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        “I, Nikini Tamaska of the Silver Crescent Pack, hereby declare war on the Crimson Moons and any other clans that may be involved in the disappearance of my beloved. I vow to you all that I will find my mate and I will destroy anyone who has laid a hand on her.

        If I find out anyone has harmed her, you better pray to the moon goddess, Hecate, herself to save you from mine and my pack’s wrath.”
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      I roll over in bed. The light burning my eyes as I try to crack them open to see what time it is. I groan as I quickly shut them against the harsh rays streaming in from my cabin window. It has to be early if the sun is shining so brightly.

      I groan, my body snuggling back beneath the covers of my feather soft bed. I had spent a fortune on this bed just because it felt like a pile of feathers on a crisp autumn morning. So soft and glorious.

      Not wanting to get out of bed this morning, I knew I had to. Dad will come in here and drag me out before the pack if I don’t show up today. I swing my arms, pushing the cover with it to release my head from underneath the sanctuary.

      My cabin isn’t anything fancy. Just a one bedroom cabin, with a small kitchen and living room. I had required an upgrade to the bathroom before moving in here. I needed that garden tub to soak my weary muscles in. I glance at the clock this time. My eyes stay open despite the offending light.

      It’s barely seven in the morning. Ugh. I’m due to meet Daddy at eight, so at least I have an hour till I have to be there. I sit up and lean against the headboard, the cold wood chilly against my bare back.

      It doesn’t get overly hot here in the summer, so it is cool enough to not need additional covers, but warm enough that a ceiling fan could easily cool my room.

      Looking out the window, I watch as birds fly past. They went about their day already and I just want to climb back under the covers and go back to sleep.

      But no, that isn’t fair to Dad or to me. My birthday is in two days. Two days and I will be thirty years old. A momentous occasion, to say the least. You see, in my family, thirty is when our life really starts.

      I am a member of the Silver Crescent Pack, but not just any member. I am the daughter of the Alpha. Sole heir of the pack. He wasn’t able to have any other children, despite trying to do so. So he has been training me since I was a little girl. Everything he does has an important lesson somewhere in there, even if you don’t always see it.

      Women aren’t usually allowed to take over the pack, so Dad made me an ultimatum. He told me to marry on my thirtieth birthday and I can rule over the pack as Alpha. There’s so much wrong with that, but I refuse to think along those lines this morning. No, I will marry and claim my rightful place as the pack leader.

      To find the right mate, we are having a gathering tonight through my birthday. This gathering will contain packs from all over the country. We have seven clans of wolves located from one coast to the other. Each with its own male alpha that will take over their own area.

      Tonight will be the second or third sons of the Alphas. Those that won’t be ruling their own territory but are dominant enough to stand beside me. To unite our packs as allies. Yeah, those guys will be here tonight. I will have to meet and talk with them all. Allow them to shoot their shot, so to speak, and wow me before my choice is given at my celebration on my birthday.

      Two days to decide how I will change my fate, for good or bad.

      I lay there for what seems like minutes, but before I know it, it’s been thirty minutes. I hop out of bed, grabbing my clothes from the dark oak dresser in the corner of my bedroom. Yanking them on, I rush to run a brush through my unruly hair.

      I look myself over in the mirror. My shirt comes just below my breast, barely containing them within. My jeans are high waisted and come up just under my breast, leaving a little skin showing between the two. Well, I guess that will be as good as it gets this morning.

      I slide my feet into my socks before dragging my boots on. I don’t care what these boys think of me. They have already formed their opinions before they have even arrived. They just want their own packs. Someone they can rule over, since their older brothers took up their father’s mantles.

      Sorry fellas, I am not the one to control. I snarl at the thought of being under any man’s rule. No one tells me what to do. I grab my keys on the way out of the cabin, locking the door is a habit even though there is no need to, way out here in the middle of nowhere.

      Hopping off the porch, I stick the keys into my jeans pocket before jogging into the woods. As a wolf shifter, we are in great shape, something to do with the metabolism being higher than humans. Another reason is because we shift often and run. Running is a daily exercise in our pack. If we are able, we are in the woods every single night. Enjoying the blessings the moon goddess has given us.

      I jog through the woods now, my feet making light work of the thick underbrush in this part of the forest as my feet pound across the ground. I force myself to move faster as the forest thins out. Exiting the trees, I enter another clearing, a cabin in the center.

