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      15th century

      Something was wrong. Terribly wrong. Even at six years old, Lily was old enough to realize that her entire coven was in danger, and it had something to do with her.

      With her eyes stinging from the blinding smoke darkening the afternoon sky, Lily blinked rapidly and glanced up at her mother, who was hurrying her along the damp, weed-choked path and up the side of Brighton Mountain. Lily had never been up the mountain before. It was too dangerous. Her mother had told her so. But today her mother was weaving her around the tall trees and dashing with her to the top to shield her from the raging fires below. Fires that were ignited by the group of angry masked men who’d invaded her colony.

      Her mother squeezed Lily’s hand hard, and Lily bit back a cry. She did not want to upset her mother any more than she already was. Striving to be a big girl, she rushed her steps, working extra hard not to slip on the rain-soaked ground while she kept up with her mommy’s fast pace, but the higher up the steep mountain they climbed, the harder and harder it became for Lily to draw in air.

      White, chalky powder that resembled the winter’s first snow fell from the treetops and sprinkled the muddy soil, but Lily pinched her lips tight, not daring to open her mouth to catch the flakes like she normally would, because it was summer and she was smart enough to know that it never snowed in summer. She guessed that whatever was in the sky had something to do with those scary men and that made it dangerous.

      As frightened screams pierced the air, she stole a quick glance behind her and realized that even with all their climbing, they were still dangerously close to the bottom and still had a long way to go. She squinted to see through the thin haze of smoke, then off in the distance spotted her aunt Nelly fall to the ground. Others scurried around her, their shrieks of fear going unanswered.

      Lily began to sweat, and the stickiness made her light dress cling to her body. Scared and feeling helpless, she darted a glance around at the landscape below and counted the men gathered near the bonfire. She could hear them chanting, but from her distance she couldn’t make out the words, nor could she identify their features, not with the dark hoods hiding their faces. One of the five men stepped forward, and when he threw something onto the blaze, flames shot to the sky, and spread out on the ground, chasing Lily and her mother farther up the mountain. Lily shivered despite the warmth in the air.

      As her mother dragged her along, Lily twisted her head and turned her attention back to her aunt, who was on the ground, digging her nails into the grass as she tried to crawl away. A man dropped to his knees beside her, wrapped a rope around her wrists, and then roughly hauled her to her feet. Nelly released an anguished cry and Lily’s whole body tightened in response.

      Why was he hurting Aunt Nelly?

      Lily let loose a thread of magick, then clutched her stomach, feeling her aunt’s pain and fear as if it were her own. Being able to “feel” other people was a gift, her mother had told her, but right now it really didn’t make Lily feel so special—it made her feel so very sick. As her mother watched her double over, she bent down with her, and placed both palms over Lily’s stomach to soothe the ache, but the strange, strangled noise coming from her throat worried Lily terribly.

      “Mommy?” Lily reached out to wipe away the tears running down her mother’s mud-caked face. Her mother rapidly flashed dark lashes over her violet eyes, and Lily watched the way the black circles in the center grew larger, eating up almost all the purple. “Are you hurt?”

      Her mother shook her head, but Lily didn’t believe her. Lily drew another small thread of magick, and touched her mother’s mind, but what she found there made her teeth chatter. Panic seized her hard as she read her mother’s chilling thoughts. Then Lily’s own eyes widened, and she suddenly had the strangest sensation that someone was sneaking up behind her.

      “Come on, Lily. We need to move,” her mother warned, and caught hold of her hand again. She gave a quick tug to force her to focus on the winding path up ahead.

      Lily tried to concentrate, but her tummy hurt and she could no longer hold back the tears, not after seeing the moisture in her mommy’s eyes. As her vision blurred, she blinked, confused about what was going on, why those men were building fires and hurting her family.

      She pinched her burning nose and coughed, but the sound was drowned out by the screams below. Lily stopped running as dry, blistering heat rushed over her body, like her skin had just been lit on fire.

      “No . . . ,” she cried out, and tried to turn around, to run back and help her coven.

      “Lily,” her mother urged.

      Lily licked the salty tears from the corner of her mouth and cried, “But, Mommy . . .”

      “No buts, Lily,” her mother said in that same low voice she only ever used when she was angry. “Now be a big girl for me, and hurry along.”

      Mud clung to Lily’s legs, and branches snapped beneath her bare feet. The sharp twigs dug into her soles and lodged between her toes, but she ignored the discomfort. She sniffled softly and wondered what she’d done to make everyone so angry with her.

      “I’m sorry, Mommy.”

      “Oh, Lily.” Her mother dropped to her knees and pulled Lily into her warm embrace. Lily buried her face into her mother’s dress and tried to breathe in her pretty perfume because it always made her feel cozy and safe, but her nose was too wet and runny from crying to be able to smell anything. “Lily, honey, I’m not angry with you. I just need you to hurry.”

      Lily wiped her cheeks with the back of her hand, and made a face. “Why are those men hurting everyone?”

      When a deep male voice called out to them, the sound vibrating off the mountainside, Lily craned her neck to see, but her mother placed her hands on either side of her head to stop her from turning.

