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WINIFRED PRESTON, OR Winnie as she preferred to be called, stretched out along the bank of Crabgrass Creek, her bare feet pointed toward the water as she leaned back, holding herself up by her palms, and allowed the sun to bathe her face. A light breeze blew off the creek, caressing Winnie’s skin as she closed her eyes and soaked it all in, allowing the energy of the elements to recharge her batteries. It was time to unwind and relax, bask in Mother Nature’s beauty. Opening her eyes, she glanced around at the oaks and cypress, the towering pines and palm shrubs. Bull Creek was beautiful, that was for sure. And peaceful. She was surprised other witches hadn’t swooped down on the small community and made it their own yet. Of course, she was glad, as well. It meant she had the place pretty much to herself for now, and she needed the solitude at the moment. Besides, visiting this area was one thing; living there day in and day out quite another. She would enjoy the isolation while she could, however, before returning to the bigger city. A shuffling of feet behind her, though, told her she only had so much quietness available to her, and even that was about to be shattered.

Sitting up, her legs still stretched out in front of her, she glided her hand over the tall grass, reaching out for the elements around her. Closing her eyes once more, she took a slow breath in, feeling the energy of the soil beneath her, the water in front of her, the air surrounding her. Dear Goddess, thank you for these gifts. She slid her fingers under the soil, covering her hand with the coolness of the dirt, and reaching out to the roots of the nearby trees with her senses. I’m not here to hurt you, my dears. Just to explore your history. Show me what has transpired in this part of your universe. She could feel the darkness that had filled Bull Creek recently, the fights among alphas, the betrayal of family, the threat of outsiders. She saw a woman kidnapped by shifters, used as a pawn to lead the community’s alpha to them in order to kill him. Then a scene played out of a father attempting to kill his son and sending his mate off to be sold on the black market. From there, a special forces group rescued a small girl and kept her from being kidnapped by an evil man. Yet, she could also feel the strength of the community’s residents, their resolve to protect the people they lived with, celebrated with, and fought with. They defeated the man who attempted to steal back his girlfriend and abuse her again, and they stood tall against a group called The Order of Wardens, who wanted nothing more than to wipe the paranormals from the face of the earth. She saw every battle, and she saw them win every time. They had survived, but more than that, they had thrived, coming together and experiencing life together, not just as like-minded paranormals, but as a family.

Opening her eyes, she slid her fingers out of the soil, wiping the dirt from her hands. Yes, Bull Creek had it all, everything she needed to begin again. Now, she just needed to figure out where to set up shop if she was going to tell these people their fortunes and guide them down the path they needed the people of this small community to follow, whatever that was.

“Well?” the deep voice came from behind her. “Did your little trick work?”

She didn’t turn around, but instead kept her gaze fixed on the creek in front of her, trying her best to maintain her grip on the peacefulness of her surroundings. She didn’t need to look behind her to know that Deran Sheridan towered over her with his six-foot-four frame, his thick arms crossed over his chest, the breeze tousling his short-cropped dark hair while he glared down at her over his narrow, beak-like nose with his judgmental brown eyes. His impatience loomed over her like a dark cloud. His power was stronger than hers, which is why she catered to him so often, but he also possessed a darker streak than she did when conning people. He held no conscience when it came to separating honest people from their cash or whatever else he wanted from them. It’s what had caused them to wind up there in the first place, having been run out of one town after another, escaping a place just before the law or some other less than desirable group got their hands on them. She liked what she had found in the elements surrounding Bull Creek, though. She didn’t want to be run out of this town because of Deran and his schemes. As strange as it was to admit to herself, and she would never admit it to Deran for fear of him simply laughing at her, from what she felt in the ground, she could see herself living here permanently. She felt family here, and none of them were related, their bond forged by something deeper, much deeper.

“There are good people here,” she told him, knowing he expected a full report of her findings, but also knowing he probably wouldn’t like what she told him. “They’ve faced some hardships but overcame each one of them. They’re a determined people, close-knit and loyal to each other. You may have a hard time getting past their defenses, though, and finding out the information you need. They’ve seen enough to make them skeptical of anyone new. You may want to tread slowly, if you tread at all.”

Deran scoffed. “As if we have time to tread slowly, and we have no choice but to move forward.” He shook his head as he glanced around at the nearby trees. “Do you detect any other witches in the area?”

