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Aurora never thought disaster would strike the day before her eighteenth birthday, especially not for her and her family. They were freaking invincible.

She sat in the back of her dad’s Tahoe with her seven-year-old sister, Starla. Although they were ten years apart, many who saw them together assumed they weren’t related because of how different they appeared. Where she had pin-straight, black hair and bright blue eyes, her sister Starla had blonde hair and brown eyes, which stood out in stark contrast against her pale skin, while each bore aspects of their parents in different ways.

Her mother leaned across the console toward her father. The long curtain of her dark hair obscured her face as she kissed his cheek. Aurora shook her head at their display of affection.

“Mommy kissed Daddy. That’s eleven,” Starla chirped.

“Are you keeping count, Biddy Bee?” their dad asked.

Starla scrunched up her nose. “I’m not a bee, daddy.” She glared at the front of the SUV rather than the iPad in her lap until their father lifted his hand in surrender.

Aurora returned to listening to her playlist, nodding along to Uptown Funk by Bruno Mars. At the same time, they drove away from all she knew. Her friends. Her school. Her everything.

The last six hours, they’d only stopped to get gas, grab snacks, and go to the bathroom at several roadside places. She wasn’t a complainer, truly. But, Aurora wanted them to tell her where they were heading and why they hadn’t told her before pulling her out of class with no explanation. Thankfully, she had her cell phone and backpack, and her mom had packed a suitcase for her and Starla. Not that she knew what clothes were inside or if she’d included her favorite outfits.

She let out a sigh and stared out the front windshield. Her eyes widened in horror as her dad cursed. To the right, the guardrail that should have been there was gone—washed away—and part of the highway was missing as well.

A loud crack followed by a boom filled the air as a bright light flashed. Rain pelted the windshield, making it hard for her to see the road.

“Dad,” she whispered.

“Hold tight,” he said. The deep timbre of his voice held a note of warning and strength.

Aurora tucked her phone into her pocket as Starla whimpered. She reached for her younger sister’s hand, wanting to reassure her everything would be okay. The feel of the big vehicle sliding on the road made her yelp, which she quickly stifled, biting her lip to stay silent.

Her mother glanced back at Starla and then at Aurora, her expression filled with concern and fear. It was the fear that scared Aurora the most—one second, the day had been cloudy and gloomy. Normal for upper Washington State this time of year. There’d been no sign of a storm on the radar when they’d set out, and then all of a sudden, they were driving into something terrifying.

The water next to the road seemed to have come alive. The waves crashed onto the sides, searching for victims to claim. They were looking for Aurora and her family.

Stop it, she yelled inside her head. If she stared hard enough, she could see their lifeless forms lying on the surface.

She shook her head, dispelling the images. Her hand squeezed Starla’s tighter, making her sister give a little cry of alarm.

“Sorry, sorry,” she mumbled, releasing her grip slightly.

The engine's rumble grew lower as their dad slowed, dodging debris on the road. Why didn’t he stop and turn around?

“Ivan, maybe we should stop and go back,” her mother said.

The sound of leather squeaking filled the Tahoe. Aurora didn’t have to see it to get the fact that he was gripping the steering wheel with his immense strength. His voice was always gentle, even when angry.

“Gemma, look behind us, baby. I can’t go back even if I wanted to.”

Aurora lifted up to look over the backseat and gasped at the sight as her eyes widened. It was as if a hurricane had hit them, bringing down several trees and blocking the path.

“Aurora, stay seated, sweetheart.” Her mother glanced backward, giving them both a smile. “No matter what happens, as long as we’re together, we’ll be fine.”

Starla shoved her iPad into her backpack, which sat between them. Her dark eyes were wide and filled with fright. Aurora reached for her little hand again, giving her a reassuring squeeze. Nobody spoke as their dad drove at a snail’s pace. 

Lightning illuminated the sky. Thunder boomed, shaking their vehicle.

