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      Misty

      

      I flip a page in my journal, squinting at the terrible handwriting I’d scribbled down last night when I’d woken from my latest dream. I can’t comprehend what I’d been trying to say. Dark? Hurt? Silver? Those words look somewhat clear. I can’t even remember writing them down.

      I close the journal with a sigh and slip it back in my purse, hanging the bag over the back of my chair in the common room of my dormitory. It’s a massive building with a pitched roof, several towers, and spooky, darkened alcoves, but it’s home, and right now, I’m sure I’d be able to hear Georgia singing her heart out in the shower if the nagging, incessant voice in my head would shut up for a single, blissful second.

      I’ve come to the conclusion after two years of hearing what I can only describe as white noise and the occasional static screech, like I have a radio fixed inside my skull, that the voice isn’t my internal dialogue. No, that’s a separate entity in itself, and I’m constantly at odds with the unfamiliar, genderless, and distorted whisper I hear from time to time. It’s like someone’s trying to talk to me underwater or by using a crappy walkie-talkie that only works well if you’re within a few feet of the other unit, which totally defeats the purpose. I think this might be some new power developing. It would make perfect sense, given that I’ll be coming into my wolf soon.

      Still, I can’t stop the voice from breaking through my daydreams and moments of strict focus. Right now, I can hear someone talking, maybe to a group, but static blurs their words. Earlier today, I heard the voice loud and clear for the first time. Do not go to the party.

      Other times, usually in the dead of night when I’m unable to sleep, I’ll hear whispers. Like prayers, they’re soft and personal. I can’t tell what the voice is trying to say, but I feel like… it’s asking for something. Begging for something just out of reach, and in those quiet moments, I empathize with it.

      Mostly because I’ve been begging for it to shut the hell up for two years.

      I rub my temples, which causes one of my curlers to come undone. I curse under my breath as I roll the curl back in place and check my watch again. I came down here to pass some time before I needed to finish getting ready for the party, but I need to get dressed soon. I start packing up my things when familiar footsteps come up behind me, and then more foam curlers are coming undone, and Nathan is pressing a sloppy kiss to my cheek, smudging my carefully crafted makeup.

      “What’s on your head?” he asks, hovering beside me and preventing me from rising from my chair. He flicks one of the curlers, which immediately comes loose and bounces several feet away, rolling to a stop under a sofa.

      I glare at him. “Do you mind? It takes forever to set my curls after a blowout.”

      He arches a brow, his mind probably settling on the word blow, like I’m about to get on my knees in public. “I went upstairs, but your door was locked.”

      “It normally is,” I reply, a little peeved by the teasing glint in his brown eyes. I look him up and down. He obviously just came from practice. He’s a bit sweaty and wearing joggers and a gray shirt that hugs his muscled frame. “What brings you here?”

      “I came to see my girlfriend for a minute.”

      “Just a minute?”

      “I have plans tonight–with the guys. It’s Rodney’s birthday tomorrow, but we have a track meet, so we’re going out for drinks tonight instead.”

      I purse my lips, looking at him. “Drinks the night before a track meet?”

      He waves me off, not bothering to sit down in the chair beside me, obviously not planning to stay long. “I just wanted to pop by and tell you that, in case you were planning to come over tonight, seeing as you got all dressed up for something.”

      “I have plans tonight, actually. Georgia and I–”

      He presses another kiss to my face. “That’s great, babe. I’ll see you tomorrow night–probably, okay?”

      “Oh–”

      He turns on his heel and walks away, just like that. I frown at the place where his body faded into the shadowed hallway outside the common room entrance and lean back in my chair, crossing my arms under my breasts. I’ve come to the conclusion that, while Nathan is handsome and… has a nice body, and is comfortable to sleep on… he’s not that smart. He just… doesn’t have much going on upstairs, which are words directly from my grandpa Maddox’s mouth after I brought him all the way to Maatua to meet some of my family for the first time over spring break.

      I’d scoffed at Grandpa when he said that to me, but now I’m wondering if he might have been onto something. It could be worse. Nathan could be a meathead like Ryan. He could be strict and bossy like Sydney. He could be all-powerful and scary as fuck like my uncle Ryatt.

      I don’t mind having a dumb boyfriend. I’m smart enough for the two of us, I guess.

      But now I’m heavily suspicious, and this is one of those times I wish phones worked out here in Eastonia. I’d be looking up not only him on social media, but his friends, confirming it is, in fact, Rodney’s birthday tomorrow and they are, in fact, going to get drinks later. Then, I’d look up the sports schedule and confirm there was, in fact, a track meet tomorrow.

      If the dots didn’t line up, I’d guess Nathan would be going to the Arcane Umbra party tonight just like I think he is.

      I roll my lip between my teeth and let it go with a pop before rolling my eyes, shrugging my shoulders, and walking through the narrow, darkened hallways toward my dorm room. Four flights of stairs later, my thighs burning, I test the door and find it unlocked, and Georgia isn’t in our room. She’s still singing in the communal shower down the hall, which means Nathan lied.

      “What do you need me to do?”

      I whirl back into the hallway. “Hello?”

      The hallway is totally empty, only Georgia’s beautiful singing echoing off the walls. A chill runs up my spine as I glance around and step into the room, shutting the door and my eyes as the voice echoes through my head again, loud and clear.

      “It’s too late.” Static. Static and the beating of a heart.

      “Too late for what?” I say as if I’m using the mind-link, and I swear I feel a pause like the voice heard me, too.

      The voice doesn’t answer. Instead, my mind goes blissfully quiet.

      Georgia bursts through the door, which nearly hits me in the back, carrying the scent of sweet pea and violet body wash and coconut lotion with her. “Oh, shit! What are you doing standing against the door?”

      “I thought I heard…. Nothing.”

      She tightens her towel around her chest and reaches up to pull off her shower cap, her perfectly dry, bouncy ringlets falling free over her shoulders. “You’re not freaked out already, are you? We can’t chicken out now.”

      “I’m not chickening out.” I sniff indignantly and cross the room to my desk, switching on my lamp, and pulling my makeup bag out of a drawer to fix the damage Nathan’s mouth caused to my perfectly executed bronzer.

      Georgia continues to sing as she gets ready. I zip up the black bodycon dress she picked out for the party which hugs her curves and makes her look like we had to sew it on. She looks like she just walked out of a magazine as she checks herself out in the mirror while the sounds of campus nightlife starts to sizzle through the air outside our single, open window.

      “Are you really wearing… that?” she asks, looking me up and down as I step into a pair of heels that make me six inches taller than I am.

      She’s not talking about the shoes, however.

      I run my hands down the length of black satin that rests mid-calf. The dress is simple, borderline elegant, nothing like what I imagine people are wearing to this party. I pull a black cloak over the strapless dress, which is tight around my breasts and shows off just enough cleavage to make it seem like I’m dressing to impress and have a good time.

