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      Lowenna Sandys’ boots scraped against loose stones as she traced her familiar route along the Ashworth Estate’s perimeter. The gardens turned strange as evening fell, familiar shapes becoming something else entirely. Her hand rested on the enchanted short-sword at her hip, fingers drumming an anxious rhythm against its pommel.

      The protective wards shimmered faintly in the dying light, and threads of magic wove through ancient stone. She’d walked these walls hundreds of times, yet tonight something felt off.

      A charm-bell tinkled softly from her belt as she passed the northwestern corner. The sound usually brought comfort, but these days, even the estate’s defensive enchantments felt inadequate. Whispers of trouble within the Luminous Concordat had reached even the guard barracks, but politics and veiled meanings behind words were beyond her. Battle was cleaner—at least she knew who her enemy was.

      “No use getting paranoid,” she muttered, touching the scar that ran down her face. The old wound ached, a reminder of darker days. Of creatures that lurked in the spaces between reality.

      She paused at the western wall, gaze sweeping across Nightreach’s skyline. Spires pierced the purplish twilight like needles, their windows beginning to glow with magical light. The city seemed peaceful enough, but Lowenna knew better. Behind those twinkling lights, alliances shifted like quicksand. It was enough to drive anyone mad.

      Her fellow guards seemed oblivious to the mounting tension, but Lowenna had survived too much to ignore her instincts. The estate’s wards might keep out physical threats, but they offered no protection against the political storms brewing within the Concordat. And with an Ashworth as High Witch, that meant they could blow back on the estate at any moment.

      A cool breeze stirred her close-cropped hair, carrying with it the faint scent of burnt metal—residue from the day’s spellwork. She straightened her dark blue uniform and continued her patrol.

      Lowenna rounded the corner near the eastern gardens when a sudden shift in the air made her pause. The charm-bell at her belt chimed, its usual gentle tone replaced by an irregular staccato. Above, clouds materialised from nowhere, coalescing into an unnatural spiral directly over the estate. Not weather magic—this was something else entirely.

      The temperature plummeted. Her breath misted in front of her face as frost crackled across the stone beneath her feet. The protective wards flickered, their steady glow wavering like candlelight in a breeze.

      “Shite,” she cursed.

      The pressure in the air built until her ears popped. It reminded her of that night years ago, when the Fold had torn open and—no, best not to dwell on that. Her fingers found the scar on her face, tracing its familiar path as her other hand gripped her sword hilt.

      Magic thrummed through the blade, responding to her touch, but even its enchantments felt muted under the oppressive atmosphere. The swirling clouds had formed a perfect vortex now, directly above the main house. Whatever this was, it centred on the estate itself.

      Lowenna scanned the grounds, the city beyond, searching for any sign of the source. The spires of Nightreach stood dark against the turbulent sky. No lights, no movement. Nothing.

      The protective wards pulsed again, stronger this time. Ancient magic responding to a threat. But from where? The attack—and this was definitely an attack—wasn’t coming from Nightreach. Her gaze snapped back to the vortex. The clouds had begun to rotate faster, their edges taking on an otherworldly purple glow, but it was a spark to her left that caught her eye.

      A Thread into the Fold lay just metres away in Wycbourne square. The magical pathway usually pulsed with a steady, reassuring light, but tonight, something was wrong. The Thread’s shimmer faltered, its usual smooth flow disrupted by jarring fluctuations.

      Then it began writhing like a wounded snake, its form buckling and twisting in ways that defied reality. Magical energy bled from its deteriorating structure, seeping into the air in purple-tinged wisps. The sight turned her stomach. No Thread should move like that.

      The attack wasn’t coming from the sky. It was coming from the Fold.

      Lowenna broke into a run along the western wall, boots pounding against frost-covered stone. The guard tower ahead stood empty—Williams must have gone to check the eastern perimeter. The Thread’s convulsions grew more violent, its light pulsing in seizure-like bursts.

      The charm-bell at her belt rang in constant warning, its magic resonating with the growing wrongness in the air. The protective wards around the estate flickered again, their ancient power straining against whatever force was warping the Thread.

      Lowenna reached for her sword, drawing comfort from its familiar weight, but even its enchanted blade seemed to tremble in her grip. The Thread’s deterioration had progressed beyond anything she’d seen in her years of service. Its once-straight form now twisted back on itself in impossible angles, reality buckling around the distortion.

      Suddenly, the Thread tore open with a sound like shattering glass amplified a thousandfold. Lowenna threw her arm across her face as raw magical energy exploded outward, the force of it nearly knocking her off her feet. Purple-white light blazed through her closed eyelids, and her charm-bell shrieked in protest.

      The wave of power rolled across the estate grounds, withering grass and flowers in its wake. The estate’s wards flared bright enough to blind, ancient magic struggling against this intrusion. When the initial burst subsided, Lowenna lowered her arm.

      A figure emerged from the jagged tear in reality. Her blood ran cold as she recognised the pale blonde hair, the roil of shadow magic, the chilling waves of corruption and rot following his every step… Lucian D’Arco.

      The stories didn’t do him justice. He stepped through the rift with inhuman grace, each movement predatory and lethal. His eyes—gods, his eyes were pure white, empty of iris or pupil. Dark veins spread across his face as he crackled with palpable darkness.

      Where his feet touched the ground, frost-covered grass blackened and crumbled to ash. The air seemed to dim around him, as if light itself recoiled from his presence.

      “Sound the alarm,” she whispered to her charm-bell. The magical device chimed once in acknowledgment before sending its warning through the estate’s defensive network. But even as magical klaxons began to wail, she knew help wouldn’t arrive in time.

      D’Arco’s head turned toward her…and he unleashed.

      The wave of darkness rolled from his hands like oil through water. Lowenna’s heart stopped as it slammed into the estate’s ancient wards. The wards that stood between her and certain death.

      For a heartbeat, the protective barrier held—centuries of layered enchantments struggling against raw power.

      Then the wards shattered.

      The sound knocked her back a step. It wasn’t just the thunderous crack of breaking magic, but a deeper, soul-wrenching screech of protective spells being torn apart. The charm-bell at her hip went silent, its magic snuffed out.

      Another second passed, then the shockwave knocked her off her feet. She slammed into the frozen ground as chunks of stone rained down around her. Through the dust and magical residue, she watched in horror as the western wall crumbled. Generations of defensive enchantments, gone in an instant.

      Her ears rang, the world muffled and distant. Blood trickled from her nose—aftermath of being too close to such powerful magic. She pushed herself to her knees, sword still clutched in trembling fingers. The blade’s enchantments flickered weakly, struggling against the lingering corruption in the air.

      Where the estate’s wall had stood moments before, a jagged hole gaped like an open wound. Broken stone littered the ground, each piece trailing wisps of dying magic. The destruction spread beyond the initial breach, cracks spider-webbing through the remaining stonework.

      Lowenna staggered to her feet, legs unsteady. The protective magic she’d relied on her entire life lay in ruins. Without the wards, the estate was exposed—and D’Arco stood in the breach, white eyes fixed on the main house beyond.

      Lowenna’s throat burned as she shouted over the magical chaos. “Breach at the western wall! All guards to position!”

      Her voice carried across the grounds, amplified by the emergency enchantments woven through her uniform. The estate’s warning bells tolled—deep, resonant sounds that pierced the night air. Blue-uniformed figures emerged from guard posts and doorways, weapons gleaming with protective magic.

      Captain Reed materialised from the shadows near the conservatory, his face grim as he barked orders. Guards fell into practised formations, spreading out in a defensive arc around the breach. Spells crackled between their raised hands, ready to launch at his command.