Aurora turned at the deafening sound of a crash behind them, but before she could get a good look, both her dad and mom yelled at the same time. Her father jerked the wheel of the Tahoe, swerving perilously close to the crumbling side of the cliff edge. There was a moment of panic as their vehicle lifted and slammed back to the ground. The sound of her mother’s scream went silent. A large object separated the front of the car from her and Starla.

The haunting melody of metal scraping against asphalt, mingling with the sound of glass shattering and water splashing against the rocky cliffs, filled her ears. A coppery scent filled the air as she tried to wipe the moisture off her face. Her fingers came away sticky. She looked at her hands, horrified to see so much blood covering them.

Aurora sucked in a breath, stifling the urge to scream out of fear she’d scare Starla. The reminder of her little sister had her looking to the side. She gasped at the sight of Starla with blood running from her nose, slumped against the shattered glass.

“No, no, no,” she mumbled repeatedly.

Her fingers fumbled with her seatbelt. An overwhelming desire to be with her sister filled every part of her. Finally, after too many seconds to count, the dang thing unclicked, allowing her to scoot across the wrecked interior.

The rise and fall of Starla’s chest lessened the panic rising within her. Aurora wasn’t sure what she’d have done if her sister had been...Her mind screeched to a halt at the thought.

“Starla, come on, Biddy Bee. I need you to wake up.”

Wind and rain lashed the interior of the Tahoe. Clarity hit her. A giant tree blocked her view of the front part of the SUV. The sound of rushing water crashing against the rocky cliff seemed too close, as if they were on the edge of the road instead of in the center, as they had been before.

“Sissy, what happened?”

The terror of their situation eased slightly at the sound of Starla’s voice. “We were in an accident. Where do you hurt?”

Starla moved her arms and legs, wincing as she shifted her head. “Nothing, I don’t think. You’re bleeding,” she said, pointing at Aurora’s face.

She lifted her hand to the back of her head, wincing. “Some glass cut me. I’m fine.”

They needed to get out of the vehicle before it got swept away. The fact neither of their parents had spoken to them or tried to help them worried her. She never thought their impromptu trek would lead to her being the one fighting to escape alone with her sister in the middle of a storm. A sudden chill raced down her spine as if something was coming for them.

Her mom’s voice flashed inside her mind. Don’t let the beasts within overrule the being residing above. You’re the daughter of a Gemini. You’re stronger, faster, braver than they are. You are not ruled by those who wish to chain you. Seek the Willow Tree deep within the Hoh Rain Forest. Ask the Goddess to protect you and your sister until she also comes of age. Your father and I love you and Starla to the moon and stars. Take care of one another.

“Don’t leave me, mama,” Aurora cried, knowing the voice was her mother’s and she and their father were no longer on the Earth.

“Where are mama and daddy?” Starla asked.

Aurora had to look away, using the excuse to wipe the blood from her eyes. “We need to move, Starla.” She unbuckled the seatbelt, gasping at the groan and scrape as their SUV shifted.

“Put your backpack on and follow me. We’re going out the back window. Please, just do as I say. I’ll keep us safe.” Goddess, she prayed, she wasn’t fucking shit up and leading them both into a fate worse than death.

Starla’s lips trembled, but she nodded.

They moved quickly but carefully, easing the back hatch open. Starla shrank back from the rain lashing the Earth in a frenzy. It made a torrential downpour appear bland in comparison. 

“Remember what mama always said, Biddy Bee?” Aurora worked to keep her voice steady. “Hope is held in the beauty after the rain. When the sun shines through the clouds, everything is clean, and a renewal can begin.” Aurora’s heart ached. Her words felt hollow, but she hoped Starla wouldn’t hear. She grabbed her mother’s bag, remembering she’d seen her stuffed cash inside before zipping it up. With a huff, Aurora lugged hers, Starla’s, and her mom’s out the back. 

A sob caught in her throat as she saw the last bag sitting in the back by itself. Against her better judgment, she reached back in, grabbing her father’s duffel, hating the thought of leaving it behind.

