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        It takes me nineteen years to figure out my life was a lie.

        My dad? Liar. My mother? Who the hell knows.

        And my future?

        Well, apparently these bear shifters in Diablo Falls think they know exactly where I belong.

        They say I’m their mate, that I smell like apple pie a la mode.

        That I’m the only thing they ever want to taste.

        Turns out, after being sheltered so damn long, I want a bite of what these untamed alphas offer.

        A mysterious address may have brought me here, but my destiny has been calling all along.

        I belong in Diablo Falls ... but I have to die if I want to stay.
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      My fingers shake as I scan the document a second time. It has to be wrong. There’s no way my father has been lying to me all these years. But the name on the birth certificate is clearly mine.

      Ruby Rose Gillen.

      Yet where my father's name should be, is marked unknown. But it’s my mother’s name that has my head spinning the most, because where it should read Annabelle Clark, is another name altogether.

      So, who the hell is Carolyn Gillen?

      I shuffle through the small box of papers and old photos and let out an uneven breath when I find a picture of a woman who looks uncannily like me. She’s clearly pregnant, her hands resting on her belly, a small smile stretching across her lips. But it’s her green eyes that stare straight at me that cause a shiver to run down my spine.

      My eyes. The same aquamarine color that people always tend to notice first about me. Some call them haunting, and I agree, next to my pale skin and jet-black hair, they are slightly shocking.

      I flip the photo over and read the name scribbled on the back, the same name written on my birth certificate.

      Carolyn Gillen.

      The woman is my mother.

      Prickles of ice skate up my arms, which usually occurs when a storm is coming. But this storm isn’t outside, it wages inside of me.

      “What the hell,” I breathe out roughly, flipping through more pictures of the woman.

      One particular photo has me pausing. This one is of Carolyn when she’s around twelve, maybe thirteen. Also in the picture is a teenage boy who looks like a younger version of my father - or at least the man I’ve been calling dad for the last nineteen years.

      They’re standing in front of a mountain, and behind them is a sign that reads Diablo Falls. I’ve only heard about the place, the stories of violence and disappearances, the warning from my father to stay away from the forests that surround it.

      There’s an envelope inside the box, a letter addressed to my father, David Gillen. The return address is Diablo Falls. Tears burn my eyes when I read the name of sender, C. Gillen.

      My mother?   

      Is she still alive?

      In Diablo Falls.

      He told me the place was dangerous and I’d believed him.

      I’d believed everything he told me.

      But now, I’m wondering how much of my life is one giant lie.

      I shove the envelope and a few of the photos in my pocket before pushing the box back between the crates where I’d found it. A vortex of emotions swirls inside me as I try to piece together what it all means.

      “Ruby,” my father calls out to me from upstairs. “Come help me with the groceries.”

      I find him in the kitchen, juggling paper bags before setting them on the counter. I watch him, wondering who he actually is, why he’s been lying to me my entire life. He’s been my world for nineteen years. Sure, he’s more overprotective than most fathers, but he’s always been good to me.

      Except now, I feel like I have no idea who he actually is.

      Or who I am.

      “Put the milk away before it spoils,” he says, his back to me.

      There’s a rumbling in the distance and through the kitchen window, I see the sky illuminated by a bolt of lightning. I swear I feel the electrical charge straight in my chest, like it somehow came from me. Which is insane. But no more insane than my dad not actually being my dad.

      “What’s going on with you?” he asks, turning to me and frowning.  

      “Who...” I swallow over the lump in my throat before asking, “Who is Carolyn?”

      He goes still, blue eyes narrowing on me, and his voice is low, dangerous when he asks, “Where did you hear that name?”

      “Is she my mother?”

      “Ruby.” I know the tone he’s using, it’s meant to calm, and intimidate.  He takes a slow step toward me. “Whatever you think you know—”

      “Are you even my father?” My own voice is clipped, an octave higher than it normally is.

      His jaw tightens and his nostrils flare. “Listen to me—”

      “No.” I shake my head, needing an answer. “Tell me the truth,” I yell, the same time thunder cracks outside, closer now.

      The lights in the room flicker above us.

      He glances around the room, frowning as the bulbs continue to dim and brighten like they’re reacting to my emotions. When his focus is back on me, I see the truth in his eyes. “Biologically, no.”

      I suck in a breath as the reality of his words hit me straight in the chest.

      Again, thunder cracks violently, shaking the house and then the power goes out.

      I don’t hesitate. I grab the car keys from the counter and rush outside. It’s not raining, but there’s an electrical charge in the air.

      “Rose, stop,” I hear him yell as I get into his truck and slam the door.

      I grind the engine as I start it, then shove the truck into gear, tires squealing as I speed out of the driveway.

      No tears fall. Only anger and frustration drive me. My phone starts to ring, and when I see my home number pop up on the screen, I roll down the window and toss it out.

      I drive for thirty, forty minutes, not knowing where I’m going, mind blank, fingers numb, the storm lighting up the sky around me, thunder booming like the rhythm of my heart.

      Crash.

      Boom.

      Bang.

      It’s only interrupted by a blaring of a horn, and I have to swerve to miss the oncoming cars.

      “Shit,” I mutter, my eyes refocusing on the two-lane highway in front of me.

      It’s not until I pass the sign that reads Diablo Falls that I realize where I am. I didn’t even know I was driving toward the small mountain town. It’s like something is pulling me here. I feel it inside of me. A tug. Like a cord is attached to my soul, a tether binding me to the place.

      Or maybe I just need answers.

      I pull out the envelope and read the address.

      1 Kodiak Lane. Diablo Falls.

      I type it into the truck’s GPS, but when the location comes up on the screen, it looks like it’s in the middle of nowhere, halfway up a mountain.

      Ignoring the uneasy feeling in the pit of my stomach, I take the next turn onto a dirt road and start driving through a dense forest.

      There are no street lights, and not even the moon or stars can get through the canopy above.

      It’s eerie.

      Creepy.

      “This is insane,” I mutter, making a decision to turn back.

      But then I’m jolted forward when the truck just stops, the lights, radio, everything just shuts down. And I’m in complete darkness.

      “What the hell,” I mutter, trying to turn the engine. Nothing. I fiddle with the lights, but it’s like the truck just died. “Fuck,” I yell, slamming my palms down on the steering wheel. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.”

      I close my eyes and try to calculate how far back the main road is. It’s probably only a ten, fifteen-minute walk. My dad is going to kill me, not just for running off, but for breaking his precious truck.

      What do I do now? If I had my phone, I could call a tow truck. Not that any sane person would come up these parts alone, at night - except me.

      A cold chill wraps around me, and I get a weird feeling that someone is watching me. Do I stay here, or try to make it back down to the main road?

      I have no cell phone. And I have no idea when or if anyone ever comes up this road.

      But when I open the truck door and hear an animal howling in the distance, I wonder if I’m better off staying put. I climb into the bed of the truck and feel around for the toolbox I know is there. Inside is a flashlight, and when I hear what sounds like footsteps crunching around me, I quickly turn it on.

      “Who’s there?” I call out, picking up a hammer as well, and shining the light around me.

      But there’s no movement, just trees and bushes.

      With a shaky breath, I lower the flashlight. Maybe I should just wait until morning before walking back. The last thing I need right now is to get lost in the woods. And maybe I’ll be able to find someone who knows my mom.

      I’m climbing out of the back of the truck when I hear the crunching again. My eyes are starting to adjust, and I see something moving toward me.

      Shit. Oh God. All the stories my dad told me about the dangers of Diablo Falls rush back into my head.

      I fumble with the flashlight, trying to turn it on, and when I do, I wish I hadn’t.

      A hooded man stands at the front of the truck, his eyes seeming to glow. Cold skates down my spine, and thunder cracks above us.

      “Ruby Gillen,” he says, pulling his hood back, his face and hands shimmer with patterns that seem to dance across his skin. “You need to come with me.”

      If I’d been scared before, it’s pure terror that fills me now.

      I drop the flashlight and start to run. But somehow the hooded man is faster than me, and I smash into his chest like he’d been behind me all along. And when he places a cold hand on my arm, ice slices through my skin, pain that seems to sever every nerve where he touches, and I let out the scream I’d been holding in.
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      I smelled her scent before I heard her scream.

      Intoxicating.

      Pure.

      Sweet.

      Scared.

      I’m in bear form, my senses heightened, and I glance over at Cody and Huck, whose ears perk up, and then we’re racing through the woods, paws crunching against branches and dried leaves.

      Vampire? Cody pushes into my mind.

      No, I push back. The danger is something else, something I haven’t smelled before.

      I let out a growl of warning when I hit the clearing and see the cloaked man with his hand wrapped around the young woman’s arm. Pain slices through her, like the man’s touch burns, and she cries out again.

      If I didn’t think there was a chance of me hurting the girl, I’d attack instantly. But I’m not sure what I’m dealing with. There are all kinds of creatures that live in these woods. But the hooded man doesn’t smell like anything I’ve ever encountered before.

      And neither does the girl.

      She’s human, maybe witch, or psychic, but she’s also something more. Something that has the primal part of my brain needing to protect her.

      I growl again, this time my threat clear.

      The man holds my gaze. “This isn’t your business, shifter.”

      Except it is. Everything that happens on this mountain is my business.

      I shift into human form, and when I do, I see the shock that makes the woman’s eyes widen, her mouth drops open. And despite her fear, I can feel her gaze roam down my naked body.

      “You’re on Kodiak land,” I tell him. “Let the woman go, now.”

      Gage and Huck, still in bear form, move closer, the threat clear. They will strike. Whatever he is, warlock, fae or something else entirely, I can see in his eyes that he knows he’s no match for three Kodiaks.

      He glances back at the woman, his skin shimmering in odd patterns. “You have been marked. If you wish to stay here, the mountain will require a great sacrifice,” he tells her, the words sounding like a threat.

      She whimpers and jerks her arm back, and when she does, I see the shimmering on her skin where he’d touched her. I’m about to demand to know what he meant, but in a blink of an eye, the man is gone.

      The woman stumbles back, and I’m on her in three long strides, wrapping my arms around her body. She lets out a sob, her face against my bare chest.

      At the same time, the lights to her truck turn back on, and the radio begins to play.

      She blinks up at me, then her gaze drops to my torso, then farther down, and she gasps. “You’re...you’re...”

      I wince, wishing I had a change of clothes. I wish we all did when both Cody and Huck shift into human form, and I see her eyes widen even more.

      “I’m Gage,” I tell her. “And we’re not going to hurt you.”

      “But you’re...” She shakes her head. “You were just... and now you’re...” She motions to my body.

      I tilt my head and study her. “You’re not from around here.” That much is clear, because if she was, she’d know about shifters. But I still get the feeling that she’s not fully human either.

      “I-I need t-to g-go,” she stutters, climbing into the truck and flooding the engine with her attempt to start it. She tries three more times before finally crying out, “Damn it.”

      I catch Cody and Huck’s gazes. They have to sense it too. The way her scent has the bear inside me pacing, needing to protect her...to claim her. Our bears are connected, so I know they feel it. But I’m the alpha of our group, the leader, and they both look to me for what to do.