      Lowenna’s boots scraped against broken stone as she took her place in the line. Her sword’s enchantments stabilised, pushing back against D’Arco’s corrupting presence. To her left, Williams readied a barrier spell, his hands weaving complex patterns in the air. Thompson stood to her right, crystal-tipped staff humming with contained power.

      More guards poured from the estate’s inner chambers. The night air filled with the sharp scent of defensive magic as they layered protection spells, creating a web of energy between them. Light bloomed from dozens of raised weapons—swords, staves, and spellfire forming a barrier of their own.

      Through it all, D’Arco hadn’t moved. He stood in the ruined breach, pale hair stirring in a wind that touched nothing else. The dark veins across his face pulsed with each heartbeat, and that damned ring on his finger seemed to drink in the light from their spells.

      The estate’s entire security force assembled in minutes, just as they’d drilled countless times. But Lowenna’s scar burned with remembered pain. She’d seen what this man could do. What lived in those white eyes?

      They weren’t ready. Not for this.

      “Bind and contain!” Captain Reed’s voice cut through the night.

      Lowenna’s fingers wove through practised motions as golden chains of light burst from her hands, joining dozens of similar spells arcing toward D’Arco. The combined binding magic lit up the estate grounds like daybreak. Williams’ barrier spell shimmered ahead of them, reinforcing their assault.

      D’Arco didn’t move. His ring pulsed once, and darkness bloomed around him like spilled ink in water. The binding spells struck his shadow barrier and…vanished. No resistance, no magical backlash. The spells simply ceased to exist.

      “Again!” Reed commanded, but his voice wavered.

      A second volley launched. This time, D’Arco raised his scarred left hand. The darkness surrounding him writhed, and Lowenna’s stomach lurched as their spells twisted in mid-air. Golden light corrupted to purple-black energy, turning back on its casters.

      “Shields up—” Thompson’s warning was cut short as the wave of shadow magic slammed into their line.

      Lowenna’s world exploded into pain and screams. The darkness felt alive, tearing through protective barriers like they didn’t exist. She stumbled backwards and watched in horror as the shadow magic ripped through her fellow guards.

      Williams disappeared first, his barrier spell shattering as darkness consumed him. Thompson’s staff exploded in her hands, crystal shards flying as shadow magic shredded her uniform—and her with it. Their screams mixed with dozens of others as the front line dissolved into chaos.

      Blood sprayed across Lowenna’s face as Marshall, who’d stood guard with her for three years, simply came apart. The wave of darkness rolled on, leaving nothing but scattered equipment and crimson-stained uniforms in its wake.

      The elite guard of the Ashworth Estate, obliterated in seconds.

      Lowenna scrambled backwards, boots slipping in the blood-slicked grass. Her sword’s enchantments flickered weakly against the crushing waves of dark magic. The surviving guards—less than a dozen now—regrouped near the conservatory steps.

      Captain Reed’s face was grey as he pressed his hand against a deep gash in his side. “Form up! Defensive formation!”

      The remaining guards moved, muscle memory taking over where conscious thought failed. Lowenna took position on Reed’s left flank, raising her blade in trembling hands. The sword’s runes blazed to life, pushing back against the corruption that saturated the air.

      “Battle mages, centre formation!” Reed’s voice cracked. “Barriers on the flanks!”

      Thompson’s apprentice, Greta, stepped forward. Her crystal staff pulsed with concentrated light. Two other guards raised overlapping barriers of shimmering energy, weaving protective enchantments into a last desperate defence.

      “On my mark!” Reed straightened despite his wound. “Strike as one!”

      Lowenna poured every scrap of power she had into her blade. The runes burned white-hot, singing her palms through her gloves. Greta’s staff blazed like a miniature sun. Barrier spells hummed with barely contained energy.

      D’Arco kept walking.

      “Now!”

      They attacked simultaneously—blades of pure light, concentrated beams of power, and cascading waves of protective magic all converging on a single point. The combined assault lit up the night sky, briefly overwhelming even the darkness that clung to D’Arco’s form.

      For a heartbeat, Lowenna dared to hope.

      Then his ring pulsed once, and shadow magic erupted outward. It moved like a living thing, weaving between their attacks, corrupting and consuming everything it touched. The barriers dissolved. Greta’s beam of light twisted in on itself, shattering her staff and sending her flying backwards.

      Lowenna’s enchanted blade held for precisely three seconds before the runes cracked and went dark. The metal turned brittle, ancient steel corrupted by something far older and darker than mere magic.

      The sword shattered in her hands.

      Shadow magic crackled through the air as D’Arco raised his hand. The guard to Lowenna’s right dissolved into darkness with a strangled cry. His uniform crumpled to the ground, empty save for ash.

      “Fall back!” Reed’s voice carried across the chaos, but there was nowhere left to retreat to.

      D’Arco’s movements were precise, almost lazy. Each gesture brought fresh horrors. Greta tried to strike from behind—her spell never reached him. Darkness coiled around her throat, lifted her into the air. Her body twisted at impossible angles before dropping lifelessly to the frost-covered ground.

      Lowenna’s muscles screamed as she rolled away from another wave of corruption. The air reeked of burnt metal and something worse—the sickly sweet stench of decay. Whatever power D’Arco wielded, it didn’t just kill. It unmade.

      Her remaining dagger felt pathetically inadequate. The blade’s protective runes flickered weakly against the oppressive darkness. Still, she lunged forward, hoping to catch him off guard while he dealt with Reed’s desperate assault.

      D’Arco didn’t even look at her. His ring pulsed once, and shadow magic slammed into her side. The impact knocked the air from her lungs. Pain exploded through her ribs as she flew backwards, crashing through the remains of the estate wall.

      Stone fragments cut into her back. Her head struck something hard, vision blurring. The dagger skittered away across broken flagstones. Each breath sent fresh agony through her chest—broken ribs, maybe worse.

      She tried to push herself up, but her arms wouldn’t cooperate. Blood trickled down her face, mixing with frost and pulverised stone. Through dimming vision, she watched D’Arco continue his advance. Reed’s final spell flared brilliant blue before shadow magic snuffed it out.

      The rubble felt ice cold against her cheek. Darkness crept at the edges of her consciousness as D’Arco stepped over what remained of her fellow guards, heading for the main house. His purpose, whatever it might be, was clearly inside.

      Pain sliced through Lowenna’s side as she dragged herself behind a chunk of fallen wall. Her fingers came away slick with blood when she pressed them against her ribs. The world tilted and swayed, grey spots dancing at the edges of her vision. Stay awake. Stay conscious. Stay alive…

      She forced her head up, tracking D’Arco’s movement through the ruined estate grounds. The bodies of her fellow guards lay scattered like broken dolls, their uniforms stained dark against frost-covered grass. The metallic stench of blood mixed with the acrid smell of corrupted magic.

      D’Arco reached the main house. His shadow magic writhed around him, tendrils of darkness probing at the walls. The ancient stonework seemed to recoil from his touch, centuries of protective enchantments crumbling like dried leaves. Where the shadows touched, the walls blackened and cracked.

      The searching tendrils spread wider, seeping into every corner and crevice. They moved with purpose, as if following some unseen trail. D’Arco’s ring pulsed with each new direction they took, drinking in what little light remained.

      He stepped through another ruined wall, darkness flowing around him like a living cloak. The shadows continued their methodical search inside, visible through shattered windows and gaping holes in the structure.