She nodded, tilting her head to the side a little as she reached back down to the soil, closing her eyes as her senses stretched for the roots of the nearby trees once more. Just me again, my friend. No harm to you, I promise. I just want to learn what you can teach me. “There is residue of magic being spent. Not much, which tells me one witch lives here, maybe two at most. The rest were run off more than a year ago from what I can gather. Protective wards surround the place, but their power is fading, almost gone.”

“She doesn’t keep up with her magic?” he asked, his tone one of disbelief. “Not very smart of her.”

“Their enemies came in another guise,” she answered him, still searching the memories of the trees. “Family. Friends. Humans. A different enemy each time, it seems.” She opened her eyes, turning now to face him as she pulled her hands from the soil. “She wouldn’t be able to predict each new threat. I think these wards were for something specific, or perhaps someone specific, that no longer poses a threat to them.” She stood, running her hands along her backside to knock away the dirt. Turning, she stared at Deran, wishing she could deter him from his current course. “Are you sure you want to do this? From what I could gather, these people have been through enough.”

He cocked his brow at her, his lips twisted in a smirk as he placed his hands on his hips. “Are you developing a conscience for our marks now? That’s unusual of you.”

She made a slight shrug, trying to appear as if it didn’t really matter to her. “We usually go after people who deserve it, the lowlifes and criminals. People with enough to spare or something to atone for. From everything I can read from the roots of the trees, these people deserve to be left alone, not taken advantage of. We’re the biggest criminals in the area.” She sighed, the truth of her statement penetrating her conscience. “Why are we even here in the first place? This is a small haven, a backwoods town that offers mosquitoes and alligators and very little else. These paranormals have made it their safe haven for the disenfranchised and disillusioned. We should honor that, being paranormal ourselves. What’s here that you want that we can’t find somewhere else?”

“Are you kidding? You felt the power in the soil just now.” He gestured to the creek. “Water flows in all directions, small pockets of lakes and ponds dot the landscape, trees that have survived the logging industry here for years. It’s a perfect location between the major city to the west and the beaches to the east. Backwoods? Winifred, this is prime real estate. Bull Creek could be the perfect place for us to set up a major coven here in complete secrecy and still manage to have everything we need. And it’s already chock full of sacrifices for the blood magic we need to perform.”

She stared at him, choosing to say nothing about his use of the word sacrifices. “You need witches for a coven,” she said, instead, wondering when his plans had grown to such elaborate proportions. “Where exactly do you intend on getting those? You think people will actually want to leave their homes to come out to this dismal location? There’s nothing here except a cheap diner, a bar that caters to the paranormal around here, and a rundown gas station. Even the sheriff’s department runs with a minimum force. I mean, it’s beautiful, don’t get me wrong, but it’s also kind of isolated. You’re talking forty minutes in either direction before you reach an honest to god town. They’ll go crazy with boredom. What do you think this place has to offer those you want to bring here? Because, to be honest, I don’t see it.” She saw it for herself, but not for others. She had simple tastes, but those witches used to big city life would never survive the isolation of the place.

His grin grew as he stared at her, and his eyes held that same twinkle in them that always warned her when he was about to drag them into one of his nightmare schemes. “A chance to practice their blood magic, of course, to tap into the darkness within them, and bring it to bear. This is where we’ll start our mission to subjugate the other races, to make all paranormals, and even the humans, bow down to us.”

“You couldn’t be happy just taking their money, huh?” She crossed her arms over her chest as she shook her head, sighing. “Deran, your vision of ruling anything is not realistic. I’m telling you, these people have already defeated anyone who’s tried to drive them out of here. They’re a tougher lot than you’re giving them credit for. Why ask for my information if you don’t intend to use it?”

He turned, dropping his arms to his sides as he walked off toward the dirt road and their car. “I do intend to use it, Winifred. It’s going to show me how to defeat these people where no one else has succeeded. I’ll use their mistakes to sharpen my knowledge.” He stopped, turning to look at her once more, narrowing his eyes at her. “And you’ll be there to help me do it, my distraction for when I steal their town. Don’t forget your place.” He turned back around, his glare shifting into a false smile. “Besides, it was promised to me. Now, come on. I have you a cabin in this quaint little community. We need to get you settled, so we can both begin our information gathering. You know who will be here in a couple of days, and you know how he hates waiting.”

