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      Faith Evans started down the path toward Ellesmere Lake, her overloaded satchel banging painfully against her leg.

      Her compass needle spun wildly, its brass face catching the morning light that filtered through the mist. She tapped the glass, but the needle continued its frenzied dance. Not good. The last time she’d seen readings like this was when one of Professor Hardy’s experiments had almost blown a hole in the side of the College of Artifice’s western wing.

      Faith pushed her way through the undergrowth, her surveyor’s coat catching on thorns. The woods surrounding the lake pressed close, branches weaving together overhead. Through gaps in the canopy, she glimpsed patches of sky—proper sky, not the perpetual twilight that had hung over Nightreach for thousands of years. But if the rumours proved true, then the lavender haze had lifted when the city’s ley lines had reconnected with the rest of the world.

      The lake revealed itself in fragments through the trees. Silver water rippled beneath the morning mist, the surface disturbed by currents that shouldn’t exist in a landlocked body of water. Magic thrummed through the ground beneath her boots, the ley lines surging.

      The College would need detailed readings. Magic had been bottled up in Nightreach for so long there was no telling what effect it might have on the wider world, let alone within the city limits. It was an exciting, yet dangerous, time to be alive.

      Her current assignment had come directly from Professor Theo Hardy himself. His letter had been insistent she make this her first and only priority. The accompanying package was full of witness statements describing crystalline formations that sprouted like ice along Ellesmere’s edge. The reports painted a disturbing picture: structures that grew overnight, humming with raw magical energy.

      A twig snapped beneath her foot. The sound echoed oddly, as if the air itself had thickened. Faith paused, her hand instinctively touching the protective ward stone in her pocket. The forest felt different here—charged, expectant. The familiar comfort of fieldwork had abandoned her, replaced by a crawling sensation between her shoulder blades.

      Through the trees, the lake’s surface rippled with unnatural movement. The mist clung too thickly, too low, defying the morning warmth. In all her years mapping magical anomalies across Nightreach and the land bordering the city, she’d developed an instinct for danger. That instinct screamed now.

      Faith’s fingers traced the worn edges of her compass. Its erratic movements had only grown worse as she approached the lake. The needle swung in impossible arcs, sometimes spinning full circles before stopping dead, pointing at nothing.

      Pausing, she took out her resonance gauge and balanced it on a flat stone. The device’s crystalline core pulsed with an irregular rhythm, more like a failing heart than its usual steady beat. She adjusted the calibration dials, but the readings refused to settle.

      The air felt wrong. Magic clung to everything like morning dew, but thicker and with an almost slimy quality. Even the soil beneath her boots radiated a strange energy that made her skin crawl.

      Faith pressed her palm against the earth. Wild power, long buried, began to stir, and the sensation jolted up her arm. Her fingers trembled as she opened her field journal, its pages already filled with a week’s worth of increasingly concerning observations.

      Site E-7, northwestern shore approach, she wrote, her normally neat handwriting wavering. Residual magical saturation exceeding known parameters. Gauge readings inconsistent with standard ley line behaviour.

      The needle swung again, settling on a value that defied every principle she’d learned at the College. Faith double-checked her calculations, but the numbers held firm. This wasn’t simple interference from the freed ley lines. The pattern felt orchestrated, as if something was conducting the flow of power beneath the surface, but that couldn’t be right. No one else was out here.

      She sketched the waveform displayed on her gauge, adding notations about the frequency and amplitude. The signature matched nothing in the College’s archives. Whatever caused this distortion was new, or perhaps very, very old. Maybe something had been disturbed by the reconnection of Nightreach’s ley lines.

      The hairs on the back of her neck prickled. Faith glanced over her shoulder, but the misty woods revealed nothing. Still, she couldn’t shake the sudden feeling that something wasn’t right. That something was watching her.

      Her pencil moved across the page: Persistent sensation of observation from an unknown source. Continuing to the shoreline to take further readings.

      She collected her resonance gauge and continued down the track. The trees parted, finally revealing Lake Ellesmere’s shore.

      Faith’s breath caught in her throat as she stepped onto the beach.

      Crystalline spires erupted from the water’s surface, their translucent formations stretching skyward. The structures caught the morning light, fracturing it into prismatic shards that danced across the rippling surface. But these weren’t the delicate clusters she’d expected from the reports. These formations stood metres tall, their surfaces rippling with veins of energy that pulsed in time with the disturbed ley lines beneath.

      The crystals seemed to drink in the mist, creating halos of fractured light around their bases where they breached the water. The shapes defied reason, angles collapsing inward until they formed patterns so unnatural they made her vision blur when she looked too closely. Each formation hummed with a deep, subsonic frequency that vibrated through her bones.

      Faith pulled out her journal with trembling hands. But how could she capture this? The crystals shifted as she watched, not growing exactly, but…changing. Facets rearranged themselves like living things, creating new patterns faster than her mind could comprehend.

      Faith halted at the water’s edge, drawing a slow breath that misted in the cool air. The lake stretched before her, its surface mirror-smooth despite the energy coursing through the area.

      Her reflection stared back at her, but something wasn’t right. She tilted her head, and her heart skipped. The reflection followed a heartbeat too late, as if time itself had gone slack.

      Her fingers tightened around her compass. The needle spun faster now, whirling like a possessed thing. The crystal formations seemed to pulse in response, their inner light strengthening with each rotation.

      The woods pressed close against her back, empty of life. No birdsong broke the silence. No leaves stirred in the branches overhead. Even the persistent background hum of ambient magic felt muted here, replaced by something else. Something watching, waiting.

      Faith scanned the treeline, searching for movement, any sign of another presence.

      Nothing.

      All that she felt, was that crawling sensation between her shoulder blades, and a certainty she wasn’t alone. The crystalline spires cast strange shadows that seemed to shift when she wasn’t looking directly at them, and the delayed reflection in the water made her doubt her own movements.

      It reminded her of the Fold in a way, how reality seemed to bend…but it couldn’t be that. The liminal space, and all the nightmarish creatures that had existed within it, had dissolved into nothing days ago. It was gone.

      Faith knelt beside the nearest crystalline structure. Her hand trembled as she reached out, expecting the bite of cold stone against her skin, but the crystal’s surface radiated warmth.

      A rhythmic pulse travelled up her arm, resonating with the ley lines that criss-crossed beneath the lake shore. The sensation intensified, settling into a pattern that matched the surge and ebb of magical energy flowing through the ground. Her fingers tingled where they pressed against the crystal, as if tiny electrical charges danced between her skin and its surface.

      Faith pulled her hand back, examining her fingertips. They looked normal, but the ghost of that vibration lingered. She’d never encountered anything like this. Crystal formations could channel magical energy, yes—the College’s own wards used precisely cut gems as focal points—but this was different. These structures weren’t just conducting energy, they were somehow synchronising with it.