      Most bear shifters are solitary creatures. Mating singularly, and for life. But the Kodiaks of Diablo Falls have never followed that custom. My own father explained it to me once. That there’s something in the water of Diablo Falls that anchors us to others, that creates a connection between bears that wouldn’t normally occur.

      Cody, Huck, and I formed that bond when we were little more than cubs. A bond that connects us, mind, soul, animal, and eventually with our mate.

      No one seems to know why, what the magical property is, or the reasoning behind it, only that it makes us stronger. And in Diablo Falls, strength is critical to survival.

      And this woman will not survive out here alone.

      “Hey,” I say, gently. “What’s your name?”

      Her eyes are wild when they stare back at me, but even in the dim light, I can see the unusual color, a pale aqua green, rimmed with dark lashes. She’s gorgeous, with long, black hair that hangs halfway down her back. There’s a strength to her, despite how petite she is, how innocent those eyes are when they roam back down my body. But even so, there are worse things than the cloaked man lurking in these woods.

      And I want to pull her to me, wrap my arms around her, and keep her safe. Hell, I want to do a lot more than that, but right now the main thing is getting her someplace secure.  

      The woman’s cheeks fill with color and she looks away. “Ruby. My name’s Ruby.”

      “Ruby,” I say, liking the sound of it on my tongue. She smells like apple pie a la mode, and her scent has both man and bear pacing for a taste. “I’m Gage,” I tell her, then I nod toward my friends. “And that’s Cody and Huck.”

      “And you’re...what?” She lets out a disbelieving breath. “Bears?”

      I nod. “Shifters, werebears. Skinwalkers. We have different names in different cultures.” I study her, trying to figure out what she is. “What about you?”

      “What about me?” She frowns.

      “What are you?”

      She lets out a small, hysterical laugh. “I’m...human.”

      I grunt, not believing that for a second. “Look, our cabin isn’t far from here,” I tell her. “You can stay with us for the night.”

      “I don’t...” She licks her lips, looking between the three of us, and I can only imagine the danger she thinks she’s in.

      “Trust me, Ruby,” I tell her. “You’re safe with us.”

      The truth is, it’s us who are in danger. Because I’m pretty sure by the way my bear is pacing inside me, that it’s ready to make claim on the beautiful creature in front of me.
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      I’m shivering, more from nerves than fear, when Gage opens the door to his cabin. If you can call it that. The place is huge and meticulously crafted, however, even in the dimly lit space, I can tell it’s a mess, a bachelor pad. A large stone fireplace is the center of the living area, and there’s rudimentary furniture. But the place lacks any feminine touch.

      The men disappear into other rooms once we’re inside, and I’m left to explore the place. There aren’t any pictures. No television. Nothing that suggests any connection to the outside world. The place is primal, solid, all male - just like the three men who saved me.

      Gage returns first. His dark hair is brushed back off his forehead and blue eyes are piercing when they land on me. He’s wearing jeans now, and a flannel shirt that he leaves undone, exposing the incredible ladder of abs that I had a hard time not staring at on our walk here. Well, that among other things.

      I’m not sure what the most shocking thing that’s happened tonight is. But visually, I know what the best thing was - seeing Gage, Cody and Huck naked.

      I’ve never been with a man ... never even seen a man completely naked. Now, in one fell swoop, I saw three. And they aren’t just men. They’re bears, or werebears. Whatever they are, they’re gorgeous.

      And it’s weird, because I don’t know them, but I feel safe in their presence - protected.

      I still haven’t wrapped my head around the whole bear shifter thing, but I know they don’t mean me any harm. And coming here was a lot better than taking my chances alone in the woods. But if my father - or at least the man I thought was my father - knew where I was, he’d be livid. I spent my life completely sheltered. My father homeschooled me, taught me to hunt and fish, to clean and cook. Our life was simple, far from town, far from people - it was our own.

      He said the world was a scary place. Dangerous for a girl like me.

      Like me.

      I always thought he meant it in the basic sense. Now I am wondering what he was trying to keep me from.

      Cody, now dressed, enters the room carrying a blanket. “Here,” he says. “Come over to the fire and warm up.” He guides me to the couch in front of the blazing fire.

      It’s the middle of July, but the storm has sent a chill over the land. Cody sits beside me and places the blanket over my shoulders, his big, strong hands, sending a current of warmth over me, causing my body to move closer to his.

      I look into his eyes, wondering if he feels it too. My draw to him. His eyes are rich, chocolate brown, and I think of his thick fur, when he came to save me in the woods.  He and his friends came out of nowhere, and I owe them my life.

      “You okay?” he asks gently. “You’re shaking, Ruby.”

      The other man, Huck, sits down on the other side of me, giving Cody a smirk. His eyes are as green as the pine trees covering this mountain.  

      “No surprise. She’s had a hell of a night.” Huck squeezes my knee. “What were you doing out in the woods, alone, anyway?”

      Gage sits on the floor, in front of the fireplace, watching me closely. All of them are - and I realize I have their undivided attention.  An unfamiliar sense of belonging settles over me. Something I’ve never felt in all my years with my father.

      “I was looking for someone,” I tell them, rubbing my arm where the man in the woods grabbed me. There is a faint outline of where his fingers touched my skin, but it isn’t fingerprints he left behind, it’s a circle, some sort of Celtic knot.

      “Who?” Gage asks, eyes narrowed.

      “Carolyn Gillen. She lives on 1 Kodiak Lane.”

      The men share a look, shaking their heads.

      “What?” I ask. “Do you know her?”

      “No, but there isn’t anyone who lives there,” Huck says. “That cabin has been abandoned since as long as I can remember.”

      “Why are you here for her?” Gage asks.

      “She’s my mother,” I say, blinking back tears, the chance of finding her feeling like a lost cause.

      “Hey, it’s okay, Ruby,” Cody says, wiping my tears away with his thumb. He’s a stranger, yet I find myself nestling against him, comforted by his quiet strength.

      “We can go into town tomorrow and ask around,” Gage says, pacing in front of the fireplace. It’s as if there is a battle raging inside of him, his fists clench and unclench.

      “You okay, man?” Huck asks, brow raised.

      “It’s just fucked up, that guy in the woods. What did he want with our girl?”

      Our girl? My chest tightens trying to understand the meaning of the words.

      Cody and Huck flash him a look, one I can’t decipher, and it’s clear these three know a lot about one another. It’s as if they’re having a silent conversation about me.

      “Cool it, Gage,” Huck finally says, voice controlled, yet full of tension that wasn’t there a moment before.

      “Like hell I will.” Gage points a finger at him. “You know you feel it too.”

      “Just because you feel something, doesn’t mean you act on it,” Cody interjects.

      “Feel what?” I ask, looking around the room at these men who are my saviors.

      Outside the storm was wild, and I was alone, and they came to my rescue in my hour of need. I owe them my life. It makes me feel connected to them in a deep, unknown way.

      “This,” Gage says, stalking toward me, pulling me to stand. He is over a foot taller than me, his body strength and power, and when he leans down, his hand on the base of my neck, drawing my mouth to his, warmth spreads to every area of my body.

      Oh.

      He kisses me, our lips meeting and my shoulders falling. The kiss cementing my bond with him, a stranger, a man who seems to know exactly what I need.

      Our lips part and his tongue finds mine, I whimper under his hold. His chest presses against mine, and I lean in, needing more - needing everything I have never had. My body burns. Aches. A flame so intense I know I can’t pull back even if I wanted to.

      But I don’t.

      I want this. Even if I don’t really know what this is.  

      Gage’s hands are on me, running over my shoulder, down my arms.

      “Ouch,” I grimace, pulling back, pressing a hand to my forearm. The place where the man grabbed me throbs with a heartbeat of its own.

      “Fuck,” Huck growls out, standing. “You scared her, Gage.”

      “No,” I say, shaking my head adamantly as I show them my arm. “That man did something to me.”

      Cody and Huck stand, moving closer to examine it.

      “Shit,” Cody says. “What is it?”

      “Does it hurt?” Gage asks, gently holding my arm, frowning as he runs his thumb over it.

      “A bit,” I tell him.

      “We’ll go see Hazel in the morning,” Huck says. “If anyone will know what it is, she will.”

      “Who’s Hazel?” I ask him, a touch of jealousy creeping into my voice. It’s strange, but I feel a claim on these men. Sure, it’s insane, but there’s some voice in my head that screams mine, when I lock eyes with them.

      Huck holds my gaze when he tells me, “She’s a witch—”

      “Wait. There are witches?”

      Cody chuckles. “Sweetheart, there are more creatures in these woods than any fairy tale you’ve ever read.”

      I shake my head, trying to wrap my mind around everything that’s happened tonight. “This is so crazy. But...” I glance around at all three men. “I’m glad I’m here with you.”

      “So,” Gage asks, pulling me back into his arms, his eyes searching mine.  “It wasn’t the kiss that had you pulling away?”

      My heart flutters, my body awake in a brand new way. I shake my head. “No,” I tell him. “It was perfect.”
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      It’s impossible to not be pissed with Gage. I love the guy, but he always thinks about his needs first. Why should he get to kiss Ruby when Cody and I want to as well? But pulling her into my arms and giving her what my bear demands would just scare her off. And considering the way my animal is pacing inside me, I’m pretty sure the woman is our mate. The last thing we need to do right now is something stupid that will have her running.

      “I’m gonna get a bandage to wrap that,” I tell Ruby, stepping away from her and Gage’s eye-fuck situation. Cody says he is going to heat us up some food and Ruby offers to help.

      In the bathroom, I close the door and I lean against the wall, trying to catch my breath. This is what we’ve been waiting our entire lives for.

      Our mate.

      And here she is. In our cabin.

      My cock twitches, so damn eager for Ruby. She is more gorgeous than any woman I’ve ever seen. I can’t help it, I pull my thick cock from my jeans and stroke myself, so fucking horny for that raven-haired beauty. Crass, maybe, but holy hell, I’m damn near ready to cream my fucking jeans if I don’t take care of this stiff one.

      I fist my cock, pumping myself hard and fast, totally into it, imagining my girl on her knees for me. When I’m getting nice and close, the door pushes open, and in walks Ruby Rose.

      “Oh!” Her eyes widen, taking in the scene of me jacking off. “I’m so sorry,” she says, licking her lips, her eyes roaming down. I expect for her to high tail it out of here, to run the hell away, to scream that I’m a fucking horndog.

      But she doesn’t. She closes the bathroom door and stands still.

      “Fuck, Ruby,” I say, my cock too damn stiff to shove back into my jeans. “I wasn’t expecting company.”

      “Do you want me to go?”

      I chuckle. “What, you wanna stay?”

      She swallows, her shirt soaked through from the rain and thunderstorm. Her sweet nipples hard little buttons I’m dying to pluck. “I’ve never. I mean. Earlier in the woods, I saw you guys when you were naked, but it was my first time ever seeing ... seeing a ...” she stammers, then finally she stops trying to find the words and instead steps forward, closer to me. She lifts her chin, our eyes meeting. And fuck, my cock grows too damn hard for my own good.

