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      Vesper stood by the door of Rafe’s Georgian townhouse, her bag slung over her shoulder with the grimoire safely tucked inside. She’d pulled on a comfortable pair of black leggings, a tunic-style green T-shirt, a black blazer, and her black lace-up ankle boots she’d worn to work. Not exactly a magical heroine outfit, but at least it was comfy.

      She wondered what she’d find out there in the city. The mysterious Nightreach, protected by the Fold, that lived alongside London like a page in a book.

      Selene was a member of The Luminous Concordat, the coven of witches who ruled over most of Nightreach, and protected the Fold.

      Vesper shivered, remembering the contorted mess of merging realities and twisting shadows, they’d barely escaped the day before. And it was all because of the grimoire she’d found in the London Historical Library. The magical book that had somehow chosen her life to ruin with its weird hot and cold nonsense.

      It was my fault, she thought, glancing at Rafe. If I hadn’t tried to force another vision out of the book, then I wouldn’t have dragged us and the house into the Fold… And almost killed them both.

      Going to see the witches might be a good thing, despite Rafe’s warning. She could learn how to control her magic, even though she was likely a mage like Rafe, and find out more about Selene and what she’d got tangled up in. And maybe even who was responsible for her murder and who was controlling that shadowy construct in the Fold.

      She had so many questions, her head throbbed.

      “Where are we going exactly?” Vesper asked, watching Rafe slip on his leather jacket—a shorter length than the one he’d worn the other night when he’d swooped in to save her like a superhero.

      “Thornhallow Manor. It’s in Hampstead Heath,” he said, slipping a small pouch into his pocket.

      Vesper’s eyebrows shot up. “Hampstead Heath? I know that place. Kenwood House⁠—”

      “Doesn’t exist here,” Rafe interrupted. “There is a house there, but it’ll be different from what you’re used to.”

      As they stepped out into the crisp Nightreach air, Vesper found herself both excited and a little nervous about seeing a magical version of a place she thought she knew. Not only Hampstead, but London itself. Exactly how different was he talking?

      Rafe’s voice lowered as they walked. “Listen, Vesper. When we get there, keep your head down. Don’t invite trouble and especially don’t mention what happened in the Fold.”

      “What do you mean?” she asked, her grip on her bag tightening.

      “The Concordat… They’re not exactly welcoming to outsiders. Especially ones carrying powerful magical artefacts.” He nodded towards her bag. “Let me do the talking, alright?”

      “We probably shouldn’t mention the R-word, either, huh?” she murmured, looking from side to side. The street was empty, and appeared rather like London, but the sunlight was tinted lavender.

      “Especially not the R-word.”

      Resonant. The grimoire was one thing, but the power of a Resonant, a rare magical ability that was coveted by all, would be trouble. All caps kind of trouble. Vesper did not want to be one of those, no matter how special they were supposed to be.

      They turned a corner and Vesper’s eyes widened as she took in her first clear view of Nightreach. The city unfolded before her like a dream, familiar yet completely alien. Spires of impossible height reached towards a sky that shimmered with a strange opalescence, their architecture defying the laws of physics. Alleys twisted and turned off the main road in ways that shouldn’t be possible, creating a labyrinth she’d easily become lost in.

      Floating orbs of light drifted lazily above the thoroughfares, lighting dark corners and marking shops and other points of interest. Vesper blinked, trying to reconcile what she was seeing with the London she knew.

      “It’s like it’s built over London,” she murmured. “I know this road. It’s Shaftesbury Avenue.”

      Rafe nodded, falling into step beside her. “You’re not far off. Nightreach uses London as a scaffold of sorts. The magic builds upon what already exists.”

      As if to prove his point, a nearby building shimmered and shifted, its facade morphing to mirror a change happening in the other world. Vesper gasped as a gleaming new structure sprouted from the ground where she knew a construction site had recently broken ground in her London. The Tube station at Tottenham Court Road had been in a constant state of development for years—they must’ve finished.

      “How is that possible?” she asked, her voice filled with wonder.

      “Illusions and enchantments,” Rafe explained, guiding her through the twisting streets. “They’re woven into the very fabric of Nightreach. The city adapts, grows, and changes alongside London.”

      Vesper watched in awe as the magical city pulsed with life around her, each new sight more fantastical than the last. But the one thing that stood out was the lack of traffic and people. “Where is everyone?”

      Rafe’s lips tightened. “Nightreach isn’t as populated as your world. And many prefer to travel through portals and keep off the streets.”

      As if on cue, a figure materialised from thin air a few paces ahead, startling Vesper. The woman, dressed in flowing robes that shimmered with a magical iridescence, strode purposefully across their path before vanishing into a doorway that hadn’t been there a moment before.