      Lily frowned. “Do they want to hurt me too?”

      Her mother didn’t answer her. Instead, she inched back and brushed a soft kiss over Lily’s forehead. Then her mommy blinked the water from her pretty purple eyes and Lily could tell she was scared, but trying so hard to be brave for Lily’s sake. Lily didn’t like seeing her mommy so afraid. It frightened her.

      “Oh, little one, you really are my special gifted child, aren’t you?”

      Lily tried to grin; she liked when her mother called her that. But the smile fell from her mouth when off in the distance something exploded and her mother’s face turned as white as the falling flakes.

      Lily’s mouth went dry and she shifted from one foot to the other as her heart crashed against her chest. “Mommy, I’m scared.”

      “I know, baby. I know. Come on.”

      A sweaty palm closed over Lily’s hand, and they ran and ran until Lily couldn’t run anymore. She took deep gasping breaths, but gagged on the yucky-tasting, make-believe winter snowflakes.

      “We’re here,” her mother said breathlessly, stopping to roll a heavy rock away from a small opening. She cast a quick glance past Lily’s shoulder before crawling inside and dragging Lily in with her.

      Not knowing where she was, Lily touched the cold rock walls with the tips of her fingers and snuggled in closer to her mother. It was hard to breathe in the dark cave, but Lily didn’t want to complain.

      Her mother unclasped her amulet and put it around Lily’s neck. She found Lily’s arm, then placed Lily’s palm on the warm charm. “Lily,” she whispered, and closed both of her hands over Lily’s to secure the amulet beneath. “Keep this, Lily. As long as you have this, I’ll always be with you.”

      “Mommy . . . ,” she whined, fearful of what her mother was going to do next.

      “I have to go. I have no choice,” her mother explained, her voice soft and low, almost musical. “You’ll be safer here without me.” Lily quickly touched her mother’s mind and in that instant understood why her mother was leaving. To lead the men away from the cave.

      Lily choked on her tears. “No, Mommy. Don’t go.” Lily gripped her mommy’s wet muddy dress as panic welled up inside her. She didn’t want those men to hurt her mommy.

      Her mother’s fingers dug into Lily’s shoulder and held her tight, but her voice changed when she asked, “Lilith, sweetheart, do you remember what I taught you about blocking your thoughts?”

      Lily nodded and wiped her runny nose, trying so hard to be a big girl like her mommy wanted.

      “Good. I want you to do that that for me. I want you to shield your mind, and no matter what you see or hear, stay in here, okay.” She gave a wobbly smile, tapped Lily on the nose, and added, “No flying, little birdie.”

      Lily understood just how important it was for her to stay hidden. Her mommy had called her Lilith, and she only ever did that when she was serious.

      “I love you, baby girl. Now, be brave, and do what I told you to.”

      Lily made a fist around the amulet and squeezed until it hurt her hand. “I love you too, Mommy.”

      “I have to go now, Lily. But we’ll see each other again. I promise.” Her mommy gave her one last look, slipped out of the small cave, and pushed the heavy rock back into place. Lily shuddered as blackness closed in on her, the only light coming from the rays of sunlight that peered in from the lengthy gap between the big boulder and the edges of her tiny shelter.

      Lily tucked her knees into her chest and rocked back and forth as she waited for her mommy to come back. But soon day turned to night, and as fear completely overtook her, she could feel the pull of her raven. A long time ago her mother had explained to her that she was a shifter—her mommy’s special, gifted child. She also explained that her feathers could show when she dreamed, or when she experienced strong feelings, like now. But her mother also warned her to keep her raven grounded, and never to show her wings to anyone, especially to any of the Darkland clan.

      Lily sucked in a breath. Could it be the Darkland men down there looking for her? Had they found out she was special? Would they hurt her mommy if they captured her and she didn’t tell them where Lily was?

      Her mommy said no flying, but as her bellyache got worse, Lily had a hard time fighting off the change. She didn’t want to go against her mommy’s rules, she really didn’t, but the pull of the raven was too strong and Lily didn’t think she could hold it back anymore. With both panic and desperation overcoming her, Lily closed her eyes and drew a deep soothing breath like her mommy had taught her. Her head flopped forward as she felt herself fall into a dreamlike state, her spirit leaving her mortal body, shifting into raven form, and becoming solid. Her raven stretched her wings and momentarily floated over her slumped figure in the damp cave as her one being took two forms.

      From her raven’s eyes she memorized her surroundings, then exited her hiding place, squeezing her small frame through the gap. Her raven took to the sky, mimicking the loud shrills she’d heard on the ground hours earlier. She soared above the blazing fires, still burning brightly, then dipped down low for a better view. When she caught her mother’s scent with her heightened raven senses, her heart raced faster, and she followed the distinct aroma until she came upon her only parent.

      From her position near the ground, she caught her mother’s eyes. She gave Lily a feeble smile before a man tied her to the post and set the kindling beneath her on fire, the flames licking at the muddy hem of her dress.

