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          MARCY

        

      

    

    
      It was dark outside the window. It always was. Marcy strained to make out any details beyond the glass. There were trees, a forest of evergreens, she thought, but it was so damn hard to tell. How long had she been in this room? Days? Weeks?

      Like she did every time she had a moment of clarity, she told herself to make a run for it and leave. She spun around. The door wasn’t locked. She knew that. It wasn’t the door that kept her there.

      It was the magic that the bastard had used on her. Because magic was real. Everything she’d ever thought was nothing more than stories and fairy tales was real. Witches. Shifters. Vampires. All of it existed right alongside the world she knew. Getting tangled up in this mess wasn’t what she’d wanted. She wanted to go home. She wanted to wake up from this nightmare.

      Come on. Do it already. Get your legs moving and escape before he comes back.

      She took a step forward, then another one. When the magic forced on her began to fight back, the same howling she’d been hearing in her dreams these last few nights sounded in her ears. The force of it seemed to work against the magic. She was able to take another three steps toward the door. Hope burned within her. Maybe this time, she’d make it. This time, she’d finally get away. She stretched her hand out toward the door.

      It opened before she could grab it.

      A man entered the room, his brow arched, and he had a bemused smile on his face. “Now, now, Marcy, there’s no point in leaving yet.” He shut the door behind him.

      Marcy’s heart sank. “Timothy, please, I don’t want to be here. I don’t even know why you’re doing this to me.” The words were a struggle to get out. “Please. Let me go home.”

      “I see it’s time for another dose.” He walked further into the room and snapped his fingers. A garment bag appeared in his left hand and a vial of dark blue sludge in his right. He hung the garment bag on the closet door and waved her over. When she refused to move, he snapped his fingers.

      Marcy’s legs moved on their own. She jerked to a stop in front of the closet.

      “Take a look, my sweet.” He unzipped the bag for her and pulled out the dress from within it. “What do you think? Too much?”

      “That’s,” she paused, unwilling to say the words aloud.

      The dress hanging before her was ivory with a halter neck. It fit slim to the waist and then flared. Black and red flowers had been embroidered all over the fabric. If the reason for it wasn’t so horrifying, Marcy would find it beautiful.

      “A wedding dress.” Timothy smoothed his hand down it. “I think it’ll work perfectly.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I know you don’t, my sweet. You will in good time. Tomorrow, actually. Everything is finally ready for the ceremony. We’ve already stolen back the tome from the enemy. Once you’ve taken in her soul, we can end this conflict for good.”

      “A soul? What are you talking about? What are you going to do to me?”

      “Don’t worry, my sweet. Everything will be fine.” He turned her to face him and tucked her hair behind her ears. She wanted to recoil from his touch, but her body wasn’t hers to control. “Now, drink your tonic. You’ll remember how excited you are for what’s to come.”

      He pushed the vial into her hand, kissed her cheek, and strode out of the room, whistling as he went. The second the door closed, Marcy focused on dropping the vial. She didn’t want to drink the potion again. It messed with her head. Made her forget things. But Timothy’s order ricocheted around her head. She removed the stopper and tilted the vial into her mouth. The thick potion was too sweet. She gagged as she swallowed it down. Only then did her hand let the vial fall to the floor.

      The fogginess crept in. The hatred she had for Timothy slowly morphed into emotions she never felt, not even back when she first met him. The fondness and excitement felt wrong. She’d had a good life before he came into it. It wasn’t perfect. She might’ve been dealing with some bouts of loneliness, but she was making it work. How had it all gone so wrong so quickly?

      Whatever was happening tomorrow, she wanted no part of it. That’s what she reminded herself even as the potion did its work. This time, when she looked at the dress, she smiled. She ran her hands over the delicate embroidery. She should be thrilled. There was nothing to worry about. Nothing to fear from⁠—

      A wolf howling drowned out her musings. She grimaced and slapped her hands to her ears, but that did nothing to silence it. The noise shattered the happiness the potion had created.

      Escape. She had to escape, and she had to do it before whatever ceremony Timothy had planned for her. She turned toward the window and stared out into that darkness. The howl this time was different. There was a longing in it and a desperation that spoke to her very soul. She needed to get to the woods. If she could make it that far, she’d be safe. Why, she had no idea, but she wasn’t going to waste her one chance at freedom.

      She’d fake whatever emotions she had to. She’d wait for the right moment.

      Then she’d get the fuck away from Timothy and never look back.
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          QUIN

        

      

    

    
      Quin stepped back from the large map hanging on the wall of his living room. “Another fucking dead-end.” Growling, he glared while his wolf moved restlessly within him. He almost put his fist through the map.