      “Right,” Vesper muttered, trying to calm her racing pulse. “Of course. Why walk when you can teleport?”

      They continued on, Vesper’s eyes drinking in every impossible sight. A group of what looked like living shadows darted between alleyways, their forms fluid and ever-changing. Overhead, a flock of birds with wings that trailed sparks soared past, leaving glittering contrails in their wake.

      As they turned onto a wider avenue, Vesper’s attention was drawn to a bustling marketplace tucked away in what appeared to be a pocket dimension. Colourful stalls drew her attention and she gazed longingly as Rafe led her away..

      “Is that where people get their…magical supplies?” Vesper asked, glancing back over her shoulder.

      Rafe raised an eyebrow.

      “What?” she muttered. “I’m assuming you don’t have Primark or Sainsbury’s here.” She hesitated, remembering the Jammie Dodgers he’d offered her the other night. “Do you?”

      “There are ‘thin places’ where the magical world touches the normal one. Places where we can step across and get our groceries.”

      “Really?” she asked.

      “No.”

      Vesper scoffed and hurried after him. “Don’t be mean.”

      “We have our own shops,” he told her. “And for those who can’t travel the threads, a black market for mundane goods. The wards keep everything else out.”

      It was Vesper’s turn to raise an eyebrow. “Black market Hobnobs?”

      Rafe shrugged. “A mage without a faction needs to make money somehow.”

      “Really?” she gasped. “You’re not pulling my leg?”

      But he wasn’t keen on elaborating. “The city’s been here for centuries, growing alongside London. Some say it started as a refuge for magical beings during the witch trials. Others say it’s been here since the Romans invaded Britain. But it’s been here longer than that. Thousands of years spent growing and evolving.” He pointed out various landmarks, explaining their significance. “See those aqueducts? They’re from Roman times, but they’ve been modified over the years. Now they’re part of the magical infrastructure that keeps Nightreach functioning.”

      Vesper marvelled at the intricate network of pipes and channels that seemed to pulse with energy. “And the wards you mentioned?”

      “Ancient magic,” Rafe replied. “Some of the most powerful protective spells in existence. They’re what keep Nightreach hidden and safe. And from merging with the Fold.”

      Vesper bristled, wondering if their adventure had caused any alarms to go off at Concordat headquarters.

      As they passed another alley that led to the marketplace Vesper had spotted earlier, her curiosity got the better of her. “What’s that place?”

      Rafe glanced at the alley. “That’s the Bizarre. You can find anything there—rare ingredients, magical artefacts, even cursed objects.”

      Vesper’s eyes widened. “Cursed objects?”

      “Don’t get ahead of yourself. You’re not in a children’s picture book, Vesper. Nightreach is dangerous. Never forget it.”

      “How could I?” she drawled.

      “It’s not just the Fold,” he went on. “Just like in your world, there are people with bad intentions.”

      Vesper’s gaze lingered on the Bazaar’s entrance, Rafe’s warning echoing in her mind. The once-quiet streets had come alive, a steady stream of people emerging from hidden doorways and shimmering portals.

      “Keep your head down,” Rafe murmured, his hand brushing her elbow. “And try not to stare.”

      Vesper nodded, forcing her eyes to the ground. But she couldn’t help stealing glances at the colourful characters passing by. A man with skin like tree bark. A pair of twins with silvery hair that moved of its own accord. A child clutching a toy that shifted shapes with each blink.

      As they wove through the growing crowd, Vesper became acutely aware of the whispers that followed in their wake.

      Curious glances darted their way, some openly staring, while others tried to be more discreet. Vesper felt exposed, vulnerable. She clutched her bag tighter, feeling the weight of the grimoire inside.

      Were they looking at her, or Rafe? Did they know what she did to the Fold? How close they’d all come to terrible danger?

      Vesper’s wonder began to fade as she noticed more unsettling details. In the shadowy recesses between buildings, darkness seemed to move with a life of its own. She blinked, convinced her eyes were playing tricks on her, but the shadows continued to writhe and twist unnaturally.

      Her heart leapt as she caught glimpses of figures ducking into alleys, their movements too quick and fluid to be entirely human. Whispered conversations in languages she couldn’t understand drifted on the air, but they all sounded either fearful or concerned.

      Something was happening in the city. Something that had people on edge.

      As they passed a narrow side street, Vesper’s breath caught in her throat. A group of hooded figures huddled together, their faces obscured. One turned slightly, revealing eyes that glowed an eerie green in the dim light. The figure’s gaze locked onto Vesper for a heart-stopping moment before the group melted into the shadows.

