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Mine to Claim (The Alpha's Queen, #1)

It was supposed to be the happiest day of my life. But my day was far from perfect. I didn’t even know who I was marrying.

A week ago, my life had been turned upside-down when I found out that I’d been selected by fate. According to an ancient prophecy, my betrothal to a particular shifter alpha would bring a decade of good fortune.

I didn’t know his name, or what he looked like. All I knew was that he was the leader of the Four Rivers wolf pack. He was their king, and I was to be his queen.

Too bad I didn’t want any of it.

“Women like us,” Rachel said, “we marry to satisfy the needs of the coven. Not our own whims.” She was addressing all the women crowded into the master bathroom of her luxurious lake house, but her eyes were only focused on me.

It was my wedding day, but Rachel wasn’t my mother. In fact, none of the other women in the room were related to me at all. This was just how things were done in my community. When Rachel said “Women like us,” she meant witches.

We were in the middle of a ceremonial blessing of the bride. I’d been to several, but never one that was held at the head witch’s personal home, and never one where I was the bride.

“What’s the groom supposed to be like?” asked Miriam Stone as she wrapped sections of my black hair around the barrel of a curling iron. “I wonder if he’s even good-looking.”

“If he isn’t, you can always glamour the ugly away,” said Vanessa, Miriam’s daughter. Unlike most of the other witches in the room, she was the same age as me. After making the remark, she returned to sipping champagne as she paged through a bridal magazine, glancing at pictures but not really absorbing anything.

I tried not to scowl at myself in the mirror. Vanessa wasn’t exactly my favorite person.

Ironically, I had no control over who had been invited to the blessing ceremony. As the youngest in a long line of common hedge witches, none of my family had the status to be involved in an important event like this, my own wedding. My own mother wasn’t even invited.

Gray-haired Rachel, who was also our coven’s head witch, had planned everything, from the dress I was wearing to the flowers in my bouquet. 

“Can I have more champagne, please?” I announced to the room.

Someone outside my field of vision picked up a bottle and made a movement towards me, but Rachel stopped her.

“No. She needs to have a clear mind for the joining ceremony,” she said. Then, she caught my eyes in the mirror and smiled without a hint of warmth.

I looked away, glancing down at my folded hands in my lap. At least my dress was white. Not that I really had a choice over that, either. Rachel and the rest of the Council had promised the Four Rivers pack a virgin bride.

A virgin bride who was the fourth daughter of a fourth daughter, specifically.

Which was where I came in. Apparently, my kind were a little hard to come by in the great Midwestern city of Cleveland, Ohio, and I wasn’t just talking about virgins. 

“Just one last detail,” Miriam said. She set down the curling iron and picked up a white hair comb that looked suspiciously like carved bone. “The wolves don’t allow silver,” she explained quietly, as if she’d read my mind. Maybe she had. Some of my fellow coven members were better at it than others. After pinning back some hair near my face, allowing my warm curls to frame my cheeks just so, she stepped back and proclaimed, “She’s ready.”

“Well, stand up, then. Let’s have a look at you,” Rachel said, her tone so stiff she might as well have been snapping her fingers at me, too.

Someone pulled the velvet chair out from under my butt, and I stood up immediately. I caught a glimpse of my face, barely even recognizing myself under stripes of makeup, and noted how scared I looked in spite of it all. Then, I pivoted carefully, because the dress was sheathed against my body like a second skin, so the rest of the Council could see their virgin sacrifice in all her glory.

Because that’s what it felt like. A sacrifice.

The other women of the Council stood, too, from an array of mismatched chairs that had been collected from other rooms. Vanessa was the last to rise from her perch on the edge of Rachel’s marble soaking tub. She wasn’t a Council member like her mother, but they did come from one of the city’s richest families. So she usually got what she wanted.

So why did she want to be here?

I pondered this as her mother’s peers oohed and ahhed.

“You look like a princess!”

“An absolute doll...”

“He won’t know what hit ‘im!”

Rachel suddenly stepped in front of me. She placed her hands on my shoulders, and I stiffened at the touch of her cold skin.