      “Mommy . . . no . . . ,” she cried out, but the sound came out garbled in her raven’s throat. In that instant, fear stole the breath from her lungs and her heart beat quicker than her wings. Shaky and light-headed, she began falling to the ground, her wings suddenly immobile, useless.

      Somewhere behind her a man yelled, and tossed fire into the night sky at her. The burning piece of lumber skimmed her beak and snapped her awake. A moment later something exploded nearby and flames singed her feathers.

      As pain erupted inside Lily’s head—her mother’s pain—and smoke choked her airway, her vision went fuzzy. Instinctively, her raven flew higher, to suck in a fresh breath before diving to the ground below. With fear and anger closing in on her, she aimed for the man who’d captured her mommy. The man swung a burning piece of wood at her, barely missing her wings. As his offensive scent of greed and sweat reached her nostrils, she gagged and instantly knew she’d never forget that vile smell. Fueled by rage, she dove again, and gripped his hood with her talons. She let loose a wail and ripped it clear off his head.

      The man tipped his chin to see her, and the dark eyes that stared back made her feel very sick and shook her to her soul. She immediately recognized the man grinning up at her. He was the leader of the Darkland clan, their neighboring community.

      “I’m coming for you, Lily,” he announced. “You can run, but you can’t hide.” She drew her magick and touched his thoughts, but when she did, he dropped to the ground, appearing disoriented. He held his head between his palms and yelled out at her, his words jumbled, as if her brush had somehow dazed him, hurt him.

      Lily turned her attention back to her mother. As she hovered over her, her parting words erupted inside her head. “I have to go now, Lily. We’ll see each other again. I promise.”

      With terror striking from all angles, tears poured from her eyes and dripped over her mother’s burning dress, but it wasn’t near enough water to put out the flames. Lily tried to think, but was unable to gather her thoughts or do anything to help while in her primal form.

      She had to get back to her body. It was the only way to save her mommy. Her raven flew back to the cave, and Lily awoke with a gasp. Climbing to her feet, she pushed on the rock with all her might, but she was too little, and the rock too heavy. Big hiccuping sobs echoed around her as she pounded on the boulder until her knuckles bled.

      Hours later, exhausted and battered, she clasped her amulet and fell to the ground, where she stayed for a long time, until all the cries from her burned village subsided and the smoke cleared from the mountain.

      Lily had no idea how long she hid in that cave, reciting her mother’s parting words over and over again. She was hungry and thirsty, but none of that mattered.

      Day turned to night, back to day again, and after what felt like a week to Lily, she heard movement outside the cave. Not knowing if it was one of the bad men, she covered her mouth to keep herself quiet. When the rock slid to the side, Lily shaded the blinding sunlight from her eyes to take in the silhouette of the woman before her.

      “Mommy?” she asked, her heart racing with hope.
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      Serene: Present Day

      April 15, Full Moon. Midnight.

      With dry, brittle twigs beneath his body, Jaret Darkland silently crawled over the dank ground and inched his way toward the security gate looming some hundred feet away. Night-vision goggles in place, he moved with careful precision and sniffed the cool air, pulling the musky scents of the forest into his lungs. Years of special-ops training had taught him to decipher each and every smell, each and every nuance in the night wind, until he narrowed in on the one he was hunting.

      As a heady mixture of pheromones came to him on the breeze, he drew the offensive stink of wet dog into his lungs. With a flick of his head, he made a silent gesture to Toby, his cousin and fellow Paranormal Task Force officer. Toby nodded and, understanding his partner’s intent, circled backward, following Jaret’s unspoken instructions and covering him from behind.

      High overhead rays from the full moon weaved through the threadbare trees and lit the snow-dusted ground below, providing the agents with sufficient light to see the pack of animals crouched down on all fours, tracking along the ground on their bellies. Crimson blood painted dark shadows on their elongated muzzles, a sign that they were in full hunt mode and at their most dangerous. In an instinctive, reassuring move, Jaret touched the .40-caliber pistol secured to his hip, silver bullets primed and ready to go.

      Drawing on years of experience, he pulled off his goggles and stilled his heartbeat. Beads of moisture touched his forehead and dripped down his cheek. The damp stickiness wasn’t from fear; it was from the thrill of the hunt and the ultimate satisfaction of knowing he was about to expose and kill every creature that inhabited the picturesque town slumbering just beyond those impenetrable bars.

      After months of investigation, and painstakingly following every clue, the two cousins had tracked their former fellow task force officer Kane Reynolds (a man neither Jaret or Toby played well with) to Serene, New Hampshire, the quaint village hidden among the towering trees and skyscraping mountains. The perfect hiding spot for a pack of debauched monsters to veil their activity.

      Going rogue might be against Jaret and Toby’s task force policy, but with Kane involved and the explosive tension between the cousins and the former officer, it made for a personal mission that neither could resist. And if they’d just hit the jackpot, and uncovered the den of the alpha that had turned Kane—and they could only deduce they had—then they were well on their way to assuming the coveted position of Paranormal Task Force captain, like so many of the Darkland men before them. And to cap it off, they’d be ridding the world of a few more parasitic monsters, who, despite task force efforts, were growing at an alarming rate.