      Lowenna’s head dropped back against broken stone as unconsciousness threatened to overwhelm her. Blood soaked through her uniform, each shallow breath sending fresh waves of agony through her chest. She couldn’t move, couldn’t warn anyone who might still be alive inside. Could only watch as D’Arco’s corruption spread through the place she’d sworn to protect.

      She pressed her trembling hands against the wound in her side, biting back a cry as fresh pain lanced through her. Blood seeped between her fingers despite her efforts. The world swam in and out of focus as she fought to remain conscious.

      Movement caught her eye. D’Arco emerged from the ruined house, his white eyes scanning the devastation he’d wrought. Lowenna went still, barely daring to breathe. Even injured and hidden, she felt exposed under that empty gaze.

      He strode toward the ruptured Thread, its magical pathway still writhing where he’d torn through reality. His ring pulsed with dark energy as he raised both hands. Shadow magic coiled around the Thread, seeping into its essence.

      The air grew thick, almost suffocating. Lowenna’s chest tightened as waves of corrupted magic rolled outward. The Thread’s natural luminescence twisted and darkened, its straight path warping into impossible angles. Where it had once been a clear channel through the Fold, it now resembled a wound in reality itself.

      D’Arco’s voice carried across the grounds, speaking words that made Lowenna’s ears bleed. The shadow magic responded, weaving deeper into the Thread’s structure. Its form buckled and stretched, magical energy crackling along its length. The corruption spread, transforming the pathway into something wrong.

      The Thread pulsed once, twice, then settled into its new form—a jagged tear in space that radiated wrongness. Whatever D’Arco had done, he’d ensured no one could use this pathway ever again. The estate was cut off from the Fold and from London beyond.

      Lowenna pressed herself deeper into the shadows as D’Arco’s footsteps crunched across broken stone, his path taking him past her hiding spot. The ring on his finger pulsed with residual power, drinking in what little moonlight remained.

      She held her breath, ribs screaming in protest. One glance. One moment of notice, and she’d join her fellow guards in death.

      D’Arco paused. His corrupted Thread writhed behind him, its wrongness making her stomach churn. Those colourless eyes swept across the destruction—the broken walls, the scattered bodies, the blood-stained grass. His lips curved into something that might have been a smile.

      “A message,” he said, voice soft yet carrying across the grounds. “For dear Beatrice.”

      The words hit harder than any physical blow. Understanding crashed through Lowenna’s pain-fogged mind. This wasn’t random violence. This wasn’t just an attack on the estate.

      This was revenge.

      The Concordat had captured Beatrice mere days ago, the High Witch found to be colluding with D’Arco himself. Colluding in order to betray, rumour had it. She must know something… Something that was hidden inside the estate.

      D’Arco’s footsteps resumed, moving toward the corrupted Thread. Shadows wrapped around him as he stepped into the tear in reality.

      Then he was gone, leaving only destruction in his wake.

      Lowenna’s head dropped back against the cold stone. Blood loss and magical backlash pulled at her consciousness. Her uniform was soaked through, each shallow breath sending fresh agony through her chest. But she understood now. This hadn’t been about the estate, or even about the guards who’d died protecting it.

      This had been a message, written in blood and broken magic. A promise of what awaited those who dared stand against him. Betray him. Fail him.

      Voices pierced through Lowenna’s haze of pain. Running footsteps crunched across frost-covered grass and broken stone. Light bloomed against her closed eyelids—warm and gentle, nothing like D’Arco’s corrupting shadows.

      “Over here! I’ve found another!”

      She forced her eyes open. Figures in healers’ robes moved through the devastation, their enchanted lanterns pushing back the darkness. Relief washed through her as she recognised Edmund Bridges—a Concordat healer—directing the triage efforts.

      “Careful now.” Edmund knelt beside her, his silver-streaked hair catching the lantern light. Years of experience showed in the quick, sure way he checked her injuries. “Multiple broken ribs, internal bleeding… Alistair, I need blood-replenishing potions.”

      Pain flared as he pressed his palm against her side. Healing magic tingled across her skin, seeping into damaged tissue. The agony in her chest eased slightly.

      “Edmund.” Her voice came out as a whisper. She grabbed his wrist, fingers leaving bloody smears on his sleeve. “The Concordat… Have to warn…”

      “Don’t try to speak.” He reached for a potion vial. “You’ve lost too much blood.”

      “No.” She tightened her grip. “D’Arco. It was D’Arco. He’s escaped.”

      Edmund’s hands stilled. The colour drained from his face as he looked at the surrounding destruction—the shattered walls, the corrupted Thread still writhing with wrong magic.

      “You’re certain?”

      “Saw…him…” Each word sent fresh pain through her chest. “Tore through…everything. Message for Beatrice, he said. Has to be…connected.”

      “I understand.” Edmund’s voice hardened. He pressed the potion vial to her lips. “Drink this. I’ll get word to the Council.”

      The potion burned down her throat. Warmth spread through her limbs as the healing magic took hold. Her grip on Edmund’s wrist loosened as consciousness slipped away.

      “Stay with me.” Edmund’s voice seemed to come from far away. “Alistair, stabilise her while I send the message. And get me more blood-replenishing potions—quickly now!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The darkness behind Vesper’s eyelids burst into light, each rapid heartbeat sending tremors through her chest. The sheets twisted around her legs, damp with sweat. Each panicked breath tore at her throat while the nightmare’s shadows refused to dissolve, staining the edges of reality.

      Selene’s voice echoed in her mind, that familiar Irish lilt that had guided her through countless afternoons in the library archives. But the warmth of those memories shattered as the dream morphed into desperate, broken sounds. Dark shapes had swarmed around her friend, each movement precise and predatory, until her words became nothing more than muffled whimpers.

      Then Lucian D’Arco’s voice slid through the darkness. That cultured tone, smooth as poisoned honey, wrapped around her thoughts. The sound of it made her skin crawl, and her chest constricted as if bound by frozen chains.

      “No.” She pressed her palms against her eyes, but the image of his pale, aristocratic features remained burned into her mind. The way his eyes had turned that impossible white, dark veins spreading across his face like lightning branching across a winter sky.

      The nightmare shifted, dragging Vesper into the ruined void of Saint Aldwin’s. Moonlight pierced through shattered stained glass, casting fractured rainbows across ancient stone. The air crackled with opposing magics—light and dark warring for dominance.

      Cassandra stood before her, silver hair writhing, skin marbled with black veins. The mage’s fingers curled into claws as darkness pooled at her feet, spreading outward in oily tendrils.

      Vesper felt the surge of power rise within her chest. Light and dark twisting together, neither fully light nor shadow, but something new and terrible.

      The magic erupted from her hands, hurtling toward Cassandra. The mage’s eyes widened, that evil white sheen flickering as understanding dawned. The spell struck her square in the chest, and her flesh crumbled, her body dissolving into ash that scattered across the cathedral floor. Her mouth gaped in a silent scream as her form disintegrated.

      But the dark tendrils that had bound Cassandra to Lucian remained. Writhing, seeking, hungry. They whipped through the air toward Vesper, each one a razor-sharp promise of corruption.

      Vesper bolted upright, yanking her hands through her tangled black hair. Even now, a week after the ritual at the cathedral, she could recall every moment with startling clarity. Selene’s death, Lucian’s threats, and Cassandra’s defeat…a defeat that had come at a heavy cost.

      Vesper had killed her with magic she barely understood. Magic that had contained the very essence of shadow they were fighting against.

      The air in the hidden archive hummed faintly with magic, protective wards carved into the stone walls glowing softly, casting flickering patterns across the room. Vesper pressed a hand to her chest, her heartbeat erratic, and fought to steady her breathing.