      She rifled through her satchel for her thaumaturgic resonance meter, careful not to touch the crystal again. The device’s needle jumped erratically as she held it near the surface. The readings made no sense. Magic didn’t behave this way naturally—it required careful manipulation, precise formulae, years of study to achieve even simple harmonics.

      Yet here stood these impossible structures, perfectly attuned to the ley line network, as if they’d grown that way on purpose. As if something, or someone, had shaped them.

      The warmth from the crystal seemed to intensify, its inner light pulsing stronger. Faith’s hand burned with remembered contact, that unnatural rhythm still echoing through her bones. She’d need to document this thoroughly, but first, she had to know if this was natural phenomenon, or had someone deliberately tapped into the newly freed ley lines?

      Faith’s heart stuttered as movement caught her eye. A ripple across the lake’s surface where there should be none. The water bulged upward, then settled, but the distortion remained, like a lens warping reality itself.

      She froze, muscles locked in place as her reflection twisted. Her mirrored self cocked its head left while Faith’s own head remained straight. The image stretched, limbs elongating past human proportions before snapping back like elastic. The sight sent bile rising in her throat.

      Magic crackled through the air, sharp and acrid. The crystalline formations surrounding her lit up in response, their hum deepening to a bone-shaking resonance. The sound burrowed into her skull, reverberating through her chest cavity until she could no longer distinguish her heartbeat from its pulse.

      Faith’s breath came in short gasps. Every survival instinct screamed at her to run, to put as much distance between herself and this wrongness as possible. But her legs wouldn’t respond.

      The reflection rippled again. Her mirror image’s mouth stretched into a too-wide smile—one she definitely wasn’t wearing. Its eyes blinked independently of her own, and its fingers… Faith watched in horror as they lengthened, reaching toward the surface from below.

      The crystal beneath Faith’s touch fractured with a sound like breaking ice. Her heart lurched as crystalline tendrils shot up her fingers, spreading across her skin in delicate, frost-like patterns. The growth raced past her knuckles, spiralling around her wrist with terrible purpose.

      She tried to pull away, but her arm wouldn’t respond. She hadn’t been touching it. She hadn’t⁠—

      The numbness crept higher, a cold emptiness that left her skin pale and translucent. Where the crystal touched, sensation vanished—not frozen, but absent, as if those parts of her had never existed at all.

      Faith reached for her magic, the familiar warmth that had always answered her call. Nothing. The power slipped through her grasp like water, drawn into the crystalline web that now encased her forearm. She watched in horror as her own magical essence twisted and reformed within the growth, transformed into something alien and wrong.

      “No, no, no—” The words caught in her throat as she attempted a basic ward, the simplest protection taught to first-years at the College. The spell dissolved before it could form, its components scattered and reshaped by whatever force controlled the crystal.

      The numbness reached her elbow. Faith’s fingers had gone completely transparent, like glass caught in sunlight. Through them, she could see the distorted shape of her reflection in the lake, still moving on its own, still wearing that terrible smile.

      She tried another spell, then another, growing desperate as each attempt was not just blocked but rewritten. The magic turned to crystal the moment it left her body, feeding the growth that now crept past her bicep. Her arm hung uselessly at her side, transformed into something that no longer belonged to her.

      The crystal sang as it spread, a high, pure note that resonated with the larger formations rising from the lake. Faith’s own magic, twisted and changed, joined the harmony.

      Panic clawed at Faith’s chest as understanding crashed through her. The crystalline structures weren’t mapping the ley lines—they were reshaping magic itself into this cold, alien form. Her transformed arm caught the morning light, fracturing it into impossible colours that burned her eyes.

      The numbness crept across her shoulder, spreading tendrils of emptiness beneath her skin. Each pulse of magic through the network sent fresh waves of transformation rippling through her body.

      “Help!” The word emerged distorted, her voice cracking like splintering glass.

      Her own magic betrayed her, flowing out of her core and into the crystal web that claimed more of her with each heartbeat. The sensation wasn’t painful—it was worse. It was absence, a void spreading through her being, replacing everything that made her her with perfect, crystalline silence.

      The vibration reached her bones, resonating at a frequency that threatened to shake her apart. But instead of breaking, she felt herself aligning with it, her essence reorganising to match its song. The crystal’s hum became her heartbeat, became her breath, became⁠—

      Her consciousness stretched, thinned, fragmented like light through a prism. The last thing Faith registered was the sensation of her thoughts crystallising, transforming into facets of something vast and incomprehensible.

      Her last human thought scattered into prismatic shards of memory and sensation. Then she was gone.

      Silence descended over Ellesmere Lake.

      Where Faith Evans had stood moments before, a new crystalline formation now rose from the shore, its facets capturing and refracting the morning light. Her leather satchel spilled its contents across wet sand, tools scattered where she’d left them, their frantic readings petering out to nothing. The compass needle had finally stilled, pointing unwaveringly toward the lake’s centre.

      Through the trees, no wind stirred. No birds called. The morning mist clung to the water’s surface, undisturbed. Only the steady pulse of magic through the buried ley lines remained, threading between the crystal monuments…waiting.

      Waiting and remembering.
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      Runes ignited beneath Vesper’s fingertips, burning ancient sigils into her vision until darkness and light became indistinguishable. Fragments of memory spun like shards of broken glass while the Echo’s power thrummed beneath her skin, a cacophony of impossible notes that set her nerves ablaze.

      She stood once more before the ancient stone, its surface alive with a cold, hungry radiance that bore into her soul, demanding recognition, demanding surrender.

      The memory warped and stretched. Magic crackled through the air, raw and untamed. The Echo’s consciousness brushed against her own, vast and terrible and beautiful all at once. It tasted of copper and starlight, of forgotten songs and buried secrets.

      Vesper’s body arched beneath sweat-soaked sheets as the remembered sensation of power coursed through her. The Echo had known her, had reached for her with tendrils of pure magic that sparked recognition deep within her core. In that moment of connection, she’d glimpsed centuries of stored memories. Countless lives and deaths, triumphs and failures, all preserved within the stone…or what lived within it.

      Her body convulsed as power surged through her veins, every ounce of her Resonant ability crystallising into a single, terrible purpose. Her hand struck the ancient stone, which fractured beneath her touch with a sound like a thousand screaming voices. Power exploded outward in a devastating wave that threatened to tear her apart. Even as she began to shatter, the Echo reached for her, recognised her, its tendrils caressing her consciousness with terrible intimacy, as if she were something both familiar and foreign.

      The Echo shattered with a crystalline shriek, fracturing into four distinct pieces as the world lurched sideways.

