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THE WINE WAS A BAD idea. Rose Thornwood knew that before she even poured the first glass, but she poured it anyway, because a bad idea was still an idea, and an empty Friday night in Portland deserved at least that much dignity.

She'd been staring at the same half-finished logo for three hours. The client wanted something "bold but approachable," which was the design equivalent of asking for a color that didn't exist, and the cursor on her screen kept blinking at her like it was personally offended by her lack of progress. She'd tried music. She'd tried silence. She'd tried calling Samantha, who didn't pick up, because according to her grandmother, Samantha, her best friend, had a whole new life now with four mates, a whole new world living in the Shadow Market, and Rose was genuinely happy for her. She was. It was just that being genuinely happy for someone and being lonely at the same time turned out to be something you could do both at once, and the combination tasted a lot like cheap Merlot on an empty stomach. She was coming to realize that she was done with the singles scene, and she wouldn't mind a mate.

She tucked her feet under her on the couch, pulled her laptop closer, and tried again.

That was when she smelled it.

Ozone, sharp and electric, cut through the warm smell of her apartment, the lavender candle on the windowsill, the leftover takeout in the kitchen, the faint cedar of her jacket draped over the chair. But underneath the ozone was something else. Something wrong. Something that smelled of rot and old metal, and of a darkness that had no business being in a third-floor apartment in southeast Portland.

Rose set down her wine glass very carefully.

She knew that smell. She'd spent her whole life running from anything that reminded her of her grandmother's apothecary in the Shadow Market, but you didn't forget the smell of active, hostile magic. It sat in your hindbrain like a warning flare.

She was already off the couch and moving toward the kitchen when the windows exploded inward.

Glass sprayed across the hardwood floor in a cascade of glittering shards. The curtains billowed violently inward, and then the hooded figures were there, dark-robed and moving fast, three of them through the living room window and at least two more she could hear hitting the fire escape. Rose didn't scream. She grabbed the cast-iron skillet off the stovetop, heavy, satisfying, and brutal in a way that no amount of suppressed magic could make irrelevant, and swung it at the first figure who reached her.

The crack of iron against skull was loud. The figure dropped.

"One," she said, because counting helped, and because she was absolutely terrified and humor was the only thing standing between her and a total breakdown.

The second one was faster. He caught her wrist before she could swing again, and she drove her knee upward with everything she had, felt him fold, and then she was scrambling backward toward the hallway where her grandmother's dagger was in the box on the top shelf of the closet. She'd kept it there for seven years without touching it, a concession to the woman who'd given it to her, a quiet acknowledgment that she wasn't entirely stupid about the world she'd chosen to ignore.

She didn't make it to the closet.

Something cold and heavy hit her from behind, a body, and then hands, too many hands, grabbing her arms, her ankles, wrenching the skillet away. She fought. She bit down hard on a wrist that came too close and heard a satisfying curse, drove her elbow back into someone's ribs, got one arm almost free before they slammed her into the wall hard enough to rattle the framed prints and knock the breath out of her lungs.

That was when it happened.

She felt it in her chest first. A heat that had nothing to do with adrenaline, a pressure that built behind her sternum like something enormous trying to push through. It rose up her throat and out through her hands, and the air around her fingers lit up in a burst of emerald sparks, bright and wild and absolutely nothing she had ever done before in her life.

The hooded figures stumbled back. One of them swore in a language she didn't recognize.

Rose stared at her own hands. The sparks were already fading, guttering like a match in the wind, but the heat was still there, pressing outward, looking for direction she didn't know how to give it. Gran, she thought, with a clarity that cut right through the fear, I really should have taken those lessons.

Then the chains came out.

They were black iron, not the rusty, ordinary kind, but something worked and deliberate, etched with symbols she recognized as suppression runes from the one book she'd ever actually read cover to cover in her grandmother's shop. The moment the metal touched her wrists, the heat in her chest went cold and silent, like a door slamming shut on a fire. The sparks vanished. She felt its absence like a missing tooth, sudden, hollow, wrong.

"No," she said, and she meant it as defiance, but it came out smaller than she intended.

They dragged her toward the center of the room. One of them spoke a word she felt more than heard, and the air in front of her living room wall shimmered, buckled, and tore open into a portal that was nothing like the light and warmth she'd always imagined magic should look like. It was dark at the edges and smelled like the shadow of the ozone that had come before, and looking at it made her eyes hurt in a way that suggested her brain was rejecting the information.

Rose dug her heels in. Her combat boots found no purchase on the glass-strewn floor.

They pulled her through.

The world inverted. For one terrible second, there was nothing, no sound, no light, no up, and then the Shadow Market swallowed her whole.