      The runes pulsed in rhythm with her racing heart, their ancient symbols a constant reminder of Selene’s presence. Her friend had crafted each ward with painstaking precision. Layer upon layer of protection spells had been woven into the foundations of the underground hideout, then another complex layer woven by Rafe. Vesper’s fingers traced the nearest marking, its surface cool against her skin. The magic responded to her touch, rippling outward like rings in still water.

      “Breathe,” she whispered, echoing Selene’s words from their countless research sessions. The familiar scent of old parchment and ink helped settle her, pulling her back from the nightmare’s edge.

      The wards pulsed again, stronger this time, responding to Vesper’s turbulent emotions. The Resonant energy within her reached out instinctively, connecting with the magical frequencies woven into the archive’s defences. Each breath became easier as she synchronised with the steady thrum of protective magic, her racing pulse gradually settling into a calmer rhythm.

      The bitter-sweet aroma of sage wrapped around her, its protective properties woven into the archive’s magical defences. Rafe had insisted on burning it daily since the ritual at the cathedral, claiming it would help mask their magical signatures from D’Arco’s tracking spells.

      Her bare feet pressed against the cold stone floor as she shifted, the pendant at her throat humming in response to the layers of magic saturating the air. Yet she couldn’t fully dispel the dark tendrils of her nightmare.

      Across the cramped space, Rafe sat cross-legged before a complex warding circle chalked onto the floor. His hands moved in precise patterns, each gesture leaving trails of silvery light that coalesced into glowing sigils. The symbols hung in the air for precious seconds before sinking into the circle’s outer ring, strengthening the existing protections.

      His movements ceased mid-gesture as she stirred. The half-formed sigil dissolved into sparks that scattered across the chalk lines. His green eyes met hers, dark circles beneath them matching her own sleepless nights.

      “Another dream?” The question carried more weight than its simple words suggested.

      Vesper’s fingers found the moonstone crystal, the remnants of her nightmare clinging to her thoughts, refusing to fully dissolve.

      Rafe unfolded from his position by the ward circle. The silvery remnants of his spell work clung to his fingertips as he crossed the cramped space. He knelt beside her makeshift bed, close enough that she caught the lingering scent of sage smoke in his clothes.

      “Want to talk about it?” he asked.

      Vesper’s throat tightened. The nightmare’s tendrils still coiled around her thoughts, making each word a struggle. “It was Selene again. But different this time. Worse.” Her fingers twisted around the blanket’s edge. “Her voice… It started normal, like all those afternoons we spent restoring old manuscripts at the library. Then these shadows came, and her words just disappeared. Like something was stealing them, piece by piece.”

      Rafe’s hand settled on the edge of her blanket, then withdrew as if burned. The gesture, aborted mid-motion, spoke volumes about his own careful boundaries.

      “And D’Arco?” His question barely disturbed the archive’s stillness.

      “Right there. Right next to me.” A shudder ran through her. “His voice felt real, Rafe. Not like a memory or an echo. Like he was really here, whispering threats.” She wrapped her arms around herself, fighting back another tremor. “I could feel his breath on my neck.”

      Rafe’s expression softened, the harsh lines of exhaustion giving way to something gentler. “Magic isn’t what you think it is, Vesper. It’s not good or evil on its own. It’s a tool, nothing more or less.”

      The words caught in Vesper’s throat as she watched the silvery remnants of his earlier spellwork fade from his fingers. Her own hands felt heavy with the memory of that terrible power, the way it had torn through Cassandra’s defences like paper.

      “But I killed her.” The confession dropped between them like a stone. “I didn’t just defend myself. I destroyed her, turned her to ash.” Vesper’s fingers twisted deeper into the blanket. “The magic I used—it wasn’t pure light or shadow. It was both twisted together into something…” She swallowed hard. “Something wrong.”

      “Look at me.” Rafe’s voice carried the steady confidence of someone who’d walked similar dark paths. When she met his gaze, his green eyes held no judgement. “Intent matters more than the type of magic. You were protecting yourself, protecting others.”

      But the reassurance couldn’t touch the cold knot in her chest. Vesper’s gaze dropped to her hands, remembering how the power had felt coursing through her veins. “What if using that kind of magic changed something in me? What if—” Her voice cracked. “What if I’m corrupted now, like them?”

      The memory of Cassandra’s final moments flashed through her mind—the way her flesh had crumbled, how her scream had died before it could escape her dissolving throat. The image haunted Vesper’s waking moments as much as her dreams, a constant reminder of what she was capable of.

      Rafe shifted back, creating a small pocket of space between them that somehow felt both necessary and painful. The silver traces of his magic had faded completely now, leaving only the steady pulse of the archive’s wards.

      “The fact that you’re wrestling with this proves something crucial,” he murmured. “Those who truly fall to corruption don’t question their actions. They don’t lie awake at night, haunted by what they’ve done.”

      The moonstone at her throat hummed faintly, its energy responding to her turmoil. Vesper’s fingers found it automatically, seeking its familiar comfort.

      “Your guilt, your fear—they’re not signs of corruption, Vesper. They show your moral compass is intact. That you understand the weight of what happened and care about the consequences.”

      She lifted her gaze to meet his, searching for any hint of deception or uncertainty. Instead, she found only conviction. The sureness in his expression made her want to believe, to accept that using both light and shadow hadn’t fundamentally altered who she was.

      For one breath, then another, she let herself absorb his words. Let them sink past the barrier of fear she’d built around herself since the cathedral. The knot in her chest loosened slightly, though a stubborn seed of doubt remained buried deep, refusing to be completely dislodged.

      That nagging voice in the back of her mind whispered that maybe Cassandra had once been different too, before shadow magic had corrupted her completely. How many nights had she lain awake, wrestling with similar doubts, before the darkness finally won? But perhaps she had craved power from the beginning and had never thought of the consequences in the first place.

      Vesper drew in a steadying breath, her spine straightening as she brushed an errant strand of dark hair from her face. “We can’t afford to waste time on my fears. The Echo is still out there.”

      “We can afford it,” Rafe murmured. “Vesper, your safety⁠—”

      She scowled. “My magic will work just fine, no matter how much denial I’m in.” The air in the archive seemed to thicken, the wards responding to the spike of tension in her voice.

      “No,” Rafe said. “Not your magic. You.”

      Her breath caught at the raw concern in his voice. The archive’s dim light cast shadows across his face, softening the sharp angles of exhaustion around his eyes. Her skin tingled with awareness of how close he sat, the space between them charged with unspoken words.

      “I’m fine,” she muttered, but the lie tasted bitter on her tongue.

      “No, you’re not.” Rafe’s hand moved toward her face, hesitated, then dropped back to his side. The aborted gesture sent a wave of disappointment through her chest. “And that’s okay. After everything that’s happened⁠—”

      “Don’t.” Vesper’s voice cracked. She lifted her chin, meeting his gaze directly. The intensity of his green eyes made her heart stutter. “I can’t fall apart now. We have too much at stake.”

      “You’re allowed to be human, Vesper. Being strong doesn’t mean never breaking.”

      The moonstone at her throat hummed, responding to the surge of emotion that rushed through her. Rafe’s eyes dropped to the pendant, then back to her face. He shifted closer, close enough that she caught the scent of sage and magic that clung to his clothes…but he didn’t touch her again.

      “It doesn’t matter.” Vesper’s fingers traced the edge of the blanket, finding strength in its familiar texture. “We have to stop D’Arco and find the Echo. Whatever it takes.”

      Rafe nodded, the gesture small but filled with so many unspoken words.