      Jaret resisted the urge to rub his hands together. After all, this was a kill of a lifetime, and the reason he and Toby had made the trek from Colorado to the Chicago headquarters and finally an unsanctioned trip to rural New England.

      Trained in all things paranormal, they were brought in to help with the sudden influx of lycans. But they had secretly tasked themselves with the job of hunting and killing the female rogue, Sunray, who had lured fellow officer Kane away from headquarters to the hidden community of Serene, to cohabit with her and the rest of her brethren.

      Taking out the powerful bitch, along with her entire kin, fit right into the vow they’d made some twenty years ago after watching their grandmother get torn to shreds by one of the many creatures that prowled the dangerous streets. Now working with the task force and ridding the earth of everything that went bump in the night wasn’t just their job; it was their calling.

      Naturally, with their special skills, if they weren’t with the branch, they were deemed against it. There wasn’t a trained officer who would think twice about putting a bullet between their eyes—lumping them in with the likes of Vall (the now deceased lycan who’d been terrorizing Chicago) and the rest of the monsters that preyed on the innocent. After all, every PTF agents were trained to hunt and kill anything perceived as different, and with Jaret and Toby’s unique empath abilities—the talent of reading others’ thoughts, feeling others’ feelings, and communicating with family members telepathically—they were definitely classified as different.

      To this day there were still a few officers who feared the Darkland family’s unique empath abilities, but after their ancestors had proved themselves trustworthy to the force, their special skill giving them an edge in terminating the unfavorable, not to mention the numerous PTF officers they’d saved in the line of duty, management had always found a spot for them on the team.

      “How many?” Toby spoke to him telepathically as he took up position behind him.

      “I’m not sure. I have to get closer.”

      Needing to do a tally, to know exactly what they were up against, he silently slid along the ground with the ease of a serpent, and shut his mind to the cacophony of night noise around him. With fierce concentration, he worked to pinpoint the exact location of the rogue PTF officer, intent on pumping him with silver, as per PTF regulations, then terminating every other member of his new pack.

      Peering through the dark, he zeroed in on the large, chocolate-colored wolf in the center of the small group. Kane. Every instinct he possessed told him so, and his instincts had never let him down before. Even though there were only a handful of wolves sidling up to Kane, the chilling howls in the distance clearly indicated that more mongrels were about to join their family.

      Jaret focused and tried to tap into Kane’s thoughts, but his efforts proved futile. Stifling a frustrated growl, he turned his attention to the small chestnut-colored female loitering some five feet away from the pack. Surely she wouldn’t possess the skills to block her thoughts too. Jaret channeled his energy, but failed to read her. It didn’t make sense that he couldn’t tap into her thoughts either. It was as if someone or something was using magick to shield the entire town.

      Interesting . . .

      As Jaret turned his attention to the tawny-colored wolf by Kane’s side—Sunray, he presumed—a strange new scent wafted before his nostrils, and momentarily caught him off guard. There was something startlingly familiar about that smell as it fragranced the air, yet it was completely foreign to him just the same. He searched through the database in the recesses of his mind, but still couldn’t identify that peculiar aroma, or put a mark to which species it belonged to. Behind him, Toby breathed in deeply and it pulled his focus. He twisted to face his cousin and spoke telepathically.

      “Toby?”

      “Yeah, I got it too.”

      “What the hell is it?”

      “Damned if I know.”

      Striving to maintain composure as that peculiar scent weaved some mysterious alchemy on his senses, he turned back in time to see a dozen or so other wolves join the pack. As a chorus of low growls rent the air, Jaret’s stomach sank, his earlier bliss exploding like fireworks and leaving an angry hole in his gut.

      Sadly, no kills would be made tonight.

      Toby read his thoughts. “Let’s get back to the truck. We’ll come back when we have a plan.” With a nod he gestured toward the pack. “They’re not going anywhere.”

      Jaret hated to wait, to put off the war against the wolves for one more second. For months now he’d been itching to find and terminate this particular pack, but he and Toby were completely outnumbered and he damn well knew it. Years of specialized training, as well as the demise of a few fellow officers, had taught them better than to go in guns blazing, especially on shift night. They’d need another plan, one that would catch the pack with their defenses down. But what? How?

      As he considered his limited options, the fine hairs on his nape began to tingle, the way they always did when he felt he was being watched. Imaginary insects crawled over his skin in warning, but he didn’t dare break his focus, or show any kind of reaction for fear of giving away his location.

      High above the tree line, a loud squawking noise pierced the quiet, even drawing the attention of the restless lycans. Jaret glanced heavenward to take in the full moon and the mosaic of stars canvasing the night sky, but was unable to pinpoint the source of the shrill. Behind him, Toby stilled, having heard it too.

      Seconds turned to minutes as they waited, and the lycans, as if sensing the impending danger, fled from the perimeter and concealed themselves among the dense foliage. As Jaret stalled his withdrawal, the cold ground seeped through his clothing and penetrated his bones, and even though he ignored the physical discomfort, he knew it was well past time to move. He couldn’t risk hypothermia slowing him down. Not now. Not when he was so close to obliterating a town full of monsters, and had a truck equipped with a round of C4 if it came to that. Silver bullets did the trick, but blowing their heads clear off their bodies worked wonders too. There wasn’t a lycan on the face of the earth coming back from an attack like that.

