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          MARCUS

        

      

    

    
      Marcus stopped short of the door. The faint whisper of a voice he could never quite hear sounded in his ears. The image of a hand stretching through the bars of a cell followed. He reached forward as if to take it.

      “Are you alright?”

      Marcus shook his head. As his hand curled into a fist at his side, he glanced over at Derek. “Yeah. I’m good.”

      “You’ve been saying that for a couple of weeks now.”

      “And?”

      “And you’re full of shit,” his alpha said with a growl. “What’s gotten into you?”

      “I told you, it’s nothing.”

      Derek’s eyes glowed. He dropped the conversation and opened the door in front of Marcus. They were in the Lodge, heading to the basement where the tome they’d recently acquired from the witches was being stored. Today, that was changing. Derek had been on edge ever since that foul book had fallen into their hands. Lily, a witch from the Greenwood Casters Coven and a close friend of Zadrian, would be coming to Howler’s Grove that evening. She was to take the tome to the witch Council in Washington state. Zadrian would be arriving first to ensure everything was good to go.

      As they descended the stairs, a foul stench wafted up. The magic used to create those spells and weave that tome was evil. The same unpleasant scent had been at the mansion where Marcy had been held by that Timothy bastard.

      Derek led the way down the corridor and pushed open a much heavier steel door. Beyond it were six cells, three on each side of the square room. Sitting on a pedestal in the far-right one was the tome. Zadrian had placed numerous layers of protection magic around it. All of it was meant to be temporary. They might’ve taken down Timothy’s coven, but there was another one after the book. The Reaper Coven would make a move for it eventually.

      Which was why it couldn’t remain there. Three weeks was pushing Derek to the brink.

      Four shifters stood guard over the tome. They nodded to Derek and Marcus once they reached the cell and glared at the tome through the bars.

      Marcus blinked, and the cell filled with shadows. A pale, shaking hand reached out to him, beckoning him forward. The voice came again, the tone pleading, but the words, gods, why could he never make out the words?

      An ache erupted in his chest, and at the same time, a tugging filled his gut. He had to get to this person. He had to save them from⁠—

      “Seriously,” Derek said, dropping his hand on Marcus’ shoulder.

      Marcus flinched back from the cell. “What?”

      “You’re acting odd. You have been since the fight to save Marcy.”

      Marcus glared at the cell in front of them. The scars along the right side of his body tingled. His clothing felt too tight against them. When his right hand began to twitch, Derek’s eyes darted to it. The glare he’d been giving Marcus softened.

      “If this is stirring up shit for you, I can have someone else take over.”

      “No,” Marcus snapped. “It’s nothing to do with that fucker.”

      Derek’s brow arched. He opened his mouth to speak, but steps coming toward them stopped his words. Zadrian entered the room with Quin and Kevin behind him. The mage’s face was pinched in anger.

      “What now?” Derek asked.

      “The tome is still leaving Howler’s Grove tonight,” Zadrian assured him. “It’s just not going all the way to the Council.”

      “Why not?”

      Zadrian shrugged at Derek. “Call it witch politics. It’s going to be held with the Greenwood Casters until a decision has been made on what to do with it. Lily and her coven have spent the entire day readying their place to hold it and keep it secure.”

      “Won’t moving it risk exposing its magic?” Quin asked.

      “Yes, but your pack has watched over it long enough. I won’t have it staying here another day.” Zadrian patted Derek on the shoulder. “Thank you for doing it as long as you have. I know it’s been a strain, what with Cara being pregnant and all.”

      Derek’s growl bounced around the room. He’d been going out of his mind having that thing in pack territory. Cara’s pregnancy was putting his protective instincts in overdrive. Marcus didn’t blame him. No one did.

      “Are you sure it’ll be safe there?”

      Zadrian shifted his gaze to Quin. “As safe as we can make it. With any luck, it’ll only be for a couple of days.”

      “Marcus, I want you to go with him,” Derek ordered.