      The Fold collapsed around her, reality buckling as the ley lines writhed and tore free. Streets folded at impossible angles, buildings twisting and warping as darkness ate away at the edges of reality. Through the unraveling chaos, the Echo’s presence endured, a watching mind that never turned away, even as she fractured it.

      The sensation of falling gripped her, an endless plunge into depths that held no bottom. Magic roared through her blood, raw and primal, a force that could reshape the world or tear it apart. In that suspended moment between sleeping and waking, Vesper felt the Echo’s consciousness brush against her own once more—ancient, aware, and impossibly alive.

      The void stretched endlessly, a darkness deeper than night. Vesper floated suspended in its depths, her body weightless yet heavy with remembered power. A whisper brushed against her consciousness. There were no words, only a pure vibration that resonated through her bones.

      The sound grew, building like pressure beneath her skin. It spoke of ancient things, of powers that existed before humanity drew its first breath.

      The darkness shifted, merging into a mass of writhing shadows that rushed toward her and⁠—

      Vesper jerked upright, her heart hammering. Cold sweat clung to her as fragments of the dream clutched to her mind. The Echo’s presence lingered, a phantom sensation that made her skin crawl.

      A sharp knock broke through the silence.

      “Vesper?”

      Her mouth opened to respond, but the words stuck in her throat as static electricity danced across her skin. The door swung inward before she could find her voice.

      Rafe stood frozen in the doorway, his tall frame casting no shadow in the darkness. His eyes widened as they swept across the room, fixing on something she couldn’t see. Magic radiated from him in waves that clashed against the lingering energy of her dream.

      “Don’t move,” he breathed, one hand raised.

      Vesper followed Rafe’s gaze and her breath caught. Her belongings hung suspended in the air, caught in a perfect moment of stillness. Books and papers floated lazily in the still air. Her leather jacket hung as if draped over an invisible body, sleeve extended toward the ceiling. Even her boots bobbed by the end of her bed.

      The chair beside her desk balanced on a single leg, frozen mid-topple. Even her grimoire—normally kept safely tucked inside her leather satchel—hovered at eye level. Its ancient pages rippled and turned of their own accord, releasing faint whispers of long-forgotten spells into the charged air.

      Her heart pounded against her ribs as reality caught up with her consciousness…then the moment shattered.

      Everything crashed down at once. Books slammed onto the floor with dull thuds. Papers scattered in a chaotic whirlwind. Her coat crumpled into a heap. The chair completed its fall with a resounding crack against the floorboards. The grimoire snapped shut and dropped heavily onto her bed, narrowly missing her feet.

      Rafe stepped into the room. His gaze darted between her and the mess. He wasn’t surprised.

      “How many times is this now?” he asked.

      Vesper pushed a hand through her sweat-dampened hair, exhaling slowly as her racing heart began to settle. “Third time this week.”

      Two weeks. It had been two weeks since she’d shattered the Echo, since she’d felt its ancient consciousness splinter beneath her touch. Two weeks of restless nights filled with dreams of power and darkness. Two weeks of trying to convince herself that everything would return to normal. That she’d have time to recover…and to find the Echo fragments.

      The scattered papers rustled, stirring in a nonexistent breeze. Vesper clenched her fists, willing the energy thrumming beneath her skin to settle. The papers stilled.

      The mattress dipped as Rafe settled beside her, close enough that his magic tingled against her heightened senses.

      “Another dream?” His voice was quiet, careful.

      Vesper’s fingers twisted in the sheets. She nodded. “It wasn’t like the others.” The words caught in her throat. “The Echo…it wasn’t just power stored in stone. It was alive. Conscious.” Her voice dropped. “It knew me, Rafe. Not just as a Resonant, but as…me. Like it’d been waiting.”

      She drew her knees up to her chest, trying to suppress another shiver. “When I touched it, when I shattered it… I felt everything. Centuries of memories, all that stored power, but underneath it all was this presence. This vast, ancient thing that watched and knew and…” She swallowed hard. “Nothing should be that aware. Nothing should be able to reach into you like that, to know you so completely.”

      Remembering how the Echo’s consciousness had brushed against her own made her skin crawl. Even now, weeks later, she could still feel phantom traces of that terrible intimacy—the way it had recognised something in her, something she herself didn’t understand.

      “I don’t think it was just storing memories,” she continued. “It felt like it was collecting them. Consuming them. And when it touched my mind…” She pressed her palms against her eyes, trying to block out the memory of ancient awareness seeping into her thoughts. “It felt like it’d been searching for something. For someone. And when it found me, it…” The words failed her.

      Rafe’s expression darkened. “Have you felt anything else? Changes in your magic?”

      Vesper’s fingers traced abstract patterns on the sheets as she considered his question. The familiar tingle of her Resonant abilities hummed beneath her skin, but something else lurked beneath it. A deeper current that felt ancient and strange.

      “It’s different now.” She flexed her fingers, watching faint traces of opalescent light dance between them. “Before, magic was…intuitive. I never questioned how it worked, just trusted that it would. In hindsight…I was stupid. Rafe, I…” A book on her desk shifted slightly, responding to the restless energy radiating from her.

      “I still think you did the right thing,” he told her.

      “The Wraith…” She swallowed hard, remembering the creature that’d once guarded the Echo. “It warned me there’d be consequences.”

      Vesper stared at her trembling hands, the opalescent light still dancing between her fingers. Her magic felt raw, untamed like a wild creature pacing beneath her skin.

      Shattering the Echo means shattering yourself.

      “My magic used to feel like it was mine,” she whispered. “Now it feels like I’m channelling something bigger. Something that’s using me.”

      The admission made her stomach twist. She’d always relied on her instincts when it came to magic, trusted in her ability to control it, but now? Now she wasn’t sure who, or what, was really in control.

      A heavy silence settled between them. Rafe’s shoulders tensed as he rubbed the back of his neck. His expression shifted before smoothing into careful neutrality.

      “Vesper… This is beyond me,” he admitted. “I don’t know what to do. Resonant magic is a complete unknown and after everything we’ve seen…”

      “That’s okay,” she murmured. “I don’t expect you to know everything.”

      “There might be someone who can help,” he went on, shrugging off her reassurances. “Someone who understands how to handle…unstable magic.”

      The hesitation in his voice made Vesper’s stomach clench. Rafe never hesitated. Not when facing down Fold Hunters, not when navigating treacherous magical territories. Yet here he was, choosing his words as carefully as if he were weaving a complex spell.

      “Who?”

      His magic flickered, a brief surge that betrayed his discomfort. “Aldrick.”