      Vesper’s growing unease was reflected in the faces of those around her. The once-vibrant crowd now seemed tense, their eyes darting nervously as they hurried about their business.

      Nightreach’s beauty now felt thin, a veil that barely concealed a world of hidden threats. Vesper’s grip on her bag tightened as she realised how far out of her depth she really was. If Rafe hadn’t agreed to help her, she wouldn’t have lasted five seconds.

      Suddenly, she felt a surge of heat against her hip. The grimoire in her bag was warming rapidly. Alarmed, Vesper tugged at Rafe’s arm.

      “Rafe,” she hissed, her eyes wide with concern. “Something’s wrong. The grimoire—it’s getting hot.”

      Rafe didn’t answer, but his pace quickened. Vesper struggled to keep up, her gaze darting around the bustling street.

      “Rafe?”

      “We need to move faster,” he muttered. “But don’t draw attention. And whatever you do, don’t touch the book.”

      Vesper had no intentions of messing with it again. She attempted to match his stride while keeping her movements as natural as possible. “What’s wrong?” she whispered.

      Rafe’s jaw tightened. “We’re being followed.”

      “By who?”

      “I don’t know, but I have a feeling it might be connected to whoever that shadow in the Fold belonged to.”

      Vesper’s grip on her bag tightened. The grimoire. “How far do we have to go?”

      “I was heading for a portal that would take us close to Hampstead Heath,” Rafe explained, guiding them down a narrow side street. “But we need to lose our tail first. They can’t know we’re going to the Concordat.”

      Rafe led her down a series of increasingly narrow alleys, each turn more dizzying than the last. Vesper lost all sense of direction, trusting that he knew where he was going.

      “Quick, in here,” Rafe whispered, pulling her into a shadowy alcove. They pressed themselves against the wall, barely daring to breathe. Vesper could hear footsteps approaching, heavy and purposeful. She squeezed her eyes shut, silently willing whatever monster it was to pass by.

      The footsteps grew louder, then paused. Vesper’s fingers dug into Rafe’s arm. For a heart-stopping moment, she was certain they’d been found. But the footsteps receded.

      Her eyes snapped open as she realised just how close she was pressed against Rafe…and how hard she was clutching him. He smelled like the blankets on his bed—like sandalwood and magic. For a moment, she glimpsed the purple and gold aura shimmering across his bare throat, the stubble on his jaw sending swirls through the colours.

      But then she blinked and it was gone…and so was the heat in the grimoire.

      “Maybe I should’ve left the grimoire at your place,” she whispered.

      “It’s safer with us for now,” Rafe told her. “At least until the wards reestablish themselves.”

      Vesper lowered her gaze, heat colouring her cheeks.

      “Don’t beat yourself up about it,” he went on. “What’s done is done. Everyone survived and the Fold is back where it should be.”

      “I still feel sick about it.”

      Rafe breathed deeply. “Don’t.”

      Vesper pulled away from him, adjusting her bag. The warmth from the grimoire had faded completely, leaving only questions in its wake. She peered around the corner of the alcove, scanning the empty alley.

      “How much further to this portal?” she whispered.

      “Two streets over.” Rafe checked both directions before stepping out. “Stay close.”

      They emerged onto a wider street lined with shop fronts displaying peculiar items—bottles filled with swirling mists, crystals that pulsed with inner light, and what appeared to be living shadows trapped in glass spheres. Under different circumstances, Vesper would have stopped to examine every window.

      The crowd had thinned considerably, but those who remained moved with purpose, their faces drawn and anxious. Vesper noticed how they gave her and Rafe a wide berth, averting their eyes as if afraid to look too closely.

      Finally, Rafe slowed his pace, gesturing to a random doorway set into a brick wall.

      “This is it,” he said. “Are you ready?”

      “Sure. Let’s just go through a magic portal. What could go wrong?”

      “Don’t be so dramatic.” Rafe placed his hand on the handle, muttering an incantation under his breath. He opened the door, revealing a rippling wall of energy that reminded her of the ocean.

      “Just step through,” he urged, shoving her forward.

      Vesper didn’t have time to take a breath as she stumbled into the portal. The world around her twisted and warped, her senses reeling as reality seemed to turn inside out. For a terrifying second, she felt as if she was everywhere and nowhere at once.

      Then, as suddenly as it had begun, it was over. Vesper blinked, finding herself standing beside Rafe on a quiet, leafy street. Before them stood a cosy pub, its weathered sign creaking gently in the breeze. Beyond it, she could see the lush flat of Hampstead Heath stretching out under the late afternoon sun.

      “The grass is purple,” she blurted.

      “It’s magenta,” Rafe drawled.