      But I’m planning to do a lot more than that. I’m going to find out everything I can about the Arcane Umbra. I will leave no stone unturned.

      Georgia wiggles her fingers at me. “You look like a sexy witch. Are you going to put a hex on me, Misty?”

      “Don’t tempt me,” I giggle, following her out of our dorm. We keep our masks tucked under our arms as we cross the campus square. The bell tower rises above us as we close in on the entrance, which I expected to be teeming with party goers, but it’s empty.

      Georgia clutches the invitation and looks around, confused. “Is this right?”

      “It said the bell tower,  nine P.M.” I try the main door, which is little more than a service entrance. “It’s locked.”

      “Maybe someone pulled a prank on us.” She pouts, her mouth sagging with disappointment.

      “I bet each invitation has a different location,” I mumble, trying the handle again, frowning in frustration. “Different locations so the invitees don’t meet or see each other coming into the party.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “It does if my catacomb theory is correct,” I whisper, yanking on the handle with all of my strength.

      “Catacomb–oh!” Georgia shrieks as the door flies open, and a cloaked figure darkens the already shadowed doorway. A sleek black mask covers the upper half of his face, and his head is shielded by a hood made of the same pitch-black fabric.

      His mask doesn’t even have eye holes, but I can feel him looking at us–at me–as he turns his head from side to side.

      Georgia hands him the crumbled invitation with a trembling hand. He plucks it from her fingers and turns back into the shadows without so much as beckoning us to follow.

      I’m absolutely buzzing with excitement as I firmly take Georgia’s hand and drag her inside. The door shuts with a snap behind us, and a lock clicks into place. I feel a second presence in the darkness–another man, judging by the strong scent of aftershave–but I don’t turn to look. I don my mask and pull my hood over my head, covering my perfect blowout, hiding my perfect makeup.

      A door opens somewhere nearby, and faint light spills over our feet. Georgia gasps as we’re led into a tight corridor of ancient gray stone.

      “You were right–”

      I clap my hand over her mouth as my vision clears enough to see the narrow stone staircase leading down into the darkness, into the tunnels I knew–I just knew–lay deep underneath the university, possibly stretching all over Tarsian, connecting ancient temple to ancient temple, castle to castle, fortress to fortress.

      I shush Georgia, but she’s already forgotten she was about to give away my secret–that I’ve spent two years trying to research this secret society in an attempt to gain entrance to their world and unearth their secrets. The why of it is what’s keeping me going as the air starts to cool the further we travel underground and the stairwell becomes increasingly narrower until my shoulders brush each wall.

      But my eyes are wide when we finally reach the bottom level of the hallway, and the first thrums of music reach us.

      “Oh. My. Goddess,” Georgia gasps, and I smile.
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            STOLEN KISSES

          

        

      

    

    
      Misty

      

      Music blares from hidden speakers. Purple-hued light covers the wide, open ballroom of sorts in dim colors as bodies move to sensual, thrumming songs that I don’t find even remotely familiar. Men and women alike are all dressed in black–black masks, black dresses, black suits. Some wear hoods to cover their hair, but I can’t tell who's who… I can’t tell who belongs to the order and who’s just an invitee.

      A screech of excitement barrels toward us as we edge down a short row of stone steps. Two women in black masks launch themselves at us–Fia and Darby–and I catch Darby at the very moment she wobbles in her impossibly high heels.

      “No freakin’ way!” Fia shouts over the music. “We were wondering if you guys got invited!”

      “Why didn’t you say anything?!” Georgia gasps, clutching Fia’s face. “We could’ve all gotten ready together!”

      Darby bounces up and down beside me, clutching a plastic cup in her hand full of what smells like cheap beer. “Isn’t this great?”

      Georgia, Darby, and Fia shout back and forth about our good luck in getting invited, but I’m instantly suspicious. I turn to look over my shoulder at the heavy, wooden double doors we’d been led through to the ballroom of some ancient underground… castle? Temple, more likely, but still.

      The men who’d escorted me and Georgia here are gone. I would have noticed them stepping past us into the depths of the party.

      If they’re not here, where did they go?

      “They have like… anything you want to drink. Wine, beer, the hard stuff.” Darby ropes her arm through mine and begins dragging me into the fray while Fia drops into conversation with Georgia, our little group splitting the crowd.

      But I don’t make it to the tables of food and drink resting along the far wall. Distracted by the music and dancing, my friend’s don’t notice me slipping my arm from Darby’s grasp. They don’t notice me wading back through the crowd, my chin tilted toward the massive domed ceiling, to the ancient, candle-lit chandelier made of hundreds of silver shards. No one notices me slipping through a darkened archway leading off the ballroom and into a dimly lit corridor.

      I try to keep my footsteps as light as possible as I pick over broken cobblestone, resting my hand along the wall. I test every door I pass. Some are unlocked, but the rooms within are empty and dark. Some doors open to nothing but stone rubble and the smell of mildew and dust. Other doors are locked tight, but their handles are… warm. Warmth and a metallic taste coats my tongue each time I try to yank open the locked doors.

      I’m not dumb enough to ignore the taste of magic in my mouth. I’ve grown up around magic.

      “Spells,” I murmur to myself, smirking with excitement. This is going to be great, I can already tell. This place must be where the order regularly meets, tucked deep below the teeming campus sprawled above it. Maybe the locked doors house staircases that lead to specific entrances in the old buildings scattered across campus? The library, the dormitories, the halls and meeting spaces… I’ve been living here for almost three years and researching the strange, magical history of Eastonia, and my kind, all while a secret society has been lurking below me.

      I turn a corner to another long, dimly lit hallway. It’s uneven, the hallway curving slightly as I follow it on silent feet. It takes me a while to reach the end because of my new heels. I don’t want anyone to know I’m here. I don’t want them to hear me coming.

      What I’m hoping to find is a meeting room or a library of some kind. Somewhere the order would keep their secrets about membership and their history.

      But instead, at the very end of the hallway, I find an open door.

      And then I find Nathan, my boyfriend of two years, bending a young woman dressed in black over a desk.

      I stand numbly just a few feet away from the open door as the woman’s fingers travel up the back of his neck to where his mask is tied behind his head. He grunts, mumbling praise under his breath while she writhes beneath him.

      My lips part in surprise, but I stifle any noise about to fall from my tongue as he throws his cloak back, revealing his favorite TU crewneck sweatshirt, his joggers, and boxers pulled down to his knees. Sloppy. He’s always been sloppy. I watch him thrust into this total stranger without even using protection, and now I’m… sick to my stomach.

      I whirl, not bothering to hide the click clack of my heels on the cobblestone, and sniffle with absolute, unfiltered rage. Not heartbreak. Not rejection. Fury.

      I have no idea where I’m going, but I end up in a web of crisscrossed corridors that I don’t recognize. Frustrated, I choke out the first breath I’ve remembered to take since catching my boyfriend red handed with his pants down in a grimy alcove and bend at the waist to try to fill my lungs with much needed air.

