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“Sometimes you don’t find your soulmate. I just don’t see what all the fuss is about.”

“How can you act like finding your mate isn’t a big deal,” I scoffed, giving Tara an incredulous look. The Lupercalia Festival was one of the biggest events of our young lives, setting us up for the future and she made it sound like it was little more than a freshman dance.

Tara paused in fluffing the pillows on my bed, a frown on her face. “Not everyone finds their mate and it isn’t the end of the world. Too many girls end up disappointed. I don’t see the point in setting yourself up to fail.”

Rolling my eyes, I took a seat at my vanity, lifting my hairbrush. “They’re not me. I’ve known for years that I’m destined to marry Hunter Grey and tomorrow night will prove it.”

Hunter Grey, the Alpha’s son, gorgeous, strong and a perfect match for me. We’d been flirting for months, but nothing had happened yet. The Alpha insisted we hold back until we were mated. That didn’t stop half the wolves of this pack, myself included, hooking up, but unfortunately, I had not had the pleasure with Hunter yet, although we had gotten pretty close a few times in the back seat of his car.

Parting my chestnut-colored hair into three sections, I started braiding it. My signature look. Mom taught my sister Sierra and I the importance of having one early on. She made sure we knew what colors complimented us too. Sierra had blue and I looked great in red. We always had to look our best, to show others that we meant business. I liked to think of it as putting on armor. Looking great meant feeling confident and if you had confidence you had everything.

“What if your wolf doesn’t pick Hunter? What if you end up with someone else?” Tara asked, tucking her blonde hair behind her ear. She glanced at me, then back at the bed. Tara was a good example of someone lacking confidence and it showed. Of course as an Omega, that came with the territory.

I paused in what I was doing, staring at her reflection in the mirror as she fixed the comforter on the bed. “Is that a joke?” I demanded, because if it was, she needed to work on her material.

Tara looked surprised. “No, but it is a possibility.”

I shook my head. What did she know? As an Omega in the Dark Moon Wolf Pack, she had no hope of attracting someone like Hunter. Most of the Omegas ended up working for the richer families like mine. Tara and I were in school together, but she had worked as a housekeeper here since she was sixteen, taking over from her aunt. I don’t know why I even brought it up to her, but I thought she would be excited, since she would run too, instead she seemed to be determined to bring my mood down.

“Nothing is going to stop me from getting what I want. I mean who else in this pack would I end up with?” One of the other degenerates from school? One of the meathead Betas whose idea of fun was getting drunk and beating his friends up on a Saturday night. No, thanks!

I glared at Tara when she opened her mouth to answer. Instead, she forced a smile and headed into the ensuite to empty my laundry hamper.

Securing my braid, I moved to my bedroom window, looking out across the hills to where the Alpha’s mansion lay. With sixteen bedrooms and an indoor pool, it was a dream home. I know I’ve dreamed of living there for years, of one day being Luna. No one would ever doubt me again. I know I am built for more, to be more than what I am.

Most of the other girls thought me delusional, my parents called me ambitious. I liked to call it inevitable. Self-doubt is for losers. But...what if Tara was right? What if something went wrong at the Lupercalia Festival?

It was designed so that the young wolves of the pack, aged between eighteen and twenty-two, could find their mate. First, we feasted, then at midnight, we would shift, running into the woods. It was the wolf who chose the mate. I would wake up the next morning, hopefully beside Hunter and all my dreams would come true. Waking up with anyone else would be...I suddenly felt nervous for the first time since learning I would be running this year. What if that bitch, Tandy Ford, got her claws into Hunter? She made no secret of the fact that she wanted him too. We were both Betas, both from wealthy families, either one of us could be a match.

Tara emerged from the bathroom, carrying the dirty laundry.

Playing with my braid, I said, “What if you’re right? I mean I’m sure Hunter is the one for me, but I need to be certain.”

“I’m sure you will, but only your wolf knows for sure. Don’t listen to me, I didn’t mean to upset you.” She turned toward the door, then stopped. “Well, there could be one way to know for sure...”

She trailed off like she was reluctant to say anymore.

“Tell me!” She needed to stop screwing around and tell me what she knew.

“Do you remember those stories we used to hear when we were little? About the witch who lives up the mountain? The one who cursed children who misbehaved?”

I laughed. “Please, that’s an urban legend.”

“Yeah, the cursing children part, I’m sure, but there is an old woman living up there. People have seen her. She keeps to herself, lives off the land. I don’t know if she is an actual witch, but she has the ability to grant...favors, let’s say.”

“Favors?” Was she a witch or a mafia boss?

“She might be able to nudge you toward Hunter.”

That sounded like something I needed. If it was true. “Okay, so what does she expect in return? Money?”

“No, an offering.”

I had visions of myself having to sacrifice a chicken or something equally ridiculous.

“Define offering.”

“Food, mostly. Something to show her respect.”

“Oh, well that’s fine. I can do that.”

“You’re going to cook?” Tara asked.

“No, don’t be stupid. I’ll bring something from the kitchen that Cook has prepared.”

“Just be nice. You don’t want to anger her.”

“I’m always nice,” I shot back. “Don’t you have laundry to do?”

