was on schedule, as always.

“Tell dad I’ll come by tomorrow,” she conceded, and she could almost see her mother sniffing through her nose, as if something particularly disgusting was reaching her nostrils.

Eleanor hung up. Of course, she had achieved what she wanted and the rest didn’t matter. It was purely inconsequential.

With renewed determination, Lily powered up the computer again, the coffee completely forgotten while her fingers flew across the keyboard. She completed the presentation as she was seeing it in her head, sent it to her mother after rereading it, and turned the computer off. As of right now, she was officially on weekend time and was determined to enjoy her Saturday to the fullest.

She left the office, energized. Luckily, she did live near the office, so going home to change clothes for more appropriate attire wouldn’t take too long.

The city where she lived wasn’t exactly a metropolis, but it wasn’t a village either. Everyone knew everyone, the community was tight knit, and everywhere she went people would bid her a “good morning”. It almost felt like being Belle from Disney’s “Beauty and the Beast”.

Problem was, she was more used to finding beasts in human form than princes. Her last attempt at dating had been a complete disaster. Not only did he know her parents, he spent a good part of the meal praising her mother’s ability to thwart her enemies in court. Both her parents were lawyers, and her inability to pursue their career of choice had drawn them even further apart.

Her car had seen better days, and it was out of sheer stubbornness that she didn’t sell it. She loved the old Beetle, feeling that, like her, it didn’t belong there. Not to her town, and certainly not to her parents’ standards.

Which was probably why she so lovingly kept it.

“Ei, Lil!”

She turned, keys in hand. Sam was the grocery owner’s son who had Down syndrome. He was smiling at her and she crossed the road before he decided to step in front of a car to greet her. He had done so in the past, and didn’t seem to understand why everyone was angry at him. His father even reprimanded him so severely that he burst into tears.

“Hi, Sammy.”

“Where are you going?”

“Out for a walk.”

“Can I come?”

“I think your dad needs your help, Sammy.”

“Will you bring me something nice?”

“Of course.”

For Sam, something nice could be a rock from the river or a beautiful flower. He saw beauty in everything, even in a dark, stormy night. 

As if summoned, Arthur, Sam’s father, emerged from the inside of the store, cleaning his hands with a rag that had seen better days. His wrinkled face only seldom smiled, and on that day, he was even more somber than usual.

“Hi, Lily. Where you off to?”

“She’s going to bring me something nice!” said Sam, proudly.

“Out for a hike in the woods. I need fresh air.”

“Be careful. They said it could rain later.”

“I will. Bye.”

She crossed the road again and unlocked her car. Waving to Sam, she put her seat belt on and started the car, mentally drawing the way she would go.

Near the entrance of the forest, there was a parking lot. Usually, she would go hiking with her friends from college, but with summer approaching, they had all decided to go on vacations throughout the coast. She would have loved to go, but the increased workload had made her indispensable for her parents.

She entered the beaten path. Someone had marked trails along the way, trying to guarantee that nobody got lost. The forest was old, deep, and sometimes dark, so the last thing anyone wanted was for people to get lost. Some might even not return. The deeper the forest went, the darker it became, and the wilder it got.

She knew the trails like the back of her hand. She was used to them since she started going with the Girl Scouts when she was six.

She walked briskly along the path until she reached the river. There was a picnic park near the river, since this was where it was calmer. Farther down, the flow increased and became furious, carrying everything in its path. But here, it was gentle and soft, as if appeasing to some unknown nymph.

There was always a longing inside her that she couldn’t quite put her finger on. She called it the “Call of the Woods”. It was there, amidst the shifting canopy of ancient oaks and whispering pines, that she truly felt at peace.

After picking up a small pebble for Sammy, she decided to move on. Immersed in her head, she took a moment to breathe, feeling finally the peace that so frequently eluded her. 

So distracted she was that it took her a while to realize she was no longer on familiar grounds. Looking around, she thought she heard something. And then, coming from far away, she heard the sorrowful howl of wolves.
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Dane was restless. For the past few days, he’d felt something stir deep within him, and it had nothing to do with his wolf. 

The approaching of the full moon usually caught him under a whirlwind of feelings. Longing, hope, despair, rage... His wolf was already pacing in his head, feeling the need to come out.

His best friend was by his side, eyeing him cautiously.

“Everything okay?”

“Not really.”

He rubbed his chest, but the pain wasn’t physical. It was as if he couldn’t bring enough air into his lungs, no matter how deep the breaths he took were.

“The guards from the border say they saw rogues trying to trespass. They hunted them down,” said Liam, absentmindedly. Dane was only mildly interested, as no one had called him to the dungeons, which meant they had failed to cross their borders.

“Were they captured?”

“No, but one was killed. The mutt was obviously sick, his fur was falling out and he had sores all over.”

“Since when do we allow for rogues to escape?”

“Since they went to No Wolf’s Land.”