      “I’m so fucking close to coming,” I tell her.

      “Show me,” she whispers, those heart-shaped lips of her so damn plump. Still swollen from Gage’s kiss.

      I don’t need my girl to ask me twice. I jack my shaft off the way it needs, groaning as I come. Her eyes fixed on my thick length and damn, it turns me on in ways I never anticipated. I’ve been waiting for our mate, but a girl so damn curious is a fucking treat.

      When I finish, I grab a towel to clean up, but she takes it from my hand.

      “Can I?” she asks.

      My body practically seizes.  I want her to touch me. To fuck me. To love me. I want her now, and I want her forever.

      “I would never say no to you,” I tell her as she gingerly takes my still hard cock in her hand and wipes the cum from the shaft.

      “I’ve never seen or touched a man’s...”

      “Cock,” I offer. “A man’s cock.”

      She nods, then a small smile spreads across her innocent face. “A bear-shifter’s cock, at that.”

      I laugh, pulling her to me. I kiss her then, a tenderness wrapping around us that is new to me. I’m a cocky ass most days, never had a reason to be soft. But with Ruby Rose’s lips pressed so gently against my own, I want to caress her, protect her, keep her safe.

      When we pull back, her eyes are bright. She presses her fingertips to her lips, and I shove my cock back in my jeans just as Cody shouts from the hallway.

      “You get lost down there, Ruby?”

      “One sec,” I call out, reaching for the first aid kit. “I’m just wrapping this wound.”

      A few minutes later, she has a bandage around her mark, and I give her another kiss. “You’re something else, Ruby Rose.”

      Her eyes twinkle. “I thought you said I was your guys’ girl?”

      “Yeah,” I say, my voice gruff. “You are, sweetheart.”

      She gives me a small smile before she leaves for the kitchen and I let her go, needing to clear my head. This is it. She is ours. But I don’t think she fully comprehends what that means.
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      Needing fresh air, I step out onto the covered front porch. The wind howls and the storm rages on, but Gage is already out here, a beer in hand. A second later, Cody steps outside, handing me a beer too.

      “Where is Ruby Rose?”  I ask.

      “She kicked me out,” Cody says with a smile. “She wanted to make dinner. Said the kitchen was a pigsty and it needed a woman’s touch.”

      A silence falls over us, and we look out at the night sky, the moon is full, and the stars are hiding behind the storm clouds.

      “Hey, uh, I’m sorry about that in there,” Gage says, running a hand over his beard. “It was fucked up to kiss her like that when I know we all want to.”

      My eyebrows lift, knowing I’m a bigger fucking douche than everyone already thinks.

      “What?” Gage asks. “No sarcastic comment about how I’m an asshole?”

      I shrug, my hand on my neck, rubbing away the tension - it doesn’t work. “Thing is, I kind of kissed her too.”

      Cody stiffens. “What do you mean, kind of?”

      I explain to them what happened in the bathroom and Gage whistles low. “Shit, we’re in deep.”

      “You’re not mad?”

      Cody rests a hand on my shoulder. “We’ve been waiting for our girl to arrive our whole lives. And it’s mating season on the mountain right now. And our mate just showed up. I feel it. Don’t you?”

      I nod. “She’s ours,” I tell him. “And, damn isn’t she perfect?”

      “Yeah, she is. But...” Gage’s eyes turn darker than I’ve ever seen. “We have to protect her from whoever, whatever is out to get her. That mark, it isn’t natural. She was drawn here for a reason and it’s our duty - our fucking destiny - to make sure nothing happens.”

      I’m used to Gage’s intensity, and I get the anger in his voice now. I feel the same way - like there’s danger just lurking around the corner. A threat that has the hairs on the back of my neck standing on end.

      “We have to tell her,” I say, knowing it’s the only way to protect her. “Not about the mark, not until we know more - no need to scare her. But she needs to know she’s our mate.”

      “Your what?” Ruby Rose asks from behind me. The wind is howling so loud I never even heard her open the door.
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      Their mate. What does that mean? Whatever it is, I can see the seriousness of it in their expressions.

      The three men usher me back inside, saying it’s way too cold for me to be outside. I’m still only halfway dry and my jeans are clinging to me uncomfortably.

      Well, everything feels a touch uncomfortable right now. I’ve never had so many emotions flooding my body all at once. Each cell of my skin is tingling with desire. My heart is twisting with fear over my father’s impending wrath. And yet my soul is telling me that I am right where I belong.

      Why or how I belong here, with these men, I don’t know, but I feel so safe in this messy cabin. Not to mention wanted.

      My face flushes with heat as I remember Gage’s lips against my own... Huck's cock in my hand. It’s all so much, so fast. But this entire day has felt like a page out of someone else’s life. Leading up to this point, my entire life was a lie. Right now I’m not going to consider what my father might think of my actions.

      I’m only thinking about what I want. How I feel. What I need.

      Selfish, maybe. But after nineteen years of living in the shelter of a secret, I’m ready to break free.

      So when I walk inside the cabin with Huck, Gage, and Cody, I turn to them with an open heart.

      “What did you mean, I’m yours?” I ask.

      We’re standing in the kitchen. A piping hot pot of chili on the stove. But I’m not at all hungry. Seems the men aren’t either, at least for food. Because their intense gazes tell me they’re hungry for something else - me.

      “We mean you are meant for us,” Gage says, taking a step toward me.

      Cody clears his throat, and a small smile plays on his lips. “Well, they know that. I still am just relying on instinct.”

      I shake my head in confusion. “Why is it different for you?”

      He bites his bottom lip and shrugs. “They’ve kissed you, so they know.”

      “And a kiss will tell you if I’m your mate?” It all seems so crazy. And if I hadn’t had the night I’ve had, I’d doubt their words. But there’s no deception in them. Just lust, desire, truth, need, and something more - a promise that whatever this is won’t end tonight.

      “Yes,” Cody says.

      “So, wait,” I say, rubbing my temples. “If I’m Gage’s...mate—”

      “You are,” Gage says, adamantly.

      “And I’m Huck’s mate too...” I shake my head. “That means you can mate with more than one person?” The idea of mating is both new and yet erotic. The idea of being with three men is something so out of left field... yet so pure, so right. It’s only been an hour since I arrived at their cabin, yet already I feel like I fit here.

      That I belong here.

      That I’m not just theirs, but they’re mine.

      “The Kodiaks of Diablo Falls can… must,” Huck explains, those gorgeous green eyes of his fixed on me. “There was some kind of spell cast on the water at the falls centuries ago. We only mate in packs.”

      “How do you know the three of you will be mated together?” I ask, leaning into Gage when he wraps an arm around my waist.

      “We’ve had a bond since we were cubs,” Gage tells me, desire flashing in his gaze. “We’ve been waiting for you.”

      I suck in a breath. “For me?”

      “Yes,” Gage says, his lips twitching up. Lips that I want on mine again.  

      My body trembles as I take in what this means. The air around us is so hot, so thick. My heart is telling me that this is right. Even if it seems crazy. Everything about today has been topsy-turvy.  But everything back at my father’s house felt wrong. Felt suffocating. Felt like I was missing a part of myself.

      But everything here feels right.

      “Cody,” I say. “Can I...” What do I say? Can I kiss you? Can I see if you’re my mate too?” I clear my throat. “Can I talk to you...” I bite my lower lip. “Alone?”

      Cody shares a look with the men again as if deciding something. Then he nods and takes my hand, his other palm on the small of my back.  “We can talk in your room.”

      “My room?” I ask.

      He just smiles at me, and I follow him, knowing I need to find out for myself if this connection is with all of them, or just Gage and Huck. My heart pounds, knowing what it wants. I want to share myself with all of them, I would never want to exclude Cody. When I am next to him, I feel so safe.

      “We weren’t expecting you... so the room for our mate isn’t finished,” he says, pushing open a door in the hallway. Inside is the biggest mattress I’ve ever seen, along with walls that have been painted sage green. There are blinds on the floor, waiting to be hung, and a bookshelf that needs to be built.

      My heart quickens as I look around. If I really am their mate, this room will be mine. I bite my bottom lip, wrestling with the idea of belonging to three men.

      But not just any men. Gage, Huck, and Cody.

      And I know it’s what I want. More than I’ve ever wanted anything else.

      “Come on,” he says, taking my hand. I follow him to the end of the hall, there is a ladder leading to a loft and he tells me to climb up. He’s under me, a hand on my waist. And I feel his gaze on my butt. I smile, liking the attention.

      In the loft, I see what reminds me of a cave. The ceilings are low, there are mattresses on the floor with blankets covering them. The lighting is dim, but it’s cozy. I see a stack of books and journals on a writing desk, wood carved figures on a shelf by another, and the top of a dresser holding fly fishing knots. I step toward them, admiring the intricate handiwork.

      “You fish?” Cody asks.

      I nod. “Yeah, I do, in the streams out past Canyon City. The best salmon are there.”

      Cody smiles. “I wouldn’t have thought you to be a fisherwoman.”

      “I love the outdoors. Hunting, fishing, trapping. I know I look small, but I’m pretty tough.”

      Cody steps toward me, tucking a piece of hair behind my ear. “I bet you are.”

      “Did you make these?” I ask, my finger running over the fine feathers attached to the sharp hooks.

      “Yeah. It’s relaxing tying these knots. Gage likes to do wood carvings,” he says. “And Huck likes to read.” Cody grins. “He’s always looking for an edge to be smarter than everyone else.”

      “I like how you are each your own person,” I say. “Together you make the perfect man.”

      “Bear shifter, you mean?”

      I lick my lips, loving the idea of the amount of power these three men contain. “I wish I’d grown up in Diablo Falls. We could have spent our summer days fishing all our lives.”

      Cody nods, drawing me closer to himself. “It’s not too late to start.”

      He kisses me, softly, and when he does the mark on my arm burns brighter than ever, we pull apart, looking at the glowing symbol.

      “Does it hurt?”

      I shake my head, because I’m getting used to the throbbing. And the intense feelings I’m having for these men, completely overshadow every other sensation.

      “Not when I’m in your arms,” I tell him.

      He smiles, pulling me closer. “Good.”

      His lips are back on mine, and the kiss deepens this time, my hands press against his chest, and I feel his muscles, his strength. His cock.

      I moan, loudly, my body reacting in a primal way to feeling his length pressed hard against my belly.

      “Is our girl okay?” Gage calls from the bottom of the ladder, chuckling. “We heard a noise.”

      I pull back from Cody’s kiss, a silky smile on my face. Licking my lips, I step away, toward the edge of the loft. Looking down at Gage and Huck, my body warms - knowing that if I asked for them to join us, they will.

      My pulse quickens, knowing that tonight everything changes. I may be a virgin, but I’ve grown up around animals, I’ve read books - I know how these things work. Except this is better, bigger than I imagined. Three hungry bear shifters needing their mate to satisfy them.

      I swallow, wondering if I’m up for this challenge. My pussy throbs - begging me to take a leap of faith. To take a chance.

      “I’m okay,” I tell Cody and Huck. “But I could be a lot better.” I smile, looking over my shoulder at Cody who grins.