      They sat in silence, surrounded by the gentle hum of ancient magic, all that lay before them, driving a wedge between a spark of something more that refused to die.
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        * * *

      

      Blair’s enchanted watch vibrated against her wrist as she moved through Nightreach’s twisting streets. The usual resonance of magic felt wrong tonight. It was filled with clashing notes and anomalies that make her skin prickle. Her fingers brushed the brass compass at her belt, its needle spinning erratically rather than pointing true magical north.

      The cobblestones beneath her feet seemed to shift and settle. Ancient protective runes carved into doorways and window frames pulsed with an uneven, sickly light. She paused at an intersection, her back against cold stone as she observed the strange patterns.

      Getting worse by the day. She touched the silver ring on her right hand, a gift from her grandmother, feeling it warm slightly. Dark magic lingered here, but dispersed like smoke rather than flame.

      Movement caught her eye. A flutter of shadow near a crooked lamppost. Blair’s hand moved to her coat pocket where she kept a protective charm imbued with enough magic to turn aside most hexes, but only if it was a witch. If a mage tried to curse her, she’d have to dive out of the line of fire. But the shadow darted away as she turned her head.

      More shapes danced at the edges of her vision, there and gone before she could focus on them. The whole city felt wrong, its usual steady thrum of power replaced by something jagged and unstable. Even the air tasted different—metallic, with an aftertaste that reminded her of burnt copper wire.

      A ward exploded in a shower of blue sparks above her head, its ancient magic finally giving out. Blair ducked instinctively, fragments of light raining down around her. When she straightened, she noticed more wards along the street flickering dangerously, their protective geometries breaking down.

      “Like watching a circuit board short out,” she muttered, remembering similar patterns from cases where magical infrastructure had been deliberately sabotaged. But this was happening across the entire district…perhaps the entire city.

      She had to keep moving.

      The Black Kettle’s crooked sign creaked in the wind as she approached. Paint peeled from its edges, revealing the weathered wood beneath. She pushed open the heavy oak door, centuries of magical residue making her enchanted ring pulse with warmth.

      The pub’s interior hit her senses like a wall. It reeked of stale beer, old wood, and the sharp tang of fear. Conversations dropped to whispers as she entered. A group of hedge witches huddled over their drinks in the corner booth, their protective charms glowing far brighter than necessary. Near the bar, a pair of mages argued in hushed tones over a map they hastened to cover.

      “Third one this week,” a woman in a torn leather jacket whispered to her companion. “Just vanished between Threadstone and the Bizarre. Left everything behind.”

      Blair’s watch hummed against her skin as she made her way to the bar. The protective sigils carved into the ceiling beams pulsed with an uneven light, their usual steady glow replaced by sporadic flashes. Even the mirrors behind the bar showed distortions, rippling like disturbed water whenever magic sparked nearby.

      A non-magical regular—she recognised him as a black market fence—pressed himself against the wall as a witch’s protection charm backfired, sending blue sparks across the room. The bartender wiped the same glass over and over, his eyes darting between customers as if expecting trouble.

      “The Threads are wrong,” an elderly mage declared, his voice carrying despite his attempt at discretion. “Took Millbank Way home yesterday. Ended up in bleeding Hackney instead. Something’s twisting them.”

      Blair noted how the usual factions kept to themselves tonight. No mixing between the magical communities, everyone drawn into tight clusters of their own kind. Even the air felt charged, as if the pub itself held its breath, waiting for something to break.

      Blair spotted Marcus hunched in the darkest corner of the pub, his unkempt hair falling into his eyes. His fingers drummed an anxious pattern on a half-empty glass of firewhisky, the alcohol glowing faintly where his fingers touched. At his subtle beckoning gesture, she threaded her way through the crowded tables.

      The worn leather seat creaked as she slid into the booth. Her watch pulsed more strongly here, responding to the protective wards Marcus had layered around his chosen spot. Smart man.

      Marcus leaned forward, his weathered face tight with strain. The ambient noise of the pub seemed to fade around them, muffled by his privacy charms.

      “It’s confirmed.” His voice barely carried across the table. “D’Arco’s out. There was a major disturbance in the Fold, then a man emerged from a Thread near Wycbourne.”

      “Wycbourne? But that’s right by the Ashworth Estate.”

      Marcus raised an eyebrow. “This bloke tore the Thread apart as he came through and blew open a gaping hole in their walls. The guards engaged and…” he trailed off, grimacing as he lifted his glass of firewhisky to his lips.

      Blair’s ring grew hot against her skin. “How many casualties?”

      “Twelve. Some…some weren’t quite dead when they found them, but they knew the man.” Marcus knocked back the rest of his whisky.

      “D’Arco.”

      “Yeah, but that’s not the worst of it. You’ve felt it, haven’t you? The way the city’s changing?”

      “The Threads are destabilising. Wards failing.”

      “It’s him. Like a bloody cancer spreading through Nightreach’s foundations. Every district he touches starts to decay. Magic goes wrong. Wards collapse. Even non-magical infrastructure’s being affected. Water mains bursting, gas lines rupturing. Three blocks near Threadstone had to be evacuated yesterday when the ground started subsiding.”

      Blair’s compass spun wildly in its case. “He’s targeting the city’s core systems.”

      “Worse. He’s corrupting them. Turning them into something else. Something wrong.” Marcus pushed his empty glass away. “Whatever he learned in that prison of his in the Fold, whatever he became—he’s not playing around this time. People are disappearing.”

      “Who?” Blair asked.

      Marcus pulled a worn leather notebook from his jacket, its edges darkened with age. Blair noted the protective runes carved into its spine—expensive work, but worth it to keep sensitive information private.

      “Seven in the past month.” He flipped through pages of cramped handwriting. “Started with Regina Mills—theoretical enchanter, specialised in temporal magic. Then Theo Hardy, the Mnemetic Artificer. Both gone without a trace.”

      Blair’s ring grew uncomfortably warm as Marcus continued down the list. “Katherine George, ward specialist. Sarah Winters, dimensional theorist. Thomas Webb, crystalline matrix expert. Willem Hartley, expert in magical infrastructure… All top in their fields.”

      “Any signs of struggle?” Blair kept her voice low, conscious of the tense atmosphere in the pub.

      “That’s the thing—their homes were intact. Wards undisturbed. No magical residue. Just…” Marcus gestured with his empty glass. “Empty.”

      “Like they walked out voluntarily.” Blair’s fingers traced the edge of her watch. The timing was too perfect, the pattern too precise.

      “Latest one was Jerome Fischer. Leading expert in magical resonance theory. His whole laboratory, stripped clean.” Marcus leaned closer, lowering his voice further. “But here’s what got my attention—each disappearance happened within hours of a documented surge in the Fold.”

      Blair’s eyes narrowed. “D’Arco’s movements.”

      “Exactly. He’s collecting them, Blair. People who understand how magic works at its core. How it shapes reality.” Marcus tapped his notebook. “These aren’t random grab-and-runs.”

      “He’s building a team.” The implications made her stomach turn. “Or forcing them to build something.”

      “Whatever it is, they’re following a schedule. Look.” Marcus showed her a roughly drawn timeline. “Three days between each disappearance. Like clockwork.”

      Blair studied the dates, her training spotting the careful coordination behind the pattern. These weren’t opportunistic kidnappings—they were calculated moves in a larger strategy. Each victim was chosen for specific knowledge, taken at precise intervals.

      Blair’s enchanted ring burned against her skin as Marcus glanced over his shoulder, then hunched closer across the table.