      The name hung in the air between them. Vesper studied Rafe’s face, noting the slight tension around his eyes, the way his fingers had stilled against his neck. She’d heard fragments about Aldrick before, but always in passing, always accompanied by that same careful tone Rafe used now. The reclusive mage who’d taken Rafe in, taught him magic, helped him search for his missing memories.

      “Your mentor?” she asked, watching as Rafe’s expression tightened further. “The one you haven’t spoken to in⁠—”

      “Six years,” he cut in. “But he knows more about magical theory than anyone else I’ve ever met. If anyone can help you understand your magic, it’s him.” The admission seemed to cost him something. His magic drew inward, coiling around him like a defensive shield.

      Vesper watched Rafe’s profile in the dim light. His gaze fixed on the scattered books across her floor, refusing to meet her eyes.

      “Aldrick found me wandering in the village, Millbrook, as you know,” Rafe said at last. “No memories, no direction. Just raw magic I couldn’t control. I didn’t even remember that I was a mage, let alone my own name.” His fingers curled around the edge of the blankets. “He took me in when he could have turned me away. Taught me everything I know about magic, and about surviving in this world.”

      Magic stirred around him, echoing old memories. Vesper’s Resonant senses picked up traces of younger fear, confusion, and eventually determination threaded through the energy.

      “He’s not like the mages you’ve met in Nightreach.” Rafe’s voice hardened. “Aldrick doesn’t teach spells from textbooks. He doesn’t hold your hand or offer gentle guidance when you struggle.” He finally turned to face her, his expression grave. “If we go to him for help, you need to understand what you’re walking into. Aldrick will push you past every limit you think you have. He’ll break you down to build you back stronger. There’s no halfway with him.”

      The raw honesty in his voice made Vesper’s chest tighten. This wasn’t just about finding help for her unstable magic. This was Rafe opening up about a chapter of his life he rarely discussed.

      She pulled her knees closer, wrapping her arms around them. The scattered books across her floor were a chaotic reminder of her failing control. Of stabbing in the dark and hoping she found her target. Pages rustled in another phantom breeze, and she clenched her teeth until the magic settled.

      “When do we leave?” The question came out steadier than she felt.

      Rafe’s magic flickered, a hint of surprise stirred by her quick acceptance. He turned to face her, his gaze searching hers. Whatever he found there made his expression soften, just slightly.

      “I’ll write to him.” His gaze swept across the chaos of her room.

      “Do you think he’ll refuse?”

      “No. After everything that’s happened, teaching the first known Resonant in generations will be too hard for him to resist. He’ll agree.”

      Vesper nodded, throat tight. Her magic stirred restlessly beneath her skin, as if sensing the approaching change.

      Rafe stood. He looked down at her, and for a moment his mask slipped. Concern flickered across his features, quickly hidden. He crossed to the door, stepping over fallen books. At the threshold, he hesitated. “Vesper⁠—”

      “I know,” she said quietly. “Thank you.”

      After he left, Vesper sat among the wreckage of her magic, almost afraid to go back to sleep.

      She pressed her palm flat against her grimoire, feeling the ancient magic pulse beneath its cover. Whatever waited for her in Millbrook, whatever trials Aldrick had in store, she’d face them. She had to.
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      Sunlight streamed through Vesper’s bedroom window, casting long shadows across the floor. The familiar weight of magic hummed beneath her skin as she gazed out at Nightreach’s sprawling skyline. Spires and towers stretched toward the startling blue expanse—a sky that felt strange after two thousand years of purple-tinged twilight.

      She hadn’t been able to get any proper sleep after her dream a few nights ago, afraid she’d wake up in the middle of a destroyed bedroom. And every night since, she’d tossed and turned, not really finding rest at all.

      Rubbing her eyes, she sighed. Of course there’d be consequences. She’d been stupid to think she’d escaped after what she’d done to the Echo.

      As the city awakened below, Vesper’s attention drifted to the letter clutched in her trembling hands. Ash’s handwriting, once a source of comfort, now felt like a stranger’s—his distinctive slant forming words devoid of the warmth she’d come to expect. Instead, page after page detailed the Echo’s remnants with cold precision, as though documenting artefacts rather than the fragments of their shared nightmare.

      Further study required to determine locations of the fragments. The line burned in her mind. No mention of the cost she’d paid to shatter it, the lives lost in D’Arco’s ritual, the homes collapsed by ward failures, the bonds broken, the families cut off from one another because of the Fold’s collapse. And all the people hurt and killed by shadow construct infractions and poisoned Threads.

      A breath caught in her throat as her magic stirred, reaching instinctively toward the remembered pulse of the Echo. The opalescent sheen of her power flickered across her skin, but found nothing to latch onto. The stone was gone, its pieces scattered. She’d made sure of that.

      It was this or total destruction. At least that’s what she told herself. But there was a third option that in hindsight… No. There was no telling what she would’ve done if she’d merged with the Echo. No telling at all.

      The paper crinkled as her grip tightened. Even the voice in Ash’s letter sounded different, reading like a stranger’s work. Cold. Distant. As if he’d erased himself from every word. Maybe he was angry with her too, like Blair.

      Magic rippled through Nightreach’s foundations, steadier now than it had been since the shattering. The city was knitting itself back together, finding new patterns, new rhythms. But some things, it seemed, remained broken.

      The bedroom door creaked. Vesper’s magic flared instinctively before she sensed Rafe. The tension in her shoulders eased as she turned to see him lean against the doorframe, arms crossed. His scrutiny prickled across her skin, more intimate than her magic’s warning pulse.

      “Finished packing then?” His gaze drifted to the duffle bag sprawled across her bed, contents spilling from its open mouth. One dark eyebrow arched.

      Vesper turned back to the window, Ash’s letter crinkling as she folded it into precise quarters. “Nearly.”

      The bag held only what she couldn’t bear to leave: three changes of clothes, her leather-bound journal with its collection of sketched runes, her dog-eared copy of Pride and Prejudice that had seen her through multiple foster homes as a teenager, and the grimoire—the book that had started everything—wrapped in her softest grey jumper. The rest of her stuff could stay. Postcards, books, work clothes. Things that belonged to a different Vesper, one who’d believed in certainties, the predictable structure of learning an ancient language, the alphabetical cataloguing of books, and solid ground beneath her feet. The human librarian who’d once sat hidden away in a quiet archive in London, repairing historical manuscripts and books, content to let the world pass her by because it was safer that way.

      Rafe crossed to the bed, the wooden floor creaking under his weight. He eyed the sparse contents of her bag. “Travelling light, I see. Though I suppose that’s better than lugging around half of Nightreach.” A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth.

      Vesper adjusted the sleeve of her black jumper, smoothing out a non-existent wrinkle. “You learn to pack efficiently when you move around enough.” And she wasn’t just talking about the chaos of the last few months.