      “Is it too soon to say I’m falling in love with you?” he asks, pulling me to him as Gage and Huck climb the stairs. When they get to the top, I’m wrapped in Cody’s muscular arms.

      “So, I take it the kiss went alright?” Gage asks.

      Cody cups my cheeks with his hands, kissing me again, as if it’s torture to have to pull away.  “She’s ours.”

      I look at the men, feeling a sense of destiny. A rightness. A belonging I have never felt before. Tears prick my eyes and I cover my face.

      “What is it?” Gage asks. “Is it the mark? Are you in pain?”

      I lower my hands, wiping my eyes. “No,” I say. “Nothing like that. I was just thinking how good it feels to be here. How much this cabin feels like home. And I know it’s crazy,” I say, reaching for their hands, the four of us joining in a circle. Complete. “But I belong to you. I know it in my soul.”

      “It’s not crazy,” Huck says. “The moment you set foot on this mountain, your scent was all we could focus on. We had to find you. Had to have you.”

      “Well, here I am,” I say, stepping into the center of the circle.  “I am yours.”

      I unbutton my pants and step out of them. Then I lift my shirt by the hem, pulling up and over my head. Dropping it to the floor. My breasts aren’t big. They are perky little mounds that can be easily cupped by a man’s capable hand. I never wear a bra, and never had a mother around to enforce those things.

      So here I stand before my mates, in nothing but white cotton panties. They stare at me, wordlessly. A shiver runs over my spine, knowing they are rapt with desire as I strip for them and them alone.

      I slip off my panties, they fall to my ankles. Now, I am naked before them, wanting them to claim me, take me, defile, and consume me. My bush is thick, my pussy wet. Dripping with innocence. God, how I need them to make me a woman.

      “You’re so beautiful,” Cody says, his voice hushed, reverent. As if I am a goddess to worship. The men pull off their clothes quickly, and I can feel their inner bears pacing, hungry. It causes my core to tighten, excitement pulsing through this dreamy loft. The air is thick, hot from the blazing fire below. The energy is contagious, all of us eager and ready.

      “I’ve never done this,” I tell them, suddenly overwhelmed by the amount of male muscle, their thick cocks heavy between their legs - I don’t want to mess up.

      “It’s our first time too,” Cody tells me.

      “As a group or—”

      Gage shakes his head, running his hand over my bare breast. “No. We have saved ourselves for you. For our mate. We’re all virgins.”

      My eyes widen, both shocked and aroused.

      “Most shifters wouldn’t have been able to restrain themselves for so long, but we made a vow when we came of age. To save ourselves for our one and only mate.”

      Happy tears fill my eyes as the men step closer, wrapping me in their arms. “We will be together for all of our first times.”

      Huck kisses my cheek. “I was so greedy earlier, in the bathroom. I didn’t think you were coming in... then you were there and asked to touch me. I couldn’t imagine ever telling you no.”

      “Don’t,” Cody says. “You didn’t betray our pact. You helped prepare our girl for tonight.”

      “Are you nervous?” Gage asks, taking my hand and placing it on his velvety length.

      I shake my head, luxuriating in the moment, having his big thick cock in my hand. “No, because I feel so safe with you. All of you.”

      “Good,” Gage says, pulling me to him for a kiss. “Because we have waited so long for this moment, we don’t want to overpower you, overwhelm you with our need.”

      “I’ll do my best to please you,” I tell him, panting into the kiss, it’s hungry and desperate. I run my hands through his hair and Gage lowers me to a mattress on the floor. My legs fall open as he lays me down gently. I don’t want him to move. I want to feel all of him against me. His big thick cock presses into my belly and I moan, thinking of Cody’s, of Huck’s. “Come closer,” I tell them, needing all of them here, in the bed with me.

      They do as I ask, Cody kneeling beside me and I take hold of his cock, stroking him gently. They are all so big and I close my eyes wondering just how I will take them all.

      “The only thing is ...” I say, hesitating.

      What is it?” Cody asks, concern on his face.

      “It’s not a bad thing... I just... I don’t want to choose who fills me up first. And I was thinking ... I know it’s kind of crazy, but can... can we... can you —”

      “Just say it, baby,” Huck says. “We’re family. You can say anything here.”

      “Well, I have three holes... so maybe I don’t have to choose?”
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      Her words are so fucking sexy, she has no idea. My eyebrows lift at her suggestion, but then I grin, loving her sweet thoughtfulness. She doesn’t want to leave anyone out.

      “It’s just,” she explains. “We’ve all waited so long... maybe we could come together?”

      We look down at her, all of us surrounding our perfect mate. There isn’t a thing she could say right now that would turn us away - but these words? They make my cock throb just thinking about it. Her sweet ass, mouth, and pussy taking us all at the same time.

      “We don’t want to hurt you,” Huck says. “Our cocks are bigger than a normal man’s. We are hung thick, long. You’re so small, so—”

      “Can we try?” She licks her lips, that pink tongue of hers tempting me. And I know I’m the nice guy, the easy-going one - but right now, there is no hesitation.

      “Fuck yes, we can try,” I tell her, and I roll her over, onto her hands and knees.

      I need to run my tongue over her sugary scent. Apple pie - sweet cinnamon and buttery crust. Gage and Huck grunt, taking hold of their stiff cocks as I lick our girl, up and down, the way she deserves. The way we have all been dreaming about for so damn long.

      She tastes so pure and ripe. She’s nice and wet, and my tongue glides over her slick hole.  It’s not fair not to share, I pull back, letting Gage and Huck pleasure her, and themselves. Huck grabs a bottle of lube and begins to ease her sweet hole open, knowing it will be painful - but the moment of ecstasy that we will all share will be more than worth it. She whimpers as they finger her, her pussy dripping for them as they add a second, then a third finger to her tightness.

      My cock aches with need and I lie down next to Ruby, cupping her face with my hand.

      “It wasn’t crazy to say you love me,” she whispers. “Because I love you too.”

      I kiss her passionately, with fervor, and she rolls over, on top of me, her slick pussy sinking hard and fast onto my cock.

      Her eyes widen as she takes me as she leans forward, letting Huck gently widen her sweet and perfectly tight asshole. Gage kneels before her and she takes him in her mouth, licking, and sucking him, as we find a gentle rhythm that pleasures all of us at the same time.

      “Is it too much?” I ask her, but she shakes her head, her mouth full of Gage’s thick cock, and my own cock grows with pleasure as she sits down on my thick and hearty length.

      Her tits graze my chest and my hands hold her waist, she is pushed forward as Huck eases himself deeper inside of her and her whimpers turn to cries, she runs her tongue over Gage, the erotic and desperate cries from her mouth cause us all to brace ourselves for a release that will both unravel and rebuild us.

      Her cunt is so tight around me, and the harder we take her, the more she moans.

      “Oh, yes, please, oh, God, oh, I’m coming,” she cries, her pleasure bouncing off the walls of our cozy cabin.

      My cock throbs, exploding in her sweet hole as she pumps Gage’s cock up and down, his cum filling her mouth as Huck finishes in her sweet ass.

      “Fuck,” Gage groans as he comes, she swallows his milky release, her tongue swirling his tip. My balls are tight, my cock is hard, and fuck, I need more. Everything. All of her.

      She does too. We roll apart, all of us shaken, riding a high that we’ve only ever dreamed of.

      “Well that escalated quickly,” Huck says, laughing. Then he wraps his arm around our girl. “God, Ruby, I fucking love you.”

      “Not just because we slept together?” she asks, eyes wide.

      Huck kisses her forehead, her lips, her nose. “No, baby. Because we were made for one another.”

      And it’s true. There is no doubt in our minds that this match was written in the stars. She runs her fingers over Gage’s chest, leaning down for a kiss. Her hair falls over her shoulders, and I take her in, my breath catching as I do. She is so beautiful.

      “I love you, Ruby,” Gage tells her, and somehow, in one day, all of our lives have changed. “I won’t let anything happen to you. Ever.”

      We try not to look at the glowing mark on her arm - the fear that encircles it. The unknowns. Instead we focus on our love, our mate.

      Our first time.
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      I’m half asleep, sunlight pouring through the windows, my body aching deliciously, snuggled up between two hard bodies. Another one crawls above me, and when I blink, I see Cody grinning down at me.

      “Good morning, gorgeous,” he says before brushing his lips against mine. “Are you hungry?”

      “Hungry for more of last night,” I tell him, feeling Gage and Huck stir beside me.

      Cody chuckles. “We have a lifetime of nights like that. But we need to get some food into our girl.”

      “I love when you call me that.” I wrap my arms around his neck and kiss him, drawing him back down against me.

      He groans and I feel his hard length growing against my thigh.

      But our perfect moment is interrupted by banging.

      “Who the fuck is that?” Gage growls out.

      Cody sniffs. “Smells human.”

      There’s more banging, followed by yelling.

      Shit, I recognize that voice.

      “It’s my dad,” I tell them, fear stirring inside me. What will he do if he finds me here with not one, but three men?

      Gage, Cody, and Huck exchange a look between them, but it’s Cody who leans closer and says, “You don’t have to worry. No one’s taking you from us.”

      I suck in a shaky breath, wanting to believe them.

      They dress quickly, faster than I can, and I’m still pulling on one of Huck’s oversized sweatshirts when I hear my dad yelling in the living room.

      “If you’ve seen my daughter, you have to tell me. Here’s a picture...she’s in danger and I need—”

      “You need to calm down,” it’s Cody who says it, voice controlled, but full of authority.

      “My truck is parked a quarter mile down the road, this is the only cabin nearby. Have you seen her?”

      “Dad,” I say, coming into the room, gathering strength from my mates to face him.

      “Ruby.” He lets out a sigh of relief, then marches toward me, pulling me into his arms. “God, I thought...”

      “How did you find me?” I ask, tilting my chin up at him.

      “The GPS on the truck.” He takes my hand. “But we can’t talk about this here. I need you to come home.”

      I pull back. “I’m not going anywhere, Dad. Or...whatever I’m supposed to call you.”

      “Ruby, I’ve raised you your entire life. You know I only ever want to protect you.”

      “Protect me from what?” I glance around, meeting the gazes of my men, a small smile tugging at my lips. “I’m safe here.”

      “You’re not.” He grabs my arm, and I let out a yelp of pain when his fingers dig into the mark the man put on me. My father’s eyes widen, and I see fear in them when he pulls my sleeve up. “No. It’s already starting. You have to go now.”

      I shake my head at him, ready to dig my heels in and fight him. But Cody comes up behind me, placing his hands on my shoulder, and saying, “You said she’s in danger. From who?”

      “You’re Kodiak, right?”

      My men nod, but I wonder how my father knows that.

      “Then you know about the other creatures that live in these parts.” My dad looks at me, then looks away. “My sister, she was a powerful witch. We grew up here in Diablo Falls.”

      “You’re a warlock?” Huck asks, brows lifting and looking uncertain.

      “No. I didn’t inherit the powers. I moved away from here when I graduated high school. I didn’t see my sister again until she showed up at my doorstep with a baby in her arms.”