      “Last night, I saw it happen.” His voice dropped to barely a whisper. “Was tracking a lead near the old market district when the Thread just…twisted. Like someone had taken reality and wrung it out like a wet cloth.”

      He pulled back his sleeve, revealing angry red welts across his forearm. “Dark energy poured out. Felt like acid rain, but worse. The protective charms I was wearing? Melted right through them.”

      Blair’s watch vibrated in an erratic pattern she’d never felt before. “How many Threads were affected?”

      “Three in that district alone. The magic—it’s not just failing, it’s transforming. Those wards that have stood for centuries? They’re not just breaking down, they’re becoming something else.” Marcus’s hands shook as he reached for his drink. “Saw McKinnon Street yesterday. The whole place gone dark. Not a single ward left functioning. Had reports of things crawling out of the shadows, taking people.”

      Blair touched her compass, watching its needle spin wildly. “How many districts are compromised?”

      “Started in the outer rings, but it’s spreading inward.”

      Blair’s jaw tightened. “Where’s the response team? The Concordat should have this contained by now. What about the other factions? The Limina? The mages, the other covens…?”

      Marcus barked out a harsh laugh that drew nervous glances from nearby patrons. He hunched lower over his empty glass. “Oh, they’re out there alright. Tripled their patrols since last week. Got their finest strutting about in their fancy robes, waving their enchanted crystals.” He mimed a pompous wandering motion. “Fat lot of good it’s doing.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “They send three witches to patch a ward, yeah? By the time they’ve finished, five more have cracked elsewhere. Can’t keep up.” Marcus scratched at his stubble. “The Limina’s even worse off. Half their senior members are in hospital from magical backlash. Tried reinforcing the Thread anchors near the Shadowglass—nearly killed themselves doing it.”

      “And the leadership?”

      “Word has it, Marina Sinclair’s got herself locked in prison and the High Witch has gone crazy. They’re all holed up in Thornhallow Manor, arguing about ‘proper procedures’ and ‘traditional responses.’” He spat the words like they were poison.

      “Politics,” Blair muttered.

      “Fear, more like. Nobody wants to admit how bad it’s got. The Limina’s senior council won’t even meet anymore—too busy pointing fingers about who let the maintenance schedule slip.” Marcus gestured to the bartender for another drink. “Everyone who could make a difference is either paralysed by bureaucracy or too scared to stick their neck out.”

      “And the rest?”

      “Running.” Marcus accepted his fresh firewhisky with trembling hands. “Those who can afford it are already gone. Some have even escaped to the otherworld, but the Threads won’t be around for much longer. Others are selling everything they own for protection charms that barely work anymore. The black market’s flooded with fake talismans—had three deaths last week from backfiring counterfeits.”

      Blair frowned, her mind cataloguing the patterns emerging from Marcus’s information. Seven victims, all experts in fundamental magical theory. The timing matched D’Arco’s movements through the Fold perfectly. Too perfectly. Given what she knew about the Echo and how the ritual revealed it was connected to Nightreach’s ley lines, it painted a bleak picture.

      “This isn’t just about power,” she murmured, more to herself than Marcus. “He’s gathering knowledge. Specific knowledge about how magic works at its foundations.”

      The Echo could wait. Vesper and Rafe would have to handle that front without her. These disappearances—this was where she could make a difference. Her police training kicked in, mental notes forming into actionable leads. She’d need to visit each crime scene, trace their last known movements, interview associates. Find the connections D’Arco was exploiting to identify his targets.

      “Be careful with this one.” Marcus’s voice dropped lower, his eyes scanning the pub. “D’Arco’s got eyes everywhere. Anyone asking questions tends to draw attention.”

      “Noted.” Blair’s hand moved to her watch, checking its steady vibration against her skin.

      “I know that look.” Marcus leaned closer. “Keep it quiet, yeah?”

      Blair nodded, already mapping out her next steps. She’d need to move quickly, but carefully. Start with the most recent disappearance while the trail was fresh, then work backwards through the pattern.

      “Thanks for this, Marcus.” She slipped him a pouch of coins under the table. “I’ll make it worth your while.”

      “Just stay alive.”

      She chuckled. “Now you sound like you care about me.”

      “I know you. You’re fair. And you pay well.”

      “I’ll see you around, Marcus.” She slid along the bench, hoping it wasn’t the last time she saw the roguish informant. Despite his dubious line of work, he always gave her solid leads.

      Blair stepped out of The Black Kettle, the pub’s warmth giving way to a damp chill. The street had emptied while she was inside. Even the usual late-night stragglers had vanished, leaving behind an unsettling silence broken only by the crackle of failing wards.

      Her watch pulsed against her wrist in an irregular rhythm as she moved through the shadows. The protective sigils she’d marked along her usual route flickered weakly, some gone dark entirely.

      A ward burst overhead, showering the cobblestones with dying sparks. Blair pressed herself against a wall, counting heartbeats until the magical residue dissipated. The darkness felt thicker here, almost viscous, clinging to her skin like oil.

      She took a different turn, avoiding the main thoroughfares. Marcus’s words echoed in her mind—people disappearing, Threads twisting, magic itself turning wrong. Her compass spun wildly in its case as she skirted the edge of a particularly dark patch of street where even the ambient glow of Nightreach seemed to die.

      The forgotten quarter lay ahead, its crooked buildings casting long shadows in the weak light. Blair moved faster. No signs of pursuit, but her skin prickled with the sensation of being watched. The ring on her finger grew warm, then cold, then warm again—warning of unstable magical currents.

      She passed a row of shuttered shops, their protective wards hanging in tatters. The air felt wrong here, but she made it through unseen, though she couldn’t shake the feeling that it was more luck than skill that had kept her hidden.

      The archive’s street looked darker than she’d ever seen it, the usual ambient glow of magical residue conspicuously absent. Blair’s watch hummed a warning against her skin as she approached the hidden entrance.

      Blair pressed her palm against the archive’s concealed door, feeling the familiar tingle of Rafe’s wards recognising her presence. The protective magic parted like a curtain, allowing her entry into the hidden sanctuary.

      She found Vesper and Rafe hunched over a workbench scattered with maps and ancient texts. They looked up at her hurried entrance, tension visible in their postures.

      “We have a situation.” Blair didn’t waste time with pleasantries. “Just met with Marcus at The Black Kettle. D’Arco is in Nightreach.”

      Vesper paled. “What?”

      “There was a disturbance in the Fold, then a man entered Nightreach near the Ashworth Estate. Blew a hole in their walls, apparently. Twelve injured, some of them dead.” Blair felt her heart constrict. “A confirmed sighting. It was Lucian D’Arco.” She studied their reactions carefully. Vesper’s fingers curled around the edge of the workbench, her knuckles white. Rafe’s expression hardened, a muscle twitching in his jaw. “That’s bad enough, but he’s kidnapping magical experts—seven so far. All specialists in theoretical magic and infrastructure.”

      Rafe straightened, his hands stilling over the protective charm he’d been crafting. “Names?”

      “Regina Mills, Theo Hardy, Thomas Webb, Willem Hartley…” Blair listed them off, watching recognition flash across Rafe’s face. “All taken within a few hours of Fold disturbances. Three days between each disappearance.”

      “That’s why the Threads are failing?” Vesper asked, her grey eyes widening. “He’s gathering knowledge about magical infrastructure?”