      “That’s not necessary,” Zadrian argued.

      “It is when we’re this close to finally ending this shitty chapter in all our lives. I won’t take any chances. Marcus?”

      “I’ll keep an eye on him,” Marcus promised.

      Zadrian’s eyes glimmered. He tilted his head and studied Marcus. “You sound weird. What’s going on with you?”

      “For fuck’s sake, not you, too. Like I told Derek. I’m fine. Everything’s fine.”

      Quin and Kevin cringed. “Yeah, we’re not so sure about that,” Quin muttered.

      “I’m fine.” Marcus turned his back on them all. “Can we get this over with?”

      He reached for the cell to pull it open. The moment his hand closed around the bars, he was struck by the strongest sensation that something was missing from his soul. A pang of loss he hadn’t felt in years nearly sent him to his knees. Guilt followed, and his entire right side began to twitch. The mournful cry of a wolf reverberated through his soul. The weight of it crashed onto his shoulders. He staggered until he bumped into Derek and Zadrian. They each grabbed one of his arms to steady him.

      “Yeah, you’re totally fine,” Derek snapped. “Is it the tome?”

      “No, there’s no magic coming off it right now,” Zadrian murmured. “This is something else.”

      They situated Marcus so he was leaning with his back against the opposite wall. He doubled over and rested his hands on his knees. His vision blurred and became tainted red as his beast surged forward, nearly breaking free. It was a fight to stop himself from shifting. He swallowed back a growl. The images from his dreams drifted to the forefront of his mind.

      “Talk. Now,” Derek ordered, the full authority of the alpha in his words. “What’s going on?”

      Marcus gritted his teeth against the order. “It’s not important.”

      “Clearly, it fucking is.” Derek held onto Marcus’ shoulder firmly. “We can’t help you if you don’t tell us what’s going on.”

      Slowly, Marcus straightened. He stared beyond Derek and Zadrian and into the cell directly across from him. He’d never told anyone about the strange dreams that started over three years ago. What was the point? He had them every night for a month, then they waned. It wasn’t until the last couple of weeks that they’d started up again, far more intense than he remembered them being.

      “It started a while ago,” he whispered. “Remember a few years before we decided we were going to take down Benji? Several shifters, the ones who’d tried to stand up to him, had suffered under a wave of paranoia, hallucinations, and sickness that no one could explain?”

      Derek’s jaw clenched. “Hard to forget.”

      “Do you remember the rumor that was going around back then?” Marcus asked.

      “I do,” Quin chimed in. “We thought he had a witch working with him. That she was staying in the Lodge. We weren’t entirely sure if this witch was a guest or another victim, either.”

      “And we made plans to sneak in and find out for sure? We never made it inside, though.”

      “What does that have to do with you?” Derek asked, his brow furrowing.

      The ache returned to Marcus’ chest. He flattened his hand against his sternum, but the annoyance remained. “After that night, the dreams started. I’d walk into the Lodge, right past the shifters guarding it. I’d take the stairs to the lower level, walk through the hall, and stand outside one of these cells. A hand would reach out through the bars. The softest of whispers would speak to me. Then I’d jerk myself awake.” He’d raised his hand like he always did in the dreams. Pale scars covered the back of it. Not wanting to recall those horrid moments, he pushed them aside and returned his hand to his side. “I never see a face, and I can’t make out what she’s saying.”

      “She?” Derek asked.

      Marcus nodded. “It’s a woman. I know it is. The dreams sort of dropped off not long after that. I’ve had them off and on again since, but lately—” He hesitated, though there was no point in lying now. “Lately, I’ve been having them every night. Same dream. And I feel like I’m losing something or someone. Gods, none of this makes sense.”

      “Does anything else happen in these dreams?” Zadrian was holding his chin in his hand. His gaze had turned calculating. “Or afterward?”

      Marcus sighed. “A scent. There’s always a lingering scent of fresh crushed herbs and pine.”