      I frown at him. This man who taught me to fish for salmon, to set traps for raccoons, to fend for myself. This man who raised me as his own. “You’re my uncle?”

      His jaw clenches. “Only by blood, Ruby. I am your father in all ways that matter.”

      “And my mother is a witch?” I ask, tossing my arms up, feeling like my whole world is spinning out of control. “So, what’s my real father... a freakin’ vampire?”

      “No,” he says, like it was a serious question. “But he was something else. Something...powerful. He put a curse on you when you were born—”

      “A curse,” Cody growls out.

      “What kind of curse?” Grady asks.

      “Why would my real father put a curse on me?” I ask, it doesn’t make sense.  

      “I don’t know.” He shakes his head. “I only know what your mother told me. That if you ever came back here, you would be marked, and...you would die.”

      “Fuck,” all three of my mates growl out.

      “This mark,” my father says, taking my arm and exposing the wound. “It’ll continue to grow the longer you’re here. Once completed, it’ll destroy you, Ruby.”

      “Do you know what her father was? Anything about the man or the curse?” Cody asks.

      My dad shakes his head. “Like I said, I don’t know much. Only that Carolyn gave Ruby to me and made me promise to never let her come here. Ever.”

      A chill runs through me. Two days ago, I never would have believed him, but I also didn’t know about shifters and creepy hooded men with the ability to brand me with a single touch.

      I turn in Cody’s arms and blink up at him. “What do I do?”

      He frowns, closing his eyes briefly, before saying, “If there’s even the slightest chance that it’s true. That being here in Diablo Falls will kill you, then you need to go, now.”

      “But what about you?” I glance over at Gage and Huck, who are both frowning, worry making their expressions tight.”

      “We just found you,” Huck says, stepping toward me, and pulling me into his arms. “We’re not going to let you go that easy. But you do need to get out of Diablo Falls until we figure things out. If there is a curse—”

      “There is a curse,” my dad, or rather my uncle, says, and I hear the edge in his voice, see the anger when he looks between me and Huck. He knows exactly what’s happened between us. “You can see the mark on her arm.”

      Huck cups my face, then kisses me softly. “We’ll figure this out. We know people who will know things. Whatever this curse is, we’ll get it removed.”

      I suck in a shaky breath. “And if you can’t?” I’m terrified. But not for my life, but because I might lose them.

      “We will,” Gage says, his voice rough with conviction. “Trust us.”

      “I do.”

      More than I’ve ever trusted anyone or anything before. Because I feel their hearts, like they beat with my own. And I know my mates will do whatever it takes to keep me safe. I just hope it doesn’t mean being away from them for good.
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      “How do we even know that her leaving will stop the mark from spreading?” Huck mutters as we drive into town.

      “We don’t.” I pull the truck into the parking lot of Bishop Magick and Apothecary Shop and get out of the truck.

      “We should have taken her somewhere ourselves,” Cody growls. “I trust the old guy. But he’s weak. He can’t protect her—”

      “Nothing will protect her if we can’t stop the curse,” I tell them.

      “We don’t even know what we’re dealing with,” Huck says, clearly as frustrated and worried as I am.

      “That’s why we’re here,” I say, hoping to hell we can find answers before it’s too late.

      Hazel Bishop is behind the counter when we walk in, and she raises a brow at us. “From your auras, I can tell this isn’t just a friendly visit,” the witch says.

      “No,” I tell her, taking out my phone and pulling up the photos I’d taken of Ruby’s arm. “We need to know what this is.”

      Hazel’s brows scrunch down as she zooms into the picture. “I haven’t seen that before, but...” She chews on her bottom lip.

      “But what?” Huck demands.

      “It looks angelic.”

      “You’re saying the dude in the hood was an angel?” Cody asks, placing his palms on the counter, not looking satisfied with that answer. “Aren’t they supposed to be good, or something? Why the fuck would he put a curse on Ruby?”

      Hazel frowns up at him. “Who’s Ruby?”

      “Our mate,” I tell her.

      That has her eyes widening, then a smile spreads across her lips. “You three finally chose a mate? That’s great!”

      “It would be if she wasn’t in mortal danger,” I tell her. “You’re sure you don’t know what that symbol means?”

      Hazel shakes her head. “It looks angelic, but at the same time these runes...they’re not ones I’ve seen before. But...” She stands up and disappears in the back, returning a few minutes later with an old book that looks like it hasn’t seen the light of day for a hundred years.

      We all start coughing when she places it on the counter and a cloud of dust fills the room.

      “Here,” she says after flipping through the yellowed pages and pointing at one of the markings in the book. “There’s your symbol.”

      “So, what is it?” I ask, feeling hopeful that we’re on the right track.

      “I can’t read most of this,” she says, running her index finger across the ancient text. “But I can make out angel, mating...” She taps her finger on a symbol. “I think this here means witch, and this...something about a change...or...dying—”

      “Fuck,” Cody growls.

      “So, it is a curse?” Fear trembles through me.

      “I don’t know,” she says.

      “Well, what do you know?” Huck demands, then shakes his head and starts to pace. “Shit. Sorry, Hazel. I’m just—”

      “Worried for your mate. Yeah, I get it.” She gives him a sympathetic look. “I’m sorry I can’t be more helpful.”

      “We appreciate you trying,” I tell her.  

      “It would be helpful if I saw her, talked to her. I might be able to get a reading, or a sense of what’s happened to her.”

      “She’s not in Diablo Falls.” I rub the back of my neck, wondering if Cody was right, if maybe we should have kept her with us.

      “Do you have anything of hers? An article of clothing, jewelry?”

      I shake my head, getting that helpless feeling again.

      “Well maybe...” Hazel’s eyes light up. “Give me your hands. You’re her mates, which means you’re connected. I should be able to get a reading from the three of you.”

      We put our hands on the counter, side by side, and Hazel, stretches her two smaller ones over ours and closes her eyes. I catch Cody’s uncertain gaze when she starts to chant something in a different language.

      The chanting goes on for a few minutes, and I’m starting to give up hope when Hazel gasps. Her eyes are still closed when she says, “You didn’t tell me that your mate’s mother was a witch.”

      “Is that important?” I ask.

      Hazel shivers, her eyes fluttering, and when they open slightly, all I can see are the whites of them. “There’s powerful magic here.”

      “Can you see the hooded man?” I press her, my words coming out forced, because energy zaps and sizzles around me, and it’s like I’m being stretched and bent from the inside out. “The one who marked her?”

      “Yes.” Hazel is trembling now, her body starting to spasm. “Danger.”

      “What do you see?” Huck demands.

      Hazels eyes fly open, pupils so large they’re almost black, and I see the fear there. “They have her.”

      “Who?” I demand, terror filling me.

      “The grey guardians.” Her words are forced, like she doesn’t understand them herself.

      “Who the fuck are they?” Huck yells.

      She shakes her head. “I... I don’t know. But your mate is in danger. Can’t you sense it?”  

      It’s then that I realize what I’m feeling - all of Ruby’s thoughts, her emotions, her pain.

      “She’s hurt,” I growl, my bear already pacing to get out.

      “How do we find her?” Cody demands.

      She frowns at him, like he’s clueless. “She’s your mate. You can sense her. Just allow your animal to lead you.” She winces, and I feel the same pain - Ruby’s pain. “Go,” she tells us. “You don’t have much time.”

      She doesn’t have to say anything else, all three of us are rushing out the door, shifting into bear form.

      We have to find our mate.
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      “Ow,” I hiss in pain, grabbing my arm and pulling my sleeve up to see the mark on my arm.

      My dad looks away from the road and frowns. “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s just...” The mark is shimmering, the skin around it seeming to glow, almost translucent. And I swear I feel it deep inside me, like the curse has entered my blood and pours through my veins. I’m dying. I know it.  

      “Ruby?” my father demands.

      I pull my sleeve down and push my fear down too. “How long until we’re outside the city limits?”

      “We’re almost there.” His forehead creases with the same worry I feel. I know the man loves me, whether he’s my biological father or not, he will always be my dad.

      “I’m sorry for running off,” I tell him. “I know you were just trying to protect me.”

      “Not that I did a good job. Maybe if I’d told you—”

      “No.” I place a hand on his arm. “You know how stubborn I am. At one point I would have come here searching for answers.”

      He gives me a forced smile. “You’re just like her, you know.”

      “My mom?”

      “Yeah.” His eyes go misty for a moment, full of emotion.

      “What happened to her?”

      “I don’t know.” His fingers go white around the steering wheel. “But I think...”

      “What?”

      “Whoever your father is or was. I think he broke her heart. She was a mess the day she left you with me.”

      I frown, wishing I understood, that I knew more.

      “So, tell me about these...men of yours.”

      A small smile tugs at my lips as I think about Gage, Cody, and Huck. “They...well...” How am I supposed to tell my dad, that I’m mated to three alpha bear shifters? “They’re...my mates.”

      My dad makes a small choking sound, and briefly closes his eyes, then sighs. “Yeah. I had a feeling.” He glances over at me. “And you’re happy?”

      “What, no lecture?” I ask him, one brow raised.

      “Would it matter?” He shakes his head. “You forget that I was raised in Diablo Falls. I know what it means for a shifter to take a mate. And if you’re happy, then I’m happy for you.”

      “Thanks, Dad,” I tell him. And for a moment I feel like maybe everything will be alright.

      But then I turn my attention back to the road.

      “Dad,” I scream, pointing ahead of us.

      My father swerves when he sees the hooded figures blocking the highway. There are at least ten of them, and I hear their chanting as the truck spins.  

      I don’t have my seat belt on, and when he slams on the brakes, I hit the dashboard, hard.

      Buzzing, shimmering lights, someone yelling, I can’t focus, not even when I hear voices around me, or hands lifting me up.

      Get off of me, I want to shout, but a tunnel of darkness squeezes in on me.
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        * * *

      

      When I finally come to, I hear chanting around me. My head throbs, and it takes me a minute for my vision to return. But even when it does, everything around me is glowing, a weird golden haze wrapping around me.

      Hooded figures circle me, their voices one, their words flooding through me like a current of electricity. My arm doesn’t hurt anymore, but my whole body feels like it’s on fire.

      One of the hooded figures kneels down next to me, his eyes glowing like blue flames, and mutters a connotation.

      “Stop,” I say, trying to sit up, but I’m weak, so damn weak.

      “You must accept the cost, Ruby,” the hooded man says.

      The sky above me has turned dark, and thunder crashes in the distance. A storm is coming. Or maybe it just rages inside me. Wind whips in a frenzy around us, and a buzzing so intense makes my ears feel like a million bees are inside my head.

      “Make it stop,” I scream.

      “Accept the cost,” the man says again.

      “What cost? Who are you, and what do you want with me?”

      “We are the gray guardians. Protectors of this realm.”

      “Protectors?” I scoff. “Then why are you trying to kill me?”

      The man tilts his head, those eerie blue eyes studying me. “Death is only a doorway. Submit, Ruby. Allow the celestial fire to burn through you. Let it cleanse you. And if you are worthy—”

      I scream in pain when burning starts in my chest, and blaze so intense I don’t know how I don’t combust.

