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Prologue
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Starla clutched her iPad, fear making her reach for her sister Aurora.

She sat in the back of her dad’s Tahoe with her seventeen-year-old sister while her parents sat up front, driving through a storm. Although they were ten years apart, many who saw them together assumed they weren’t related because of how different they appeared. She wished she looked more like her sister with her straight, black hair and bright blue eyes. But she looked more like her dad with blonde hair.

Her mother leaned across the console toward her father. The long curtain of her dark hair obscured her face as she kissed his cheek. She whispered something that made him laugh. Starla let out a sigh. If they were laughing, then it couldn’t be too bad outside. She hated storms, though.

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

“Are you keeping count, Biddy Bee?” their dad asked, looking at her through the rearview mirror.

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. He never called her sister silly names.

Aurora returned to listening to her playlist, nodding along to some song Starla couldn’t hear. She glanced back at her tablet, focusing on the birds on the screen.

Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed the water looked higher. It reminded her of large hands reaching up as if they wanted to pull them into the scary depths. “Mommy, the water looks really scary,” she cried.

Her mom turned around and patted her leg. Starla tried to smile, but their dad cursed. A loud crash beside them shook the ground. Her father ordered her mom to hold on. 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. She closed her eyes, trying not to cry out.

“Dad,” Aurora whispered.

“Hold tight,” he said. His deep voice sounded worried. Her dad never sounded anything but strong.

Starla whimpered. Aurora took her hand as their vehicle slid back and forth.

Her mother glanced back at her, then at her sister Aurora. The look in her dark eyes made Starla’s stomach hurt. Her parents promised they’d have a great adventure. They knew Starla hated storms since she’d gotten lost alone during a family camping trip when she’d been four. Nobody knew how or why she’d gone off in the middle of the night. The only thing she remembered was waking up during a storm with lightning flashing all around them, like now.

Earlier, there’d been no sign of a storm, but now they were driving into something terrifying. Starla held her breath, hoping it was a bad dream.

“Starla, you need to breathe, Biddy Bee,” her mother said.

“The water looks like it’s come alive, Mommy.”

Starla looked over at her sister, Aurora. Usually, she could count on her to calm her, but she was shaking her head and squeezing Starla’s hand a little too tightly. Starla cried out as the feeling of her fingers grinding together became too painful.

“Sorry, sorry,” Aurora 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. His voice was always gentle, even when angry.

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

Her sister looked over the backseat and gasped. Her beautiful blue eyes widened. Their vehicle swayed back and forth. It was as if a hurricane had hit them, bringing down several trees and blocking the path.

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

Starla grabbed her backpack from the center of the seat and shoved her iPad into it. Aurora reached for her hand again, giving it a gentle squeeze. Nobody spoke as their dad drove really slowly. She wanted to tell him to speed up. Tears dripped down her face, but she didn’t make a sound out of fear she’d make her dad wreck.

Lightning lit up the sky, making her flinch. Thunder boomed, shaking their vehicle. She bit her lip hard enough to break the skin.

A crash behind them pulled a scream from both her and Aurora. Their big SUV jerked. Her dad and mom yelled at the same time. Her father twisted the wheel of the Tahoe, swerving perilously close to the crumbling side of the cliff edge. Starla held onto Aurora’s hand tighter, panicked that they’d be lifted and slammed back to the ground.

“Aurora, what’s happening?” she asked.

The sound of her mother’s scream went silent. Starla couldn’t see the front of the vehicle where her parents were. Pain rocked her as another object hit their vehicle, and then darkness swallowed her.

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

“Sissy, what happened?”

“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,” Starla said, pointing at Aurora’s face.

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

“Don’t leave me, mama,” Aurora cried.

“Where are mama and daddy?” Starla asked, looking around as her sister began to cry. Her older sister didn’t get so emotional, so seeing her this way worried Starla.

“We need to move, Starla.” Aurora unbuckled the seatbelt.

“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.”

Starla’s lips trembled, but she nodded.

They moved out the back hatch. Starla shrank back from the rain lashing the Earth. The way it came down so fast made it hard for her to see in front of her.