Tara gave me a bemused look, before leaving the room. 

I would head up the mountain tomorrow. A road led most of the way up, ending in a dirt track. Then I would find this old woman or witch, or whatever she claimed to be and convince her to help me. Not that I needed it, but just to be sure.

And tomorrow night, Hunter Grey would be mine.
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After a restless night, I got up obscenely early to enact my plan. Sneaking into the kitchen, I checked to see if Cook was lurking, but the room lay empty. Hurrying to the oven, I yanked the door open to find a delicious smelling shepherd’s pie inside. Cook’s specialty. No one could resist it. This would convince the old witch to help me. At least I hoped it would, it depended on what she viewed as an offering. 

Grabbing the oven mitt, I lifted it out, my mouth watering. I wrapped it in aluminium foil, but I needed another way to carry it until it cooled. I spotted a picnic basket in the corner; that would do the trick. It must have been left there by one of the staff, we certainly weren’t a picnic family. My parents would never be caught dead anywhere outside a five-star restaurant.  

Loading the pie into it, I carried it outside to my car, imagining Cook’s face when she went to fetch the pie. We wouldn’t be eating this tonight, but it would be a small price to pay. I’m sure she could whip up something else and I wouldn’t be here to eat it anyway. I would be busy running through the woods. 

Heading to the garages, I decided to take the Jeep. I doubted Daddy would be happy if I took his Jag up the mountain. We had five cars, plus a limousine when we need it. Daddy runs a few operations and he likes to have options. I’m allowed to drive them when I want, but I do have my own BMW which I got for my sixteenth birthday. It wouldn’t do well up the mountain either.

A frost covered the ground and a chill wind blew up. I wouldn’t be surprised if it snowed soon. I immediately cranked the heat in the car, hoping this wouldn’t take long. From the stories we told as kids, the witch lived at the top of the mountain, somewhere in the trees. We used to dare each other to venture up there but no one ever did it. Mostly because it was a six-mile hike and not out of fear. Wolves didn’t back down from a challenge. Or at least the ones I knew didn’t. They might not have been willing to hike up the mountain, but they were willing to do some other stupid crap, like jumping in the lake in the middle of winter or joyriding through town in one of their parent’s cars. Thank goodness the local police were shifters too or we would be in jail for sure. They understood what it was like to be a hormonal teenage shifter. As long as no one ended up dead, they didn’t really care. Plus, our parents had enough money to pay for any damages. All that kind of behavior was behind us. We were adults now. 

I passed the Alpha’s mansion on the way up the road. I had been there a few times over the years, for parties, functions and the odd time to visit Hunter. We mostly hung out in the woods or in town when we were at school. A lot had changed since graduation last year. Quite a few wolves had gone off to college, including a few of my friends. They had no interest in the festival, either content with their current boyfriend or they were going to find their own out in the world. In the old days, it would have been taken a lot more seriously, but now it wasn’t mandatory except for the Alpha’s son – the elder wolves preferred if the future Alpha married his mate, as it made him stronger. Finding your mate meant forming an intense bond with them. The wolf was happier and that meant having more control over him. An Alpha had to rely on their wolf in a battle, shifting at will. If the wolf wasn’t on the same page it could end badly. It felt weird, kind of like having another person in your head. I could feel my wolf inside me, but I was the one in control most of the time. At least until I shifted, then the wolf had full control.

Turning right, I reached the base of the mountain which overlooked Widow’s Point. Here I go.

As I climbed, I looked out over the town. You could see everything from up here, including the high school, the town hall and the Sheriff’s station. It really was a nice town, but we lived here out of necessity rather than to appreciate its beauty. The town of Widow’s Point is pack territory, we took it over back in the 1930s. It became easier for us to have our own town. Some humans did live here, but we ran Widow’s Point. The humans usually didn’t stay long, we weren’t too friendly but only because we didn’t want them figuring out what we are. Better to drive them off early, before they got settled. It wouldn’t be good for them if they found out the truth. I’ve heard stories that a few humans have disappeared over the years, while hiking in the woods. I imagine they got too close to discovering our secret.

Heading further up the mountain, I thought of the festival tonight. A few short hours away and I would find my mate. 

Why did Tara have to open her mouth? I didn’t have any doubts before.

Well, if I find this witch, assuming she exists, then I won’t need to worry at all. I knew I was being stupid, but I couldn’t afford to fuck this up. This was my whole life we were talking about. I’ve always been a proactive person. I don’t back down and I am willing to take on anyone when I have to. That’s how I ended up as senior class president and head cheerleader.

I reached the top of the mountain road, if you could call it that, it was little more than a dirt track by now and pulled over to the side. The trees were just ahead. 

I hadn’t been up here in years, not since the age of twelve, when I convinced Daddy to let me join him and the guys on a hunting trip. Back then, I was a total tomboy and I wanted to be like my older brother, Finn.

Daddy reluctantly agreed to let me tag along and even gave me a bow to hunt with. Finn wasn’t too happy when I bagged more game than him. He needn’t have worried. A year later, I became obsessed with clothes and make up and that part of my life got left behind.