      “Misty,” I whisper to myself. “You idiot. Grandpa was right about him all along.”

      “You shouldn’t be here.”

      I freeze. At first, I think it’s the voice in my head, but as I straighten, a shadow comes into view, followed by its owner.

      He’s tall. The tallest man I think I’ve ever seen. Taller than Ryan and my Uncle Ryatt, I think, which is wholly uncommon, and honestly, startling. He’s wearing a black cloak and a mask that covers half of his face, only his chiseled, clean shaven jaw visible through the shadows dancing over his profile.

      The buttons on his all black suit glint in the dim light coming from torches along the walls around us.

      I take him in, my gaze doing a thorough sweep of his outfit, and spot a serpent cast in silver, or white gold, hopefully the latter, eating its own tail. He wears it as a cufflink.

      He tucks his arm behind his back when he notices me looking at it.

      “You shouldn’t be here,” he repeats, his voice deep and full of smoke.

      “I don’t know where I am,” I admit, not bothering to hide the pained bite in my voice as I straighten up fully and rest my hands on my hips. I have to crane my neck to look up at him as he steps closer. “You’re part of the order, aren’t you? Why aren’t you at the party?”

      “Why aren’t you at the party?” he echoes.

      “I needed some fresh air,” I lie, and he smirks, glancing back and forth. There’s no fresh air down here. None at all. It smells like damp stone and dust, but his scent breaks through it all. I can smell his aftershave–clean and brisk. A hint of woodsy, spiced cologne on his clothing, and beneath that, his skin. A scent that’s his–and his alone.

      He smells good, and for a moment, my inhibitions slip. “Do you want to have sex with me?”

      He stares at me. At least, I think he’s looking at me. I can’t tell beyond the mask, but his lips part in surprise before pressing into an amused smile. “No.”

      “Well,” I huff, sniffling. “No worries. I’ll find someone else.”

      I pull back my hood and untie my mask, letting it fall into my hand before wiping away smudged mascara from my undereyes.

      He continues to stand there, silent and still like a statue.

      I glance up at him, wiping my smudged fingers on my cloak. “What?” I growl, sniffling again, feeling utterly pathetic.

      “Why are you crying?”

      I sigh, then laugh bitterly. “Because I just found my boyfriend, one of your brethren, fucking someone in your creepy, underground lair.” More tears spill over my lashes, further smudging my makeup. It was a waterproof mascara night, for sure. “And now–” I laugh, tears spilling down my cheeks. “Now I’m asking a total stranger to fuck me just to feel something other than how I feel right now.”

      He tilts his head to the side in a curious stance. “How do you feel right now?”

      “Like killing him,” I admit, and it’s the truth. “Like breaking his fucking neck.”

      “Why don’t you?”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “Because that would be murder.”

      He purses his lips. “So?”

      “So? Murder is bad.” I stare at him for a moment, feeling uneasy in his presence for the first time, but here I am, in the underground, standing in front of an order of Arcane Umbra member. This has been a dream of mine since I first heard whispers about them when I was a freshman. I might not get this chance again. I blink the tears away and dry my cheeks. “Is that what this is? A sex and murder party?”

      “No,” he says, amused. “Not tonight, at least.”

      “Then what’s the reason? The order is so secretive. Why invite students to a party, go about the whole secret invitation and mask process? Why have everyone use a different entrance?”

      “You’ve put a lot of thought into this.”

      “These catacombs stretch all over campus, don’t they?” I edge a step toward him, unable to shut my mouth. “They stretch everywhere–to the Firestone temples lost in the sand outside Serpentia and Oasia, right?”

      “They do,” he says, his wide mouth and full lips twitching into a smile that he quickly lets fade. “But these aren’t even the catacombs.”

      “Then what is this place?”

      He lifts a shoulder in a shrug. “Old facets of the campus, back when it was a castle housing whatever Alpha reigned here. It’s easy enough to access.”

      I stare blankly at him.

      “Are you disappointed?” he edges, smiling again. It’s a cocky, smooth smile that makes me think he’s probably drop-dead gorgeous behind his mask. “Did you think you’d come here and find out all of our dirty little secrets?”

      “What are your dirty little secrets?” For some reason, that question causes that smile to fade, his mouth pressing into a tight line.

      “You’re not going to find what you’re looking for here. You should stop looking, actually. It’s pointless.”

      “How do you know what I’m looking for?”

      “You’re a protohistory student.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Because you stupidly took off your mask,” he replies, stepping forward, coming to a rest a mere foot away from me. “Princess Mystica of Crescent Falls, is it? That’s your name?”

      “Misty,” I correct, thankful for this distraction but also feeling rather small in his shadow. I can’t look into his face–his mask–without my neck feeling like it’s about to snap. “And who are you?”

      “That doesn’t matter,” he rasps, but then footsteps sound in the hallway nearby, followed by hushed male voices.

      He stiffens and turns ever so slightly toward the noise.

      “Put your mask on,” he commands in a low, serious voice. “Now. Do not take it off again.”

      “Why?” I mumble as I raise my mask to my face. I’m moving too slow for his liking, apparently. He lets out a sigh of frustration and snatches the mask from me, tying it to the back of my head tighter than necessary.

      “Pull up your hood to cover your hair.”

      Two masked figures come into view. They stop to stare at us at the very moment I pull my hood up. The masked man stares them down. He’s standing close enough to me for it to feel intimate, and my heart rate spikes as he leans down, caging me against the wall.

      “What are you doing?” I hiss, pressing my back against the wall, but the words are stolen from my tongue as his lips crash into mine–hard.

      My head bounces against the wall. I hiss a breath in pain, but his hand cups the back of my head and then he’s… deepening the kiss, chasing my tongue with his and I’m… kissing him back. His mouth is warm and perfectly fitted to mine as he holds us there, his free hand sliding into my cloak to clutch my hip.

      “Who is that?” one of the men asks.

      “Fuck if I know,” his companion laughs then says loudly, as if to get our attention, “Someone’s who’s about to miss the meeting with the Umbra Mortis if he doesn’t get his ass to the rectory in five fucking minutes!”

      Their footsteps begin to retreat, but the kiss isn’t stopping. I clutch his cloak as he leans his body against mine, sighing breathlessly against his mouth. He groans as his mouth leaves mine to trail kisses along my jaw as my arms rope around his waist.

      But the second I lay a hand on his back, he hisses in pain and pulls away.

      We stand there for several seconds staring at each other, panting.

      “Are you hurt?” I ask as reality crashes down around me. I just kissed a total stranger. I kissed a stranger after finding out Nathan cheated on me. I kissed a stranger at an Arcane Umbra party.

      His lips, slightly swollen from kissing me, part, something silent passing between them, like a prayer.

      Then, he says, “Go back to the party, then go home, Misty.”