“Remember what mama always said, Biddy Bee?” Aurora spoke close to her ear. “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 grabbed their mother’s bag, hers, and Starla’s out of the back.

“I can help, sissy,” she said.

A sob caught in Aurora’s throat as she reached back inside and grabbed their dad’s duffel. “I got it, Biddy Bee.”

Aurora pulled the strap of their dad’s duffel over her shoulder, stacked both suitcases on top of their mom’s, and then pulled the small handle up on Starla’s. She reached for Starla’s hand and smiled. Starla didn’t want to tell Aurora she could see through the façade she was trying to show her. Instead, she took her sister’s hand in her own, letting her think she was oblivious. A shiver wracked her body.

“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.

“Biddy Bee, mama told me to take care of you. Daddy would be so mad if I didn’t get us to safety. Come on. Let’s go,” she said, using the stern voice that reminded her of their mama.

Starla 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?” Aurora yelled, slowing her steps so Starla could keep up. The howling wind and rain created a roaring background noise with thunder clapping over and over. Starla did her best to keep from jerking each time the thunder rolled.

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, she wondered if her sister hated thunderstorms as much as she did.

They made it into the forest, but Aurora kept them moving until more trees provided protection overhead. Starla wasn’t sure how her sister did it. The wind tried to blow her over. She nearly fell over several times in the short walk across the distance from the crash to the woods.

“Here is good, Starla.” Aurora blew out a breath.

Starla and Aurora paused inside the forest.

“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. There was a warmth within her that made her feel as if her mother was with them.

Although she had their dad’s hair color and the same skin tone, Starla’s eyes were identical to their mom’s. Their mom used to say the window to their souls was through their eyes. As she stared at Aurora, she could see fierce determination.

“You’re right, Biddy Bee. As long as we stick together, everything will be okay.” Aurora unzipped the suitcase in front of her. Starla watched her pull out an envelope with cash and credit cards. Her sister placed the stuff in a waterproof pouch like the one they’d used when they’d gone camping. Next, her sister pulled out a jewelry box that made Starla feel weird.

“What’s happening?” Starla asked.

Aurora didn’t answer as she placed the jewelry box and waterproof pouch inside her bag. Starla saw her place a couple of sweaters her mom loved into her backpack, then she zipped the bag back up. Aurora did the same with their father’s duffel bag. His bag contained another envelope with cash.

“Are we rich, sissy?” she asked.

“It sure feels like it, but I don’t think so.”

“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?”

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

“I’m going to put the suitcases inside the tree trunk. Maybe it’ll keep them safe until we can come back.”

Starla had a feeling they wouldn’t be coming back.

“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 Aurora. “The other day. She said one day you and I would go on an adventure, and we’d touch the tree to learn.”
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Starla let out a sigh, stretching her arms above her head. She rolled her eyes as Aurora hollered at her for the tenth time.

“Come on, Starla, you can keep up with your big sister,” Aurora said.

“Obviously, that’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.” She checked her cell phone, noticing her friends were posting about meeting for lunch.

Aurora ignored her like usual, which really ticked Starla off.

“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.”

“Gah, why don’t you just say I’m liable to want to go boink any random guy if I didn’t get my shit together. Most girls my age get their period, learn how to put a tampon in, and prepare to go to prom. Not the Knight sisters. Nope, we have howling at the moon to look forward to.” Starla glared at her sister.

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. Starla didn’t stand a chance at getting the big beast to listen to her unless Yukon decided it was in his best interest. She would rather Aurora be in charge of the big beast.

Knowing her sister wasn’t going to let her get out of running, she followed Aurora. 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, resting her hands on her knees.

Aurora stopped, running in place. “Yukon, come.”

The big animal continued for a bit, then turned back to face Aurora. His ears perked up and twitched.

Aurora looked toward the clearing ahead and then down at Starla.

“Do you need a drink?” Aurora asked. She pulled her backpack off and reached inside.

Starla waved her hand in the air. “No, I got my own. You and Yukon can continue. I’ll catch up.” She tried to respond to a few messages from her school friends. They’d graduated from high school, with many going off to college soon. This was their last summer to be together. Most were doing everything they could to make memories. Starla never felt a huge connection with her peers. She’d thought that if she hung out with them more, she’d feel normal. And then her stupid nature had to throw a curveball.