      “It’s worse than that.” Blair’s ring pulsed with residual energy from the corrupted streets outside. “The magic isn’t just failing—it’s transforming. Entire districts are going dark. The Limina can’t keep up with the ward failures, and the Concordat’s paralysed by internal politics. That’s why I have to shift my focus to these disappearances. The Echo is crucial, but these kidnappings—they’re part of something bigger. D’Arco’s not just accumulating power. He’s collecting specific expertise about how magic functions at its core. I have to find out why and try to save some of these people.”

      “And the Concordat’s doing nothing?” Vesper’s voice carried an edge of disbelief. “Ember wouldn’t⁠—”

      “They’re too busy arguing about proper procedures while Nightreach crumbles around them.” Blair’s watch hummed against her skin. “Whatever D’Arco’s planning, he’s moving fast. I need to trace these disappearances, find the connection before he takes anyone else.”

      Blair watched the colour drain from Vesper’s face. The younger woman stepped forward, her hands trembling.

      “You can’t go after him alone.” Vesper’s voice cracked. “You saw what his people did at the cathedral. What he’s capable of.” She gripped Blair’s arm. “These aren’t ordinary kidnappings—he’s corrupting the very fabric of Nightreach.”

      Blair felt the weight of Vesper’s concern, saw the fear in those grey eyes that had witnessed too much darkness already. Part of her wanted to give in to that worry, to stay within the archive’s protective wards, but she couldn’t ignore the pattern forming in her mind, the urgency of time slipping away.

      “I have contacts across both sides of the Fold,” Blair said. “Ways of gathering information that⁠—”

      “That won’t matter if he catches you.” Vesper’s grip tightened.

      Rafe pushed away from the workbench, his movements measured. “Blair’s right about the danger.” He crossed his arms, fixing Blair with a steady gaze. “But she’d also the best person to track these disappearances. Think about it, Vesper—who else has her training? Her understanding of both magical and mundane? We need to know what D’Arco’s planning. While we focus on finding the Echo, Blair can piece together his strategy through these kidnappings. It’s got to be linked and knowing why could be the thing that saves us.” His voice softened as he turned to Blair. “But you’ll need to be careful. Take every precaution. No unnecessary risks.”

      The concern in his tone matched Vesper’s, though he expressed it differently. Blair recognised the careful way he chose his words, the subtle tension in his shoulders that betrayed his worry.

      She looked between them, warmth spreading through her chest despite the gravity of the situation. Their concern touched something deep within her—a part she usually kept carefully walled off. In their faces, she saw echoes of her old partner, that same protective instinct that had once cost someone else their life.

      “I appreciate the concern, but I know how to handle myself.” Blair’s fingers brushed her watch, drawing comfort from its steady pulse. “I’ve got enchanted items, protective charms, and years of experience tracking dangerous suspects through both cities. D’Arco may be powerful, but he’s still leaving traces—and that’s what I do best. Following trails others miss.”

      Vesper’s shoulders remained tense, her grey eyes clouded with worry. “At least take some of our protective charms. Rafe’s been working on⁠—”

      “Already planned to nick a few on my way out,” Blair said with a slight smile, trying to ease the younger woman’s anxiety. “I’ll check in regularly, use secure channels. The moment I find anything concrete about these disappearances, you’ll know.”

      Vesper held her gaze for a long moment before giving a reluctant nod. “Just…don’t go doing anything silly.”

      “Getting soft on me, Ainsley?” Blair’s attempt at levity earned her a weak smile.

      Rafe stepped forward, his hand settling on Blair’s shoulder. “We’ve got your back on this. Whatever you need—information, backup, magical support—just say the word.” His voice carried the weight of someone who understood the cost of working alone. “You’re not in this by yourself anymore.”

      Blair adjusted the strap of her shoulder holster, checking her police issue gun and enchanted items one final time. The weight of Rafe’s protective charms pressed against her skin beneath her jacket, their magic humming in harmony with her usual gear.

      “Keep the wards strong,” she said. “D’Arco’s people could be anywhere. Trust no one.” She met Vesper’s troubled gaze. “Even those who seem friendly might be compromised.”

      “We’ll be careful,” Rafe assured her, his hand still resting protectively near Vesper. “The archive’s protections are holding better than most.”

      Blair nodded, knowing Rafe’s skill with defensive magic was likely the only reason this sanctuary remained safe. Still, she hesitated at the door, something compelling her to add: “I think he knows the Echo is in Nightreach. The wards are tied to the ley lines.”

      “I feared as much,” Rafe said with a nod.

      Vesper stepped forward to press another charm into Blair’s palm. “Please be careful.”

      The genuine concern in Vesper’s voice caught Blair off guard. She closed her fingers around the charm, its warmth spreading through her hand. She wasn’t used to people caring about her safety—not since losing her partner. The feeling was both comforting and unsettling.

      They watched her go, their silence heavy with unspoken fears. Blair felt their stares burning into her back as she slipped into Nightreach’s dangerous streets, carrying the weight of what she had to lose into the darkness.
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      Vesper hunched over the grimoire, her fingers tracing the shimmering symbols that danced across its ancient pages. The magical lamps cast a warm glow across her workspace, but did little to ease the tension in her shoulders. Her own sketches lay scattered beside the book, each a crude attempt to capture the vivid symbols she’d glimpsed during the ritual.

      The Echo’s presence lingered like a shadow at the edges of her mind, its vastness both alluring and terrifying. She pressed her palms against her temples, trying to focus through the persistent headache that had plagued her since the vision.

      “Come on,” she muttered, comparing another set of symbols to her drawings. “There has to be something.”

      But the grimoire’s secrets remained stubbornly out of reach. The shifting patterns seemed to mock her efforts, transforming just as she thought she spotted a connection. Her thoughts kept drifting to Blair, out there somewhere in Nightreach’s twisted streets, hunting the people who’d already gone missing because of Lucian D’Arco.

      Vesper grabbed her silver pendant, thumb rubbing across the moonstone’s smooth surface. She’d been so certain the ritual would provide answers, not more questions.

      The scratch of boots against stone made her freeze. Footsteps echoed from the stairs up to the old bookbinder’s shop, thumping loudly in the archive’s silence.

      The footsteps grew closer. Vesper’s hand slipped to the dagger at her side, but Rafe’s calm nod made her muscles uncoil. The wards hadn’t triggered, which meant whoever approached was encoded into the spells.

      It could only be one of two people.

      Ash emerged from the stairwell, his black hair more dishevelled than usual. A worn leather satchel hung from his shoulder, its seams straining against whatever contents he’d crammed inside. His sharp grey eyes fixed immediately on the grimoire spread across her workspace.

      “Still chasing those symbols, then?” Ash’s voice carried a note of concern as he set his satchel on a nearby table. The leather creaked under the weight of whatever texts he’d brought.

      Vesper rubbed her eyes, realising she’d been staring at the same page for who knew how long. The symbols blurred together, making her head pound. “Haven’t stopped. Every time I think I’ve got some kind of cypher, the patterns shift.”

      “You should rest.” Rafe’s hand settled on her shoulder. She hadn’t even heard him cross the room.

      “I’m fine.” The words came out sharper than she’d intended. She softened her tone. “Really. The headache’s not as bad as yesterday.”

      Ash pulled up a chair, its legs scraping against the stone floor. “The ritual took a lot out of you. Even experienced practitioners need time to recover from that level of magical exposure.”

      “Time’s the one thing we don’t have.” Vesper traced another symbol in her notebook, trying to capture its essence before it morphed again. “Not with D’Arco out there somewhere.”

      “How are you really feeling?” Ash asked again, his brow creasing. “That was some powerful magic you channelled.”