      He turns on his heel and stalks away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            A WHISPERED WARNING

          

        

      

    

    
      Misty

      

      Burning sunlight stuns me into alertness. I open my eyes to slits and promptly close them again. A dull pain spreads through my head, reminiscent of the type of hangover I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy, but that doesn’t make any sense. 

      I’m standing in the damp, dusty corridor in the web-like underground beneath campus… right?

      I open my eyes against the light and stare blankly at the ceiling of my dorm room. Soft snoring echoes all around me. Ignoring the sickening pain in my head, I turn ever so slightly to look at the person whose arm and leg are draped over my body, finding Georgia sleeping peacefully, still wearing her black dress. We’re in her bed on top of the bedspread, and one quick glance across the room shows me a tangle of cloaks and shoes separating Georgia’s section of the tight room from mine where Fia and Darby are fast asleep in my bed. 

      I sit up. Georgia’s arm slips from my waist as I slide out of bed and walk on unsteady feet to the door, grabbing my shower kit, a robe, and a towel. Trembling with confusion, I fumble with the door with numb fingers that just won’t do what I need them to do. 

      The hallway outside our door sways as I stagger down to the communal bathroom. Normally, the bathroom is a wash of hairspray, steam, and girlish banter, but right now, it’s silent. Empty. I didn’t bother to check the time, but it must be the early hours of the morning. 

      I set the water as hot as I can possibly handle and let it wash away the numbness coasting through my veins, trying to put together the pieces of my night. I don’t remember anything past meeting that order member in the corridor. Touching my fingers to my still swollen lips, his kiss comes hurtling back to me with startling clarity. I remember the other men walking away and the knowledge that this could stop but it… didn’t. We kept kissing. We kissed like we knew each other, like our souls were intertwined. 

      But I remember him pulling away the second I touched his back, and he hissed in pain, then he told me to go back to the party and to go home. 

      Well, I made it home. But I have no idea if I made it back to the party and what happened afterward. 

      I shake out my tight muscles and sink to the floor of the shower, leaning my head against the tile as steam rises all around me. I close my eyes as the pain in my head starts to recede. I’m not hungover. I’m a terrible lightweight. A single glass of wine has my cheeks burning red and a migraine creeping into existence. I know better than to even touch hard liquor. Even the smell of it makes my stomach turn. 

      I wouldn’t have been drinking at all. Not with plans to unravel the mysteries of the order. 

      Was I drugged? 

      If so, how? 

      Voices drift into the bathroom. Women who live on our floor are shuffling in, talking in soft tones about their nights. Another shower starts, then another, but I continue to sit, battered by hot water, for several more minutes. Eventually, I step out of the shower dressed in a robe with my hair twisted in a towel and smile in greeting to the four women crowding a long, narrow counter, all of them chatting over the sound of hairdryers and the clink of makeup compacts opening, but I hurry back to my room without so much as drying my hair. 

      My friends are still fast asleep. 

      I pour three glasses of water, force myself to cry, which isn’t that hard when I let my memories flood back to catching Nathan cheating on me, and let the tears drop into the water. I still feel like shit, but my friends don’t have to. 

      I let my hair air dry, curling softly at the edges while gathering up the scattered shoes and cloaks covering the floor. I tuck everyone in, change into my usual shorts and tank top, and make a snap decision to grab my bathing suit and gym bag along with my backpack. I plan my day out in my head to stop from thinking back on what I remember from last night, which is becoming hazier by the second. I’ll go to the athletic center first. I’ll use the pool, swim laps until I feel satiated, and then I’ll go to the library and spend the rest of the day studying. 

      My heart rate is already spiking as I cut through the campus square, lugging two bags with me, my freshly washed hair curling into soft waves around my face. It’s going to hate being stuffed into a swim cap, but my options right now are severely limited. I can spend the day wondering what the hell happened to me or go about my day like I normally would. 

      I simply chose the latter. 

      “Misty, hey!”

      I slow my pace with a sigh. Jogging footsteps rush in my direction, and then I’m being cast in shadow by a young man I know through Nathan. 

      Declan steps in front of me, looking me up and down before saying, “Going to the gym?”

      “Yes,” I reply sweetly, biting down on my tongue before I can say something like, “What does it look like? Get out of my way.”

      “Did you, uh, do anything fun last night?” He runs his fingers through his shaggy brown hair, looking down at me with an odd expression. Admittedly, I don’t know Declan very well. He’s a jock, like Nathan, and they run in the same crowd. He has bright, sandy-brown eyes and a pleasant, quiet personality that makes him an outlier in their group of friends. I’ve never seen him as a threat. 

      Until I remember that my now ex-boyfriend is part of the Order of Arcane Umbra. 

      How many of the track team guys are part of it, too?

      I narrow my eyes at him. “Not really. Why?”

      “I was–was just wondering,” he stammers, shoving his hands in his pockets. “I didn’t see you at Leroy’s last night.”

      Leroy’s, the campus tavern. I roll my eyes, deciding to drop the act. “I wasn’t invited to Rodney’s early birthday party.”

      “Oh,” he says as I turn toward the door of the athletic center. “I mean, it wasn’t really a birthday party, just a few drinks–”

      “Declan, I need you to listen to every word I’m about to say to you, okay?” I turn to him with my hand on the doorknob of the very old building housing a state-of-the-art pool, gym, and indoor track. “Tell Nathan he’s pathetic, and I never want to see him again. If he asks why, tell him it doesn’t matter, and if he gets all sad, confused, and pouty, tell him to go seek comfort in the girl he was fucking last night.” I pull open the door, walk in, and let it slam shut behind me. 

      Declan gapes through the glass in the door but doesn’t follow, thank the Goddess, because now I’m about to start crying again. 

      I hurry to the locker room, change into my one-piece suit, stuff my hair into a swim cap, and beeline for the pool, ignoring the other students milling about. I didn’t even check the pool schedule, but it doesn’t matter. The tangled voices and images in my head are growing so overwhelming that I find it hard to catch my breath as I burst into the pool area and rush to the edge, diving in gracefully. 

      I slip into the deep end, and the second my body fully submerges, my head goes blissfully quiet once again. 

      I swim over a dozen laps and finally come to rest on the edge of the pool, panting, resting my head on my arm as I catch my breath. The pool is empty. A few people are walking laps on the track overlooking the pool, but that’s it. I’m alone here. 

      I suck in a breath and slip underwater in preparation to pull myself out of the pool and go about my day when the voice echoes through my head so loud my ears ring. 

      In the still emptiness of the water all around me, the voice is loud and crystal clear. 

      ‘Get off campus. Now.’

      I’ve rarely ever talked back to it, not until yesterday when I heard the distorted whispers and finally decided to ask what the hell it was going on about.

      ‘Why?’ I ask into the nothingness, opening my eyes underwater. 

      A hushed sigh echoes through my head–very male, honestly. ‘Just listen–for once. Don’t bother packing. Just leave.’