Aurora made a little growl sound. Starla looked at her from between her lashes and saw her grit her teeth. Instead of arguing with Starla, Aurora walked ahead. Rather than yell at Starla, her sister chose to check on why their pet Yukon hadn’t returned to their side. Score one for me.

“Yukon, come,” Aurora said sharply. “Dammit, where are you? Yukon,” she yelled and jogged out of Starla’s sight.

Starla’s hair stood on end. Her sense of danger screamed at her when she couldn’t see her sister or Yukon any longer.

The sound of deep male voices floated back to her along with Aurora’s angry one. She tucked her cell phone back into her pocket and got to her feet.

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

Her sister’s words came to her like a bitter stench on the wind. She jumped to her feet, taking a step in the direction she’d seen her go.

A large male moved out of the trees, blocking her path. “You smell delicious, female.” He inhaled, leaning into her space.

“Who are you?” She backed away, stumbling over a tree root. She held her hands outward, catching herself before falling on her ass.

“I’m a lucky son-of-a-bitch. You can call me Alpha Garrison.”

She narrowed her eyes. “You’re not my alpha. I’m...human.”

He laughed, the sound not the least bit humorous. “You and I both know you’re not fully human. In fact,”—he moved faster than a human male— “I’m not sure what you are exactly, but I know you’re a female shifter by your scent alone. And by your sweet smell, I can tell you’re on the cusp of your first heat.”

She tried to put space between them. “Listen, Garrison. My mom and dad are going to be looking for my sister and me. You should run along so you don’t get in trouble.”

The big fucker laughed. His breath smelled like hot Cheetos and death. “Shut up, little bitch. If you’re nice to me, I might let you walk out of here. If you’re not...” The threat hung in the air.

The sickening stench of her sister’s blood filled the walkway. “Did you get rid of the other one?” Garrison barked.

“Yes, Alpha.”

Starla’s legs gave out beneath her. Fear coated her mouth and flooded her nose, making it hard to breathe as her world threatened to fade into darkness.

“Aurora,” she screamed and tried to run. The feel of hands grabbing her made her jerk to the side. She bit the arm of one of the men. His howl of pain as the taste of copper filled her mouth fueled her.

Her head snapped backward. Pain lanced through her scalp.

“Release him,” Garrison roared into her ear. When she didn’t do as he said fast enough, he shook her like one would shake a dog.

“The little bitch took a chunk out of my arm, Alpha.” He reared back, tossing Starla to the ground. His wolven face appeared over his human one as he nearly shifted.

“Stop. We owe Savage, the Vampire King. If we don’t give him something better than our leftovers, he’ll be hunting us for the rest of our lives. After the sadistic fuck finishes with her, nobody will want her. Maybe he’ll offer to give us the bitch once they’re through with her. I can’t offer him damaged goods after what happened to his blood donors, you fuck. Imagine the damage she’ll be suffering at the hands of those leeches. That little bite is nothing compared to the hell she’ll be heading toward at Club Jus Sanguinus.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” She glared at the males. Inside her mind, she kept trying to reach out to Aurora. She remembered once her sister said they should be able to create a connection.

“Once we drop the girl at the vampires' club, they’ll probably drain her dry. I heard something about shifter females in heat being like liquid gold to them.” One of the males made a sucking noise.

“Vampires? What kind of drugs are you guys on?” Starla asked. She bit her lip as they looked at her with narrowed eyes.

“Silly little girl. You have no clue what’s out there in the world. If I didn’t owe that bastard mobster, I’d keep you for us.” Garrison leaned in close. “You smell like sunshine and rain.

Yukon barreled into the clearing, snarling at the men. Garrison held up his hand. “Sit,” he barked.

She watched in stunned silence as Yukon whimpered and did as the alpha ordered.

“He’s part wolf. Obviously, he recognizes an alpha. You haven’t shifted yet, which is why you can defy me. I will make it interesting to watch the vampire bend you to his will.” Garrison took Yukon’s leash and tied it to a tree. “Someone will find him. We don’t take in half-breeds.”