      For almost three months now, he’d been working with Zadrian to track down the witches who’d helped Lucille and Benji’s disgraced followers. And for three months, they’d found nothing but abandoned hidden estates and warehouses with magical trails that led nowhere. Whoever these witches were, they were constantly on the move. It was infuriating. The Deadwood pack wasn’t the only one suffering because of their involvement, though. Now that they were openly communicating with other packs, they’d learned that the witches had been terrorizing them off and on lately, too. They weren’t targeted attacks.

      Whatever the witches had planned, it had to do with stirring up trouble for the shifters.

      A knock came at his front door. “It’s open,” he called out, not taking his gaze from the map.

      Zadrian entered, bringing a gust of cold wind and some snow with him. A snowstorm hit out of nowhere two days ago. Not completely unheard of this late in the season, but still, it was a nuisance. “I might have a new lead.”

      “How?”

      “Poking my nose where I shouldn’t. I visited a few underground bars that aren’t exactly welcoming places for those like myself. The risk paid off.” Shaking the snow from his hair, Zadrian approached the map and pointed. “Here.”

      Quin squinted at the place the mage pointed. “There’s nothing there.”

      “Exactly. From what I heard, a group of witches have set up residence in this exact spot. This is one area where there are no packs. No humans. I might’ve done a little checking out on my own before I came here. The place is brimming with magic and not the good kind. They’re there.”

      “What are they doing?”

      Zadrian brushed more snow from his shoulders. “Hell if I know. Honestly, I don’t think it has anything to do with the shifters.”

      “How can it not?”

      “Because I don’t believe it’s only one coven we’re dealing with. I think it’s two, and they’re fighting for control over something. It sounds like they’ve been fighting for the last twenty years or so, and it’s finally coming to a head. Drawing in the packs to attack the enemy isn’t a bad strategy if you think about it. Cause some trouble and make it seem as if the other coven was responsible for it.”

      “Which group are we hunting right now?”

      “The one who was framed, but trust me, from what I heard, they’ve done worse than giving shifters potions to turn humans. I know it’s not your fight, Quin, but we need to end them before they drag anyone else into this mess.”

      “Great. So, there are two groups of assholes we have to look out for. Derek’s going to love that news.”

      “On the bright side, Lily and her coven are searching several other locations. Once one of us has nailed these bastards down, she and her people are standing by to help. As are three other packs. You’re not alone.”

      It was far better odds than they’d had when they took down Benji. Yet his beast couldn’t shake the unease that he was about to walk into something that would abruptly change his life. He studied the spot Zadrian had pointed out. He’d never been to that area. He doubted anyone else in the pack had been either. It was a good eighty miles from Howler’s Grove and Eugene. Not terribly far, but far enough. "Should we even bother going after them?”

      “If you don’t, there’s a chance they’ll try to pull you in another way. I have the local covens I’m friendly with putting feelers out for what the witches might be after. If we can get our hands on it, it might give us an advantage over them.”

      Quin growled. “As if we didn’t have enough shit going on, now we have to deal with a fight that’s not even ours.” He dragged his hands through his hair and sighed. “Alright. I’ll update Derek. We can head out first thing in the morning. I’ll grab Marcus and Bella, too. We’ll scout the place first. If we find them, we’ll call in the others.”

      “This is it, Quin. I can feel it. We’ll put an end to this shit. You and your pack have been through enough.” Zadrian gave him a friendly slap on the shoulder. “It’s good news. Maybe you’ll get some sleep tonight.”

      “I sleep just fine.”

      “Saying it a hundred times doesn’t make it true. You’re not the only one in this pack haunted by that fucker.”

      Quin brushed off his friend’s words and smiled. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. I’m fine. I’m always fine. What’s done is done. All I want is for this nonsense with the witches to be over with so we can keep moving forward.”

      Zadrian screwed his mouth to the side. His eyes burned with magic for a second, then he shrugged. “Stubborn ass. Fine, then. I’ll see you in the morning.” He strolled out as quickly as he’d bustled in.

      Quin rolled his right shoulder. The cold caused his old wounds to ache more than normal. The scars that marred his back from shoulder blade to the base of his spine prickled. The deep gauges had scarred thanks to the silver-tipped claws that had caused them. He was fine. He was always fine. Others had it far worse than he had. Kevin had been cursed. Derek nearly lost an eye. Marcus still had issues with the right side of his body.

      So what if Quin’s scars ached and throbbed sometimes? So what if he woke up in the middle of the night snarling at the shadows because he’d had to watch those he cared for most be torn to pieces before his eyes?