      But she wasn’t listening. Yet again, Vesper’s eyes widened as they crested the hill, her breath catching in her throat. There, nestled among the magenta grass and ancient trees of Hampstead Heath, stood what she assumed was Thornhallow Manor.

      The imposing Victorian mansion loomed before them, intricate stonework adorning the walls, subtle symbols and runes woven into the architecture. Vesper squinted, trying to make sense of the patterns, but they seemed to shift and change the longer she looked. Spires reached towards the sky, twisting to impossible heights.

      “It’s…beautiful,” Vesper murmured.

      “It’s gaudy and completely overdone,” Rafe declared.

      She didn’t think so. He was used to seeing stuff like this, but this world was only just opening to her and it was as exciting as it was dangerous.

      As they followed the path across the magenta heath, Vesper noticed a faint shimmer in the air surrounding the manor. Wards, she realised, remembering Rafe’s earlier explanation. Ancient magic pulsed around the building, an invisible barrier that kept the Concordat’s secrets safe from prying eyes.

      She was grateful for Rafe’s presence beside her as they passed through the gates and approached the entrance. His steady stride and nonchalant demeanour helped soothe the butterflies in her stomach.

      “Ready?” Rafe asked, pausing at the foot of the sweeping stone steps.

      “We were followed,” she replied, meeting his gaze.

      His eyes glimmered. “Which means we’re going to have to be clever about what we reveal to the Concordat. Are you up for it?”

      Vesper’s lips thinned. She had to stop acting like a deer caught in the headlights and start using her brain—this world was dangerous. Someone wanted Resonants and didn’t care who they killed to get to one. They’d shatter reality to get to what they wanted, and she was standing in the centre of the maelstrom.

      The grand double doors towered over her, another magical threshold waiting to be crossed…for better or worse.

      Get a grip, Vesper, she thought. It was time to pull herself together and learn how to fight. She could do this…for Selene. There was no other option.

      She turned to Rafe and nodded. “I’m ready.”
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      “Vesper.”

      Rafe’s hand on Vesper’s arm stopped her from reaching for the door.

      “What?”

      “I’ll follow your lead in there, but I won’t hesitate to step in if things go sideways.”

      She hesitated, not wanting to second guess her choice to come here now that she was literally at the door. “You’re saying this now?” Her brow furrowed. “Are you expecting things to go badly?”

      “No, it’s just…” Rafe looked at the door, his expression troubled. “Everyone has an agenda.”

      Vesper felt her heart soften. It felt like he was warning her about everyone, including himself. If she hadn’t read his journal, and learned about his quest to restore his fractured memories, then would she have picked up on the subtle warning? Perhaps not, but he was still right. Best not reveal too much about her predicament before she knew more about the Concordat.

      “Okay then,” she said. “Follow my lead…and save me from myself if I need it.”

      “I will.”

      Vesper took a deep breath, readying herself as she opened the heavy door and stepped over the threshold of Thornhallow Manor. The moment her foot touched the polished marble floor, a wave of energy rippled through her, like static electricity dancing across her skin. She shivered, glancing at Rafe to see if he felt it too, but if he did, he didn’t show it.

      “It’s…alive,” Vesper whispered.

      Rafe nodded. “The wards are ancient. They’re assessing you.”

      As if in response, a tendril of silvery light snaked down from the ceiling, curling around Vesper’s wrist. She gasped, fighting the urge to pull away. The light pulsed once, twice, then vanished.

      “What was that?” Vesper hissed, rubbing her wrist.

      “One of the Concordat’s tricks.” Rafe curled his lip. “Testing your threat level.”

      “Threat level?”

      “Meat suits.”

      Vesper snorted and looked up. The foyer stretched before them, impossibly vast for the building’s exterior dimensions. Ornate chandeliers hung from a vaulted ceiling that seemed to stretch into infinity, their crystals tinkling softly with no discernible breeze. Portraits adorned the walls, their subjects’ eyes following Vesper’s every move.

      Ornate tapestries adorned the walls, their threads shimmering with their own light. She blinked, realising the images were moving, scenes of magical battles and arcane rituals playing out in miniature.

      “Impossible,” she breathed, her gaze drawn to a nearby portrait.

      The subject, a stern-faced witch in elaborate robes, turned her painted head to observe Vesper. The witch’s lips moved, whispering something she couldn’t quite catch. Other portraits joined in, a soft murmur of painted voices filling the air.

      Vesper’s attention was pulled to the grand staircase dominating the far end of the foyer. It spiralled upwards, each step crafted from what looked like polished moonstone. The banister twisted like a living thing, carved wood flowing like water frozen in time.

      “It’s bigger on the inside,” she murmured, feeling foolish even as she said it.

