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Chase for the Golden Ticket: A Hunt Beyond Fate
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Alessandro

I knew little about the Frylan Clan Hunt, save for rumors of its vast scale among the Texas shifter community and whispers that the prize this year was the Alpha's blessing. I wasn't certain what such a blessing entailed, but to gain esteem in the eyes of a respected foreign Alpha could only raise my standing. 

All my life, I've been cursed to share who I am with my two brothers who were born just minutes after me - Andrei and Andrew. We're triplets who look identical. Our hair is exactly the same, our voices sound the same, even our scars match up perfectly. It's like some joke from the universe making it so we three look like reflections of each other.

The worst part is we were even born on the same cold autumn morning. I don't have one hour of seniority over my brothers. When you look the same and you were born at the same time, it doesn't matter - people can't tell you apart.

"Oh, hello Alessandro!" people always say when they see one of us. But there's only a one in three chance they actually guessed right. To everyone else, we're completely interchangeable. Our names don't mean anything because you can't tell who is who.

Now, as a young man, family ties alone can't satisfy my hunger for individuality.  I want to know that I, me, Alessandro, matter among my clan.  My imagination catches fire with ideas of how to make my name shine out through the ages as a unique legend! Today I will finally step out from the shadow of my brothers.  Today I will make my own destiny.  

Yet looking out over the dense woods surrounding the gathered contestants, my confidence begins to waver. Hundreds of shifters filled the space, fury and bloodlust emanating from them in palpable waves. More than one verbally threatened me as I take my place. This would prove far more dangerous than I anticipated. For a few precarious moments, I nearly fled. But the image of my brothers' smug smiles grounded me there. I must secure glory they could never grasp. I must be seen as exceptional among our kind if I am ever to earn favor. 

The countdown abruptly began without rules or aims disclosed, eliciting growls across the crowd. My pulse quickened—would I even hear the instructions over the furor? But soon a deafening voice boomed out: five young women now fled through the forest, only one bearing the golden ticket of victory. The first to return her to this spot would win the Alpha's favor.  

I had so many questions in my head. What if the woman I pursue lacks the ticket? Could I ambush the eventual winner upon their return? Such dishonor might still grant the recognition I crave... No! I scolded myself. Any prestige or esteem won deceitfully would eventually be exposed, casting further doubt upon my talents. I resolved to triumph purely. The traditional way. 

When the signal blared, a stampede of claws and fangs propelled into the woods amidst the dying light. I dashed leftward, my lupine form blending with the gloom—distance my ally now. My confidence building with each stride, I outpaced the desperation surrounding me. My singular focus: locate the destined maiden, whoever she may be, through skill alone and earn my date with destiny!  

I didn’t know the area, but I wasn’t running on anything that made sense. I always lived by my gut feelings, and something was pulling me to a particular spot a few miles out. I don’t know why I was drawn to the area, no one else was even around me, but there was definitely a draw. It got stronger the closer I came to the location. I had never been one to feel like there was a such thing as fate, though I was surrounded by such stories. To actually feel like I was exactly where I was supposed to be though, that was one of the best feelings. I couldn’t describe how it affected me.  

A shriek of surprise pierced the air ahead, silencing the wildlife around me. Impossible! No one passed me and these woods seemed vacant. Bursting through a thicket, I stumbled upon a shocking scene: a powerfully built shifter pinned a tiny blonde woman against an oak in human form, terror in her azure eyes. Before I could demand an explanation, the rogue shifted into a mighty black wolf with chilling speed. 

I didn’t know what to think of his aggression or even where he’d come from, but I didn’t have time to think anyways. The guy was on me in seconds, going for the jugular. I picked up in moments that this was going to be a fight to the death. I hadn’t realized what this was, but now I knew.  We clashed violently, a lethal dance I knew all too well from endless tussles with my siblings. But this battle held no rules. No laughing resignations. Merely kill or be killed.  

There were a few moments where I didn’t think I was going to make it. I was cut a few places, though it wasn’t anything that I couldn’t shake off with some time. My kind healed fast, though the shifter that fought me was never going to heal. I didn't like to kill if I didn’t have to, but this was one of those times where I didn’t have a choice. It didn’t change the sick feeling that came over me for what I had to do.  

As I glimpsed the woman's face once more, recognition shot through me like lightning. Her presence here made sense suddenly amidst the chaos. She was no helpless victim to guard and guide. Fate brought us together as hunter and destined prize. I had found the golden one—I was sure of it! 

Shifting back with some effort, I turned to the mystery woman who stared at me with confused relief. She appeared to know me somehow, smiling gently despite her ordeal. I extended my hand. 

"Alessandro," I managed simply, still winded from exertion and adrenaline.  

After a moment, she smiled and then she told me that her name was Eria. It was a beautiful name and we walked slowly back to the front. I hadn’t even asked her if she had a ticket or not. I should have. If she wasn’t the one, I was supposed to keep looking, but for some reason I knew that I had the prize. What it meant was I had no idea, but it never even occurred to me that it wasn’t her. 

“Thank you for saving me.”

I shrugged, “I don’t know how he got past me. I didn’t see anyone pass me up.”

Eria sighed, “He didn’t. He was already here when the hunt started. That was Freddy Castel. He cheated; told me he was going to do it when he found out I was the prize. I'm pretty sure he was hiding out here the whole time. Freddy isn’t a guy that worries about rules.”

“Well, whoever he was, I hope you weren’t close.” I couldn’t manage to tell her what I’d done to him. I wasn’t sure how all of this worked, but I know what I’d done to the guy back there wasn’t part of the experience. I was going to have to admit I’d killed him out of self-defense soon enough, but I dreaded more telling her about it. Why was I so worried about what she thought of me and what I had to do to save her? Was she really as delicate as I imagined?