And there was the problem. All along the country, the packs had united under a High King. A rare Lycan. Humans were blissfully unaware of their existence, which was a blessing. These kinds of No Wolf’s Lands were ripe with humans, in their little towns, thinking they owned the world. The packs were forbidden by the High King to hunt them or conquer them under penalty of death. Over the years, some had tried to kidnap and even convert humans to do their bidding, but the punishment had been a gruesome death for all of the involved. 

He decided to go for a run. Rogues trying to enter pack lands was not unheard of, but it wasn’t their presence that was causing him pause. 

Something was in the air. Something thick, that made his wolf stir.

“I need to let Fang out,” he said.

“Need company?”

“As if I could keep you.”

They left the packhouse, Dane sniffing the air. It was still early, but all around them, people were out and about. Their Alpha was on his toes, as his mate’s due date was approaching, and his anxiety was spreading all around. The pack’s doctor was on permanent call, and Luna’s every wish was everyone’s command.

“You look like a dog, sniffing the air like that,” Liam joked, shedding his clothes. As werewolves, nudity was natural for them. Their only concern was when humans were nearby, which was why, deep within the forest but near enough off the beaten path, they had stashes of clothes, ready to be used. 

Courtesy of their Alpha.

The transformation was swift, their powerful bodies used to the transformation. Where just moments ago there were two men, now two big wolves stood. One was reddish-brown, the other had a golden orange mane, and both had black paws. Both were huge for human standards.

They started running, Fang a bit ahead, clearly showing the way, Drustan following him closely. They could feel the sacred soil beneath their paws, smell the scents of the woods, hear the cry of the river.

“We’re near No Wolf’s Land,” mind-linked Drustan. What he meant was that if they were to go any further, they should turn into humans again.

“Can’t you smell it?”

“Smell what?”

Fang stopped abruptly, sniffing the air as if smelling the most delicious scent of all.

“Lilies. There are lilies in the air. Mate!”

They both started running, despite Drustan’s constant warnings that they should change.

Up ahead, they could see a woman looking around, seemingly lost. Somewhere deep in the forest, a wolf howled, and the woman stood petrified. They could smell her fear.

“She’s human!”

“Mate!”

“Fang, wait! If she’s human, you’ll scare her! Bring Dane back and let him deal with her!”

Fang growled at the idea, but when she stepped back, stumbled and fell, the sound of cracking filled the air. Dane stood, naked, where Fang just was moments ago. 

“I think you may need to put some clothes on,” said Liam in an amused tone, while Dane seemed mesmerized by the sighting. 

“Mate!” he whispered in awe.

Most of the wolves found their mate when they turned eighteen. Once a year there was a gathering of packs near the Moon Circle, where old alliances were renewed, and new couples were formed. Those under eighteen could not attend. 

Year after year, Dane had attended. And year after year he left empty handed, with a hole in his heart that grew bigger with each passing year.

Liam, a year younger, had found his mate when he was twenty. It was his mate’s first time attending the Moon Circle ball, and now they had a pup. A small boy, still in diapers, trying to leave his cradle. 

“What are you waiting for, a written invitation? Go get your mate!”

They stopped when the woman moaned. 

“Mate is hurt!” whined Fang. Dane could feel his wolf trying to take over.

“Stop that you idiot! You’ll scare her!”

“Get mate! Lick mate!”

Obviously, Fang thought the wolf version of a kiss to make it better was appropriate.

Silently, they approached her. Her head was down, her hand carefully massaging her ankle.
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Lily was miserable. Startled by the howling of the wolves, she tripped and fell, and now her cell didn’t have network, nobody knew where she was, and she couldn’t call for help!

“Nice one you got yourself into, Lily!” she muttered to herself, resisting the urge to throw the goddamn phone, cry, or simply yell her lungs out.

“Hi there! Need a hand?”

The voice caught her off guard. With a startled yelp she looked around. 

Damn!

Two young men emerged from the bushes, clearly hiking like she was ... or had been. They both looked more curious than anything else, but were they a sight for sore eyes!

Both were tall and broad-shouldered, but whilst one had brown hair and hazel eyes, the other had short dark hair. Judging by the stubble, it was almost black. His eyes roamed her, but in a medical way, as if assessing her injuries.

“What happened?”

The taller of the duo approached and kneeled near her, his hands near her foot but not touching her.

“I heard the wolves howling and they seemed nearby ... I think I twisted my ankle!”

“Wolves don’t usually get this far,” muttered the other man.

“Yeah, well ... I didn’t know that. And I’m not really sure they’ve received the memo,” she answered, and Dane fought the urge to smile. His mate was spunky. Though startled by their sudden appearance, she wasn’t intimidated.

“I’ve never seen you around here. Where are you from?”

“I don’t know you well enough to answer that question, do I?” she asked, frowning.

“I’m Dane, this is Liam. What he means is, he’s never seen you hiking around.”

“I usually keep to the path. I got distracted and left. The howling startled me and I fell. And I’m Lily. Lily Winchester.” 

“A beautiful name for a beautiful lady,” muttered Dane, absent mindedly. 

“Sorry?” she asked politely. Her parents were more known in the city that salt and pepper combined, so it was the first time she wasn’t getting recognition because of her surname. Furthermore, Dane
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