She had a single, lurching impression of stone corridors and dim, sourceless light, of air that tasted like copper and old candle wax, of a ceiling far overhead lost in shadow and the sounds of a world she had successfully avoided for sixteen years. Then they were moving again, fast, through alleys that twisted and doubled back on themselves, and Rose was cataloging exits out of pure survival instinct when it hit her.

Four shadows.

They flickered at the edge of her perception, not quite visible, not quite imagined. One was massive, the shape of a beast barely contained in skin, radiating a warmth like pine forests and something ancient. One was bright and shifting, like light through moving water. One was dark at the edges and burning at the center, and looking at it made her pulse spike in a way that had nothing to do with fear. The last one was still. Profoundly, architecturally still, like a mountain that had decided to become aware of itself.

And then the strings snapped into place.

Four of them, thin as spider silk and strong as steel cable, pulling taut from somewhere deep in her chest to somewhere out in the dark of the market around her. She felt each one separately and all at once, a vibration, a frequency, a recognition so bone-deep that it bypassed every rational objection she had ever carefully constructed against the concept of fate.

"No," she said again, and this time it was entirely about the strings, because the kidnappers were almost secondary to the catastrophic realization that her grandmother had been right about everything and Rose had spent a decade and a half being spectacularly wrong. She had four mates! Four, like Samantha, the shock would take time to wear off.

The stone-walled room was small and cold and etched floor to ceiling with glowing violet wards that pulsed with a light that felt like pressure against her skin. The door shut behind her with a sound like a tomb sealing. The iron chains stayed on her wrists. The warmth in her chest was gone.

Rose sat down on the floor because her legs decided the situation warranted it, pressed her back against the stone wall, and looked at her hands in the dim violet glow. No sparks. No heat. Just the small tattoo of a willow leaf on her wrist, dark against her skin, and the faint, insistent pull of four strings that apparently thought this was a fine time to start mattering.

She closed her eyes.

The life she'd built, the apartment, the wine, the freelance work, the careful, ordinary, deeply human life she'd chosen with both hands and held onto like it was the only thing keeping her from becoming something she didn't recognize, was gone. She could feel the truth of it the same way she could feel the ward-light pressing against her eyelids.

Somewhere out in the dark of the Shadow Market, four shadows stirred.

Rose Thornwood took a slow breath, let it out, and started looking for weaknesses in the wards.
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TWENTY TEXTS. NO ANSWER.

Samantha told herself there was a reasonable explanation. Rose was notoriously terrible with her phone. She'd once gone four days without charging it and blamed the universe instead of herself, and she'd thought that was hilarious. The hum of a distant refrigerator rattled through the thin walls, and the draft coming from under the door carried the faint, chemical tang of cheap floor polish. Samantha was thinking about that now, standing outside Rose's apartment door on the third floor of a building that smelled like takeout and old carpet, staring at the fact that the door was not quite closed.

A gap. An inch, maybe less. But doors didn't leave themselves open.

Samantha's mark pulsed. The silver crescent and flame on her skin flared with a heat that had nothing to do with temperature, and she pressed her palm flat against the door and pushed it open.

The smell hit her first. Sage and something warm and familiar underneath it—that was Rose, that was the specific, living scent of her best friend's space—but it was buried now under something metallic and sulfurous, something that coated the back of Samantha's throat and made her stomach drop straight through the floor.

The apartment was destroyed.

The couch was overturned. The coffee table was in pieces. Glass from the windows crunched under her boots, and the curtains hung in shredded ribbons that drifted in the cold air coming through the frames. A wine glass lay on its side near the kitchen, the red a dark stain spreading across the hardwood like a wound. Rose's laptop was on the floor, the screen cracked down the middle, the half-finished logo still glowing on the broken display.

Samantha stood in the center of it and didn't breathe.

Then her mark pulsed again, sharper this time, almost urgent, and she turned toward the hallway mirror—or what was left of it. The frame still hung on the wall. The glass was shattered, but not outward the way glass broke when something struck it. It had shattered inward, every shard driven into the wall behind it, like whatever had caused the break had come from the other side of the mirror entirely.

She reached out and touched the frame without thinking.

The heat in her mark went from a pulse to a burn. The air around her fingers went electric, and for half a second she felt it—the residue of something cold and deliberate, a signature she recognized from the worst night of her recent life. The Veiled Order. It was soaked into the walls, into the floor, into every shattered surface in this room.

"Sam."

Axel's voice came from the doorway. She hadn't heard him arrive, but she wasn't surprised. She pulled her hand back from the mirror and turned. He was already inside, moving through the room with that low, controlled efficiency he brought to everything dangerous, his nostrils flared, his eyes sharp and very blue and very still.

Orion and the others came in behind him. The apartment felt smaller immediately.

"Tell me what you're smelling," she said.

Axel didn't answer right away. He crouched near the overturned couch, then moved toward the window, then stopped near the center of the room where the struggle had clearly been at its worst. His jaw tightened.