She loathed setting their luggage on the slippery road under their feet. However, she couldn’t carry the three pieces by herself, nor could she expect Starla to heft one of them. Starla was little more than a baby in her mind. Aurora didn’t want to put stress on her little sister. The last thing she wanted to do was weigh Starla down with anything other than her own backpack. She closed her eyes, running through scenarios. If she added a few vital things that didn’t add too much weight once she went through the suitcases, they’d be fine, and it wouldn’t be too much for a seven-year-old. Aurora had to be smart and work fast before whatever was chasing them found out they were alone. There was no doubt in her mind the storm hadn’t come from natural causes. Without their mom and dad for protection, she and Starla were no match for beings who were strong enough to create such immense magic.

Across the road, the forest would give her and Starla some coverage from the unrelenting rain. She pulled the strap of her dad’s duffel over her shoulder, stacked her suitcase on top of her mom’s, and then pulled the small handle up on Starla’s. With both her hands filled with the suitcases, she looked at her shivering little sister and gave her what she hoped was a confident smile.

“We’re going to run across the road over there and combine some of our stuff into my backpack and yours, and then we’ll find help. Okay?”

Starla looked at the mangled mess of a Tahoe, then back at her. “Why aren’t Mama and Daddy coming with us?”

The vehicle shifted and groaned, sliding further down the ravine. Aurora grabbed Starla, pulling her away from the wreckage. Her heart thundered inside her chest. Goddess, how do you tell a child their parents are gone? An all-encompassing sense of grief threatened to send her to the ground. Her knees shook with the effort to stay upright.

“Biddy Bee, mama told me to take care of you. Daddy would be so mad if I didn’t get us to safety. Now, come on. Let’s go,” she said, using the stern voice her mother used whenever they didn’t do as she said.

Her sister sniffed, but she hiked her backpack up on her shoulders and gave a nod. They moved across the desolate road, hurrying as much as possible while dodging debris.

“You good, Starla?” she yelled, slowing her steps so the younger girl could keep up. The howling wind and rain created a roaring background noise with thunder clapping over and over.

The slap, slap sound of their tennis shoes on the asphalt accompanied the cacophony of twigs scraping together in the distance as the storm continued. Goddess, Aurora hated thunderstorms.

They made it into the forest, but she kept them moving until more trees provided protection overhead. Of course, there were also more chances of another catastrophe like the one that fell on their Tahoe. She closed her eyes and came to a stop.

“Here is good, Starla.” Blowing out a breath, Aurora wondered how much therapy they’d need to have after today. Hell, she hoped they’d survive long enough.

The first bag she rifled through was her own, figuring the memories inside it wouldn’t cripple her. After she grabbed a couple of changes of clothes, she moved on to the next. Her heart rolled over as she realized her mother had picked all her favorite things to bring with her. Fuck.

She swiped at her eyes with shaky hands, dashing away the useless tears, and opened her sister’s bag. She grabbed a couple of Starla’s most beloved outfits, just as she’d done, from her bag. Next, she placed her hand on top of her mom’s. The hardshell case radiated warmth, reminding her of her mother and the innate power she’d held.

“It’s going to be okay, Aurora. Mama is watching over us. I can feel her.” Starla placed her hand on Aurora’s shoulder and held the other over her heart. Although she had their dad’s hair color and the same skin tone, Starla’s eyes were identical to their mom’s. She swore she could feel their mother looking back as she stared at her little sister.

“You’re right, Biddy Bee. As long as we stick together, everything will be okay.” With renewed resolve, she unzipped the suitcase. Inside, she found an envelope filled with cash and credit cards. She grabbed one of the waterproof pouches filled with bathroom supplies, put the money inside it, and slid it into her backpack. Her eyes caught sight of a jewelry box. There was a strange hum to it that drew her hands like a lodestone.

“What’s happening?” Starla asked.

Aurora couldn’t answer as she lifted it out of the pile of clothes. The small silver box weighed between five and seven pounds. Underneath the pile lay an intricate key. She swiped it up and placed both inside her bag before looking for anything of value. Two sweaters her mom favored lay next to where the box had been. She put them into her backpack without giving herself a chance to reconsider. One was for her, and one was for Starla. Then, she zipped the bag back up.