      Rafe chuckled softly beside her. “Spatial manipulation. Standard stuff for a place like this.”

      Vesper nodded, not trusting herself to speak. The sheer weight of history and magical power pressed down on her. Artefacts lined the walls—wands, crystals, and objects she couldn’t begin to identify. Each one pulsed with its own energy, a crash of magic that made her skin tingle.

      As they moved further into the foyer, Vesper felt increasingly out of place. Her simple clothes and wide-eyed wonder marked her as an outsider. The manor seemed to know it too, the very air around her thick with an ancient, judging presence.

      “I don’t belong here,” Vesper whispered, more to herself than to Rafe.

      Before Rafe could reply, a figure appeared at the top of the grand staircase, their aura commanding attention without uttering a word. A tall woman descended, her silver hair woven into an intricate braid that seemed to shimmer with its own light. Her piercing blue eyes locked onto Vesper, assessing her with centuries of wisdom.

      Vesper felt frozen to the spot by the woman’s penetrating gaze, the surrounding air crackling with an unseen energy, and she could have sworn she heard the faintest whisper of ancient incantations echoing through the foyer. As the woman drew closer, her midnight-blue robes rustled softly, revealing intricate silver embroidery that pulsed with a shimmering undertone.

      This was a woman who wasn’t to be messed with.

      “And who might you be?” The woman’s voice was soft yet carried effortlessly across the vast foyer.

      Vesper swallowed hard, suddenly aware of how small she was. “I’m Vesper Ainsley and this is Rafe…” She glanced at him.

      The woman’s lips curved into a warm smile, though her eyes remained cautious. “Rafe Thorne. It’s been some time.”

      Rafe inclined his head respectfully. “High Witch Beatrice.”

      “What brings you to our door?” Beatrice asked, her attention returning to Vesper. “The wards were rather cautious when you entered.”

      Vesper took a steadying breath, careful to keep her suspicions about being a Resonant to herself. And what happened in the Fold. “My friend Selene told me the Concordat might be able to help me learn magic,” she began, her voice stronger than she felt. “But…Selene died a few weeks ago. I was hoping her coven might know more about the circumstances.”

      Beatrice’s expression softened, a hint of sorrow touching her eyes. “Ah, Selene. Her loss is felt deeply here.”

      Vesper nodded, fighting back the lump in her throat. “Rafe is a trusted friend,” she added. “He helped me reach Nightreach safely. I didn’t know…” She lowered her gaze before looking back up at the High Witch again. “About magic or…any of it.”

      Beatrice’s gaze lingered on Rafe for a moment, something unspoken passing between them. “I see,” she said finally, turning back to Vesper. “Well, it seems we have much to discuss. If Selene sent you to us, then she must have seen something precious within you.”

      Vesper watched Beatrice carefully, trying to gauge the High Witch’s reaction to her story. The older woman’s face remained impassive, but her eyes held a glimmer of curiosity.

      “It always surprises me,” Beatrice murmured, her gaze never leaving Vesper’s face, “that there are those who live amongst the mundane world, unaware of their true nature.”

      Vesper shifted uncomfortably, acutely aware of how little she truly knew about her own past. “I’m still trying to make sense of it all,” she admitted. “I was an orphan, which probably explains it.”

      Beatrice nodded, her expression softening slightly. “And Selene’s death? What can you tell me about that?”

      Vesper hesitated, remembering Rafe’s warning about agendas. She chose her words carefully. “The police ruled it a suicide. I don’t know much beyond that. It was all so sudden. I don’t…” She felt a lump forming in her throat and swallowed hard, pushing back the flood of emotions threatening to overwhelm her. Beatrice’s piercing gaze seemed to bore into her, searching for something she couldn’t name. The High Witch’s eyes moved to Vesper’s bag but slid back up like she’d never looked at all. “I don’t believe she’d do something like that.”

      “I see,” Beatrice said after a long moment, her tone neutral. Vesper couldn’t tell if the High Witch believed her or not. The older woman’s face remained a mask, giving away nothing of her thoughts.

      Beatrice straightened, her robes shimmering as they moved. “Well, it seems we have much to discuss. If you’ll both follow me, we can speak more privately.”

      She turned, gesturing for Vesper and Rafe to accompany her. Vesper glanced at Rafe, who gave an almost imperceptible nod. Taking a deep breath, Vesper fell into step behind Beatrice, her heart pounding as they ventured deeper into the heart of Thornhallow Manor.

      Vesper followed Beatrice through winding corridors, each turn revealing new wonders. Portraits whispered as they passed, and the very walls seemed to pulse with magic. Rafe walked silently beside her, his presence both reassuring and tense.