      Her gaze drifted over the room. To the bookshelf with its carefully arranged volumes, the small desk where she’d studied magical theory and attempts to crack the grimoire’s cypher, the wardrobe full of clothes Rafe had got here from her flat in London. All of it felt like borrowed pieces of someone else’s life now.

      “Besides,” she said, “possessions weigh you down here. Everything’s too…connected. Too many memories, too much residual magic.” Her fingers brushed against the moonstone pendant at her throat. “Sometimes it’s easier to just let things go. They’re…noisy.”

      “That’s the Resonant in you talking,” Rafe murmured.

      “I guess so.”

      Vesper traced her fingers along the windowsill, feeling the grain of wood beneath her touch. Magic thrummed through the house’s bones, different now since the Echo shattered. Everything felt raw, exposed like a wound still healing.

      “We can leave whenever you’re ready.” Rafe’s voice broke through her thoughts. “There’s a stable Thread near the city walls that will take us most of the way. Owen checked it out for us.”

      She nodded, though her stomach twisted at the thought. The last Thread she travelled was the one they’d used to escape the collapsing Fold. She guessed the only place they went now, was this world. Sure beat public transport.

      “Did Aldrick say anything else in his last letter?” She turned from the window, meeting Rafe’s gaze. What if he couldn’t help them? What if the answers they sought weren’t in Millbrook at all? The Echo fragments wouldn’t wait for her to get a grip on her changing magic.

      “No. Nothing new.” Rafe ran a hand through his hair, a gesture she’d learned meant he was holding something back. “He’s willing to teach you, if you’re willing to listen.”

      “Nothing about the fragments?”

      “He’s heard nothing. No one knows about the Echo outside of us, Blair and Theo, and the inner circle of the Concordat. And Owen, of course.” He smiled, trying to reassure her. “No news is good news.”

      Vesper looked up. The morning light caught the angles of Rafe’s face, highlighting the tension she hadn’t noticed before. “Are you sure you want to go?”

      Rafe shifted his weight, crossing his arms, his expression impossible to read. But Vesper recognised the walls going up, the careful way he held himself, as though he were preparing for a blow.

      “We still have a long road ahead of us,” he murmured. “And you need your magic.”

      He could be a politician, she thought, her hand rising to her pendant. Neither a confirmation nor a denial. She resisted the urge to press further. Some doors weren’t meant to be forced open, so she let him brood. There would be time to help him work through his past, and maybe even discover some truths, but it wouldn’t happen all at once.

      Vesper exhaled slowly, rolling her shoulders against the weight of exhaustion that seemed permanently etched into her bones. The past weeks had left their mark—not just on her, but on everyone.

      Through the window, life in Nightreach continued. Witches and mages walked the streets below, rebuilding what was lost, adapting to the new rhythms of magic. Her thoughts drifted to Ember, thrust into the role of High Witch. The letter that had arrived the day before had spoke of sleepless nights and endless meetings, of trying to hold together a fractured Concordat while learning to wield power she’d never wanted.

      Blair hadn’t visited or even left a message. The detective was still angry with her, even though it wasn’t her fault the Fold had collapsed. She couldn’t go back to London, to her home, her job, her life. And in her eyes, Vesper carried the blame.

      And Ash… Her chest tightened at the thought of him, buried in his shop beneath stacks of ancient books. His letters grew more detached with each passing day, as though the warmth between them had frozen solid. She understood his dedication to tracking the Echo fragments, but sometimes she wondered if he blamed her for shattering it in the first place.

      The silence stretched between her and Rafe, heavy with unspoken words. Outside, a flock of ravens took flight from a nearby rooftop, their wings catching the morning light. The world moved on, but the fractures remained—in the city, in their friendships, in themselves.

      Vesper’s fingers tightened around Ash’s letter one final time, the paper’s crisp edges digging into her skin.

      “We should go.” Rafe’s voice was soft, careful. The same tone he’d used when they’d first met, when she was just beginning to understand what she was. What she could do.

      She zipped the bag closed, the harsh metallic sound cutting through the quiet. Her magic stirred restlessly beneath her skin, reaching out to brush against the remnants of spells woven into the room’s walls. Even these simple protections felt different now. Raw and volatile, like everything else since the Echo shattered.

      Vesper straightened, adjusting the strap of her bag across her shoulder. The weight of it felt insignificant compared to what she carried inside her. Her fingers found the moonstone pendant again, its smooth surface cool against her skin. At least some things remained constant.

      Rafe moved toward the door, retrieving his own bag from the hall. He paused at the threshold, one hand resting against the frame. “Ready?”

      The question hung between them, heavy with everything they weren’t saying. About Aldrick. About the Echo fragments. About what waited for them beyond Nightreach’s walls.

      “Yeah,” she said, glancing back at her room one last time. Maybe out there, beyond Nightreach’s walls, she might be able to breathe again.
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        * * *

      

      Vesper followed Rafe down the stone steps of the townhouse, the door clicking shut.

      The usual bustle of Nightreach had dimmed to a whisper. Few people walked the cobbled streets, their footsteps echoing in the unnatural quiet. Those who passed kept their heads down, shoulders hunched against more than just the morning chill.

      The buildings that lined the street stood solid and unchanging, their stones weathered by time rather than magic. No longer did they shift and breathe with the city’s pulse, mirroring the magical scaffold that had once connected them to London, but they were now fixed in place.

      The grand townhouses that had once sparkled with ethereal light now looked almost mundane, their windows reflecting nothing but ordinary sunlight. The intricate carvings that decorated their façades remained beautiful, but static, frozen in place where once they had danced with intricate wards.

      Magic still flowed, but it felt different. Raw. Unpredictable. Like a river that had broken its banks and carved new channels through unfamiliar terrain. Vesper’s own power responded to it, reaching out to test the altered currents, seeking patterns in the chaos.

      She’d stood beyond Nightreach’s walls once before, back when she’d emerged from the cavern housing the Original Source. Standing on the shores of the Darkmese, she’d looked at a sky unburdened by the prison that housed the Echo, and felt the currents of wild magic tug at her. The magic that flowed here now…it felt like that and more. A mixture of the two, making something new.

      Rafe led the way, already half-way down the block, and Vesper jogged to catch up.

      At the corner, a flicker of blue light caught her attention. Across the street, a mage pressed her palm against a doorframe, tracing elaborate patterns with her other hand. The sigils blazed to life, settling into the wood grain with a soft hum that resonated with Vesper’s magic.

      Rafe paused, following her gaze. “Everyone’s having to start fresh. It’s not always a bad thing.”