      “And nothing else?”

      Marcus started to shake his head, then stopped. “Just now, when I was going to walk into that cell, I heard a howl.”

      “Holy fuck,” Derek whispered. “Are you sure?”

      “Pretty damn sure.”

      Zadrian glanced at Derek. “There was something else I was coming to talk to you about tonight. I’d wanted to know if you’d ever had any suspicion that Benji held a witch here against her will. Obviously, you did.” He strode over to Marcus and gripped his upper arms. “Rumors went around that Benji had found and captured a woman a few years before you all took him down. She was being held here and vanished after the fight that freed your pack.”

      “And?”

      “Several covens have been trying to locate her for years now,” Zadrian said, still holding fast to Marcus’ arms. “She’s different, somehow. They’ve been trying to find her to protect her. It’s a long and complicated story, but Marcus, I think you can be the one to help us find her.”

      “How? Because I had some fucked up dreams about a hand reaching through a cell?” he ranted. His confusion at what the mage was trying to say only ramped up his aggravation.

      “You said you heard a howl.”

      “So what?”

      Zadrian’s brow shot up to his hairline. “Think about it for a second.”

      Marcus tore himself away and stalked to the other end of the room. With one hand on his hip, he rubbed the back of his neck with the other. His eyes flicked to the empty cell closest to him. A faint echo of that mournful howl hit him again. It seeped into his soul, calling to him.

      “No.” He whipped around. “It can’t be.”

      “I think it is. You heard the Call, Marcus. This woman? This witch? You dreamed of her when she was in danger. And I think you’re dreaming of her now because the same thing is happening.”

      Marcus’ gut clenched. Gods, he was going to be sick. If what they were saying was true⁠—

      “The fuck!” Derek yelled and yanked Marcus away from the wall he’d just bashed his fist into. “Are you trying to break your hand?”

      “Get off me!” He jerked out of Derek’s hold and stumbled back. “I left her here. I left her in the hands of that monster, and then she vanished! And now she’s in trouble again. This can’t be real. It can’t be.”

      The Call. He’d heard the Call, and instead of rushing to her aid, he’d abandoned her.

      His mate.

      “Marcus, look at me.” Derek took a firm hold of him. “We’ll find her, alright? This isn’t over. You haven’t lost her, not yet.”

      “How can you say that? I was right fucking here, and I did nothing.”

      “You didn’t know.”

      “I should’ve,” he yelled. He glanced at his right arm. He bore scars, thanks to Benji. What had he done to the witch? Had he hurt her the way he’d hurt the others under his care? Even if Marcus did find her, she’d never forgive him once she learned the truth. How could she? He knew he never would.

      “Come with me to the estate,” Zadrian was telling Marcus. “Once we’re there, Lily and I can help you track her down.”

      “You have to protect that fucking tome.”

      Zadrian waved away his worries. “I’m an excellent multi-tasker. Just ask Lily.”

      “Go with them,” Derek told Marcus. “Find your mate. Bring her home.”

      At his words, the scent that had teased him for years filled his nose. The howl came louder this time, calling out to him. Calling him to her. He’d failed her once already. He wouldn’t fail her again. He’d find her and pray to the gods that she forgave him.
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          JENNY

        

      

    

    
      The black hood was yanked off Jenny’s head. She sucked in a gulp of air. Frantic, she looked around. Her hands were tied behind her back, and she’d been placed on a hard chair. The details of the room came into focus. The panic that had been ready to squeeze her heart dissipated.

      Damn it. Not again.

      The room was elegant despite the evil worms who used it for their rituals. The massive stone altar at its center was adorned with black and red candles, matching roses, and offerings of what looked like wine and fruit. Several witches were adding to the altar, but none paid her any attention.

      Jenny had seen this place more than a handful of times. Each visit had chipped away another piece of her soul. Gingerly, she tugged against the rope binding her hands.