      Thunder rumbles and lightning cracks above us.

      “Help me,” I cry out, lifting my hands and seeing patterns of moving tattoos glowing on my skin.

      “Submit,” the man says again. “Do not fear the fire. Let it consume you.”

      I have no other choice. Fighting it is useless. It blazes like a wildfire through my soul, my body, my mind.

      I scream out again. “It hurts.”

      The hooded man’s eyes hold a sympathy I don’t expect. “Because you’re still fighting it, Ruby.”

      “How...” I wince and say through the pain. “How do you know my name? Who are you?”

      “I’m the same as you. Born of mortal flesh, by angelic intervention.”

      “I don’t...don’t understand...”

      His hand rests on my head. “Your mother ran from these hills because she didn’t understand the prophecy. She didn’t understand how special you are.”

      “I’m not...I’m just me. I have no powers. Nothing. Please...” My skin feels like it’s being incinerated. “Stop.”

      “I’m not doing this, Ruby. This is your birthright.”

      Birthright? I don’t understand. But before I have the chance to ask, growls reverberate through the air and the chanting stops. A second later, all hell breaks loose as three giant Kodiaks bound from the forest.
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            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I’ll kill the bastards. Every single one of them. I can feel my mate’s pain. Feel the way her skin burns. Feel the fire that ravishes through her.

      I bound out of the woods, my teeth and fangs bared, and attack. I don’t think, I just do - just protect.

      But the fucking cowards disappear before I can sink my teeth into them. I can still hear their chanting though, and I glance over at Gage. What the fuck? I push into his head.

      Gage just growls, and shakes his massive head, then shifts into human form.

      I do the same, rushing to Ruby, who cries out when I pull her into my arms.

      “I’ve got you,” I tell her, trying to be gentle, but I can feel how every touch hurts her.

      “We need to get her out of here,” Cody yells.

      “It doesn’t matter where you take her,” a man says, and when I glance up, I see the hooded man who had been in the forest with Ruby when we first found her. “The process has started. All you can do now is wait.”

      “What did you do to her?” Gage is on the man, his fingers curling into the man’s cloak.

      “Huck,” Ruby whispers, and when I glance down at her, I can see the life fleeting from her eyes.

      “Just stay with me,” I tell her, my heart hammering in my chest. I can’t lose her. Not now. Not when I’ve spent my entire life waiting for her.

      “I didn’t do anything,” the grey cloaked man says. “She’s becoming what she was born to become.”

      “She’s dying,” Cody yells, then he’s on the man, fist in his face. “Fix her now. Or I swear to God, I’ll send you back to whatever hell you came from.”

      The man’s eyes glow, and his skin shimmers. “I am here to help her transition.”

      “What fucking transition?” Gage yells.

      I can feel Ruby slipping away, her energy slowly leaving her body. “Stay with me, sweetheart,” I beg.

      She lifts her hand and places her palm on my cheek, a small smile touching her lips. “I...”

      “Don’t talk. Save your strength,” I tell her.

      “I love you,” she says, her words a whisper. “All three of you.” Then her eyes close and her breath becomes so shallow I wonder for a moment if she’s stopped breathing.

      “Ruby,” I cry out. “Wake up. Please.”

      “Save her,” Cody screams, pushing the hooded man toward Ruby. “Whatever you did to her, make it stop. Now.”

      The man just shakes his head. “I can’t.”

      “Can’t or won’t?” Gage growls out.

      “Both,” the man says.

      I place Ruby in Gage’s arms, then wrap my hand around the man’s throat. “Lift the curse now, or—”

      “It’s not a curse. It is her destiny.” The man’s eerie glowing eyes focus on me. He doesn’t flinch when my fingers tighten around his throat, and his calmness makes my anger grow.

      “What the fuck does that mean?” I growl out.

      “Like me, Ruby is half witch, half angel.”

      I hear Gage and Cody inhale behind me, and I know they’re as shocked as I am. “Her destiny is to become a Grey Guardian, a protector of this world. Only through death, can she—”

      “Ruby,” Gage shouts, his hand cupping her jaw, shaking it gently. “Fuck. No. She stopped breathing. Someone help me.”

      But I feel it inside me, she’s already gone. It’s like part of my soul has been stripped away.

      I cry out, an agonizing, tortured sound that vibrates from the very depth of my being.

      “It has begun,” the man says.

      I punch him then, square in the jaw and he falls backward. I’m about to pick him up and hit him again, but the man disappears just as my fingers are about to wrap around his cloak.

      Not knowing what else to do, and feeling empty, broken, like a shell of the bear I was, I kneel beside Gage, who still cradles Ruby against his chest. I see the horror in his eyes, the pain that mirrors my own. Cody joins us, and places a hand on her head, and lets out a choked cry.

      “This isn’t right,” I tell them, unable to believe that our mate is gone. But her lips are already turning blue.

      “Fuck,” Cody yells.

      Time passes, moments where I feel like the world has stopped turning. And maybe it has because everything is eerily silent around is. There’s no noise. No birds chirping. No wind rustling the leaves of the trees. Just silence.

      And then...

      “What the hell,” I breathe out as Ruby’s skin starts to glow. A golden light illuminates from her, the markings on her body shimmering with activity.

      Gage places her on the ground, gently, and we all have to shield our eyes as the light intensifies. And then she’s being lifted by some invisible force. Light, energy, warmth, they wrap around her like a cocoon.

      “What’s happening?” Gage asks.

      “I don’t know.” All I know is we have to scramble back to not be burned by the light.

      And then Ruby gasps, her eyes widening, her gaze focused on something only she can see. She’s still floating, her dark hair whipping around her body from an unseen force. Power emanates from her. And I have to suck in a breath at how beautiful she is.

      Like an angel.   

      My angel.

      Slowly, her body lowers, and her feet touch the pavement, and the glowing on her skin stops. She blinks at me, and I see the confession in her pale green eyes. “I’m...I’m alive.”

      Those words have all three of us bounding toward her, wrapping her in our arms. Our relief tangible.

      She laughs softly. “You’re crushing me.”

      “Sorry,” I say, pulling back slightly, but not before I kiss her. “Shit, Ruby, we thought we lost you.”

      “You did,” she says, frowning. “I...I died. But...”

      “You were reborn,” a man says behind us.

      I glance over my shoulder and see the hooded man who had first marked her, the man I’d punched, standing there, holding a bundle of something grey in his hands.

      “I don’t understand,” Ruby says. “What happened? The curse—”

      “There was no curse,” he tells her.

      “But my father said—”

      “Your mother.” The man grimaces but holds Ruby’s gaze. “She was a willing vessel. But she made one vital mistake. She fell in love.”

      “With my father?” Ruby shakes her head in confusion.

      “Yes. And it broke her. Angels and humans, especially witches, they can mate, but only for a period of time, until a child is born from the union. A child who will take on the responsibilities of the grey order. After your father found out that your mother was expecting you, he returned to his celestial home, but not before telling your mother what you would become.”

      “How do you know this?”

      He tilts his head and gives a sad smile. “I was issued to protect her. To protect you. But your mother fled, and she put a spell on you, making it impossible for me to track you. But then I felt your presence in the woods.”

      Ruby lets out a shaky breath, and I wrap my arms around her.

      “So, she’s alright now?” I ask. “There’s no curse. We can take our mate home.”

      “Yes. But...” The hooded man steps forward and I hear Gage growl beside me. Unfazed, the man holds the grey bundle out to Ruby. “You are a Guardian now. There will be a time when you will be called to protect this realm.”

      “But I have no powers,” she says, taking the gift.

      The man chuckles. “You are more powerful than you can imagine.” And then he disappears, the space where he was, empty like he’d never been there.

      “Shit,” Cody says. “Can you do that too?”

      We all laugh, the sound full of emotions and questions that still need to be answered.

      Ruby leans into me and sighs.

      “Time to take you home,” I tell her, then smirk. “Unless you can somehow teleport us all?”

      She shakes her head. “This is crazy.”

      “You’re alive,” I tell her. “That’s all that matters.”

      “And that you’re ours,” Gage adds, pulling her into his arms and kissing her.

      “Wait,” she says. “Where’s my father?”

      “Don’t worry,” I tell her. “He’s fine.” We’d come across him on our way to her. I’d shifted quickly enough to make sure he was alright and told him to meet us back at our cabin.

      “You ready to go home?” Cody asks her.

      “Yes, but...” She glances down at his naked body and grins. “You might want to shift into bear form.”

      We all chuckle, and I say, “I thought you liked us naked.”

      “Oh, I do.” She winks. “But I want that view just for myself. Plus, I think I might try out these new powers of mine.”

      I raise a brow at her. “What do you mean?”

      She smirks up at me and says, “Let’s see who can get home faster.” And just like that, she’s gone.

      “Shit,” Gage says, and Cody’s eyes go wide.

      But then I can feel her, her essence, her presence, and that sweet little voice of hers rings in my head calling me home.
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      Two months later...

      

      We spent the last few days getting Ruby’s room ready. She says she prefers the loft with us, but we agree that spending time alone with her, and also, giving her space to be by herself, is what will be the best for all of us long term.

      As much as I love sharing my mate, her sweet round ass and her perky little tits - there is something special about having time alone with her. When I finish hanging the curtains, the room is ready. I go to the kitchen to find my brothers and my mate. But it’s just Ruby Rose I find, in the kitchen, her hips swaying as she pulls an apple pie from the oven.

      “That smells amazing,” I tell her, wrapping my arms around her waist. I kiss her neck and she laughs, swatting me with the pot holder.

      “Careful, I don’t want you to burn yourself.”  

      I chuckle, watching as she sets the pie on the counter to cool. “Can I show you something?” I ask.

      She turns off the oven and sets her apron on the kitchen table. Having her here these last few weeks has been incredible - not just because she can cook and clean like a speed demon, and not because she has been the best company out on the Diablo Falls lake when we’ve gone fishing. And not because she has an equally unquenchable sexual appetite. But because when we are together, life makes more sense. There is no restless pacing of Gage, Huck, and I looking for our mate. She is here. And now a peace can settle over us for the first time since we’ve come of age.

      I cover her eyes with my hands as I lead her from the kitchen toward her bedroom. As I do, Gage and Huck enter the house and tiptoe into her room.

      “Who’s here?” she asks, hearing them, but I just laugh and tell her it must be the wind.

      “You’re full of it,” she says, laughing. “I can sense you, all three of you.”

      In her room, I uncover her eyes. A gasp escapes her mouth as she takes in the space we have made just for her.

      “It’s perfect,” she says, sitting down on the fluffy mattress covered with a soft blue coverlet. “This bed is amazing.” She crawls into the center of the oversized mattress that we had custom made. All the bear families on this mountain mate in groups, so it wasn’t hard to find the right supplier.

      Gage and Huck join us.

      “We know you love the loft,” Gage says. “But it will be nice to have a place where you can hang your clothing and relax without a cock nudging against your ass.”

      She laughs, sitting up in the bed, facing the three of us. “You know I love your cock anywhere you put it.” She bites her bottom lip and looks around the room.