      They turned down Bell Street, where reconstruction efforts were in full swing. A group of merchants cleared fallen masonry from their shop fronts, while others balanced on ladders, replacing cracked window panes. The air filled with the scrape of brooms and the tap of hammers.

      Two witches swept past, their long coats emblazoned with the silver crescent moon of the Luminous Concordat. The taller one clutched a staff with a crystal tip, while her companion’s fingers traced patterns in the air, testing the altered flows of magic.

      “—unprecedented. The wards need complete restructuring—” Their voices faded as they passed, but their anxious glances at the buildings spoke volumes.

      Vesper watched them disappear around a corner. The Concordat had always projected an image of absolute control, of ancient wisdom passed down through generations. Now they seemed as lost as everyone else, scrambling to understand this new version of their city.

      The walk to the outer walls took far longer without any Threads to use as a shortcut. They wound their way through the streets, passing beneath stone archways and crossing bridges that spanned gaps between buildings. The reconstruction efforts grew sparse as they left the heart of the city, moving into less populated areas.

      Here, the damage from the Echo’s awakening was more pronounced. Collapsed walls, streets split by fissures that gleamed with residual magic, and Forgotten Quarters that now saw sunlight for the first time in generations.

      At last, the outer walls rose before them, great slabs of ancient stone that had once rippled with protective enchantments. Now they stood silent, marking the boundary between Nightreach and the world beyond.

      “There’s the Thread,” Rafe said, pointing.

      The Thread clung to the wall like living mercury, its silvery tendrils spreading across the stone in delicate, fractal patterns. Unlike the rigid pathways that had once bridged the Fold, this Thread pulsed with wild, untamed energy. It branched and split, each new growth seeking purchase in the weathered stone. The metallic strands wove through hairline cracks, their glow intensifying where they crossed, forming nodes of concentrated power that sparkled like glitter.

      Her magic reached out, testing its edges. The Thread responded with a soft hum that resonated through her chest. No trace remained of the Fold’s oppressive darkness or the hungry shadows that had once lurked between worlds.

      “It’s beautiful,” she breathed.

      “Different, isn’t it?” Rafe stood beside her, his own magic a steady presence. “These new pathways…they’re more stable than the old ones. No need to worry about Fold Hunters or getting lost between realities.”

      The Thread pulsed, sending ripples of silver light dancing across their faces. Vesper watched as it twisted and curled like a living thing, anchored at one end to the weathered stones of Nightreach’s wall and stretching away into the distance.

      “How many are left?”

      “Owen said maybe a dozen across the city. Most collapsed when D’Arco…” Rafe’s voice tightened. “When everything changed. The ones that survived adapted somehow, found new connections to the outside world.”

      “Like the ley lines,” she whispered.

      The Thread beckoned, its magic singing to her own in a way the old paths never had. This wasn’t just a door between worlds. It was a bridge, a connection to something larger. Something wild and free and terrifyingly new. This world. Not the Earth she’d come from, but a whole planet of magic and the complications that came with it. Who knew what was out there waiting to be discovered?

      Rafe stepped forward, his boots crunching on scattered stone. He turned back, hand extended, pale eyes studying her face. “It’s different now. No more darkness waiting to swallow us up.” The corner of his mouth lifted in that crooked half-smile she’d come to know so well. The one that meant he understood exactly what she was thinking. “Just Millbrook on the other side. A quiet little village in the middle of a forest. Probably the most boring place you’ll ever visit.”

      His fingers remained steady, waiting for hers. The Thread’s light played across his skin, casting strange shadows that made him look almost ethereal. But his hand was solid and warm when she reached for it.

      Vesper exhaled and stepped into the Thread, her fingers intertwined with Rafe’s. The world folded inward, reality bending around them. Unlike the old Threads, this passage stretched longer, vaster. Silver light rippled across her skin as space warped and twisted.

      The familiar vertigo settled in her stomach, but something else thrummed beneath it. The ley lines pulsed, sending tremors through the magical pathway.

      Her magic responded, reaching instinctively toward the disturbance. The sensation coiled around her magic, vast and ancient and somehow aware.

      The Thread’s silver light flickered, casting strange shadows. Vesper’s breath caught as another pulse reverberated through her bones.

      Rafe’s grip tightened on her hand. The world stretched, contracted, then snapped back into focus.

      The Thread released them into dappled sunlight. Ancient oaks spread their branches overhead, light filtering through layers of leaves, and a path wound through the undergrowth, barely visible beneath a carpet of moss.

      The air tasted different here. It was rich with earth and growing things, untouched by the chaos of Nightreach’s transformation.

      “Welcome to Cornwall,” Rafe murmured.
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      The enchanted ring burned against Blair’s skin as she twisted it absently around her finger. Outside the safehouse windows, Nightreach sprawled beneath a cloudless sky that shouldn’t exist, blue where there had once been perpetual lavender twilight.

      Three weeks had passed since Vesper shattered the Echo, and Blair still couldn’t get used to seeing actual sunlight illuminating the city’s twisted spires. Everything looked the same, yet critically altered. Streets that had once seethed with magical energy now lay dormant, their enchantments fractured or faded entirely, while others writhed with wild magic that the Limina struggled to contain.

      But the ring that used to belong to her grandmother remained steadfastly active.

      Blair held it up to the light, studying the worn silver band and the small amber stone at its centre. The gem pulsed faintly, responding to her scrutiny with a flicker of golden light. Four years ago, this unassuming piece of jewellery had changed her life, drawing her through the Fold and into Nightreach for the first time.

      Now, the Fold was gone, crushed when reality resettled itself after Vesper’s reckless decision to shatter the Echo…and with it, Blair’s only way home.

      A familiar burn of resentment flared in her chest. She’d built a life in London. A career, a home, routines that anchored her to the otherworld.

      It was all gone now, or at least inaccessible. She was stranded here among witches and mages who could bend reality with a flick of their wrists, while she remained painfully, frustratingly human.

      “Still staring at that thing?” Theo’s voice came from the doorway, raspy from disuse.

      Blair slipped the ring back onto her finger, unwilling to share her thoughts. “Just checking if it still works.”

      Theo Hardy looked better than he had in weeks. The artificer had finally regained some colour in his face, and the dark circles beneath his eyes had begun to fade. D’Arco had nearly killed him with shadow magic during his kidnapping, but Hardy seemed to have an annoying habit of bouncing back from the impossible.

      “Everything magical still works,” he said, stepping into the small sitting room. “Just differently. The ley lines haven’t disappeared, they’ve merely…adjusted.”

      “Is that what you’d call the chaos in Market Square?” Blair reached for her notebook, flipping through pages of meticulous observations collected during her rare ventures outside the safehouse. “Seven businesses collapsed when their wards failed. The Limina can’t even explain why some structures remain perfectly intact while others dissolve like wet paper.”