      Sitting on the porch is my father, a coffee mug in hand as he stares out at the trees. I catch my breath as I stand there watching him. I knew him well and knew he was thinking of all the stuff needing to be done before our guests arrive tonight.

      I take a deep breath in before putting one foot in front of the other. No use just standing here, my father would say. I put my hands in my pockets, stepping onto the porch to lean against the railing.

      “Morning, Daddy.” I greet him.

      “Morning, Nikini.” Daddy took another sip of coffee, not bothering to look at me. “Please tell me you aren’t wearing that?”

      I roll my eyes. “You haven’t even looked at me.”

      “Don’t need to. I know you, and that’s really the impression you want to make tonight.”

      “Never said I’m wearing this tonight. I will change before the gathering begins. Mom inside?” I change the subject fast, so Dad doesn’t make me head back home right this second to change.

      He nods and I open the door. The cabin is set up similarly to mine. Mom is standing with her back to me in the kitchen baking something that smells absolutely delicious. I lift my nose in the air, trying to figure out what it is. Mom liked to bake, so no telling what she’s doing with all the nervous energy over tonight.

      “What are you making?” I ask her as I close the door and make my way to the counter to peer over her shoulder.

      She’s mixing the dough in front of her, concentrating on her task. “Just some snickerdoodles.” She smiles at me and kisses me on the cheek. I lean my head on her shoulder and she sighs. “Fine.” She grabs a spoon and snags some of the dough and hands it to me. “Now get, and let me finish.”

      I smile wide, then kiss her cheek and leave with my treat before she changes her mind. Mom always gave in to me. It’s a product of being an only child. Mom gives where Dad takes. He is tougher, but because he loves me, not because he doesn’t. To be an alpha, especially a female alpha, you need to be strong, intelligent, and aware of your surroundings.

      I was all of those thanks to these two, and I will make a great alpha. If I can make it through the next two days, that is. This will be a crappy start to my usual birthday week celebrations. But I will do what needs to be done. Do what needs to happen in order for me to be the alpha of the Silver Crescents Pack.
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      Dad finishes his coffee before making his way back into the house. Mom has the cookies in the oven. I’m just sitting on the couch, awaiting orders on what I need to get done today.

      Dad sits in his favorite chair across from me, and Mom hands him another cup of coffee. Black, just like he likes it. I could never. Give me all the sugar and cream possible. I’m a sucker for a latte, too.

      I wait for Dad to start in on me. He’s going to be a nightmare for the next few days. His reputation and the pack’s reputation are on the line here. So yeah, no pressure. Dad sips his coffee before opening a notebook in his lap. He’s old school and prefers written lists and ways of organizing things. Give me an app any day of the week to track things.

      “So, what’s on the agenda today?” I ask my dad, tiring of waiting.

      He glances over the coffee mug’s rim at me before returning his eyes to the notebook. “We need to make sure the fire pit is clean and ready for tonight. I had Journey and Liza stack the wood yesterday, but I want you to double check it.”

      “Wood, fire, clean. Got it.” I gave him a thumbs up. I know I’m being a tad rude, but why check behind them? He’s the alpha and if he told them to do it, they wouldn’t half ass do it.

      Dad ignores me. “Your Mom is making a trip into town for more supplies later today. I will go over to the guest cabins and make sure everything is ready for the alphas and their families. Once you get done with the fire pit, move on to Lizzie’s house and make sure she doesn’t need help to prepare all the food for tonight. We are looking at over a hundred, more or less, hungry wolves here tonight.”

      I nod and take mental note of the amount of people. That’s a lot of wolves in one place and when you get that many wolves, there is always a potential for fights. There is always a possibility that something will go wrong. Dad’s been preparing this for months, years even. We knew one day this would come and I will have to choose a mate.

      “Ok, got it Dad. Food help, check. Anything else Dad?”

      “No, I will take care of everything else. You just have to be ready for the arrival of the first clan. The Greytails will arrive at three. I will be there to greet them and show them to their cabins. You just make sure you are at that fire tonight.”

      I nod my understanding. What else was I to do? Marriage will happen no matter if they are my intended mate or not. So I’ll be ready and waiting when the time comes. I will make my Dad proud by playing the part of the Alpha’s daughter and then I will choose my partner for the rest of my life. No pressure or anything.

      Mom hands me a cookie. It’s still hot from the oven. Crumbs fall on my hand as I quickly stick it under the other to catch them. Mom will kill me if I get crumbs all over her floor. “Thanks, Mom.”