      “What is it?” I ask. “You don’t like the curtains, the dresser?”

      She shakes her head. “No, it’s all perfect, it’s just...”

      Huck laces his fingers with hers. “Then what?”

      “I was just thinking it might be kind of crowded, is all.”

      Gage frowns. “We told you, we won’t always be here with you. You can kick us out whenever you like.”

      She shakes her head again. “That’s not what I mean.”

      “What is it then, girl?” Huck asks. “You need more space from us? Is this all too much, too fast?”

      We know Ruby Rose has had a hell of a summer. Losing her identity as a daughter and becoming a Grey Guardian. She spends most of her days on the mountain with the other guardians, perfecting her magic, and learning how to wield her unique power. Not to mention, she met us - her mates.

      Ruby’s eyes fill with tears, and she wipes them away.

      “You’re scaring me,” I say, pulling her into my arms. “Baby, you can tell us.”

      “I just, I know the last few months have been full of change and I know you guys want things to settle down, but...” She sits back up and pulls off her sundress, and sits before us naked, so damn beautiful.  She presses her hands to her bare belly. “I’m pregnant.”

      “Really?” Gage’s face breaks out into a huge smile. “That’s wonderful.”

      “It is? You’re not feeling like you just got in too deep with me?”

      “Too deep?” I ask. “Ruby, that’s not possible. We told you, you are our everything.”

      Huck wipes away the tears from her eyes. “You are going to have the cutest witch-bear baby this mountain has ever seen.”

      She laughs. “Only a quarter witch, to be fair. Part witch, part angel, part bear.”

      “And part all of us,” I say. “God, I loved you before, but now... well, you just gave us the greatest gift a pack could hope for.”

      “But if the baby is a guardian. Her life won’t just be hers, it will belong to the mountain.”

      “If he or she is, then she’ll be lucky to have a mother who can guide the way,” I tell her before pulling my naked mate to my chest.

      I kiss her, hard, and my brothers undress as I inhale her sweet lips. My fingers run over her wet pussy, opening her up like a flower in bloom. She moans against me as Huck runs his hands over her creamy skin.

      I roll away as she straddles him. I take off my clothes, stroking my thick cock as she begins to ride Huck. Watching her get fucked turns me on, and I jerk my cock nice and hard, wanting that cum to flow.

      Gage moves behind her, his fingers covered in lube as he opens her tight hole from behind. She whimpers loudly as he begins to fill his mate. I move in front of her on my knees and she takes my cock in her willing mouth.

      I love getting sucked off from this angle - as she gets pounded from her cunt and her ass. She loves it so damn much, her holes spreading as they fill her up the way her pussy needs.

      Her tiny little tits bounce as they thrust into her, her tongue running up and down my shaft. It won’t take me long to come in her mouth, and I love it when she swallows me, the milky cum sliding down her throat. I grunt in pleasure as she sucks me, her hands on my balls, Huck’s hands massaging those pretty tits. Gage slaps her round ass as he takes her and the whole fucking mountain can hear her when she reaches her climax. Her groans shake the walls of the cabin and stir the wild bear within me.

      When we finish, we fall into her bed, our hands resting on her belly. The intensity of the orgy has us breathless and utterly devoted to our girl.

      “We need to have a mating ceremony,” Gage says, fingers twining with hers. “I want to make it clear to everyone that you are ours.”

      “What would that look like?” she asks.

      Huck shrugs. “There aren’t formal weddings here for the bears on Blackthorne. So, we can do whatever we want.”

      She nods. “So, we make a commitment, and it bonds us?”

      “Were already bound,” I tell her. “This is more symbolic.”

      “Like wedding rings,” she says.

      “Yeah, but we don’t wear rings, because when we shift, we’d lose them,” I explain. “But we can get you a ring, of course.”

      Ruby Rose grins. “Okay, let’s do it.” She scoots out of the bed and Gage, Huck, and I share a look.

      “Now?” Gage asks.

      “Just hold tight, I’ll be right back,” she says. When her pretty ass cheeks saunter out of the room, Gage, Huck, and I get out of the bed.

      “You ready for this?” Huck asks.

      “I’ve been waiting for it my entire life,” I tell him.

      “God, I love her,” Gage says.

      “I can’t believe we’re going to be fathers. How fucking lucky are we?”

      She walks back in the room, then, hearing Huck’s words. “We’re the luckiest,” she says, holding her apple pie.

      We all laugh. “This is the symbol?” Gage asks.

      She shrugs, a big smile playing on her lips. “You said it was my apple pie scent that drew you to me, so I figure, what would be more appropriate than this?”

      Gage grabs a stool and sets the pie on it, then we stand in a circle. Huck clears his throat, “How about, our love is as strong as Blackthorne Mountain, as clear as the water in Diablo Falls, as eternal as the magic that binds us all.”

      Tears fill Ruby Rose’s eyes. “That’s perfect,” she says as we take one another’s hands. “Did you just come up with that?”

      He laughs. “I guess reading all those books did me some good.”

      We stand and together we recite the vow. As the words leave our lips, a white fog encircles us and a thick buzz fills the room. The words are not just symbolic, they are permanent. They have created a forcefield that will not let anything penetrate our love.

      When the last word is spoken, the fog vanishes, and Ruby Rose lets out a gasp. She holds out her hand and a glittering band of blue-grey light circles her ring finger. Then, with shock, we realize we have all been marked the same way. Huck, Gage, and I have all been gifted light rings that will never fall to the forest floor when we shift. As eternal as our love.

      

      
        
        Our love is as strong as Blackthorne Mountain.

        As clear as the water in Diablo Falls.

        As eternal as the magic that binds us all.
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      Ten years later...

      

      “Just trust your instincts, Bella,” I tell my oldest daughter, setting a hand on my ever-growing belly. I’m carrying twin boys. Again.

      “Will you tell Henry and Luke to stop growling, I can’t concentrate,” Bella says.

      I look over at my cubs, eight years old and constantly shifting. It’s a beautiful day on Blackthorne Mountain, but the summer heat is hitting all of us. Why they cancel school in the summer is beyond me. This is the time of year mothers could use a little help. God help me when they are teenagers and it’s mating season, it will be the end of me, I swear.

      “Gage, Cody, can you come get the boys?” I call out to my mates who are in the woods, chopping wood. “Take them to the river. Maybe catching fish will help them burn some energy.”

      Huck comes out of the house clapping as Bella wields her light. Her arm is straight, the ball of light cupped in her palm. I know it takes lots of focus, but the praise from her Papa Huck seems to relax her and the ball of light glows even brighter.

      Bella is the most special of all Grey Guardians. Not only does she protect the mountain, but she can create fields of light to save those who need saving. Creatures great and small.

      Her brothers stop rolling around on the ground, and Gage and Cody come from the woods, axes over their shoulders, sweat on their brows. They aren’t wearing any shirts and their chests glisten in the summer heat. Ten years later, and there is still nothing that makes me as hot as my mates.

      I look at my daughter, everyone is mesmerized by her talent. Her light brightens, becoming thicker, stronger. My girl will be the greatest Grey Guardian this mountain has ever seen, and pride swells in my chest.

      Cody wraps his large arms around me and pulls me into a kiss, Gage is on my other side, his hands on my belly, his mouth nuzzling my neck. Huck chuckles as he approaches, and I can hear the hungry need in that one sound.

      Their appetite for me is still unsatiated, and I love that after all this time, I can still bring out the wildness of my mates.  

      The kids groan, but they’re used to seeing us together. Our family goes completely against cultural norms, but this is Diablo Falls where the unexpected happens, where fairy tale creatures are real, and happily ever afters exist. A place where magic breathes new life and love can bloom in all its unique and perfect forms.

      

      
        
        ~The End~

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Wife Lottery

          

          Chapter 1

        

      

    

    
      Tia

      

      The room is full of men. Most are tall, all well-built, a mass of muscles and testosterone.  

      The rough and rugged men of Alaska.

      I’ve counted seventy-two already, and more continue to pile in. Each one here for one thing. Me.

      Well, me and the other two women who have come here by our own free will to find sanctuary in the wild north. The only cost - our lives.

      After tonight, I’ll belong to six of these men.

      And they’ll belong to me.  

      I swallow the anxiety that creeps up my throat, not wanting to reveal my apprehension to anyone. I’ve never been one to be ruled by fear. It was one of my father’s greatest frustrations, that he could never bully me into the docile child he wanted.

      But right now, fear presses heavy against my chest, as a hundred what ifs race through my mind. The scariest - what if choosing a life here, with these strangers, is worse than the life I would have had back home?

      No. That’s impossible. I had to run. If I wanted to taste freedom, of any kind, I had to take this chance.

      Of course, when I escaped home on a cargo ship, after hearing rumors about this wild land where honorable men roamed, I didn’t realize I would be forced into marriage - and with six men, instead of one.

      I close my eyes, steadying my breath.  These men can’t be as horrid as Lawson. A life with him would have been pure hell. At least here, I’m giving myself a chance at a life that has more meaning than being a trophy, owned by a man I loathe.

      Still, fear crawls up my throat. There is so much unknown. The Lottery Council explained the situation after I arrived. Nearly dead from exhaustion, and a lack of resources on the ship, I’d signed the papers, agreeing to their terms.

      After health and background checks, the men of Alaska are free to purchase lottery tickets, as many as they like, and then add them to the pot for each bride listed.

      Tonight, there are three of us.

      I look over at Kate. She’s an exotic dark-haired beauty, with olive skin and almond-shaped eyes. Both her and Lilah were on the same ship I arrived on. But of all the rumors we’d heard about this place, being part of a wife lottery wasn’t one of them. I’m not sure I would have come if I’d known.

      Kate reaches for my hand clutching it. “It’s going to be okay. We’ll be safe here.”

      I pray she’s right and hope that I’ve done a good enough job covering my tracks getting here.

      Because if they find me….

      I blink rapidly, not wanting to cry on stage with so many men watching me.

      Breathe, Tia.

      “Besides, you’re gorgeous, Tia. ” The delicate blonde, Lilah, on my right, looks at me with her wide, innocent blue eyes as she speaks. I didn’t know either of the women before I boarded that cargo ship, but there’s a bond between us, a friendship that gives me strength. “You’re going to make your husbands very happy.”

      I bite hard on my bottom lip. I know there are harems in the world. In Liberia, I hear it is common for one woman to have upwards of twenty husbands. In France, people say women have at least a dozen. But in America, the rules are different. Only the richest men get wives. And only one.

      American men don’t share. But apparently, Alaskan men do.

      And that thought makes me feel faint.

      Back home I was confident in who I was. The daughter of one of the world’s most prestigious scientists. Educated. Well-groomed. I knew exactly how to act. How to lower my eyes and feign submission, despite the wildness that ran through my veins.  

      But here? I exhale slowly, so entirely outside of my comfort zone.

      This is not what I expected.

      Six men.

      I knew coming here would mean marrying. But I’d thought I’d have one husband, a man I’d choose, and together we would forge some sort of frontier life in the woods. That side by side we would work to better a world that had turned upside down. A man who would learn to love me for my mind. That was the dream I followed coming here, the hope that led me to risk everything, even my life.