      He inched backward until the forest closed around him and camouflaged his body. Moments before he was about to stand, a black, winged creature took to the air and briefly darkened the moon as it cut across the wide expanse of sky. As the swish of wings stirred the wind and reached his ears, Jaret tuned his mind to the creature above and caught fleeting images of a young girl’s chilling thoughts.

      Smoke. Fire. Running. Pain.

      So much pain.

      Then someone or something was inside his head, brushing his mind and massaging his dark thoughts from their dusty corners, the light caress shockingly intimate. He scanned the area, and caught glimpses of deer, raccoon, and porcupines, but it wasn’t their thoughts he was picking up on, nor were they reading him. Before he had time to put up a mental mind shield, chaos erupted inside his head. Both he and Toby clasped their temples, as blinding pain skewed their empath abilities and rattled their hard-fought focus.

      Unstable, Jaret went up on his knees and took deep gulping breaths, struggling to draw in air. Toby’s strangled voice sounded behind him, and Jaret swiveled, the action taking its toll on his already rattled brain. Nausea welled up inside him, and he put a placating hand on his younger cousin’s shoulder. To this day Jaret still felt responsible for Toby’s well-being, possibly because he was older by a few months, or possibly because it was just in his nature. Regardless, Toby had proved time and time again that he could take care of himself—and of Jaret—when the situation arose. But Toby was his family, closer than any brother, two men cut from the same cloth who shared everything, from their mission, their single-minded determination, their hardened exterior, to the women they bedded.

      Toby crouched low, then went back on his heels, his eyes widening. Unease moved through Jaret when he caught the perplexed look on his cousin’s face.

      “Toby?”

      “Look.” He gestured with a nod and Jaret followed the direction of his gaze.

      The winged creature—a raven—dipped low to see them. Its violet eyes locked on Jaret’s before it turned and flew over the locked gate, and into the village. One minute it was soaring above the town hall; the next it was gone, having disappeared as quickly as it had appeared. And instantly, the debilitating pain inside his head dissipated, swallowed by the night, right along with the violet-eyed raven.

      What the fuck?

      Jaret turned his gaze back to the sky and scanned it, searching for clues, as he climbed to his feet and hauled Toby up with him. Since when did ravens brandish violet eyes and empath skills? He blinked his mind back into focus as it raced, and rolled his tongue around a suddenly dry mouth while he tried to sort through this unexpected turn of events.

      “Witchcraft?” Toby supplied.

      Jaret clenched his jaw hard enough to grind bone. Christ, Toby had to be right. What other explanation could there be? Witchcraft would certainly account for the magick he sensed shielding the town. As he considered the raven’s powerful empath abilities, he tossed that idea around for a bit longer. Jaret was smart, smart enough to come to the astounding conclusion that this was no ordinary witch, and she wasn’t using ordinary magick. She’d sent her raven out into the night, likely while she remained safe behind closed doors, and attempted to read his thoughts. He gave a slow shake of his head, the man in him fascinated by the discovery, the officer in him wishing it weren’t true.

      “A spiritual shifter,” Jaret acknowledged.

      Toby gave a low whistle, his eyes wide, and Jaret understood his cousin’s astonished reaction. Rumors had circulated for years that such spiritual shifters existed, although a PTF sighting had yet to be documented. Academy training had taught them never to discount their presence and never to underestimate the power that such a creature could wield. Directive insisted they shoot first and ask questions later if they stumbled across such a being. As he contemplated their spectacular discovery, an ominous, almost foreboding tremble worked its way down his spine and elicited a shiver from deep within.

      Sure, he and Toby hunted monsters that terrorized the streets, fed on humans, and tossed them away like they were yesterday’s garbage, but they’d never come up against a shape-shifting witch before, especially one with such powers. Nor could he deny that it scared the shit out of him.

      Many centuries ago, his ancestors had all their divine magick stolen by the Brighton coven of witches—evil beings who fed off the energy of others—which left them with only empathy abilities. His family knew firsthand the harm a wicked witch could inflict. And honestly, as far as he was concerned, all witches were wicked. Out on the streets, he’d yet to come up against one who wasn’t.

      If there was one thing the cousins had been taught, it was that, unlike the Darkland clan, who were born pure, bred to be honorable, and taught to use their empath abilities only for the betterment of mankind, all other creatures of the night were inherently evil and would turn against you at the slightest chance. Of course, the city streets they prowled had yet to prove otherwise. Not to mention the evil that took place in their own backyard when the Brightons stole their magick for their own heinous purposes. It was that incident that first led his ancestors into law enforcement, where, because of their exceptional skills, they were brought into the elite Paranormal Task Force.

      “A spiritual shifter . . . ,” Toby echoed, as he chewed on that fascinating new tidbit for a while. “Well, I’ll be damned.”

      “A spiritual shifter, indeed,” Jaret confirmed as he fought off the fine sliver of fear working its way through his bloodstream.