      “What did Selene tell you about us?” Beatrice asked as they walked.

      “Not much,” Vesper replied. “Only that you’re a coven of witches and she was a member.”

      “Well, the Luminous Concordat is far more than just a coven,” Beatrice went on, her voice echoing softly. “It serves as the governing body for magical affairs in Nightreach and beyond. We maintain the delicate balance between the magical and mundane worlds, ensuring our secrets remain hidden from those who would misuse or fear them.”

      As they walked, Vesper noticed other coven members in the halls. Some nodded respectfully to Beatrice, while others eyed Vesper and Rafe with open suspicion. The divisions were clear, even to her untrained eye.

      Beatrice seemed to sense her observation. “You’ve noticed, I’m sure, that our coven, like any organisation, has its factions. Marina Sinclair leads our more…traditional members. They believe in preserving our ways unchanged.”

      They turned a corner, and Vesper caught sight of a striking woman with sharp features and piercing eyes. The woman’s gaze lingered on Vesper, cold and calculating, before she disappeared down another corridor.

      “And you?” Vesper asked, her curiosity stirring.

      Beatrice’s lips curved into a small smile. “I lead not only the Concordat itself, but those who support a more progressive position. We believe in upholding our traditions while adapting to the changing world around us.”

      “What were Selene’s beliefs?” Vesper pressed, eager to learn more about her friend.

      “Selene believed in a more open approach,” Beatrice explained as they approached an ornate door. “She sought to make Nightreach safer by sharing knowledge, rather than hoarding it. To move our coven into the future, where we’re not beholden to the fears and power struggles of the past.”

      In other words, Selene wanted to clean up the streets and bring the factions together. Lofty goals a Resonant could surely help with, along with the power of the Echo Rafe said everyone seemed to be murmuring about.

      As Beatrice pushed open the door to reveal a grand meeting room, Vesper felt the weight of realisation settle on her shoulders. If Selene was right about her, that meant she was at the centre of the divide and the grimoire only amplified it.

      Vesper stepped into the room, her eyes widening at the sight of several witches seated around a large oval table. The air crackled with magical energy, making her skin prickle. She glanced at Rafe, noticing his usually confident demeanour had faltered slightly.

      Beatrice gestured towards a striking woman with sharp features and piercing eyes. “This is Marina Sinclair, leader of our traditional faction.” Marina’s gaze burned into Vesper, cold and calculating.

      Next, Beatrice introduced a woman with striking amber eyes and hair that seemed to shimmer like glowing sparks. “And this is Ember Vance, one of our most talented fire witches.”

      As Beatrice continued introducing the other witches, Vesper felt the weight of their scrutiny. She shifted uncomfortably, acutely aware of how out of place she must seem. Rafe stood beside her, his posture tense, eyes darting between the assembled witches.

      Something’s not right, Vesper thought. There’s more going on here than Beatrice is letting on.

      Once the introductions were complete, Beatrice turned to address Vesper directly. “Now, Miss Ainsley, if you wish to gain admittance to the Concordat and earn our trust, you must complete three traditional trials of magical ability.”

      Vesper’s heart skipped a beat. “Trials?” This was the first she’d heard about any testing, and now she understood Rafe’s reaction. He hadn’t either. Did they suspect she had something to do with Selene’s death?

      Beatrice nodded solemnly. “These trials will verify your magical status as either witch or mage, assess your intentions, and determine your suitability of becoming a member of the Concordat.”

      As the implications of Beatrice’s words sank in, Vesper’s pulse quickened. This could be her chance to prove whether she was truly a Resonant, to uncover more about Selene’s work. But it could also lead her further into danger. If she was revealed as a Resonant, the entire Concordat would know.

      They wanted to know if they could trust her, but could she trust them?

      Vesper swallowed hard, her mouth suddenly dry. She glanced at Rafe, hoping for some reassurance, but his face was unreadable.

      The prospect of magical trials terrified her. What would she have to do? She hadn’t been able to summon any magic when she’d tried with Rafe, not without the grimoire. She opened her mouth to ask, but before she could utter a word, a sharp voice cut through the room.

      “This is absurd!” Marina Sinclair rose from her seat, her eyes flashing with barely contained fury. “We cannot allow just anyone to participate in our sacred trials. Especially not some…outsider with questionable connections.” She flung a hand in Rafe’s direction. “After the disturbance in the Fold, we have enough to deal with.”

      Vesper flinched at the venom in Marina’s voice, but dread began to fill her heart at the mention of the Fold. The room erupted into murmurs and heated whispers, the other witches turning to each other with looks of concern and curiosity.