Their father’s duffel bag contained another envelope with cash. Jeez. She looked over her shoulder, having a slight panic attack with thoughts of being robbed.

“Are we rich, sissy?”

Her sister’s question had a crazy, chuckle-worthy response, leaving her. “It sure feels like it, but I don’t think so.” 

After reopening the waterproof bag with the other cash, she shoved the rest inside and grabbed a couple of shirts of their dad’s that reminded her of him. Just as she was closing his bag, something shiny caught her eye. She slid her hand in until she hit a hard object. Her breath stalled when she pushed the clothes out of the way. Again, she looked over her shoulder to see if anyone was behind her. 

For the past several years, her father took her to the gun range, telling her she needed to be prepared to protect herself and her sister. Of course, he’d had her in several forms of martial arts classes before she’d started kindergarten, insisting she needed to know how to defend herself and Starla. Once Starla turned four, she began taking the same courses. Aurora knew she could take down most men, even those twice her size. Growing up, she’d always thought her mom and dad would be there.

Her hand shook as she wrapped it around the gun. She pulled it out, noticing a couple of clips and a Spyderco Para Military 2 knife beside it. In fact, it looked similar to the one he’d given her for her birthday.

Aurora closed her eyes and silently prayed to the heavens for strength and guidance.

She pushed to her feet and shrugged the backpack onto her shoulders. Looking down at Starla, her heart nearly broke. Her sister’s long blonde hair reminded her of their dad’s, but her brown eyes were like their mom’s. Looking into them was like looking into the soul of a much older woman.

“I’ll carry your backpack, Biddy Bee.” Aurora bent to grab the pack she’d stuffed full of things they might need.

Starla shook her head. “I can do it.”

Aurora let out a sigh. “How about I let you carry it if I get tired?”

She had no plans to let her sister carry the pack, but she wouldn’t say so to her stubborn baby sister.

“Okay, but promise you’ll let me help,” she said.

Again, her sister glared at her with flashing brown eyes, holding too much fire for a girl her age. Aurora didn’t doubt Starla would give her a run for her money one day.

“I’m going to put the suitcases inside the tree trunk. Maybe it’ll keep them safe until we can come back.” She didn’t believe they’d ever make it back, but saying the words felt right.

Although the storm raged outside the forest, where they sheltered, the rain didn’t seem to touch them. Aurora sent a prayer to the Goddess without questioning the reasons. She worked to hide all their suitcases inside the large tree, marveling at the beauty of the roots arching above the ground. Starla stayed close, handing her branches without being asked. Once she’d ensured she’d hidden it from view, she grabbed Starla’s hand and stepped back. 

With an image of the tree she needed to find clear in her mind, they began working their way inward.

“Mama said the tree would teach us what we needed to know,” Starla whispered.

Aurora stopped walking, nearly tripping over a fallen tree. “When did she say such a thing?”

Starla looked up at her, and a sliver of sun shone down through a break in the trees. “The other day. She said one day you and I would go on an adventure, and we’d touch the tree to learn.”

A shiver went down her spine. Had her mother known something terrible was going to happen to her, to them? Tears welled in her eyes. She turned to begin walking again, blinking furiously. Whatever happened, she’d take care of Starla. She’d touch the fucking tree and do her best to keep them both safe. 
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“Come on, Starla, you can keep up with your big sister,” Aurora said, laughing at her younger sister.

Starla stretched her arms toward the ceiling, rolling her eyes. “Obviously, it’s not the issue, Aurora. I’m not in the mood to go running through the woods like you on a sunny Saturday afternoon when I could be hanging out with my friends at the mall.”

Aurora ignored her baby sister’s bratty attitude, knowing the cause. Hell, she could remember the first time she’d gone through the same thing. Goddess, it had been awful. She shuddered at the memory of feeling as if she’d burn alive with need, but she had a little girl who depended on her.