      ‘Who are you?’

      ‘The fucking devil on your shoulder, Mystica. You have to LEAVE.’

      I close my eyes again, trying to pull the voice closer, to see the person, or being, behind it. It’s not nearly as distorted as it usually is. I can hear the infliction in each word, the sheer frustration and concern, and it’s definitely a man talking to me. 

      ‘What god are you?’

      He laughs. ‘I’m not a god.’

      This doesn’t feel like the mind-link. I don’t have the ability to shut it off, tune it out, or seek it like I can do with my family. It doesn’t tickle the same parts of my brain, either. This is… deep. Overwhelmingly so. It blurs my other senses. I open my eyes, focusing on the glimmering far wall of the pool.

      ‘Tell me why I need to leave and maybe I’ll listen to your warning, demon,’ I reply hotly. 

      ‘Just listen to me–’

      My lungs burn and warning bells skitter through my brain. I’m still underwater. I’m sitting at the bottom of the pool with my eyes open. Suddenly frantic, I tuck my legs beneath me and leap up on my toes, grasping for the surface as the voice’s words coast through my mind, but the end of his sentence is cut off when I breach the surface and suck in much needed oxygen. 

      ‘What did you say?’ I fire down the… line? Whatever this is, it's nothing but static now, then echoing, deafening silence as the sounds of the athletic center fade back into view. 

      Uneasy, I pull myself out of the pool, standing at the edge to glance around. I’m still alone. There isn’t a single, other soul in the pool area. There’s no music blasting over the speakers or anyone sitting in the stands, watching me. No one that could have been talking to me somehow, mind-linking with me. 

      I can’t even mind-link with my friends here. I’m too far away from my family to use it with them. 

      I hurry back to the locker room, wash the sharp, chemical laden pool water from my skin, and redress. I pull the swim cap off in a huff and grip the porcelain rim of the bathroom sink as I stare at my reflection, my eyes rimmed red from holding them open underwater for what could have been seconds–or several minutes. 

      Does water somehow… hold whatever link I have to this voice… open?

      I’ve never heard of this before. This… power? Maybe. It could be a power. A new power emerging in time for my upcoming birthday. 

      Within minutes, I’m in the library, shuffling down the wide, amazing, seven story spiral staircase that leads three stories down to the recesses of the library and four stories up to the domed ceiling leagues above my head.

      My usual study spot is shockingly busy today, but Saturdays are always busy in the library. I chew the end of my pen as I scan racks of ancient tomes and books in the “magic” section, aptly named. I have special access to this section because the librarians were sick of me asking them for new books every five seconds. I’m the only student in the entire university who’s allowed to just take these books off the shelf, and the strange library knows that. 

      The library has the same kind of magic as my cousin Kenna’s castle in Veiled Valley. It’s alive. 

      I turn with a tome about magic communication in my hand and watch hundreds of books zooming in a spiral against the turns of the staircase at the center of the library, sorted by magic. 

      But as I pick through the racks back to my usual table, I spot someone else there. 

      “Oh, thank the Goddess,” I rush out, slamming my book down in front of Georgia, who jostles at the noise, choking on her iced coffee. 

      “Did you just see a ghost… again?” She laughs, shaking her coffee to better mix her hazelnut and vanilla flavor. She gets the same coffee every morning. She’s a creature of habit and has a wicked memory. She knows the name of every member of my family and remembers their birthdays, anniversaries, and any upcoming due dates when I honestly grapple to hang on to that information, and I’m related to them. 

      “How did we get home last night?” I hiss as I sit down, glancing up and down the table. There’s a group studying nearby but hopefully out of earshot.

      “What do you mean? We walked.” She narrows her eyes at me. “Don’t you remember? After we left Leroy’s–”

      “Leroys?” Something like unease curls in my belly. “But we didn’t go to Leroys.”

      She searches my face for understanding. “Have you had any coffee yet today?”

      “No, but–” I suck in a breath as tingles whisper over my skin. “We didn’t go to Leroy’s last night. We went to the bell tower.”

      She arches a brow. “The bell tower?”

      Does she seriously not remember? “We went to an Arcane Umbra party! How did we get home from it?” My tone takes on a desperate edge as Georgia shakes her head, her eyes filling with concern. 

      “Misty, what the hell are you talking about? We got dressed up and went to Leroy’s, remember? Darby was there celebrating Rodney’s birthday and asked us to come.”

      My heart races as I lean back and look at her. I rack my brain. I’d cleaned up this morning in our room and didn’t see the masks anywhere. 

      Something’s wrong. 

      “You look exhausted, Misty,” she whispers, but she still looks concerned as she rises and gathers her purse. “I’m going to go get you a coffee, okay? They messed up my order, anyway. I’ll be right back. Maybe instead of hitting the books, you chill today. You danced until like, three in the morning.”

      No, I didn’t. I wasn’t dancing at all. I was kissing an order member in a shadowed corridor deep underground. 

      I watch her walk away and turn to my book… just as the magically sorted books still in midair, then plummet to the ground.
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            THE WORLD CRASHES DOWN

          

        

      

    

    
      Misty

      

      Georgia turns to the railing in awe. The students sharing our little alcove rise from their chairs in confusion as the books crash to the ground. 

      My already thundering heart nearly stops, skipping several beats, and in that time, the first screams echo all the way down to us on the second to last floor, splitting the normally silent air into pieces. I stand, my chair falling over backward, as green-hued light blasts through the upper section of the library. 

      “GEORGIA!” I scream, lunging for her as debris–a tangle of stone, books, and paper–cascade down the open space housing the staircase. A shockwave slams into us, knocking Georgia away from the railing and sending me backward into one of the racks, my spine singing in pain. More screams follow, growing in intensity, as I open my eyes to thick dust and the haze of magic I can taste on my tongue. 

      Shadowed figures move down the staircase. Wolves follow, their eyes glowing red and green in the haze. I choke on the pain coasting through my body as my healing powers ignite, quickly fading bruises and knitting together broken ribs, but Georgia is lying face down covered in books. 

      “Ge-Georgia,” I croak, falling to my knees and crawling to her, finding the puddle of what’s left of her iced coffee soaking the carpet. I pull her toward me as the students behind me hush each other’s sobs of fear. One of the figures senses my movement and stops on the staircase, looking through the fog of dust, right at us. 

      “Georgia, wake up,” I hiss, rising and dragging her across the coffee-stained floor. I reach the other students, who part to allow us space in their not-so-well-hidden shadowed alcove, but it’s too late. The cloaked figures are running now, reaching our landing of the staircase, and moving in our direction. 

      I shove a barely conscious Georgia behind me, thrusting her into the arms of a terrified looking young man whose glasses are cracked, his face covered in dust. 

      “What’s happening?” one of the women behind me asks as I turn back toward the staircase. 