      “The ley lines were reconnected too quickly. No one had time to prepare or stabilise the magical infrastructure. This place was built on complex wards and people got lazy and stopped building with tangible materials.” Theo crossed to the windows, peering out at the city below with a hunger that made Blair’s shoulders tense. “I need to get back to my workshop. I have equipment there that could measure these fluctuations. The Limina needs manpower.”

      “Your workshop is probably a wreck,” Blair reminded him. “D’Arco’s people trashed it when they took you. And then there was the incident with the necromancer.”

      “It’s likely salvageable,” Theo insisted, raking a hand through his dishevelled hair. “Most of my equipment is designed to withstand magical surges, but my notes are what matter. If they’re still there.”

      “You’ve got your journal.”

      He shook his head. “That’s not all of it.”

      Of course it isn’t, she thought. Nothing is ever easy in this world.

      Blair leaned back in her chair, assessing him. Three weeks of healing, of careful vigilance while shadow magic cleared from his system. Three weeks of answering her questions with half-truths and carefully constructed evasions. She’d known Hardy was holding back during their time together in the safehouse, watching him navigate her questions with deliberate omissions, but she’d lacked the energy to press harder while focusing on his recovery. There were too many things that she was angry about and if she allowed them all in… Well, that was a messy explosion waiting to happen.

      Now, she watched the restless energy building in his movements, the way his fingers twitched toward his coat hanging by the door.

      “You’re not ready to leave,” she said flatly. “There are still shadow mages roaming the city, the Concordat’s control is shaky at best, and you’ve barely recovered from whatever D’Arco did to you in that ritual.” The ritual that would’ve merged D’Arco with the Echo and leading to the literal end of the world.

      “I’ve recovered,” Hardy insisted, reaching for his coat. “We’ve wasted enough time. If the College has seized my notes, or worse, if whoever was funding me has retrieved them⁠—”

      “So you admit someone was pulling your strings.” Blair rose from her chair, pulse quickening. This was the most direct admission he’d made about his mysterious backers. “Who was it? D’Arco?”

      Theo scowled. “No, it wasn’t D’Arco. Why would I work with that madman? I’m not a criminal, Blair.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Then who?”

      “I don’t know.” His voice dropped, tension visible in the lines of his shoulders. “That’s the problem. The money came through official College channels. Professor Orme handled the arrangement. He said an anonymous donor was intrigued by my containment theories.”

      A donor interested in containing magical energy. Blair’s thoughts immediately went to the Echo, now shattered into pieces Vesper and Rafe were frantically trying to track down. Had Hardy been unknowingly working on a way to control it? To channel its power?

      “What exactly were you researching?” she asked carefully.

      Theo’s gaze shifted away, focusing on something beyond the window. “Energy containment. Stabilisation protocols for volatile magical sources.” His fingers drummed against his thigh. “Nothing dangerous.”

      “Everything’s dangerous where magic is concerned,” Blair countered, thinking of the countless crime scenes she’d investigated over the years. “Especially when it comes wrapped in unnamed benefactors and secret funding.”

      “Not everything is a conspiracy, Detective.” Theo’s smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Sometimes it’s just the exploration of the unknown that frightens people. Even in Nightreach, cause and effect still exist.”

      Blair raised an eyebrow. “That sounds dangerously close to science, Hardy. Not a popular worldview in magical circles.”

      “I prefer to call it methodical magical theory,” he replied with a careful shrug. “The College doesn’t appreciate my…experimental approach. Too much measurement, too many variables, not enough reverence for tradition.”

      Blair studied him, noticing the slight flush creeping up his neck, the way his stance had shifted to something defensive. All her years investigating magical and non-magical crime scenes had taught her to read people—even those with power thrumming beneath their skin. Theo was hiding something, and it went beyond his mysterious patron.

      “I saw your workshop,” she told him. “They seem to have had good reason to kick you off campus.”

      “They’re stuffy old bores,” he complained. “An explosion or two in the name of progress never hurt anyone.”

      Blair snorted at his audacity. “You need to rest another day or two,” she said, instead of starting an argument about bodily harm. “Then we’ll check your workshop. But first, I need to know exactly what we might be walking into.”

      Relief washed over Theo’s features, quickly masked by casual confidence. “Just my research. Notes. Equipment. Nothing dangerous.”

      Blair’s enchanted watch vibrated against her wrist, a warning pulse that matched the ring’s sudden warmth. Something in his words had triggered the magical detectors she’d painstakingly accumulated over her years investigating Nightreach’s criminal underbelly.

      She didn’t call him out on the lie. Not yet.

      Instead, she crossed to the window, staring out at the city that had become her prison.

      “I need to make a supply run,” she said abruptly, turning back to face him. “We’re almost out of food and those pain-relieving potions you’ve been taking.”

      “I’ll come with you⁠—”

      “You’ll stay here,” Blair cut him off. “Rest. Make a list of what we need to get from your workshop. And when I get back, you’re going to tell me everything about your research. No more half-truths, because I know when you’re lying through your teeth, Hardy.”

      Theo hesitated, then nodded with obvious reluctance. “I’ve been honest.”

      Blair’s watch vibrated again. Another lie.

      “We’ll see,” she replied, grabbing her coat. “I won’t be long.”

      The moment the safehouse door closed behind her, Blair allowed her shoulders to sag. Three weeks playing nurse to an arrogant artificer who spoke in riddles and half-truths. Three weeks trapped in Nightreach with no path home. The MET had probably listed her as a missing person long before that—the last ever sighting was her leaving evidence storage the night she first met Vesper and Rafe.

      She needed to find a way back, and she knew she couldn’t count on Vesper. The Resonant had her hands full tracking down the Echo fragments and finding Blair a way home wasn’t even on her priority list.

      That meant she had to take matters into her own hands. It was time to find some magic of her own.
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        * * *

      

      The Bizarre had recovered faster than most areas of Nightreach, necessity driving merchants to rebuild and reinforce their shops with whatever magic they could scrounge. Colourful awnings fluttered above stalls selling everything from mundane vegetables to potions that defied description. The scents of exotic spices mingled with the distinctive crackle of residual magic, creating an atmosphere that almost felt normal despite the damage in the buildings’ façades.

      Blair’s compass guided her through the crowd, its needle swinging unerringly toward the apothecary tucked between a flower seller and a talisman maker. The shop’s windows had been hastily repaired, mismatched glass forming a patchwork that cast strange shadows across its interior. No wards glimmered across its threshold—another casualty of the Echo’s destruction.