      Vesper let out a long breath, finally looking up from her work. The genuine worry in Ash’s expression made her pause. “Like I’ve been hit by a bus. Then reversed over. Then hit again.” She managed a weak smile. “But I can’t stop now.”

      The grimoire’s pages rustled beneath her fingers, as if responding to her frustration. The symbols pulsed with a faint light, reminding her of the way the Echo’s power had felt coursing through her veins during the ritual.

      “Right then.” Ash dropped his satchel with a heavy thud that sent dust motes swirling through the lamplight. “I’ll take some of it off your hands. Show me what we’re dealing with.”

      “Please,” Rafe said. “She’s been driving herself mad with those symbols.”

      The familiar scent of old books and leather wafted up as he began pulling out an array of reference texts and curious magical implements. Some looked ancient, their spines cracked and pages yellowed. Others bore more recent bindings, but seemed no less valuable.

      Vesper shifted her notes aside, making room as Ash laid out three particularly hefty books on archaic magical languages. Her breath caught at the sight of one bound in deep blue leather—she recognised similar symbols to those that had been haunting her dreams.

      “Let’s see what we’re working with.” Ash gestured toward the grimoire, rolling up his sleeves. Despite his businesslike tone, Vesper caught the gleam of excitement in his eyes. This was exactly the sort of puzzle he lived for.

      She turned the grimoire toward him, pointing to the shifting symbols that had been driving her mad for hours. “These keep changing every time I try to transcribe them. But there’s a pattern. I can feel it, even if I can’t quite grasp it yet.”

      Vesper flipped through the grimoire’s weathered pages until she found the section that had consumed her attention. The symbols pulsed with an ethereal blue light, casting strange shadows across the workspace. Her fingers tingled where they touched the page, as if the magic itself recognised her.

      Ash bent over the text, copying the shifting patterns into his notebook. His handwriting flowed across the page in neat, measured strokes that seemed at odds with his dishevelled appearance. He paused occasionally to reference one of his books, muttering under his breath as he cross-referenced details.

      “These aren’t just random symbols,” Ash said, tapping his pen against a particular cluster of runes. “They’re mapping something.”

      “Mapping?” Rafe asked. “How do you figure that?”

      “When Vesper first showed me the symbols she saw on the Echo,” Ash explained, “I thought it may have been an old magical dialect. The Echo is older than Nightreach, at least two thousand years, so I cross-referenced the markings with languages recorded from that time…”

      “Take a breath,” Rafe said with a chuckle.

      “It’s a dead language?” Vesper guessed. “But why would the Echo try to give me a message in a language I wouldn’t know? I mean, I study languages, but not from this world.”

      “Don’t get ahead of yourself,” Ash said, his eyes twinkling. “None of the symbols were translatable.”

      Rafe snorted. “Then what are they?”

      Ash grinned. “They’re an ancient version of longitude and latitude. That’s typically indicative of ley line convergence points.”

      “Ley lines again?” Vesper leaned closer, watching as the symbols morphed into new configurations.

      “We already theorised that the Echo is connected to them somehow.” Ash pulled over a massive leather-bound tome, its pages yellow with age. “This is one of the few surviving histories of Nightreach’s founding. The city wasn’t built here by accident. It sits atop one of the largest networks of ley lines in Britain.”

      He opened the book to reveal intricate diagrams of the city’s earliest foundations. “The first families knew about the magical properties of this location when they first settled here. But even this account only covers the past few centuries. The true history of Nightreach stretches back almost two thousand years.”

      The diagrams in Ash’s book bore striking similarities to the patterns in the grimoire. Vesper watched as another symbol shifted, perfectly matching one of the convergence points marked on the ancient map.

      “The city was built directly over these power nexuses,” Ash continued, his eyes bright with enthusiasm. “Each major intersection of ley lines creates a pocket of concentrated magical energy. Perfect for powering large-scale enchantments or⁠—”

      “Or hiding something as powerful as the Echo,” Vesper finished.

      “And because Nightreach’s ley lines end at the city walls, we know that it’s somewhere within the boundary,” Rafe said. “That’s why Selene developed the ritual, to connect to the same network to find where it’s hidden.”

      Vesper watched as Ash traced the shifting patterns with his finger, his expression growing more intense. The symbols in the grimoire pulsed faster, as if responding to his touch. Her own Resonant abilities tingled, picking up on something just beyond her understanding.

      “Look at this.” Ash’s finger stopped on a particular cluster of runes. “The way these symbols interact. It’s not just mapping the ley lines, it’s showing interference patterns.”

      “What sort of interference?” Vesper leaned closer, trying to make sense of the complex magical formulae.

      “Shadow magic.” Ash’s voice dropped lower. “It’s become tangled with the ley line network, like dark threads woven through the city’s magical fabric.”

      Rafe moved to stand behind them, his presence warm at Vesper’s back. “It explains the disturbances Blair mentioned. If shadow magic is corrupting the ley lines⁠—”

      “The ward failures wouldn’t be random.” Vesper’s head throbbed as the pieces clicked together. “They’d follow the path of the corruption.”

      “Yes.” Ash flipped through his reference texts, pulling out a modern map of Nightreach. He laid it beside the grimoire, comparing the patterns. “See these notations? They’re showing disruption points spreading outward from specific locations.”

      Vesper traced the pattern with her finger, following the dark tendrils of corruption as they spread through the city’s magical foundation. The grimoire’s symbols shifted again, revealing new connections.

      “D’Arco must be following these same patterns,” Rafe said, his voice tight with concern. “If he’s tracking the Echo through the ley line disruptions⁠—”

      “Then every ward failure brings him closer to finding it.” Vesper felt her stomach twist. The symbols pulsed again, stronger this time, as if confirming their fears. “He knows.” Her heart twisted. “He knows the Echo is here.” She felt sick.

      “He has to be guessing,” Rafe murmured. “Through Cassandra, he knew about the ritual, but not what it showed you. He must be throwing everything he has into figuring it out.”

      Vesper’s fingers traced the edge of the grimoire, feeling the subtle thrum of magic beneath its weathered cover. The symbols continued their hypnotic dance across the pages, but now she saw them differently. Not as random patterns, but as a complex magical map laid over the city she barely knew.

      “Can we use these to pinpoint exact locations?” Her voice came out barely above a whisper, afraid to hope for such a clear answer.

      Ash’s expression tightened. “Without Selene’s complete research notes, we’re working with an incomplete picture. But…” He pulled the map closer, comparing it to another series of symbols. “The grimoire gives us enough to identify potential convergence points. It belongs with the Echo, as you do, Vesper. They want to be reunited.”

      “So, the Echo will be at one of these points, fighting to free itself from the shadow magic binding it,” she mused. Her gaze met Rafe’s as a pang of nausea roiled in her stomach. “Did I wake it up? The collapsing wards… Is the Echo doing this?”

      He shrugged, but his eyes filled with uneasy certainty. “It’s possible. But it’s also possible that it’s part of D’Arco’s plan to destabilise and take over the city.”

      “Regardless, the Echo needs to be found. I don’t think it can remain hidden, even if we want it to.” Ash’s finger traced across several marked locations. “Here, beneath the old market square. And this spot near the Darkmese—there used to be an observatory there, before the Great Schism reshaped everything. Mages used these places for rituals and experiments.”

      The map’s surface rippled as he touched each point, like water disturbed by falling stones. Vesper watched the magical markings shift and realign, responding to the ancient power they represented.

      “None of them hold the same concentration of power as Saint Aldwin’s,” Ash continued, tapping the cathedral’s location. “That nexus you used for the ritual? It’s one of the strongest in the city. But these other sites…” He circled several more spots. “They
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