      He had a job to do. A pack to protect. Derek might be alpha, but he wasn’t the only one who carried around the guilt for how many they’d lost before they’d been able to kill Benji. Quin saw their faces almost every night. The faces of those he failed to protect. Lucille was dead, Benji’s remaining followers with her, and still, the fight wasn’t over.

      Quin stayed by the map for another few seconds. “Pulled into someone else’s shit. Is it too much to ask for some fucking peace?”

      Derek was going to be pissed. He had plenty of reasons to be on edge these days. Sighing, Quin stomped out the door of his small cabin and headed for the Lodge. It being early evening, Derek was most likely there. Quin spoke briefly with those he passed on the way to the alpha’s office on the second floor. Most were in good spirits. They had every reason to be. Kevin had returned home with Mina by his side. Then there was the news Derek and Cara had announced to everyone last week.

      Just before Quin raised his hand to knock at Derek’s office door, a laugh came through it. Cursing under his breath, he cringed and knocked all the same.

      “Sorry to interrupt,” he added.

      There was more laughter, followed by Derek’s deep growl. “What?”

      “I have news about the witches.”

      There was some shuffling, and a few seconds later, the door opened. Derek’s eyes were glowing, and his shirt was wrinkled. Behind him, sitting on the desk, her face flushed, was Cara.

      “Hey, Quin,” she said brightly.

      “Cara.” He glanced at his alpha.

      Derek grumbled something under his breath, then stepped to the side. “Is it good news, at least?” he asked, closing the door behind Quin.

      “Zadrian thinks we might have a location.” He dragged a hand through his messy hair. “And why they got involved with Lucille in the first place.” He gave Derek and Cara the brief explanation Zadrian had given him. As expected, Derek’s eyes burned darker. Even Cara was growling. “But, like I said, we have a new location. If they’re there, we’ll take care of it.”

      “And if they’re not?” Derek snapped. His nostrils flared, and his claws appeared.

      Cara hopped off the desk and went to him. “We’ll deal with it. You need to calm down before you pop a damn blood vessel.”

      “You need to stop telling me to calm down.”

      “We had this conversation, remember? No losing your shit over every little thing.”

      “This is not a little thing!”

      Cara’s brow arched at Derek’s outburst.

      Quin eyed the door behind him, wondering if he should just slip out and let them be. Then Cara took Derek’s hand and placed it on her stomach. His own gut twisted with sudden longing at the scene before him. Derek’s gaze softened. The love between him and his mate came alive and flooded the room with warmth.

      “We’re going to be okay,” Cara assured him. “Nothing is going to happen to us.”

      Derek kissed her, sank to his knees, and kissed her stomach, too. His emotions had been raw for weeks now. Not that Quin blamed him. His alpha went from being alone, to finding his mate, and having to turn her in a span of weeks. Then, to find out she was pregnant? It was an emotional rollercoaster.

      One, strangely enough, Quin wished he was on. Kevin had found his mate, and now Derek had, too. And he was starting a family. After so many years of pain and grief and anger, Quin had thought he’d be happy simply being able to go about his days without Benji’s threats hanging over him. He told himself he should be.

      Do you think you’d really be good enough for anyone? You’re a mess, and you know it.

      Quin shoved aside his longing for peaceful days with his mate by his side. The pack was what mattered. Clearing his throat and backing toward the door, he said, “I’ll leave you two be.”

      “When are you leaving for the new location?” Derek asked.

      “Tomorrow morning. If we find anything, you’ll know.”

      “Be careful,” Cara told him. “I might not know a lot about witches, but what they did to Zadrian and me at my aunt’s house and that potion they used on me, I don’t think they’re going to go down easily.”

      Derek’s arms tightened around Cara. He exchanged a look with Quin that he understood all too well. If they found these witches, he was to make them pay for what they’d done. He tilted his head in understanding and left the Lodge.

      With any luck, this shit with the witches would end tomorrow, and Quin could get back to his peaceful life.

      He scoffed to himself. Peaceful and filled with nightmares of the dead.
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        * * *

      

      The faint howling came again. Quin shook out his furry head.

      What’s with you today?

      Quin shot Marcus a look. They’d been running through the woods for a while now. Bella was with Zadrian a few miles north of their location. The spot they’d been intending to check out had been cleared out by the time they reached it. Zadrian had blamed himself. He said they must’ve sensed him getting close the day before.

      Thankfully for them, there were several trails to follow leading further into the wilderness. Quin doubted they’d find anything at the end of them, but he hated to return to Derek with
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