      “You won’t get free that way,” a voice came from behind her.

      “Is this really necessary?” Jenny asked. “It’d be so much nicer if you, I don’t know, simply gave me a heads-up that you were going to tear me away from my home instead of kidnapping me each time.”

      A woman wearing a flowing black and red dress stepped into view. Ursa, one of the Elders of the Reaper Coven, smiled down at Jenny. Her eyes shimmered in the candlelight used to illuminate the room. She dragged one very long red fingernail down Jenny’s cheek and ended with it under her chin.

      “What can I say? We prefer to keep our location private, even with those who work for us willingly.”

      Jenny jerked her head away. “It’s not willingly, and you fucking know it.”

      A little over two years ago, she first met Ursa. At the time, Jenny had been held captive by shifters. She never learned the name of the pack. Honestly, she hadn’t cared to. It wouldn’t have made a difference. Their alpha, Benji, had been using her for years to hurt his enemies. He’d kept her too weak to fight back. She barely had enough strength to do as he asked. The few times she’d tried to escape had ended bloody. It was after Benji’s fall that his remaining followers stole Jenny away to a new location. They made her curse another shifter with madness, then left her tied up in a cabin. She’d broken free and made a run for it. The shifters had caught her and probably would’ve killed her. But Ursa and her witches had shown up and whisked Jenny away.

      She’d been told they had been tracking her for months. Jenny had been relieved until she’d realized why. The moment she saw the brand on one of the bastard’s arms, she knew who they were. The Reaper Coven. Nothing but evil, blood magic-wielding assholes who destroyed innocent lives for their gain. They had wanted Jenny for themselves. Ursa had asked her then to join their coven. Jenny’s magic was rare and would be an asset.

      Jenny scoffed inside her mind. More like a fucking curse.

      Unlike the shifters, they didn’t keep her prisoner. No. They did something far worse. In payment for them saving her life, they branded her soul. She essentially belonged to the coven until such time as they saw her debt repaid. Jenny had no choice but to do what they wanted. Once again, she’d been forced to get inside the heads of shifters. To stir up trouble and cause madness and chaos at their whim.

      And with each day that passed, the guilt ate at her a little more. She tried not to think of those she’d hurt because of these witches. Tried not to be haunted by their faces at night.

      That was impossible.

      “Can we just get this over with?” Jenny snapped.

      “I’m going to make you an offer,” Ursa said, unperturbed by Jenny’s refusal. “You’ll want to take it for your sake.” She smoothed her hands down her dress. “We need you to use those wonderful abilities of yours to take care of a problem for us. Do it, and I’ll remove the brand from your soul. You’ll be free.”

      Jenny’s brow furrowed. “Are you serious?”

      “I am.” Her lips twitched like she was doing her best not to smile with glee.

      What the hell were they after now? Who were they going to ask her to curse?

      “It shouldn’t be a hard decision,” Ursa went on. “Help us this one final time, and you’re free. Unless you’ve changed your mind about joining our coven of your own free will?”

      “I’ll pass, thanks.” Jenny twisted her hands against the ropes. She was going to have to hurt more people to get her freedom. When would it ever stop? Could she do that to more innocents? Could she handle the weight of that guilt?

      “What happens if I say no?” Jenny asked.

      Ursa grabbed her face and tilted her head back. “You won’t. You crave your freedom far too much. You can’t hide it. I see it in your eyes. Put on the brave front all you like, my dear. You’ll say yes in the end.”

      Jenny wished more than anything to use her ability on Ursa and the rest of her monsters right then. The brand on her soul prevented her from harming them. She’d tried once before. The backlash had been terrible. She hadn’t been able to think straight for a week and had coughed up blood for two while it felt like something was tearing her insides apart.

      “If you really want to play this game, there’s a cell in our dungeon with your name on it. Zachary would love to have you down there to play with,” Ursa said with a wink.

      Jenny’s body went cold. The notion of being tossed into another cell and
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