“Don’t forget the prophecy,” she whispered. Her words chilled me even more than her hands.

* * *
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The last item on the schedule was a blessing circle that would take place in Rachel’s sprawling rose garden. Even though it was barely even spring, the thorny bushes were bursting with flowers, and butterflies danced around each heavy bloom.

“They must be blessings from the Goddess,” Sonia Baumgartner said, patting my arm as she helped carry part of my train down the stone path. Somewhere behind me, I heard a snort of disdain. It sounded a lot like Vanessa.

Pretending I hadn’t heard, I just forced myself to trudge ahead towards the firepit at the center of the rose garden.

Including myself, there were eight people total walking carefully between two rows of hedges. The path below my feet continued on ahead, where it wrapped around the firepit to form a perfect circle. Rachel led the charge into the circle, where she immediately claimed her position at the eastern point so she could face the rising moon.

The rest of the women filed in after her, taking their positions around the firepit, which was presently cold and black with ash.

Just before I set foot into the circle, I felt a hand close around my right arm. When I turned my head, I saw that it was attached to the body of Vanessa Stone.

“Can we have one last talk before the blessing? Sister to sister?” she said, her eyes wide with innocence.

You’re not my sister, I wanted to say as my lips twisted into a pained smile. But there was no use bringing that up. In our coven, everyone was either a sister or an aunt. “Sure. Is there time?” I said, turning to Sonia, who merely shrugged and smiled.

“There’s always time for a sister,” she said, seemingly impressed by Vanessa’s show of earnesty. “I’ll let the others know.”

Vanessa released my arm when Sonia left us. “Let’s go sit under the maple tree,” she said, indicating a tree just outside of hearing range. She stomped away before I even had a chance to argue.

With my ridiculous train collected in both arms, I tried my best to keep up with her. Eventually, both of us made it to the stone bench under the tree. Vanessa sat down first and patted the spot beside her.

“What did you want to talk about?” I said as I lowered myself down to her level.

Vanessa quietly smoothed out the folds in her navy blue dress before answering. “I just thought you should know that even though we aren’t related, I always considered you a sister. Not just because of the coven, either.”

“Sure. Me too,” I said sarcastically. I did consider Vanessa like a sister. The mean, bullying kind. She was one year older than me, so we’d grown up living parallel to one another all our lives, constantly compared and forced together at coven gatherings, year after year.

“So, I hope you won’t take it too personally that you were second-choice,” she said.

I felt my right eyebrow twitch. “What do you mean?” I said, trying hard to keep my voice even and steady.

At this point, Vanessa grinned so wide, she showed both rows of teeth. With her pinstraight, blonde hair and blue eyes, she looked uncannily like a Barbie doll. It made her smile that much creepier.

“The prophecy said a fourth daughter of a fourth daughter would be born under a full moon to bring peace and prosperity to the coven. It was always supposed to be me,” she said. Whatever words were left unspoken became clear with the way her eyes snapped up and down my dress. Until you came along.

Something snapped inside of me as I returned her stare. She was great at cutting me down, I’d give her that. It was all thanks to her years of practice. But today was my wedding day. And even though it wasn’t exactly the wedding of my dreams, I was not dealing with Vanessa, today of all days.

“No, it was always me. You forgot about the part where the bride has to be a virgin,” I said.

Vanessa’s mouth fell open, looking as if I’d just slapped her. Then, a spark lit up in her eyes, and she raised her shoulders as she inhaled.

Uh-oh. I was about to get it.

Her eyes narrowed. “You—” she began. But she was cut off.

Ah-WOOOOOO!

The howl cut the air, sharp and solid as a leather whip. Immediately, a shiver went up my spine. A second howl erupted, sounding much closer. Without meaning to, Vanessa and I snatched up each other’s hands.

“Maybe it’s a dog,” she said, even as the witches began to scream from the center of the rose garden.

I sprang up to my feet. It didn’t take a witch to know that something was very wrong.

“Those aren’t dogs,” I said. There was no way. Dogs didn’t make the hair stand on the back of my neck. “Those sound
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