Now I was going to venture into the woods, alone, looking for a woman who might not exist. I certainly didn’t see her when I came up here before for the hunting trip.

The things I do for love.

Grabbing the basket, I got out of the car, immediately missing the heat. Picking a direction, I started walking. A low mist had settled, giving a creepy vibe. Maybe this was a bad idea. I pulled my coat tighter around me, raising the red hood for warmth.

It occurred to me what I must look like. The coat, the basket, I looked like Little Red Riding Hood. Well, I wasn’t an innocent little girl off to visit grandma. I was the big bad wolf. If something out here wanted to mess with me, let it. It would learn the hard way.

Trampling through the undergrowth, I wondered where the hell this place was. It wouldn’t be hard to hide out here, but she had to live somewhere, there had to be a house or something. Did Tara say something about a shack? 

“Come on, where are you?” I groaned. My feet were starting to hurt, I wish I had worn more sensible boots than ones with three-inch heels.

I turned to change direction but stopped short when I found an old shack behind me. It sat lopsided, with an old piece of wood for a door. 

“That wasn’t there before,” I muttered. I couldn’t have missed an eyesore like that. Did she use magic to hide it or am I just blind?

Taking a breath, I moved toward the door. “Hello?” I called. “Anyone home?” I didn’t want to go inside, the place looked like it would collapse at any moment.

No movement in the shack. Maybe she wasn’t home. 

Where would she even go? Grocery shopping?

Rolling my eyes, I heard something behind me. Whirling, I found an old woman behind me, dressed in a brown tunic.

“Oh my God, you scared the crap out of me,” I exclaimed.

The old woman raised an eyebrow. She stood at barely five feet, with long gray matted hair and a face covered in wrinkles. Her brown eyes were sharp though.

“I’m not the one trespassing,” she said. “What do you want?”

“I uh, I heard that you can grant...favors?”

Did I come right out and say it or what? How did these things usually go?

“What did you bring me?” She eyed the basket.

“Oh.” I lifted the pie out, setting the basket on the ground at my feet. “It’s a shepherd’s pie.”

She snatched it from me, inhaling deeply. With a smile, she carried it inside her shack. “Did you make it yourself?” she called.

“Um, yes, of course. Only the best for you.”

“Sure you did,” the old woman grumbled. She didn’t believe me. Who cared who made it? She still got to eat it. If I made it, I could promise it wouldn’t be edible. 

“Anyway, about that favor.” I needed to convince her before she changed her mind. “You see, I’m a shifter and the Lupercalia Festival is tonight.”

“The one where your kind run about naked.” She pulled a face.

At least she knew about shifters. “Well, that’s part of it, yes. You see, I’m supposed to be with the Alpha’s son, Hunter. But I want to be certain my wolf chooses him. Which I’m sure it will.”

The old woman stared at me like I was crazy. “If you’re so certain, why do you need my help?”

Folding my arms, I said, “I mean, I don’t. But there’s no harm in getting a little extra help.”

“So, let me get this straight. You want me to help you get the guy you’re sure you’ll pick anyway?”

I resisted the urge to growl in frustration. It couldn’t be that hard to understand, could it? “Yes.”

“What if you’re not meant to pick him?”

I sighed in frustration. “But I am.”

She placed a hand on her hip. “Let me play devil’s advocate here. Say you are supposed to be mated to another. If I helped you, that would stop you from being with him. Are you sure you want to take that chance?”

“I’m supposed to be Luna one day. I know I am. I can’t screw this up. I have to be with Hunter.” My voice had taken on a slight hysterical quality, but I couldn’t help it. This was important.

“You would choose him over genuine love? Sounds like you are more interested in what you want than what you actually need.”

What I needed was for my wolf to pick Hunter and then my life could begin. No more living at home, relying on my parents. I could take my rightful place in our pack. I could change things from the inside and make it a better place for all of us.

“They’re one and the same.”

The old woman waddled toward me and placed her hand on my arm. “Then you shall have what you need.” I felt a faint tingle in my arm. 

“Is that it?” I asked.

“What do you want? Bibbity bobbity boo? Get out of here, I’m busy.”

I headed back outside, wondering if that all just happened or if I had lost my mind. I turned to ask a question only to find that the shack and the woman had vanished.

“That’s completely insane.”
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The dress is perfect. 

I ran my hand over the bodice of the blood red gown which hung over the closet door. It cost a fortune, but worth every penny. Pity it won't stay on for long. 

Tara came in behind me. "Time to get ready." 

Nodding, I took a seat at the vanity while Tara styled my hair. I would be wearing it down tonight. My pulse raced as I thought of what lay ahead, but from excitement, I had no reason to be nervous.

"Is Daddy in his study?" I asked. I could stop in before I left and show him my dress.

"Actually, your parents have gone out for the night. They won't be back until tomorrow?”

My eyes flashed blue, before returning to their usual honey brown. It happened sometimes when I got upset. Each rank in a wolf pack has different colored eyes. Alphas were red, Betas were blue and Omegas were silver. 

"I’m sure they just forgot," Tara said, noticing my silence. 

"Yeah," I muttered. They couldn’t have forgotten; I had been talking about it for weeks non-stop.
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