      I see now that it was a far-fetched fantasy. No one gets that sort of happily ever after.

      Not anymore.

      Not when only ten percent of the world’s population is women.

      We are coveted. Our lives, no longer our own. The freedom women once had only a memory.

      Standing on stage, overdressed and underprepared, I still hold out hope, albeit small, that maybe, here, things can be different.

      As I glance around, I wonder if fleeing for a better life is all a ruse. Maybe I’m just running into the arms of a new enemy. What if I only traded one prison for another? Or what if my real identity is found out? What if I made a terrible, irreversible choice?

      But at least it was a choice. My choice. The first one I ever really made.

      “Aren’t they handsome,” Kate says beside me, squeezing my hand in hers, black hair tumbling in waves across her bare shoulder. “Can you believe this is really happening. That we’re actually marrying men our own age, and not...” She glances back at the old men sitting behind us, lined up like a jury, and wrinkles her nose. “That.”

      The man Kate had run from, the one she’d been sold to, had been well past sixty. A wealthy banker who bought and sold wives like thoroughbred horses. None of whom, to his violent disappointment, had given him a child. When she’d learned that he had plans to sell her to one of his business partners, Kate fled.

      “Aren’t they positively delicious.” She giggles, dark eyes roaming the room. “They look good enough to eat.”

      I force a smile and nod, unable to share her enthusiasm. She isn’t wrong about their looks. More than a few faces have caught my eye. But they’re still men.  And I’ve never known a good, true man in my life.

      Am I so naive to think I would find one now? And not just one honorable man-but six?

      “Look at the redhead in the corner. He keeps staring at you,” Lilah says on the other side of me. “I bet his ticket is for you. Isn’t he gorgeous?”

      She gives a little sigh, wearing her heart, and her life on her sleeve.

      We’ve given up everything for a chance at a real life of our own. Once I crossed the border into Alaska, we came under the protection of this state. We’re safe. Or as safe as I’ll ever be.

      I know people are already looking for me. Men of means and power.

      My father.

      Lawson.

      The odds of me truly escaping are next to none. But I’d rather die in this cold barren wasteland fighting for a freedom I’ve never known, than spend the rest of my life as someone’s property.

      If I hadn’t run, I’d be sold to the highest bidder. Living a life of luxury, sure, but I wouldn’t have been my own person in any right. I would have been beholden to a man who believes the lies the government spreads. That there is no way out of the predicament the world has found itself in. A man who saw me as nothing more than a commodity, to be bought and sold at will.

      But here, it will be different. Or at least that’s what I tell myself, because there’s no turning back now.

      The redhead that Lilah mentioned does watch me from across the room. He’s a mountain of a man, with a dark auburn beard, and kind eyes that smile at me when he sees me staring back.

      It’s a look I’m not used to. Not just lust and a desire to possess, but respect. And it gives me a flicker of hope.

      For years, I’d heard the rumors about the wild men of the north, and the community they had built. A place where women were honored and cherished.

      And free.

      I want to taste that freedom. Swim in it. I want to duck my head under fresh spring water and come up for air, having lived...and loved.

      Maybe, of the six men, one will come to love me, and I him. And that’s something that causes hope to stir in my chest.

      From my position on the stage, I glance out at a sea of faces. A few others catch my gaze, including a pair of intense, light blue eyes that watch me from the back of the room, close to the red-headed man.

      He’s...gorgeous. The man drags long fingers through short, dark blonde hair, then roughs his palm over the slightly darker scruff that coats his jaw.

      I should pull my gaze away. But I don’t. He holds my attention. His entire demeanor commanding, and I have no doubt he’s someone high up around here. But he’s still young enough to be included in the lottery, and I wonder just how many tickets he’s entered. And if any are for me.

      I shiver under his gaze, and let myself have a brief second of hope that his name will be called.

      Doors shut around the now full room. The lottery is about to begin, and I feel the tension of the men mounting. There are a few who look bored, leaning against the back wall, hands crossed over their large chests. But most have an intensity to their gaze that tells me that they’re just as invested as I am.  

      They know nothing about me, other than I’ve been confirmed healthy and fit by the medical board, and the fake back story I gave when I got here. I know I broke a dozen laws by lying, but even though they swore protection no matter who I was, or who I was running from, I knew anonymity was my only option.  

      Christina Thorne is dead, and Hypatia Curie is born in the wild Alaskan wilderness. I chose the name in honor of two women of science I always admired and respected. The mathematician, Hypatia of Alexandria, and the renowned physicist Marie Curie.  

      “May I have your attention.” An older man, wearing a decorated military uniform announces that the lottery is about to begin, and a murmur runs throughout the room.

      I let out a shaky breath.

      There’s no turning back now.

      I’m really doing this.

      It’s insane. An act of desperation. But it’s my only choice.

      The man with the microphone calls my name first, and I’m instructed to move forward on the stage, but I feel my feet cemented in place. Terror of what comes next glues me to the ground.  

      Six husbands. I am not prepared for this. In my twenty-one years, I’ve never even kissed a man.

      “It’s okay,” Kate whispers, giving my hand one last squeeze before letting it go. “You’re safe here.”

      “It’s all right,” Lilah whispers, her sugary sweet voice so foreign to my ears. Where I am jaded, she is smooth. “This is better than it could have been. This is a choice, remember? Your choice.”

      How this fragile woman is now the strong one is beyond me. On the boat ride here, she was a jumble of emotions. But now, on stage, she has composed herself. Now it’s me who’s a mess.

      Kate, wearing rose-colored glasses since the moment we met, leans in to whisper, “This isn’t an auction, it’s a lottery. It’s our destiny, Tia.”

      I smooth down my white bridal gown as the man motions me with an impatient gesture to step forward. When I do, I hear a murmur of appreciation from the men. I lower my chin, my breasts pushed up high in this satin dress. The material cinches tight on my waist. In this gown there is no disguising the woman my men will receive.

      Here I am, on display, for all to see. This is everything I wanted to avoid. I never wanted to be a prize. I don’t want to be won. I want a man to earn my affection. I want to be treasured and adored. I want to be more than a wife who was bought.

      I want to be chosen.

      More afraid than I’ve ever been in my life, I blink back tears, and straighten my shoulders.

      My choice.

      Exhaling slowly, I glance back at Kate and Lilah who look at me with encouraging smiles. I’m not alone.

      In this new world, women stick together. We have to. It was only by the kindness of strangers, seeing my plight, sheltering and hiding me, that I managed to get here at all. A small pink ribbon hanging in the front window of a home, a symbol that it was a safehouse.

      But in Alaska every house is safe. At least that’s the line we bought coming here.

      My hands tremble as the announcer runs through the list of my abilities and talents, and I nearly choke when he mentions my culinary skills. Despite all my tutors’ frustrated efforts to make me a proper housewife, my only real passion was science - is science. I know if I was just given the chance, I could make a real difference in finding a way to reverse the population crisis. But that wasn’t my fate.

      And I don’t think fate is going to intervene on my behalf now.

      I lift my eyes, wishing my distrust in everyone and everything could be replaced with some of the warmth Lilah and Kate possess. How I wish my hard edges were soft lines. But I need to keep my guard up until I meet my husbands.

      This night has just begun. I have no idea what they will expect of me once we leave the safety of this meeting hall. But I have an idea. I shiver in both fear and anticipation.

      A man, announced as The Director comes onto the stage. A silver-haired man in his early sixties, he carries a bronze, decorated antique looking device that’s a contrast to the unornamented, concrete walled room, with its high-tech security system.

      His gaze lingers and narrows for a moment on me before moving on.

      After he sets the bronze device, a wire ball filled with slips of paper, on a pedestal at one side of the stage, a ceremonial speech is read, then the Director gives the ball a sharp turn with the handle on its side, and I can hear a scattering of paper rustling, ready to determine my fate.

      As the first ticket is drawn, the room goes completely silent.

      There’s a sharp crack in the microphone as the Director leans forward and says, “Ticket two-zero-five. Giles Knight. You are the first winner of tonight’s lottery and husband one of Hypatia Curie.”

      There’s a shift in the crowd. A rustle of clothing. Then a man steps forward. Dark auburn hair, and a matching beard frames a handsome face. But it’s his size that has me swallowing hard as he steps onto the stage. He’s one of the men I caught watching me earlier.

      A wall of muscle, the man towers over me, and if it weren’t for the kindness I see in his confident green eyes, I might be frightened.

      He holds himself in military fashion, back straight, expression unreadable, he gives a sharp nod, before taking his place to the side of me.

      I can’t help but sneak a sideways glance at the man, and when I do, I see his lips twitch up just slightly.

      Behind me I hear Kate and Lilah sigh as they take in Giles. I twist my neck, looking back at them with wide eyes, my heart suddenly lighter than it has been in weeks. Maybe this isn’t the worst-case scenario.

      The next few names are called quickly, and each man comes on stage, taking his place in a line next to Giles. And I try my best to remember their names as they’re called out.

      Huxley is the second. He’s a good five inches shorter than Giles, but his face is pleasing, and his eyes, a clear blue rimmed with dark lashes, give me the impression that he is intelligent.

      Next is Banks, with his olive skin, jet black hair, and dark piercing eyes that seem almost skeptical of me as he takes his place with the other men. There’s a slight arrogance to him that makes me a bit apprehensive.

      And I wonder if I wasn’t his first choice. Maybe he put tickets in for the other women as well. I pull my bottom lip between my teeth and glance away.

      The fourth man to be called is Emerson. Sporting a full sleeve tattoo on his left arm, his eyes are a striking turquoise. Tall, with long, light brown hair pulled back in a bun, his size is comparable to Giles. And I have no doubt that whatever his job is, it requires strenuous labor.

      I glance out across the sea of faces, catching the blue eyes of the man I’d noticed earlier. When the fifth name is called, his nostrils flare slightly, and I see his jaw twitch. There’s a slight murmur of disapproval from the men, as the man called makes his way on stage.

      Shaggy, dark blond hair, and friendly brown eyes, the man looks almost confused that his name has been called, which is odd, since each man here had to pay a serious amount of money to be included in the lottery.

      But there’s no denying his frown as he glances over at me.

      Shit. This is not doing much for my confidence.

      The Director seems more familiar with him than the other men, and a satisfied grin stretches across his face as he watches Salinger take his place next to Emerson.

      I take in the five men next to me. All different in their own way. But each one appealing, even handsome. And I let out a small nervous laugh.

      This is actually happening. These men will all call me wife before the night is through.

      The last ticket is called, and a round of disappointed grumbling fills the room.

      But no one moves towards the stage.

      “Fallon Hudson,” the Director repeats.

      My gaze drifts back to the man who’d caught my attention earlier. He holds my gaze for a long, intense second, and I see a flicker of something in his eyes, something primal, a hunger, and I can’t help the warmth that spreads through my body.

      Then he gives a small, almost unperceivable half-smile, and pushes himself off the wall. Cool and collected, he makes his way towards me.

      There’s something familiar about him. Something I can’t place. Like a distant memory or a dream.

      Fallon, his name echoes in my mind.
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