“You know who? I thought we were doing this on our own. Who’s coming here? You didn’t tell me someone else was—” And then it all fell into place. “Wait a minute,” Winnie called after him, rushing to catch up. “This isn’t your plan, but his? Mattox is coming here? Why?” Everything just took a spin for the deadly.

Deran grinned at her as he stopped and turned once more to face her. “Because, my dear Winifred, besides the location and resources, Bull Creek possesses one key thing that Mattox craves above all else.”

“What on earth could this place possess that Mattox could possibly want? There’s literally nothing of true value here. I just got through telling you that.” Why had she not asked about Deran’s motives before agreeing to this? If she had known Mattox Rumfield was behind this, she never would have agreed to any of it. The man left bodies in his wake wherever he went. “What does Mattox want from here?”

Another smirk twisted Deran’s lips as he stared at her, obviously pleased that he knew something she didn’t. God, there were times she just wanted to zap that smug expression off his face. With a bounce of his brows, he simply said, “Why, the man who killed his brother, of course.”
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“ANOTHER BEER?” WES Stapleton asked as he stared across the bar at Ezra. “You know, if you’re going to use my bar as an office, you could at least purchase more booze. Otherwise, Jake may want to start charging you rent.”

Ezra glanced up from his laptop, a confused furrow on his brow as he heard the other man laughing. “Charge me rent? For what?” He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, nodding as a low, deep chuckle slipped past his lips. “I get it now,” he said, opening his eyes. “Sorry. Sitting here is better than working from home by myself. And yes, I’ll have another beer. Thanks.”

Wes pointed to the laptop as he walked over to the beer cooler under the bar. “What exactly are you working on, anyway, if you don’t mind me asking?”

Ezra shrugged as he leaned back on his stool. “I’m helping Julian out,” he said as he stretched his stiff muscles. He hadn’t realized how long he had been bent over his laptop. “He needed some research done, and the rest of the team is out on a mission. I had some time on my hands and could use the work, so he hired me on contract. It helps break the monotony.”

“Julian? He’s that vampire that leads your old group, right? Para-Force or something like that?” Wes nodded as he set another beer in front of Ezra and then leaned on the bar. “It hasn’t been that long since the whole town helped save that little girl.” He cocked his head, narrowing his eyes as he looked over at Ezra, his brows pinched in question. “Did they ever tell you how she’s doing? The girl that is.”

Ezra nodded, remembering the period Wes brought up. It had happened just over a year ago when his old team appeared asking for his help. At the time, Ezra was living in a tent in the woods, hiding from the world. The fact that his old team even knew where he hid back then had surprised him, but in the end, he couldn’t walk away from their need. Not that Josh Rayburn would permit him, too, anyway. Soon, they were confronting one of his old nemeses, Hoyt Cheffron, who had killed a girl Ezra was supposed to protect and then turned around and kidnapped another one. Ezra helped them ensure the girl’s safety and, in the process, found a home among the residents of Bull Creek. “Julian put Erin in a school that would help her control her abilities. From what I hear, she’s doing fine. Quite powerful, too.” Erin Fletcher had only been ten at the time Liam Lamont and Colton Stokes appeared at Ezra’s campsite with her in tow. Just looking at that little girl then brought back all the anguish Ezra felt at the other girl’s death. However, it was also the kick in the ass he needed to get over his self-pity and get on with his life. Even at such a young age, Erin possessed amazing powers, able to throw pieces of herself into other objects, able to see and hear whatever was happening. At the time, a part of her essence had infiltrated her favorite doll, which also helped them save her.

Wes chuckled as he leaned on the bar. “I remember her. She had some major power back then for someone so small. I’m glad they’re able to help her control it. Who knows what would have happened if the wrong person had gotten his grubby mitts on her?”

“Truth,” Ezra said, reaching for his beer and lifting it in a toast. After he took a long swallow, he set the bottle back on the bar and returned his attention to his work, and Wes moved to the other end of the bar to serve a couple who had just wandered into Everglades. The sound of two pool balls striking each other ripped the quietness of the bar, causing Ezra to turn and glance at the new back edition to the paranormal bar, still surprised at how much the place had changed. A few months ago, members of The Order of Wardens, an anti-paranormal group, had practically demolished the place, spray painting vile messages on the walls, tearing up the inside, shattering bottles of booze. The broken-down jukebox was about the only thing they couldn’t destroy, not that they hadn’t tried, of course. The place was almost unrecognizable. However, Jake Goodman, now mated to Noel Hastings and Wes, had stepped up, pitching into the business and offering to help them rebuild. Since they had to do some major repairs anyway, Jake also recommended some changes as they went, such as the two new pool tables in the back and a few dartboards. So, the resident triad of Bull Creek, expanded the building and added more things to entertain the locals. So far, it seemed to be paying off fairly well.