“You have the ticket?” I asked her as we got close to the beginning. 

She smirked and looked towards me. “I was wondering when you were going to ask me that.”

“Do you know what the prize is?” I had to ask, especially because I’d killed for it. 

Eria shrugged, “My father didn’t tell me. He just said I had to do this hunt.”

I was shocked that her own father had made Eria do this. After I had found her in danger and that he’d put her there, a part of me wanted to tell her father what I felt about it. How could he do something to someone that he loved, his own flesh and blood? 

My anger seemed out of place, Eria didn't appear upset about it and if she was, it was quickly gone. When we got up to the front, I saw jealous eyes on us. I don’t know if it was because I’d found the one with the golden ticket or if it was because I’d found Eria. The more I looked at her, the more gorgeous she became. I’d really won a prize here, I could feel it, and walking back with her helped my ego in a way that I truly needed. I wanted everyone to look at me like that. 

The man in charge of the hunt was one of Eria’s brothers and there didn’t seem to be any love lost for her. I liked him about as much as I liked her dad.

“Do you know that she was almost attacked? She should have never been left alone out there with all these shifters about.” I was really pissed off about it and I didn’t get why they were bothered about it. Eria’s hand on my arm stopped me. She didn’t want it known and it wasn’t for me to say. I was frustrated that I didn’t get to yell at someone about it. 

Then, the brother said that we had to go up to the Alpha’s home for the ceremony.  

“What ceremony?” I still didn’t know what was going on and what I’d won. 

“For the mating ceremony. Eria is your problem now.”

I looked back and saw Eria’s eyes widen. She hadn’t known either and for some reason, that made it even worse. Yet, I couldn’t help the smile that fell on my face. She was mine and that was a better price than I could have ever hoped for.  
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Reluctant Betrothal: Escape and Realization
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Eria

“What? I am not mating with anyone. What are you talking about?”

The tall, dark stranger was grinning next to me and it was true that he’d saved me, but there was no way that I was mating with some stranger that won the games. This had never happened before, and I didn’t understand what was going on. How could my father give me away like this?

Alessandro didn’t know that was the end result, but he certainly looked a little too happy about it. I was told by my brother that I didn’t have long to get ready before the ceremony. “Make sure that you don’t embarrass us. You’re covered in mud and look like shit.”

I started to get into the reasons why I was like this and how it was dad’s fault because he’d made me do this in the first place. I knew that he was mad at me for not getting mated like he'd told me to, rushing me constantly, but I never would have imagined that he would do something like this. I wasn’t sure what to say, but Colin was clear that I didn’t have much time to think about it. 

Instead of fighting about any of it, I just walked away. I could feel tears threatening to come down my eyes and there was nothing I could do to stop it. I tried my best to pull in my feelings, but it was too much. I felt betrayed and I didn’t know how to stop the feeling. I couldn’t believe that my own family would do this to me. There was no way that I was going to be mated to some random guy. 

Yes, Alessandro had saved me from a horrible ending. I knew what would have happened, and he had been a gentleman, covering up my body where the clothing had been ripped. All of that didn’t mean that I wanted to be with him though. I didn’t want to be rushed into mating and love. I wasn’t ready yet.

When I got to my room, I looked around, trying to decide what I was going to do. I know what I was supposed to do, but I didn’t want to do what was expected of me. I could just go in the bathroom and take a shower, clean up, put some makeup on, do my hair and be the perfect little mate for Alessandro. I could do all of that and give my father some joy, but screw that. I wasn’t doing any of it.

Instead, I packed up a small bag and put it on my back. I had one plan and granted it wasn’t a good one, but there was nothing else that I could see happening. I would leave, now, run away. I didn’t want to be mated to some stranger, no matter how decent he had been. I wanted to be free.

Checking the area, I didn’t see anyone close by, so I just started running. It was much like what I’d done for the hunt. I’d seen a hunt happen every year, but never had it ended with a mating ceremony. My father had lost his mind and although I wanted to talk to him, ask him why, I knew that it wasn’t the time. He had made up his mind and the only thing I could do to stop what came next was to not be here. 

I thought of Duncan fleetingly as I ran. He was sort of like my boyfriend, but he wasn’t what I wanted either. We’d dated, likely because I was sick of everyone telling me that I needed to date. Duncan was nice, but he was pushy and always wanted more than I was willing to give. I tried to want him and like him like that, but it was no use. He just wasn’t what I wanted in a man. 

Regrettably, Alessandro was likely the most compatible partner I could hope for, yet a relationship between us was impossible. I felt deeply ashamed by how this situation arose. I would be too mortified to face Alessandro anymore. Though painful, moving on was the wisest course.

I kept reminding myself that this wasn’t meant to be. I was doing the only thing that I could do. This was what needed to happen.

Then why was it so hard for me to let it go? I was hurt that my father would do such a thing. I wished this had happened differently, that I could meet Alessandro in another way.

I wasn’t too far away, maybe ten minutes into making my way out of here, when I felt a shift in the air. I wasn’t the only one out here and I felt my brother’s presence, before I saw him. He already had a tight grip on my shoulders and was dragging me back, before I realized what was going on. 

“What are you doing!?” My voice was letting in all the panic that I felt. I wanted to leave here. I wasn’t going to marry some stranger because my dad said to. I said as much to Colin, and he didn’t want to hear it.

“You would do better to think about him as your Alpha and not your dad. He has duties and so do you. You have been promised to the winner and the winner has been found.”

I thought of Alessandro and knew that I wasn’t going to like this one bit. He was handsome, sweet and it wouldn’t have taken much for me to fall for him, but that didn’t mean that I wanted to do it. I wanted to be free of all of this. I would never forgive my family for their choices. When I told Colin
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