“Well, buck up, Biddy Bee. We’re going to run your booty off. You don’t want to go hang out at the mall with said friends, and all of a sudden, decide to attack one or ten of them for no apparent reason.” She didn’t want to say fuck any random guy like he was the last man on Earth, yet they both knew those words were exactly what could happen if Starla didn’t get her shit together. Most girls got their period, learned how to put a tampon in, and bought their first box of pads in their early teens. Not the Knight sisters. Nope, they had fucked up DNA thanks to their parents, Goddess rest their souls.

Her sister let out a very inhuman-like grunt and then growled. Aurora lifted a brow as she walked past, heading for the backyard. “I’m going to holler for Yukon. You keep sassing me, and I will make you hold his leash when we run.”

They both were aware of how much Starla hated running behind Yukon. The Grey Wolf-Alaskan Malamute mix loved Aurora but tolerated Starla. If they were out in the woods or anywhere he could stretch his paws, he’d show them who was alpha of their little pack, until Aurora let him see it was her. Poor Starla didn’t stand a chance at getting the big beast to listen to her unless Yukon decided it was in his best interest.

The treelined path wound through the woods. Leaves coated the path, silencing their footfalls as they ran behind Yukon.

“I need to take a break, Rory,” Starla gasped.

Aurora stopped. “Yukon, come.”

The big animal continued for a bit, then turned back to face Aurora. His ears perked up and twitched. She looked toward the clearing ahead, where he stood, and then down at Starla, who’d stopped near a large fallen tree. The sound of water made every muscle in her body tense.

“Do you need a drink?” She pulled her backpack off, thinking she’d get her water bottle out for her sister.

Starla waved her hand in the air. “No, I got my own. You and Yukon can continue. I’ll catch up.”

She watched her sister pull out her cell phone and begin typing into the damn thing, which made her grit her teeth. Instead of arguing with her, she walked ahead to see why Yukon hadn’t returned to her side.

“Yukon, come,” she said a little more sharply than before, sweeping her gaze from left to right when she didn’t see him immediately. “Dammit, where are you? Yukon,” she yelled and jogged forward a few feet, trying to see if he was in the clearing. Maybe he’d found some food another runner had left?

Her head jerked up as the sound of rustling came from off to her left. To her right, the unmistakable sound of a waterfall off in the distance caught her attention. She’d always kept away from certain areas, especially ones with water. The noise moving closer to her from the left wouldn’t have been heard by most, but her hearing wasn’t like an average human. She began moving backward, inching toward the path back to Starla without making any sudden moves. Fuck, she’d allowed them to get split up like a damn idiot.

As soon as she hit the path, she turned to run back the way she came, only to slam into a solid surface and bounce back. She flailed her arms, trying to stay upright. Another large body caught her from behind.

“What do we have here, boys?”

The deep baritone sent a shiver of fear down her spine. The scents of the men surrounding her reminded her of canine and man. She tried to break free, kicking back with her feet and using her head as a weapon.

“Motherfucking bitch. I think she broke my nose.” 

She fell to the ground as the one holding her released her with a howl. Aurora jumped up, darted to the left, and made for the trees running parallel to the path. Dark chuckles came from the four men who’d surrounded her.

“Kill her. She’s not the one we want. She’s nothing but a human. I want the one who smells—”he inhaled“—like a female wolf in heat. She’s the answer to all our problems. We need to eliminate the other one, but make it look like an accident.”

Aurora ran, dodging trees and jumping over fallen logs, wishing she and Starla could communicate through their minds. Tears threatened to fall, but she blinked them away.

A scream sliced through the air. Her sister’s fear is palpable. And then she heard Yukon’s familiar growl. She followed their sounds, running full out toward them. They thought she was human, thanks to the magic running through her veins, which hid the other side of her being. She’d kept the wolven part of Starla suppressed for the past ten years, until today. If only they hadn’t come out to run off the energy. No, she couldn’t waste energy on what-ifs.

Pain lanced through her side, causing her to stumble and fall. She tried to roll with the impact but felt another hit slam into her body, making her flip the other direction. The only thing she could do was tuck herself into a ball and pray. Her body hit the ground with a sickening crunch as her head hit something hard and unforgiving. She tried to look up and see what had happened, but black dots swam in her vision.
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