      Marina continued, her voice dripping with disdain. “Selene’s judgement was clearly compromised. Her…progressive views,” she spat the word like a curse, “may have clouded her perception. And look where it led her. An early grave in the mundane world.”

      Vesper’s hands clenched into fists at her sides. How dare this woman speak about Selene like that? She felt a surge of anger rising within her, threatening to spill over.

      Just as Vesper was about to retort, another voice cut through the chaos. “That’s enough, Marina.”

      All eyes turned to Ember Vance. The fire witch stood, her amber eyes gleaming with an inner light. “Our laws are clear on this matter. We cannot refuse anyone who wishes to undertake the trials, regardless of their magical affiliation or lack thereof.”

      Ember’s gaze swept the room, finally landing on Vesper. There was something in her eyes, a glimmer of…recognition? Understanding? Vesper couldn’t quite place it.

      “Selene believed in opening our doors to those with potential,” Ember continued, her voice steady and calm. “We owe it to her memory to at least give Miss Ainsley a chance.”

      As Ember spoke, Vesper noticed a subtle change in her demeanour. There was a knowing look in her eyes, a hint of something deeper. It was as if Ember was trying to communicate something without words, a silent acknowledgment of a shared secret. She knew something.

      Marina scowled. “And what about our own duties? The Fold⁠—“

      Beatrice held up a graceful hand, warning the witch to stop. “Will keep.”

      “If I may,” Vesper began, her voice steadier than she felt, “Selene mentioned that I might be a mage or a witch. She didn’t get the chance to explain further.” A pang of grief tightened her chest, but she pressed on. “Have any mages attempted these trials before?”

      The question hung in the air, heavy and charged. Vesper’s gaze darted between the assembled witches, noting their reactions. Marina’s lips curled into a sneer, while others shifted uncomfortably in their seats. But it was Beatrice’s response that truly caught her attention.

      The High Witch hesitated, her usual composure faltering for just a moment. “Well,” Beatrice began, her tone carefully measured, “the trials are traditionally for witches, but⁠—”

      “Traditionally?” Vesper pressed, latching onto the word. “So it’s not unheard of for mages to participate?”

      Another weighted silence fell over the room. Vesper could almost feel the unspoken history pressing down on them all. She glanced at Rafe, noting the tension in his jaw.

      Beatrice opened her mouth to respond, but before she could, Vesper caught sight of Ember. The fire witch was subtly shaking her head, her amber eyes wide with warning. The message was clear: Don’t push this further.

      Vesper’s suspicions flared. There was clearly more to this story than anyone was willing to say. But Ember’s silent caution gave her pause. Perhaps there was wisdom in treading carefully, at least for now.

      “I apologise if I’ve overstepped,” Vesper said, forcing a note of humility into her voice. “I’m just trying to understand where I might fit. It’s all new to me, so please forgive my ignorance.”

      Beatrice regained her composure, the High Witch’s voice taking on a measured, almost reverent tone. “The trials are a tradition that spans centuries. While designed for witches, they have been undertaken by those who have been revealed to be mages. Our magic manifests differently, but in the end, all magic is the same.” She cleared her throat and nodded. “The current iteration of the trials was first established during the Great Schism of 1666, when the magical community was torn apart by internal strife. However, their first appearance in our records shows they were performed as early as the year 777. So you see, they are quite sacred to the Concordat, and my position as High Witch demands I pay respect to those traditions.”

      As Beatrice spoke, Vesper felt a strange sensation wash over her. The air in the room seemed to thicken, shimmering with an otherworldly energy. Ghostly images flickered at the edges of her vision—shadowy figures in antiquated robes, their faces obscured, but their presence undeniable.

      “The trials were designed to test not just magical ability, but character and intent. The upheaval of the Schism was so great, it spilled over to the mundane world,” Beatrice continued.

      “The witch trials…”

      Beatrice nodded. “They ensure that those who join our ranks are worthy of the power and knowledge we safeguard, regardless of traditional or progressive views.”

      Vesper blinked, trying to focus on Beatrice’s words as the room itself seemed to pulse with magical energy. She could have sworn she heard distant whispers, echoes of long-ago incantations reverberating through time.

      “Each trial,” Beatrice explained, “is tailored to the individual. They probe the depths of one’s magical potential, challenge one’s moral fibre, and test one’s ability to think beyond the confines of conventional magic.”

      As the High Witch spoke, the shimmering in the air intensified. Vesper saw fleeting images of past trials—witches facing spectral opponents, navigating illusory mazes, and confronting their deepest fears. The visions were so vivid, she had to resist the urge to reach out and touch them.

      “These trials have shaped our coven for generations,” Beatrice said, her gaze sweeping across the assembled witches. “They have ensured our survival in times of great peril and guided us through periods of profound change.”