Ezra turned back around, glancing at his screen once more as he scanned over his research. Bull Creek had seen its fair share of nightmares over the past year and a half, from when Para-Force brought that sweet, little girl there in order to keep her safe to fighting gang members who came there to kill a special witness to Dimitri’s father trying to kill his son’s old girlfriend. The chaos never seemed to end, which seemed to be what made him accept Julian’s request when it came through. Ezra missed the action, being part of a team like Para-Force, the adrenaline that rushed through him when out on a mission, and there were always plenty of missions, always another bad guy who needed taken down to protect the innocent.

He scrolled through some of the notes he took for Julian, wondering how far into the Dark Underworld the team would go this time to root out the bad guy. He shook his head, thinking again of how there always seemed to be a new villain somewhere making everyone else’s life miserable. Or trying to, anyway. Why people couldn’t be happy playing Frisbee Golf or going to concerts and drinking over-priced beer was beyond him. They always had to be stirring up shit. Right now, the team was searching for a group calling themselves The Iron Dagger, who seemed to be intent on hunting shifters for their coats, stripping them while they were alive. Ezra wasn’t sure how they kept the shifters from transforming when they started to shed their coats, nor was Julian, which is why he asked Ezra to dig into it. The task wasn’t exactly the adrenaline rush of his assignments of old, but it kept him in touch with the others, something he hadn’t realized he missed until Julian had reached out.

As he was reading through the notes, a message popped up on his screen from Tyra Pellington, the team’s computer whiz. Hey, you; it’s been a long time since I’ve seen this name on here. I missed it. How’s the research going?

He felt the smile crease his face as he pictured the fiery redhead sitting at her desk, pounding away at her keyboard. She was a scrappy woman with alabaster skin, but she was always there when the team went deep into any mission, most times pulling their asses out of the fire just before they found themselves scorched. I’m still not sure what Julian expects me to find that Benny can’t discover with his Underworld connections, but I’m enjoying the work. How are things there?

Benny Hastings was a coyote shifter with a dark past, which is why Julian had hired him. Most of the team still had issues trusting Benny, but Julian always counted on the information the oily-looking man could bring to the table.

That’s why I’m reaching out actually.

What? You didn’t reach out because of my charming personality? he typed back to her, chuckling as he punched the keyboard. My wounded pride. I may not recover.

Please, outside of Colton, you have the thickest hide of us all. No, what I wanted to warn you about is that Mattox Rumfield has surfaced again. We’re not sure where he’s at or even where he’s been since we last had eyes on him, but I thought you should be given a heads up, anyway. He wasn’t exactly pleased the last time we had a run-in with him.

Ezra nodded, his lips pressed tightly together. Pleased was definitely not the term to describe Mattox’s attitude, not when his brother’s crimes brought about his death. Mattox swore vengeance then against the team, Ezra specifically for being the one to bring his brother down. Ezra never really worried about it, though. Everyone on Para-Force had enemies. It was part of doing their job and putting the criminals away. He shuddered to think how long the list was of people who would love to have his head on a spike. Besides, he highly doubted Mattox could find him all the way out in Bull Creek. It wasn’t like Ezra was easy to find, and Bull Creek was a haven for those who had nowhere else to go, so they were pretty well hidden and protected. Of course, that hadn’t kept Hoyt Cheffron from finding little Erin Fletcher a year ago.

Thanks for letting me know, he typed back. I’ll keep an eye out, although I would be hard-pressed to say he could find me way out here.

Really? We found you. Don’t forget that.

He chuckled as he read her words. He took another swallow of his beer before he typed back. Well, he’s definitely not you, and unless you’re working for Mattox, I think I’m safe. No way that man has your skills.

True, but just in case, watch your ass. I’d hate to see anything happen to you.

Thanks. I appreciate it. I’ll be careful. 

You better be, or I’ll make a special trip down there myself. Now, get back to your research. Julian’s eager to see what you come up with.

He nodded, smiling. Tell him, I’ll reach out as soon as I have something. Take care. Reaching for his bottle, he took
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