      But how could that be? Witches and wolves living together? Surely to God, they had to be mistaken, because in all his years of hunting, he’d never seen anything quite so incomprehensible, and he’d seen some pretty crazy shit in his time.

      Toby read the direction his thoughts had taken him and asked, “What do you think is going on in there?”

      Jaret shook his head. “I have no idea, but we’re sure as hell going to stick around to find out.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          3

        

      

    

    
      The cool night air streamlined her raven’s sleek body as she took to the sky, circling higher and higher and enjoying the freedom of flight. As she silently glided through the moonlit night, a slight movement beneath the leafless trees caught her attention. Wings flapping, and the moisture from her mouth turning to fog in the frigid breeze, her raven scanned the ground below, searching for any predators that might happen to lie in waiting.

      Within her home’s protective fence she spotted a pack of lycans howling unhindered beneath the full moon, their low-pitched sounds a soothing, familiar harmony in an eerily strange night. These lycans—her friends and protectors—all lived harmoniously with Serene’s other inhabitants: witches, vampires, demons, and panthers, in a secret town, way off the beaten path, disguised as nothing more than a small gated society to any outsiders who happened to come upon them. And the townsfolk who resided there would do whatever was necessary to keep it that way.

      A handful of wolves were running about and frolicking playfully, while others were enjoying the wind in their faces as they hunted the deer and other wildlife that managed to find their way over or under the guarded fence. Her raven did a quick perusal of the streets, but all was quiet, as the townsfolk knew better than to venture out on shift night.

      So if all was well, why had her raven taken to the sky after all these centuries? Was there some unknown danger lurking about? After the atrocities she’d witnessed as a child centuries ago, and knowing the Darkland men could still be searching for her, Lily had suppressed her magick, and kept her raven grounded, lying dormant, until now—because someone or something had suddenly ruffled her feathers, and brought her out of hiding.

      The only other people who knew about her raven were Serene’s overseers and Harmony, the Earth witch who’d rescued her from the cave and eventually brought her to Serene to protect her from the outside world—and, after the incident in Wellington, Iowa, protect the outside world from Lily. After the Salem witch trials in 1692, the five species known as lycans, vampires, shifters, witches, and demons were forced to put aside their hatred and prejudice for one another and forge a truce. Covert communities were set up around the globe, and each species in each town had an overseer. These five overseers all worked together to keep their brethren in line and maintain order among their kind while keeping their existence a secret from the rest of the world.

      Despite the deep-seated ache of loneliness that resided inside her heart after losing her family, a gaping hole that could never be filled, Lily had finally found peace in Serene, and felt protected from any and all outside threats. Lessons learned long ago had proved that each species had many outside threats. Besides the rogues contaminating the city streets, they had other natural predators. Namely, Paranormal Task Force officers. Founded close to one hundred years ago, the branch recruited the smartest, the strongest, the deadliest. The officers were the elite of the elite, trained by the best, and always eager to hunt and kill anything perceived as different. Just ask Kane Reynolds, former PTF officer, and new mate to alpha wolf Sunray (who’d taken over after she killed her alpha, Vall). Kane knew all about the force’s policies. Shoot first, ask questions later. Kane, along with Sunray, also had the coven overseer Harmony removed from council a few months back, and Lily was of two minds about that.

      She loved and respected the opinions of the two wolves, but she owed everything to Harmony. Her loyalty to the coven elder made it most difficult to step into the overseer position upon her dethroning. Lily might not have been a fan of the overbearing alpha wolf Vall, but she didn’t believe for one minute that the coven guide had resurrected him for her own selfish purposes. Deep in her soul she believed Harmony was a woman of greatness, a woman who gave rebirth to the lycan guide only out of love and her desire to nurture all earth’s creatures.

      As her raven soared through the sky, she scanned the ground below, trying to figure out what had roused her from her centuries-long slumber. She was unnerved by this unexpected development, equal mixtures of confusion and anxiety overcame her. She let loose a shrill, the noise mingling with the sounds of the wolves, as she strove to understand what had frightened her raven enough that she would take to the sky during a full moon, the lycans’ mandatory run night. A night all were forbidden to leave their quarters.

      The scent of raccoon hit her and she dipped lower, but when she did, another smell wafted before her sensitive nose. It was earthy, musky, and . . . enticing. As shock rocketed through her, her entire body grew warm and wanting, and the sudden animalistic urge to mate, breed, and procreate—an inconceivable notion, indeed—began pulling at her hard. Her mouth watered, and she extended and retracted her long talons as she flapped her wings furiously. As her heart pumped and a strange new need gathered in her stomach, she shook her head to clear it.

      What was going on?

      Why was her raven acting so primitive? It wasn’t as if she’d stumbled across a male from her own bloodline. As the last Brighton of her kind, she knew there was no chance of finding and mating with someone from her lineage. Since witches only ever mated among their own lines, she’d long ago come to accept that she would spend her entire existence alone. Which made the sudden primal urge to mate all the more extraordinary, and confusing.