      I glance around, noticing a break in the toppled racks, and motion toward it. “Go, get out of here and hide!” 

      The group nervously looks at where I’m pointing, tears in their eyes. 

      “Go!” I hiss, giving one of the women a shove, but it’s too late. Two wolves dart out of the gloom, snarling and clacking jaws lined with massive, sharp teeth. Shadowed figures appear behind them in black cloaks and black masks. Arcane Umbra members. 

      They’re attacking the university. 

      I spin on my heel as the wolves lunge at us and splay my hands out wide, screaming as I send a blast of bright blue light sizzling through the air between them and us. The light explodes, creating a force field I can barely contain. “GO NOW!” I shout at the group of terrified students, who are whimpering and gaping at me in shock. Tears of frustration well in my eyes as a few of the girls skitter away, tripping over fallen books and toppled shelving, but the young man holding Georgia struggles to carry her over the racks. 

      My powers are barely holding. I take several steps forward, blasting my light, pushing the wolves back even further until they’re forced to retreat in the direction from which they came. 

      “Get out of here!” I scream at the student holding Georgia. 

      He drops her and runs. 

      “No! Fuck!” I scream in frustration and sheer, unfiltered rage. 

      Georgia sputters, blood streaming from a gash on her forehead as she tries to lift her head. 

      “GG!” I yell at her, and she blinks at me, confused. “Georgia!” I take another step, pushing the wolves back again, but my magic is starting to fizzle. “Georgia, look at me. You need to get up! You need to run!”

      “M-Misty?” she murmurs, blinking into the bright light cast by my magic.

      “GEORGIA, PLEASE!” I scream. “RUN!”

      I take another step, reaching the railing, turning and sending my magic in a straight, bright line that fans out over the balcony overlooking the staircase. Above me, other balconies come into view, and several students are running for their lives while others are screaming in the arms of order members carrying them away. 

      The worst of it are the bodies with their arms draped through the breaks in the railings, blood dripping from still fingers onto the books covering the floor. 

      Tears burn my eyes, blurring my vision. I scream again, so loud my voice cracks and breaks, as I send my magic hurtling in a deadly wave. 

      “The net! Drop the fucking net!” Someone above me shouts through the chaos. 

      “GEORGIA!” I bellow, craning my neck to watch her struggle to her feet. She wobbles but manages to grip a toppled shelf and pull herself upright just as something heavy is thrown from three stories above my head, metal singing through the air as it falls. 

      I make a snap decision to not look up. I watch my friend instead, silently pleading with her to hurry. 

      The wind is knocked out of me, then searing pain erupts all over my body as a metal net made of silver drops over me, extinguishing my powers completely. I crumble, screaming in pain, for help, for anything. My healing powers aren’t quick enough to fix the burns left by the silver as it touches my bare legs, my bare arms. My hair gets tangled in the net, exposing my neck, and the net settles against it, forcing me to curl my chin into my chest to try to get away. 

      “Ge-Georgia!” I sob, watching in horror as she slips, falling backward off the shelf she was trying to climb over. Two shadow figures reach her within seconds and roughly tackle her to the ground. “NO!!! NO! STOP!” I scream her name over and over, trying to find my powers, but the silver is eating me alive. 

      The wolves are nowhere to be seen, but several figures surround me, blocking my view of Georgia and her assailants. 

      “Get her up and cuffed, quickly,” someone sneers, and the net is lifted. I immediately try to wrench away, but I’m tackled to the ground, a boot flat against the back of my neck. 

      I scream, kicking and writhing as multiple hands touch my body, flattening my arms to my back. My healing powers work overtime, soothing the silver burns, but pain ignites again on my wrists as silver cuffs are tightened in place. 

      I kick wildly, the heel of my sneaker meeting someone’s jaw with a satisfying crunch. 

      “AH! Fuckin’ bitch!” I’m kicked hard in the ribs. It knocks the wind out of me. I choke on a scream as another kick snaps at least two ribs. 

      “Stop! He wants her in one piece!”

      Someone kneels on my legs, preventing me from moving, and another set of silver cuffs are fastened around my ankles. 

      The burning sensation blinds me. My vision blurs around the edges, going dark. I open my mouth to scream Georgia’s name again, but someone stuffs wadded up fabric between my teeth. I bite down the best I can on his fingers but he pulls away and slaps me so hard my ears ring. 

      “Pick her up.”

      I’m lifted and thrown over someone’s shoulder like a sack of potatoes. I spit out the gag, still screaming, and wriggle, trying to throw myself off his shoulder. 

      “Fuck, I’m going to drop her!”

      I bite down on his back, and he screams. 

      I’m dropped flat on my back, my body crunching against books and shelving. 

      My world blurs as my head bounces against the hard, stone ground. All around me, books are falling from the shelves. Paper dances through the air, drifting like feathers. I can’t tell if the metallic taste in my mouth is magic–or blood. I go still for the first time, the pain too overwhelming to move, let alone think past. 

      Masked faces funnel around me, staring down at me. I can’t tell who's speaking, who’s telling me to fucking chill, that if I don’t stop trying to fight them, they’ll kill–they’ll kill Georgia. Tears fall freely down my cheeks. I can’t move. I’m losing feeling in my arms and legs. My back. My back has to be broken. 

      I slip away, mentally trying to grasp anything to hang onto. I find… something. Something deep in my mind, and tug tight. 

      “Help,” I manage to whisper, sending the word down whatever line this is to the voice in my head. “The–the university is being attacked–I’m–I’m hurt–They’re taking me away–”

      “I warned you,” the voice echoes back, and it’s the last thing I hear before my vision goes black, and everything goes completely, utterly silent. 
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        * * *

      

      I’m thrown to the ground, which wakes me up. I’m not sure how long I’ve been out, but I know the second new air fills my lungs that I’m not in the library anymore. I don’t recognize the scent filling my nose at first. I blink away the darkness in my vision, lifting my head to murmured voices. Dark stone fills my eyes, followed by green-hued light. Dim light, thank the Goddess, because my head is killing me. 

      Someone releases the cuffs around my ankles. I don’t waste any time. I pull myself up to a kneeling position and it… takes all of my strength. My healing powers are trying to knit me back together, but it’s slow, especially while they focus wholly on the silver cuffs burning my wrists, trying to heal the skin there again, and again, to no avail. 

      I sway, swallowing back the urge to throw up all over the damp stone floor, but eventually lift my head to the two-dozen or so men standing in a semicircle on the far end of the room, arranged on shallow stairs that lead to a platform. 

      Most are wearing masks. Some aren’t, and as I sweep my gaze over the group, I come to a stop on Nathan. He stares at me, inhaling deeply as his dark eyes fill with dampness. 

      I bare my bloody teeth at him and rasp, “You.”

      He closes his eyes and looks down at his feet. 