Her breathing came out in a gasp at his callousness. “What if nobody comes along to release him?”

“Nature will take care of what it does.” He shrugged. “Let’s go. I want to get on the road before it gets any later. We won’t have to be on the run any longer. It was by chance we stopped to run. Fate saw to it that you and your keeper were out here when we were. That’s the Goddess working in our favor.”

She wanted to tell him the Goddess wasn’t on his side. The Goddess would never condone him killing her sister. However, the Goddess wasn’t one of her favorite people. She’d allowed her parents to be killed after all.

They loaded her into their SUV, pushing her into the very back while the Alpha got behind the wheel. She didn’t complain since she didn’t have to share a seat with any of the males. They kept sniffing the air, giving her the creeps. With two of the shifters in front of her and two in the very front, she counted her blessings from the third row. If only they’d forget about her when they went into a gas station or something, maybe she’d get a chance to make a run for it.

A few hours later, Starla realized they had no plans to stop anywhere except the middle of some damn field. She shivered from the backseat of the SUV. The males left her alone, saying they were going to hunt for their dinner. She’d turned down their offer of food, knowing she’d never be able to eat raw meat. No, thank you. Hell, her gag reflex nearly brought up what little she’d eaten that day.

A shiver wracked Starla’s body.

The Tahoe’s leather seats were cold under her bare skin. Stupid shifters turned the vehicle off and left Starla inside while they went off to run in their fur, not thinking about her comfort—the assholes.

She felt a stir in her head, familiar and comforting.

“Aurora.” Starla’s voice broke through her mind.

“Oh my god, Biddy Bee, is that you?” Aurora cried.

“How are you in my head? Am I going crazy? Oh, Goddess, am I dead?” Starla looked down at herself to see if she was torn to shreds or buried instead of shivering on a leather seat.

Tears threatened to spill down her cheeks, but she fought them back, watching Aurora show the way she found her.

“That is so cool. Can we do this with anyone?” Starla asked, intrigued at the discovery.

Aurora’s happiness flowed through her mind. “It’s not that easy, nor something you should do with just anyone. Some might find it creepy or get strange ideas about us.”

“Oh, like during the witch trials.”

She sent a picture into Aurora’s mind of what they’d learned in history about the subject. She’d wanted to burn each and every book that contained the stupid teachings about Salem and the burning of witches across the world.

“Oh lord, don’t think of Salem and us in the same vein. But that’s not far off from what could happen if you run into some crazy person. They could decide to make an example out of you or a name for themselves. You just never know.” Aurora’s tone sounded flat.

Starla projected herself, rolling her eyes. “You’re rambling, sis. I totally get it. I mean, it would be really cool if I could do this with the smartest kid in class and read all her answers—kidding.”

“I love you, Biddy Bee. I’ve been so scared since they took you.”

“Not half as afraid as I’ve been thinking you were hurt or worse. They said they’d killed you, but I knew you were alive.” Starla put her hand over her chest, feeling the ache there even when she’d known they were lying.

“I’m going to get you out of there.”

“They have me in the backseat of the Tahoe with duct tape on my wrists and feet. The alpha glared at me as if I’d killed his favorite pet before he placed the last bit of tape over my mouth. I swear, Aurora, my world shrank as they filed out of the vehicle and left me inside, and then the howling began. They all shifted. I’m glad they’re out there, and I’m in here. Wolves can’t open doors, on account of the whole opposable thumbs thing, right?” She couldn’t imagine Yukon opening a door, so surely the males couldn’t. They’d have to shift back to human, which would mean they’d have to be...human.

“Alright, first, I’m glad you’re safe in the vehicle. They haven’t hurt you, right?” Shoot, she’d worried Aurora with her questions.

Starla shook her head and then realized Aurora couldn’t see her. “No, they said I needed to be in good shape for the man they were taking me to. They say he...he’s a vampire, Aurora.”

“Okay, good. As for them having the ability to open doors in their wolf form, the answer is no.” Either Aurora didn’t hear her mention the fact the men were vampires, or she didn’t understand she meant blood-sucking males.