      I bite into the warm cookie. Savoring the flavors as they hit my tongue. I close my eyes, the cookie melting within my mouth, my tongue sneaking out to lick the crumbs from my lips. “This is delicious as always, Mom.”

      “Your welcome, Niki. Now go on now and I will bring some to your cabin later. I will see you there at six-thirty, and no later.”

      I stand and leave the cabin, heading to the meeting grounds to find out if the fire pit’s ready. An enormous bonfire is happening tonight, and I am the star of the show.
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      I sit in my bathtub. The water reaches up to my neckline. The steam billowing from the surface as I soak my anxiety away. It’s now six and I’m not ready to face tonight. I want to just stay here and forget it’s ever taking place.

      But no, I can’t do that. I have to go. I have to find my partner. Regardless if that person is my mate or not. If I don’t choose someone over the next few days, then I won’t get to take over the pack. I’ve worked entirely too hard all of my life to fail now just because I don’t want to take a partner that isn’t my mate. Perhaps I’ll get lucky and find my mate tonight.

      I laugh out loud at the thought. No fucking way my luck would ever be that good. Mates are so rare and many go through life without ever finding theirs. Mom and Dad aren’t even mates. They were chosen to unite the Silver Crescents with the Barbarians. Mom’s dad was the Alpha of the Barbarians and made a deal with Dad’s dad. It all worked out cause they fell in love with each other, but they have never found their mate either.

      A mate is out there for us all. The one that completes us, that is a compliment to our very nature. But to find them in this large world of shifters, yeah, nearly impossible. I only know of a handful of wolves that have actually found their mate. Like I said, it’s rare.

      I blow my breath outwards before dropping below the water, dunking my head and staying there for a moment. I lift my head, scrubbing the water backwards from my face with my hands. I stand, releasing the drain plug before climbing out.

      Water drips on the floor as I stand there, staring into the mirror over my sink. I’m not ugly by any means, the wolf genes alone giving me an advantage most humans don’t have. I don’t feel like I am absolutely the perfect specimen either. I’m more average than anything. Nothing fancy about me and I prefer my wolf over human most days. The exhilarating feeling of being free and running through the woods can’t be beat.

      I grab my towel and dry off, dropping it to the floor to soak up the water there. I leave the bathroom to grab my clothes from the bedroom. I rifle through the drawers. I spot my lace underwear in red. What the hell might as well. I pull on the lacy clothing. It feels so luxurious against my skin.

      I open another drawer, rifling through it to find what I am looking for. Ah, there it is. I pull a skirt from the back of the drawer. It’s nothing fancy, just a black tiered skirt that comes about halfway between my knees and hips. Not too short that Dad will complain, but short enough to draw attention to my way tonight.

      I open another drawer, dragging clothes around to find a top. Finding my red strappy cross wrap, I pull it out and put it on. The straps criss-cross along my stomach to leave plenty of skin bare. Yes, perfect. Hopefully, Mom and Dad don’t have a cow before then. We may be used to being naked in front of others, but that doesn’t stop old people from being prudes a lot of the time.

      I head back into the bathroom to do my hair and makeup. I pull on the robe on the hook beside my mirror. I don’t want makeup on my clothes. I fix my hair, my curls falling ever so slightly down around me. My makeup is light. A little contouring, blush, and lip tint. I add a little eyeshadow and mascara and call it good enough.

      I appreciate my work in the mirror as I take my robe off. Damn, I’m hot. I should have all the heads turning my way tonight. If I’m going to do this, I might as well do it properly.

      Finding my low-heeled boots, I slide them on my feet. No high heels in the woods. I don’t need a broken neck, or the humiliation of falling on my ass.

      I try my best to shake off the nerves as I hear the door of
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The pull towards her is driving me wild.
The inability to just claim her makes me
regret dragging her back to my cabin.

No, I’'m just the crazy chick that dragged
her through the woods to my home. Way
to fuck things up, Niki. | mentally slap
myself. Damn, why am | so nervous?
“What the fuck is happening?” Zara stares
at me as if I’'m the one making this happen.
The look in her eyes borders on hatred.

| take a step back, shocked by her
reaction. | scrub a hand down my face.
Damn, this will be a pain in the ass to
explain. “Listen Zara, what have you been
told about fated mates?”

She shook her head. “That it isn’t possible.
That it’s a fairy tale that many of the older
wolves tell us, so we won’t just sleep with
anyone. The older wolves just want us to
behave, so they tell us what we want to
hear. Fated mates aren’t real.”
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