"Order," he said. "Four, maybe five of them. Shadow magic, cold iron." He paused. "And something else."

"Something else," she repeated.

"A shifter." He looked up at her, and the expression on his face was complicated in a way she didn't have a name for yet. "Not here to attack. The scent is different—it's not threaded through the Order's trail, it's layered under it. Like it was already here before they arrived. Or like it came in after." He shook his head once. "Bear."

Orion, who had been examining the shattered window with the detached interest of someone appraising bad art, looked over. "A bear shifter with a connection to Rose. That's an interesting wrinkle."

"It's not a wrinkle," Samantha said. "It's a thread." She was already moving toward the hallway, toward the closet at the end of it, because Rose kept things in boxes on high shelves the way other people kept secrets—carefully, deliberately, always within reach but never on display. The closet door was open. The top shelf had been disturbed; she could see the dust outline where a box had been recently moved. But whatever had been in it was gone.

She turned back toward the living room and almost walked directly into Axel, who had followed her.

"She fought," he said quietly. It wasn't a question.

"She always does." Samantha's voice came out steadier than she felt. "She once knocked a guy unconscious with a cast-iron skillet in a parking garage because he tried to take her laptop bag. She absolutely fought."

Something moved near the floor. Samantha dropped her gaze. The toe of her boot was inches from a torn scrap of dark fabric caught on a splinter in the floorboard—deep charcoal, deliberately rough-woven, with a faint pattern she recognized as a structural ward stitched into the hem. Not decorative. Functional. The kind of reinforcement their robes used so that magic wouldn't burn through the cloth during a ritual.

She crouched and looked at it without touching it. Her mark was still warm.

"That's a piece of an Order robe," Dashiel said from behind her. She hadn't heard him come in either, but Dashiel moved like a footnote—present before you noticed him, impossible to ignore once you did. He crouched beside her, his silver-rimmed glasses catching the light from Rose's broken laptop screen. "The weave is mid-ranking. Not foot soldiers, not leadership. The operational tier."

"They sent a team," Samantha said.

"They sent a specific team." Dashiel's voice was precise, clinical, but underneath the academic tone there was something that wasn't either of those things. "The cold iron chains Axel is scenting were brought for someone with active magic. They came prepared, Samantha. They knew exactly what Rose was."

The guilt arrived the way it always did—not gradually, but all at once, like a door kicked off its hinges. She had known Rose for thirteen years. She had told herself, for thirteen years, that Rose was the most capable person she knew. She had been right about that. What she hadn't been right about was the assumption that capability was the same thing as safety. She'd been so consumed by her own awakening, her own mates, her own war with the Order, and the whole time they had been watching Rose. Watching Samantha's blind spot. Watching the one person who mattered most and who Samantha had failed to protect.

The guilt was enormous. She let yourself feel it for exactly three seconds.

Then she set it down, the way she set down books she wasn't done with—carefully, with the spine up, so she could find her place again later.

"They targeted her because of me," she said. It wasn't a question either.

Nobody argued with her.

Axel moved to her side. He didn't say anything. He put his hand on her shoulder, brief and solid, and that was enough.

"They thought she was leverage," Orion said. He was leaning against the wall by the window, and for once the theatrical ease was entirely gone from his posture. His eyes were the color of still water over dark ground. "They thought she was a handle on you."

"She's not a handle." Samantha stood up. "She's not leverage. She's not a secondary concern on a tactical checklist." She looked around the room—at the broken glass, the stained floor, the laptop still glowing its cracked, stubborn light in the wreckage. "She's Rose."

"Then we find her," Axel said. Simple, final, the way he always made the necessary things sound.

"The Order's residue is still active," Dashiel said, straightening. "Your mark is reacting to it. If you focus, you might be able to use it as a directional signal—not a precise location, but a frequency. Something to follow."

Samantha pressed her palm flat against her sternum, over the place where the mark sat warm and insistent beneath her shirt. She thought about Rose's face. She thought about thirteen years of coffee and crisis calls and borrowed sweaters and the particular, irreplaceable specific person who had stood between her and a bully in a cafeteria when they were sixteen and had never once asked to be thanked for it.

The mark flared. Not painful—purposeful. A compass needle swinging to find its north.

"It's pointing toward the Shadow Market," she said.

Orion pushed off the wall. "Well. Then that's where we're going."

Samantha took one last look at Rose's apartment. At the wine glass on its side. At the logo on the broken screen, still incomplete, still waiting for someone to come back and finish it.

"She's alive," she said, and she meant it as fact, not comfort. "And when we find her, the people who touched her are going to wish they'd chosen a different city."

Axel's mouth curved, just slightly. "Now you're thinking like a guardian."

She picked up her satchel from the doorway where she'd dropped it, slung it over her shoulder, and walked out of the apartment without looking back.
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