“Well, that’s a relief. Obviously, I knew about shifters. Heck, you’re one, and so am I, or I will be when I finally do the dang thing. It’s not like I haven’t seen you in your gorgeous white wolf form. Which, you know, amazed me each time I saw you. I still don’t understand how your wolf is white when your hair is so dark. It makes me wonder what my wolf will look like, given that my hair is the opposite of yours. Do you think that our animals’ fur is the opposite of what’s on our heads?” Starla stared up at the roof and tried to picture her own wolf. Their parents hadn’t shifted in front of them since they’d tried to shield them from their other halves. Starla wished they’d been transparent with them. Maybe their lives would’ve been different. She sniffed, trying to stifle the anger burning in her gut.

Howling split the quiet night. She tried to breathe through the fear filling her very being.

“Starla, is there any way for you to lock the doors or maybe even wiggle your way to the front to see if the keys are in the ignition?”

Starla looked down at her body, projecting the image of her taped hands and feet into Aurora’s mind again. The feeling of hopelessness filled her mind. Tears pricked her eyes at how easily the males could return and do whatever they wanted to her if they chose.

“When they’d said you were dead, I knew you weren’t. Do you know how I was so sure, Aurora?” Starla gathered her thoughts. Her throat constricted with unshed tears. She knew her sadness would come across even through their link.

“When mama and daddy died, I felt a piercing pain in my chest just before we escaped from the vehicle, and it fell over the rocky ledge. I never shared that truth with you because you were already carrying so much guilt, and I didn’t want you to feel another layer on top of what you already carried.”

“You’re truly remarkable, Biddy Bee,” Aurora said.

They continued to talk throughout the night, neither of them allowed exhaustion to pull them from their connection. As the first light of the sun broke through the darkness, Starla could feel their link grow weak as the moon sank below the horizon.

“Biddy Bee, can you look out the window and tell me what you see?”

“Oh my gawd, Aurora. They came back. The shifters. They’re laying all around the vehicle sleeping,” Starla whispered.

“Stay calm, Starla. They’ve obviously been there for a while if they’re sleeping. They must’ve come while we were talking, and you didn’t hear them.”

“Aurora, how am I supposed to keep myself safe if I can’t even hear huge ass wolves outside the damn window?” Starla wanted to run away, but the wolves were right there. Goddess, why couldn’t she be strong like her sister?

“Listen to me, Starla. They might have a custom-built vehicle that blocks outside sounds. Whatever the reason, you have to keep calm, so they don’t sense your agitation. Do you understand me?”

She knew wolves loved to hunt, and if they thought Starla was scared, they could become excited and want to play with her. Like a dog with a new toy, wolves could be unpredictable, especially if Starla’s stupid body happened to be releasing pheromones their canines found tempting. Starla knew Aurora wouldn’t hesitate to drive right into wherever they happened to be and do everything within her power to save Starla or die trying.

Starla needed to calm the fuck down, so Aurora wouldn’t do something stupid. Both of their lives were on the line. Her sister has already given up so much over the last ten years to raise her. She wouldn’t allow Aurora to give up even more because Starla’s body decided it was a good time to go into heat.
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“Savage, you are making a scene,” Scepter said through their mind link. Shocked to see Savage, who was not only his best friend but the Vampire King, lose his shit over a female.

“I will kill everyone who steps in my way if I feel it’s necessary. My mate is here, and she’s in danger.” Savage voiced the last bit even though Scepter knew he didn’t have to. Savage wasn’t a male who liked to explain himself. In fact, to his recollection, Scepter was sure the other male didn’t do so often, if ever. He was the King and didn’t need to explain himself.

His actions were out of character, which Scepter and the others would need to give him some grace. Many thought he’d lose his mind long before now. Hell, Savage himself had feared they’d need to take his head. The male was unparalleled in battle and strength. They knew he’d go batshit crazy and kill them all. Since Savage found his bonded mate, they wouldn’t need to worry as much.

Scepter pushed his worry aside and met Savage on the other side of the dance floor. His friend’s face was grim. “Trystina and Trystan are on damage control. Where is your female?” he asked.

“Follow me. I have her scent. The males who brought her went this way. Astaroth and his males are trying to close in on her,” he replied evenly. Scepter could tell Savage
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