      She dove lower, her raven reaching out to touch the thoughts of the creatures running through the forest, surfing through their minds, feeling the excitement of predator and the fright of prey, and massaging the memories from their darkest mental corners. That was when she felt it: Someone was reaching out to her—someone very powerful from outside the protective gates was attempting to read her thoughts.

      Shock stilled her movements, and she immediately put up a mind shield, berating herself that she hadn’t taken precautionary measures and blocked her thoughts before taking to the sky in the first place. But her magick was rusty, and frankly, her raven’s unexpected presence had taken her by surprise.

      She didn’t dare move, let alone breathe, for if whoever was down there had managed to tap into her thoughts, he or she could discover and expose the secret community through her. As the newest overseer, she was trying to prove herself to a town who questioned her role as protector, especially since she appeared to have no powers to defend them. But it wasn’t that she had no powers, only that she was afraid to use them.

      Minutes passed as her raven hovered near the treetops, trying to get a better glimpse of the person who’d reached out to her.

      When something on the ground below shifted, she focused and caught the silhouette of two large men, silver strands of moonlight reflecting off the weapons secured to their hips. She sniffed and the acrid scent of silver and sulfur filled her nostrils. Immediately, fight-or-flight instincts kicked in, and she knew she needed to get back to her body, to warn the other overseers. And needless to say, venturing outside the walls in her raven form left her far too vulnerable to a deadly attack.

      Cutting through the air, she sailed toward the town hall, gliding to her home, a quaint two-story house that rested just beyond the one main road. She dropped down from the sky and slipped in through her open window. Her raven whispered into her ear moments before she reentered her body, which lay asleep on her warm, comfy, four-poster bed.

      “Lily, wake up. . . .”

      Lily awoke with a gasp, her raven pulling her awake. Except it wasn’t her raven’s voice she heard calling out to her; it was her mother’s. Her ears rang as the faint fluttery sounds of her mother’s melodic voice fell around her like a silken ribbon. She sat up straight in her bed, beads of moisture dripping from her body and soaking her flannel sheets. Breathing hard, she glanced around, half-expecting to see her mother hovering over her, whispering words of warning in her ear, and half-expecting to see the men from the woods closing in on her, guns aimed and ready to kill.

      Lily fisted her hands around the amulet she always wore, while her mother’s horrible death and parting words from so long ago quickly rose to the forefront of her mind. Although she wore the charm as a constant reminder of what she’d lost, that night was too painful to think about in any detail. So why, all of a sudden, was she thinking about it now?

      Lily pinched her eyes shut, hoping it really was nothing more than a bad dream but intuitively knowing it wasn’t. Lord and Lady, she’d found peace in Serene. Why now, after all this time, was she thinking about the massacre, recalling all the atrocities her family had to endure before their untimely deaths?

      Because something was happening, an inner voice warned.

      Someone was coming. For her.

      Every instinct she possessed told her so.

      Who were those dangerous hunters, and how had they discovered her town? And why did a mere breath of their scent rouse the animal in her and have her thinking about mating, family, and bloodlines?

      A wave of panic burst through her and she instantly bit it down, striving to keep her thoughts focused and her mind clear so she could formulate a plan of action.

      Lily climbed from her bed, put on her slippers, and hurried to her open window. Slightly claustrophobic, Lily always kept it inched open. Perhaps the phobia stemmed from her time in the cave, or perhaps it was from the restlessness her raven felt at having its wings clipped for hundreds of years. Ravens were meant to fly, not to lie dormant, and she couldn’t deny how much she enjoyed spreading her wings, how amazing the freedom of flight felt.

      She reached out a shaky hand and the wooden ledge felt cool to the touch. A night breeze seeped inside and curled around her scantily clad body. As the cool wind raced up her nightie, it ruffled the lace lining her cleavage and stimulated her nipples. Her body thrummed in response, her buds hardening, and she arched her back and moaned without censorship. Then suddenly, as if realizing where she was and what she was doing, she glanced around to see if anyone outside her bedroom walls had heard her. She blew a relieved breath when she met with empty sidewalks and silent streets.

      Now, what on earth had her stepping out of character and acting so carnal at a time like this? She’d never displayed such eroticism before, especially in front of her window—and to do it when danger lurked so close by. Thankfully the town was on lockdown and no one had heard her. And fortunately, she’d always kept her mind shield in place so no one could read her innermost thoughts.

      At night when most of the townsfolk slept, save the vampires, leaving them in a vulnerable state for mind probing, the coven put a magick curtain around the village, shielding the minds of every single inhabitant from any outside threat. Despite the curtain, Harmony had long ago warned Lily never to lower her guard, even in sleep, because for some inexplicable reason the charm never seemed to work on her, and when she dreamed, she opened her thoughts to those with the ability to read them. But tonight when she’d taken on her raven form, shocked and maybe even a little exhilarated to find herself in her spiritual state, she’d forgotten to take precautionary measures and block her thoughts. It scared her to think that she’d almost been read by those hunters.

      As she thought more about the reason her raven had surfaced, she began wringing her damp hands together and decided her next course of action was to call a council meeting and figure out what they were going to do with these intruders. But she also knew that such an action would have to wait until tomorrow night.