      Vesper felt a clammy flush fill her body. What would her trials be? The echoes of centuries past still reverberated through the chamber as she tried to picture what she might face. She took a deep breath, gathering the courage to accept the challenge that lay ahead. The only way they’d tell her more about Selene was if she followed their rules, so there was only one choice to make.

      “I’ll—”

      “Wait.” Beatrice’s voice cut through the air like a knife, silencing Vesper mid-sentence. The High Witch’s gaze held a grave intensity that made Vesper’s blood run cold.

      “Before you agree,” Beatrice said, “you must understand the consequences of failure, as your acceptance cannot be withdrawn.”

      “It can’t?”

      “Your word will be binding,” Beatrice reiterated. “Magically.”

      The temperature in the room seemed to plummet and the other witches shifted uncomfortably in their seats.

      Vesper’s gaze darted to Rafe, seeking reassurance. Instead, she found genuine concern in his eyes, his usual confidence replaced by a look of barely concealed worry. The sight made her stomach churn. Had she made the right choice in coming here?

      Beatrice continued, “These trials are not to be undertaken lightly. The price of failure is…” she trailed off, leaving the sentence unfinished.

      The silence that followed was deafening. Vesper could hear her own heartbeat thundering in her ears, feel the cold sweat beading on her forehead. The unsaid consequences hung in the air like a physical presence, dark and foreboding, like a guillotine blade waiting to fall on her neck.

      Vesper swallowed hard, her mouth suddenly dry. “What…what happens if I fail?”

      Beatrice’s gaze met hers, filled with an ancient sadness. “That all depends on the trial you face. It’s something you must risk discovering on your own.”

      The weight of the decision before her felt crushing. Vesper glanced around the room, taking in the faces of the assembled witches. Marina’s eyes gleamed with barely concealed satisfaction.

      Rafe stepped closer to Vesper, his presence comforting. She could sense his unease, which only heightened her own anxiety.

      “I…” Vesper began, her voice faltering. She took a deep breath, steeling herself. “I need to know more. What exactly am I risking here?”

      Beatrice’s expression softened slightly, but her voice remained firm. “The trials test more than just magical ability, Vesper. They probe the very essence of who you are. The risks…they vary. Some who fail find themselves unable to access their magic for a time. Others face more permanent consequences.”

      Death. She was saying she could die.

      “But surely,” Vesper pressed, “there must be some way to prepare? Some guidance you can offer?”

      Marina scoffed, drawing Vesper’s attention. “That would defeat the purpose, wouldn’t it? The trials are meant to reveal your true nature—they’re not some rehearsed performance.”

      Ember shot Marina a sharp look before turning to Vesper. “While we can’t tell you specifics, I can say this: trust your instincts. The trials will challenge you in ways you can’t anticipate. Your gut reactions, your innate responses—those will be your guide.”

      Vesper nodded, grateful for even this small piece of advice.

      Beatrice rose from her seat. “Given your status, Miss Ainsley, as High Witch of the Concordat, I will allow you one week to prepare for your first trial, as is law. However, I will allow you a mentor and access to Thornhallow’s library.”

      “What say you?” Marina drawled.

      Vesper felt sick. She was an academic, and a little soft around the edges now that she thought about it. Could she face magical trials? From what she could tell, she had little choice if she wanted to find out more about Selene and her own abilities.

      Time to fight, remember? she thought.

      Beatrice was waiting. “Miss Ainsley, you must verbally agree or decline.”

      Vesper looked up, meeting Marina’s hard gaze before turning to Beatrice. “I agree.”

      “Then it’s settled.” The High Witch’s gaze seemed to fill with a note of regret as she nodded. “Rafe Thorne will be your mentor.”

      “The mage?” Marina asked, rising. “But⁠—“

      But Beatrice stared the other witch down, asserting her authority. “This meeting is concluded.”

      The coven members began to file out of the room, their hushed whispers and sly glances making Vesper aware that she was very much an outsider.

      Suddenly, Marina brushed past her, the witch’s shoulder connecting with Vesper’s arm. It wasn’t just a physical touch—Vesper felt Marina’s magic scrape against her own, raw and abrasive. She winced, the sensation like sandpaper against her skin, leaving behind a lingering, uncomfortable tingle.

      She whirled around, ready to confront Marina, but as she turned, she found herself facing empty air. Marina had vanished, melting away into the crowd of departing witches with supernatural speed.

      The brief contact had conveyed more than just hostility—there was a promise of challenge, of danger. It was as if Marina had marked her, a predator sizing up its prey.

      As the last of the coven members disappeared through
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