      A shuffling echoes through the… ballroom. That’s where I am. I’m in the ballroom from the party last night, the party that definitely happened. I wasn’t imagining it. I scan the men again, looking for the man with the silver snake on his cuff, but they’re all wearing them. The silver glints in the dim light as an elderly man parts the crowd and comes to a stop a few feet away from me. 

      He smiles with malice, chuckling to himself. “What a lovely little treasure you are, Princess Mystica. Quite the fighter. A pretty little warrior.”

      I slowly turn my gaze up to him. “Who the fuck are you?” I growl, shaking from pain and the utter shock of what just happened to me. “Where is Georgia?”

      “Do not speak.” His slap echoes through the ballroom. 

      I sneer up at him. “Fuck you.”

      He lifts his hand again, but a deep voice nearby says darkly, “That’s enough.”

      His voice is smooth like a fine, expensive scotch. His footsteps are heavy and trained as he moves down from the other men. “Umbra,” he says as he reaches the man’s side, wearing a mask. He leans in to whisper something to the man, who keeps his eyes on mine. 

      Impatient, I writhe against the cuffs holding my wrists behind my back. “Let me go, you fucking monsters!”

      “You’re not going anywhere,” the elderly man replies sharply. 

      “Her hands are glowing!” one of the other men shouts in warning, and the elderly man’s hand comes down so hard on the side of my face that I topple over and see stars for several seconds. My vision clears enough to see the way the masked man has a death grip on the elderly man’s arm. 

      “Do I need to remind you of the deal we made?” the masked man sneers. He shoves the elder. 

      “I am the Umbra Mortis,” the old man growls, straightening his cloak. He turns to his assailant, giving him a deathly glare. 

      “And I am the king,” the man says, reaching up to take off… to take off his mask. 

      Dark gray eyes meet mine as the fabric falls away. Prince Cole looks down at me with disgust. 

      He just called himself the king, though. I don’t understand….

      His gaze holds mine for several seconds before he turns to glare at the Umbra Mortis, who I assume is the leader of this group of criminals, and then faces the crowd of men standing in silence behind him. “If anyone so much as touches a hair on her head, they die. Am I understood?”

      A murmur of acknowledgement passes through the crowd. But the Umbra Mortis is glaring down at me, his upper lip curled over his teeth. I’m not watching him, however. I watch as Prince–King–Cole stares into the crowd, right at Nathan, who still has his head bowed. 

      King Cole turns on his heel, and two masked men come down the steps, following him as he walks toward the same shadowed archway I’d explored last night. He pauses at the archway, turning toward the men again. “I want her sedated for the journey. Fully sedated.”

      “Wait–” I rush out, and his eyes fall on mine. “My-My friend–Georgia–”

      To my shock, one of the men at his side removes his mask, revealing… Declan. Declan’s eyes are pleading as he gives what I believe is a wobbly attempt at a reassuring smile. “She’s okay. She’s all right, I promise.”

      Utter confusion blurs my senses. King Cole is still looking at me as I’m dragged to my feet by masked men. He holds my gaze for several more seconds before saying to no one in particular, “Alert her father that we have her, and he’ll heed my demands if he ever wants to see her again.” He turns and stalks into the darkness.
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      Aviva

      

      I’ve never been to Crescent Falls before. I imagined something different than quiet, somber hallways and hushed murmurs. I guess, in any other circumstance, we would have been able to drive here in a real car from the border with Eastonia, taking several days to travel through the sweeping plains of Moorn before reaching the mountainous, sprawling mecca of the capitol while Ryan told me stories about growing up in this fascinating place but that’s… not how this is happening. 

      We arrived an hour ago to chaos. Now, I pace behind a couch, watching my mate lean into conversation with his twin brother Sydney and their father, Alpha King Isaac. Ryatt, the Alpha King of Eastonia, isn’t here. Neither is his wife and mate, Ella, Ryan’s aunt. 

      Evander’s here, however, and he keeps stealing glances in my direction while I do my best to fade into Maddy’s floral wallpaper. 

      One second, I’d been tucked into bed with my mate, reveling in the absolute bliss of our impending parenthood, and now I’m here, after hours’ worth of jumping from place to place, learning the horrific details about an attack that will go down in Eastonia’s sordid history as one of the worst offenses to our people we’ve ever experienced. 

      Over a hundred young university students are dead or badly injured. Dozens more are missing. 

      Princess Misty, Ryan and Sydney’s little sister, is one of those currently unaccounted for. 

      Maddy sits in silence on the couch with her hands knitted so tightly together her knuckles are white. I pace behind her again, laying a hand on her shoulder. She briefly leans her cheek against my hand ,and it shatters my heart. 

      “When did this come?” Isaac asks like someone took a rake to his vocal cords as he lifts his eyes to Evander. An envelope so black it sucks the light from the room rests in the center of a table where the men stand in a semicircle, looking down with bated breath at the note that came in it. 

      “Last night,” Evander says with a short nod. “Ryatt killed the messenger.”

      “Of course, he did.” Isaac closes his eyes and stands with the letter in his hands, crumbling it in his fist. 

      We brought the letter. Ryatt showed up in the middle of the night last night, covered in blood, and whisked us away to the Roguelands where we joined Evander and jumped all the way to Crescent Falls. Ryatt promptly left us behind to deliver the letter to Isaac ourselves, and now we’re… trying to grapple with what comes next. 

      Ryatt opened the letter first. He read the neat handwriting. He learned Misty’s fate and used his powers to turn the mysterious man who’d delivered it to a bloody pulp. At least, that’s what Evander told us. I have a feeling it wasn’t a swift death. 

      Maddy wouldn’t read it. Even now, as she watches her mate squeeze the paper in his fist, her eyes remain dry and emotionless. I know that inside she’s falling to pieces. 

      I can’t imagine how they feel. 

      Isaac takes a deep breath and looks up from his hand just as Sarah walks into the sitting room. 

      She looks around, her cheeks flushed and eyes heavy with worry. “The boys are playing in the library with Cosette and Hanna.” 

      Sydney gives her a quick, tight smile that she returns as she moves toward the center of the room. A man I haven’t been introduced to yet, who goes by the name Cassian, leans against the wall by the window, tapping the fingers of his mechanical right arm on his thigh. 

      Silence settles as we all look at Isaac for some semblance of a plan. 

      He looks at his mate, though, with glassy blue eyes full of grief and vengeance. “I’m leaving for Eastonia–immediately.”

      Maddy nods, sucking in a breath as she looks down at her hands. Isaac looks at Sydney, then at… Sarah. 

      “You and I will go within the hour. We’ll travel with Ryan and Aviva.”

      Sydney’s head whips to his mate, then back to his father. “What are you talking about?”

      Sarah’s lips part in surprise. “Me?”

      To the group, Isaac says, “Sarah is going to scry to give us a better idea of where Misty’s being held.”