      Kane and Sunray were running with their pack, and everyone else was on lockdown. Lily inched her curtain open and scanned the black streets. Once again the enticing scent of the hunters reached her nostrils. It permeated her skin and whispered through her blood like wildfire. She drew the earthy aroma deep into her lungs and her entire body reacted with a needy tremor. What the heck was going on?

      Lady, if these men were hunters, here to harm her community, then she should be fearful, not reacting with primitive urges. Angry with herself for her inappropriate responses, and not really understanding what was happening to her, physically or emotionally, Lily stepped back from the window and let the sheer curtain fall from her fingertips.

      As a myriad of strange new sensations gathered in her stomach and traveled onward and outward, igniting her blood along the way, she moved farther into the moon-soaked room and decided a sleepless night was most definitely upon her. She began to pace restlessly, aware that sunrise was still hours away.

      With her body warm and tingly, and her blood stirring from the strange new sexual awakening taking place inside her, she made her way down the stairs and into her kitchen. She plugged in her kettle, then circled back to her bathroom. After glancing at her tired violet eyes, tangled mess of dark curly hair, and rather pale skin in the vanity mirror, she plunked herself down on the edge of her tub and turned on the water. Not only would a shower help pass the time; it would help cleanse her thoughts, rinse the passion from her libidinous body, and get her head back on straight. While she waited for the kettle to whistle, she stripped down, switched the water from tub filler to showerhead, and climbed into the soothing steam.

      As the refreshing needlelike spray washed over her naked body, she let the tension drain from her neck and shoulders, but she couldn’t deny that she was still feeling oddly aroused, and the warm water did little to detract her thoughts from hot, salacious bodies—warm, wet, and writhing between the sheets. In fact, the hot steam seemed to stir her desires even more.

      Goodness . . .

      What was happening to her?

      Looking for a distraction, Lily grabbed her aromatherapy body wash, a luxury Sunray had brought back with her from her favorite bath and body store, and poured a generous amount of the scented soap into her hands. Much to her dismay, as she rubbed, and the sweet, sugary vanilla fragrance filled the shower, her traitorous thoughts took her in an erotic direction.

      “Mmm,” she moaned without regard, and moisturized her flesh, until every inch of her skin was lathered, bubbly, and . . . stimulated. As the aroma curled around her, Lily tilted her face to the water. The hard beads splashed against her nipples and traveled downward, creating a tapered river to her pussy. As moisture gathered in her nether region, Lily widened her legs. The hot water brushed roughly over her clit and aroused her to the point of distraction. She swallowed, hard, unable to believe the sexual impulses, this new explosion of need inside her body. Soon her tangy aroma mingled with the fragranced steam, and filled the bathroom with an erotic scent.

      Then suddenly, without conscious thought, her hands went to her breasts and lightly brushed her engorged nipples. She let loose a low cry and arched her back, her low sex drive instantly kicking up a few notches. Working solo wasn’t normally her style, but tonight she couldn’t seem to help herself, couldn’t seem to keep her wandering hands off her suddenly lascivious body.

      Honestly, up until now her sex life had been pretty nonexistent; most times she could take it or leave it. And as of late she preferred to choose the latter, despite the tremendous efforts the men in her coven put forth. Perhaps it was because no man had ever really been able to do it for her, and those brief, nonorgasmic encounters always left her feeling restless and lonely, forcing her to finish herself off with her own hands. Or perhaps it was because she’d yet to meet the one and only man destined for her. She’d always heard that sex with the person you were meant to be with was a truly fulfilling and orgasmic experience. It also made one feel stronger, bolder, empowering one from deep within. Sunray, alpha wolf, and Lily’s close friend, had recently confirmed that theory after reuniting with her reincarnated lover, Kane.

      But tonight, even though no such man existed—one who was meant for her and her alone, one who could pull reactions from her body like no other, and one who empowered her and gave her strength—she desperately needed to release the mounting pressure inside her. It baffled her, really. Maybe it had something to do with freeing her raven after so many years. Or maybe it had something to do with those men, she thought soberly, quickly dispelling those dangerous thoughts in favor of more pleasant ones, like the ache between her legs. After all, it was ludicrous to think those hunters had something to do with her newly stimulated libido. Wasn’t it?

      As she touched her body, she consoled herself, understanding there was nothing more she could do tonight, and her town wasn’t in immediate danger. Those hunters couldn’t penetrate the electric fence, but it would be most foolish to try, especially on run night. She was also certain that tomorrow the council would come up with a plan to eliminate the threat they posed.

      Tonight, however, tonight was meant for pleasure and she feared that if she didn’t soon touch herself, she’d combust from need and come morning they’d find nothing but a wet ball of black feathers on her shower floor.

      Deciding to just let her mind go and allow her body to lead her actions, she slipped her hand between her legs and gave her clit a light stroke. Her entire body trembled, her muscles tightening in carnal anticipation. She closed her eyes against the flood of heat and continued to brush her fingers over her clit, picking up the pace ever so slightly. Her breasts felt swollen, hot, and her body ached in a way it had never ached before.
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