      The bell above the door chimed softly as she entered. Shelves lined the narrow space, each laden with countless bottles, jars, and packages whose contents ranged from recognisable herbs to substances that seemed to shift and change. The air carried the scents of dozens of competing potions, a concoction that should have been overwhelming but somehow resolved into something almost pleasant.

      “Detective Calloway.” Edmund Bridges emerged from the back room, wiping his hands on a cloth that left iridescent streaks across his fingers. “I was wondering when you’d return.”

      The Head Healer of the Luminous Concordat had aged a decade in the past three weeks, silver streaking through his once-dark hair. Deep lines etched his face, marking the endless hours he’d spent tending the wounded after the Echo’s destruction. Yet his eyes remained kind, if weary, as he gestured for Blair to approach the counter.

      “The usual supplies?” he asked, already reaching for the familiar packet of pain-relief potions.

      “You’re still here?” she asked. “I thought you’d be back at Thornhallow by now.”

      “The Concordat has many qualified healers,” he said. “Nightreach does not.”

      Blair pursed her lips. “That’s…admirable. How much sleep are you getting?”

      Edmund shook his head. “How is our patient progressing?”

      “Better than expected,” she replied, placing money on the counter. No small talk then. “He’s argumentative and restless.”

      Edmund’s eyebrows raised. “That’s to be expected. It’s a new and exciting world out here these days, especially for a researcher with a certain reputation.”

      “I guess you could say that.” Blair watched as Edmund gathered various bottles. “Anything new from the Concordat?”

      “The official position is that the city is stabilising.” Edmund’s tone conveyed exactly what he thought of that assessment. “Unofficially, wards are failing, buildings are collapsing, and there’s rumours of magical anomalies in the tunnels. I think the Limina may have to unravel most of the city’s wards before anything can be done about them.”

      “And the shadow constructs?”

      Edmund’s hands stilled momentarily. “Gone.”

      Blair supposed it was good news, but magical anomalies would hamper her own attempts to get home. “So, in other words…time is all we need.”

      “Time heals all wounds, or so they say.” Edmund set the bag of potions on the counter. “Is that all you need today?”

      Blair nodded, disappointed that she wouldn’t likely be getting any help from the Concordat, not even after she’d risked her life in the Fold beside the new High Witch herself, Ember Vance. “There is something else,” she said. “Do you know anything about human-accessible magic? Artefacts or techniques that might allow someone without innate abilities to channel power?”

      Edmund’s movements slowed, his gaze sharpening. “That’s a rather specific inquiry, Detective.”

      Blair snorted. “You said it yourself. It’s an exciting new world out there, one that’s suddenly become the only one I can access. Surely you understand where I’m coming from?”

      “Hmm.” Edmund’s noncommittal response spoke volumes. “Most artefacts that allow humans to channel magic come with…significant drawbacks. The magic requires a conduit, you see. Without natural pathways, it must create them.”

      “And the cost?”

      Edmund met her gaze, his expression softening. “I wouldn’t advise pursuing it, Detective. Magic always exacts a price, and those without natural gifts tend to pay more.” He nodded toward her ring. “Your small enchantments have served you well so far. Some gifts are best appreciated for what they are, rather than what we want them to be.”

      Blair nodded slowly, grabbing the bag of potions. What she wanted was to take a risk, to leap into the darkness come what may…not listen to warnings her own common sense had already been trying to scream at her. If she ever wanted to go home, all that had to go out the window.

      “Thanks anyway,” she muttered.

      “Detective.” Edmund’s voice stopped her as she turned to leave. “Whatever you’re considering, please don’t do anything rash. I don’t think this story is over…”

      “Thanks for your concern,” she said, “but I’m a big girl, Edmund.”

      The healer frowned as she turned, but didn’t stop her as she left the apothecary.

      The warning lingered in Blair’s mind as she made her way back through the Bizarre. Her grandmother’s ring felt heavier now, weighted with questions that had no easy answers.

      Blair’s watch vibrated against her wrist as she turned down the alley leading back to the safehouse. She froze, hand moving instinctively to her gun. The enchantment in the timepiece detected magic in use nearby, the pattern unfamiliar and potentially hostile.

      She pressed herself against the wall, inching forward until she could peer around the corner. The narrow street beyond appeared empty, though her watch continued its warning pulse. Whatever magic triggered the alarm remained invisible to her limited human senses. Perhaps one of the anomalies Edmund had mentioned.

      This was the problem. The insurmountable disadvantage she’d lived with since discovering Nightreach. While others could see and manipulate the magical currents around them, she remained blind, reliant on enchanted objects that offered only the crudest approximations of true magical sight.

      The vibration intensified suddenly. Blair ducked back into the alley as a wave of magical energy rolled past, powerful enough that even she could sense its disturbance.

      When the sensation passed, she risked another glance. The street remained empty, but something had changed. The magical signature had evolved, becoming more focused, more directed. Almost as if it were searching for something.

      Blair remained absolutely still, counting heartbeats until her watch stopped vibrating. Only then did she continue on her way, wondering if it was the ley lines settling that was causing all the problems.

      By the time she reached the safehouse, her thoughts had solidified into determination. She couldn’t continue like this—blind, helpless, dependent on enchanted toys. Not when the stakes had never been higher, not when her only path home lay through understanding and harnessing the very forces that remained beyond her grasp.

      She needed magic of her own, whatever the cost. And despite his evasions and half-truths, Theo Hardy, with his scientific approach to magical energy, might be the key to getting it.

      The safehouse door creaked open at her touch. Inside, she found Theo exactly where she’d expected—hunched over scattered papers at the small table, sketching diagrams that glowed faintly in the fading afternoon light. He looked up as she entered, a feverish excitement in his eyes that made her instantly wary.

      “I’ve been thinking about the ley line disruptions,” he began without even bothering to say hello. “If I can map the harmonic frequencies in the newly reconnected areas of the city, we might be able to predict where the next wards will fail.”

      “That sounds like applying scientific method to magic,” Blair replied, setting down her purchases. “Isn’t that what got you in trouble with the College?”

      Theo’s expression hardened momentarily. “The College fears what it doesn’t understand. They’d rather follow ancient texts and rituals than see the patterns with their own eyes. Data. That’s what we need. Data.”

      Blair unpacked the potions, arranging them neatly on the counter while considering her next words. “In my world, we call that the scientific method. In yours, it might be heresy.”

      Theo straightened, his earlier fatigue seemingly forgotten. “Magic and science are just different frameworks for understanding the same reality.”

      Blair met his gaze steadily. “And does your ‘progress’ include ways for someone without magic to channel power?”

      A flicker of surprise crossed his features, followed by cautious interest. “Theoretically. The human nervous system could potentially serve as a conductor for magical energy, given the right preparation and stabilisation techniques.” He tilted his head, studying
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THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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