      “Isaac,” Sarah pleads, shaking her head. “I can’t–Tarsian is too far away for me to see anything clearly–”

      “That’s why we’ll be staying in the Deadlands, in Silverhide.” Isaac’s gaze sweeps over my face before resting on Ryan. “You’re going to meet with each patriarch in the Deadlands and have them prepare their warriors.” He turns his gaze to Evander. “You’re going to gather your Ghost army and be prepared to meet us in the event Misty is closer to the border with the Deadlands.”

      Sarah looks at Sydney, confusion blurring her features. Sydney shakes his head, straightening as he turns to his father to argue, but Isaac beats him to it, continuing, “Sydney, you will be staying here and preparing our army for war.”

      War. The word echoes around the room, burrowing into each of us and burning into our minds. 

      “You’re not separating me from my wife,” Sydney growls, but Isaac holds up a hand. 

      “Every capable warrior in Crescent Falls will be dispatched to the border within the next day.”

      Maddy stands abruptly. “Isaac, you’re getting ahead of yourself.”

      He licks his lips. “Ella has already declared war on Tarsian. It’s done. Their forces are already being gathered in the Roguelands in preparation for an… invasion.” Even Isaac chokes on the word. 

      My own mind spins. We’ve just gone to war. My hands shake as I clutch the back of the couch, imagining the blood of rogues oozing between my fingers. Ryan holds my gaze with hooded eyes. He’s thinking what I’m thinking. We’re tired. 

      “Our troops can’t invade until we know where our daughter is,” Maddy argues through gritted teeth, tears spilling down her cheeks. “Misty will get caught up in the violence. You read the letter–you know what he’ll do to her if they–if they cross the border into Tarsian!” Maddy starts to shatter, trembling as she wraps her arms around her stomach. “That’s our baby, Isaac. You can’t let them do this yet. We need time to find her first!”

      Isaac swallows hard, closing his eyes as he says, “Everyone out.”

      None of us move right away. I make a single step toward the doors when he shouts, “Out, now!”

      I scurry out of the room, Sarah mere inches behind me. Sydney continues to argue with Isaac as Cassian, Isaac’s Beta I’ve gathered, grabs Sydney by the rough of his neck and drags him out into the grand foyer of their beautiful castle. The doors slam shut behind my mate, who’s the last to leave the room, but Maddy’s soft cries echo through my veins, slicing me into pieces. 

      I resist the sudden urge to wrap my arms protectively around the tiny flicker of life resting in my belly. We haven’t told his family yet. 

      Sarah grabs my arm and walks me down the hallway in silence. The heavy tread of Ryan, Sydney, and Evander follow, but a glance over my shoulder shows me that Cassian is heading upstairs. 

      Closeted in a kitchen in the very back of the house, I turn toward the windows overlooking the back garden while Sydney and Ryan lock the doors, closing us in. 

      “What,” Sarah says harshly, turning to the men, “did the letter say?”

      Ryan runs his hands through his hair, shaking his head. His lips part, but he can’t bring himself to say it. Even Sydney looks green as he drops his gaze to his feet, rolling his lower lip between his teeth and squeezing his eyes shut. 

      Their little sister is caught at the center of this madness. 

      I turn to Sarah instead. I’d rather this news come from me instead of either of them having to find the strength to say the words out loud. 

      “Misty was taken by Cole, the new Alpha King of Tarsian.” I lick my lips, finding them dry and cracked from anxiously gnawing them raw over the last day. “He’s said that as long as the Allied Kings stay out of Tarsian, she’ll live. If the Allied Kings invade, he will kill her.” I swallow past the lump forming in my throat. 

      Sarah scoffs, looking wildly around the room. “Then why the hell are Ryatt and Ella planning a full invasion–backed by Isaac’s army?” She settles wild eyes on her mate who can’t bring himself to look up from the black and white tiled floor. 

      Ryan speaks, his voice low and calm despite the words I know are about to fall from his lips. “In the meantime, he’s using her as a… breeder. She’ll be returned to the family once their child is born but only as long as our armies don’t cross the border. That’s why it’s imperative we find her and stop that from happening.”

      The word breeder bounces through the room, echoing like a death knell. 

      “No,” Sarah whispers, shaking her head. “No, Misty’s so young. She’s not–she hasn’t even come into her wolf yet. This isn’t… that can’t be what the letter said.” Her mouth continues to move, but words don’t come out. “No, Sydney.”

      “The deaths from the attack on the university spanned three kingdoms,” Ryan says painfully. “There were students from Crescent Falls, the Roguelands, and even Celestoria studying there and they…. Ryatt and Ella don’t have much of a choice. Alpha King Cole knew exactly what he was doing. He wants this war, for whatever reason.”

      “Then why try to make deals?” Sarah argues through tears. “Using Misty?”

      “I don’t know,” Sydney whispers, shaking his head. 

      “Will he kill her?” Sarah looks murderous as she sweeps her gaze around the room. 

      “This man killed his own father,” Ryan says, “to take over as Alpha King. None of us should doubt what he’s capable of.”

      “So Misty is going to die because our kingdoms are going to war?” Sarah looks horrified and broken as she gestures to the door of the kitchen, like Misty is standing just beyond it, out of reach. 

      “No,” I say softly, shaking my head. Something clicks in my head. Ryatt was adamant that I came here, with Ryan, to see Isaac. “No, because you’re going to find her, and I’m… I’m the one that’s going to go get her, aren’t I?” I look from face to face. 

      “No–” Ryan rushes out, but Evander sighs and cuts him off. 

      “Yeah,” he breathes. “You and I are going to Tarsian, Aviva.”

      “She can’t,” Ryan cuts in, shaking his head. “I won’t allow it.”

      “None of us have a choice about the roles we’re about to play,” Evander says sharply. 

      Ryan looks at me with fury flashing through his deep, blue eyes. He’s about to say it… to say I’m pregnant. 

      What would we do if this was our daughter trapped behind enemy lines, forced to be a monster’s breeder?

      We’d be going after her, hell or high water. We wouldn’t question a single decision we had to make. We’d find her. 

      Into his head, I whisper, ‘Don’t.’

      Ryan holds my gaze for several seconds. Mingled anger and resignation flare behind his eyes before he finally sighs and looks down at his hands, which curl into fists. 

      Resigned to the reality of our situation, Sarah looks at Sydney with a heartbreaking expression. “But what about the boys?”

      Sydney looks like he’s about to break at any given second. Their family is about to be split up for Goddess knows how long–with him dealing with the royal army, and Sarah in Eastonia with us, trying to find where Misty’s being kept. 

      I don’t realize Ryan’s suddenly right by my side until he knits his fingers in mine and tugs me toward the door. We follow Evander out, leaving Sarah and Sydney to discuss what happens next for their children. 

      “Where do you think she is, right now?” I ask Evander as we walk down the hallway. 

      Evander sighs, “Your guess is as good as mine. Tarsian is huge. It’s bigger than the Deadlands and Roguelands combined. She could be anywhere.”
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