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      Every city keeps a second city folded inside it. You can feel the edge of it on a late train when the carriage empties and the last passenger left does not seem to breathe, or in the all-night diner where the cook never appears in daylight, or down the service alley behind the club where the bass is still thudding at four in the morning and nobody can tell you who booked the band. Urban fantasy is the literature of that fold. It takes the world we commute through, queue in, and complain about, and insists that something older and stranger has been sharing the postcode all along.

      What sets the genre apart from its cousins is not the amount of magic; epic fantasy has more of it, and tidier rules. What sets it apart is proximity. The wonder and the horror are pressed right up against the ordinary, close enough to touch, hidden behind a thin veneer of bus timetables and rental agreements. A vampire still has to make rent. A wizard still gets parking tickets. The genre lives in that friction, where the impossible rubs against the mundane until one of them gives, and friction needs someone to feel it. Magic on its own is just weather. It becomes a story when it lands on a person who has somewhere to be in the morning.

      That is the working secret of the genre, and the reason for this book. Urban fantasy runs on cast. You can design a brilliant magic system, map every ley line beneath the city, and invent a thousand years of supernatural politics, and none of it will move a reader until a character walks into it and wants something. The skyline and the lore are scaffolding. The characters are what hold the building up, and when a story in this genre fails, it is rarely because the magic was wrong.

      This appetite for character did not come from nowhere. Urban fantasy is a genre of mongrel ancestry, and nearly every tradition it borrowed from arrived with a crowd attached. The gothic gave it the haunted house and the cursed bloodline, which is to say the family, the relatives living and dead who will not leave you alone. Hardboiled detective fiction gave it the lone investigator, but also the investigator's natural habitat: the rolodex of informants, clients, cops, and crooks who feed a case and complicate it. Folklore gave it the courts of the fae, the covens of witches, the pantheons of half-forgotten gods, each one a ready-made ensemble with its own hierarchy and its own grudges. A vampire is rarely alone; a vampire has a maker, a rival, and a court. A witch has a coven, a teacher, and a debt.

      The modern stories sharpened that inheritance into something close to a rule. A hidden world layered over the visible one is a society with two sets of laws and a border between them, and that border has to be policed, exploited, smuggled across, and defended. So it generates roles the way a city generates jobs. Every secret needs someone to keep it and someone itching to break it. A masquerade quietly sorts the people near it into those who maintain it, those who profit from it, and those who blunder through without ever suspecting it is there. Set up the structure, and the structure starts handing you characters.

      And all of this happens somewhere. Urban fantasy is named for its setting, and the setting is never neutral: the city is the first character you cast, because it decides who the others can be. A rain-grey port town with a century of dockside smuggling breeds a different underworld than a desert boomtown built on new money and short memories. Old power gathers in the old districts, in the panelled clubs and cathedral closes where the elders have had time to sink roots. The desperate and the newly turned wash up at the margins, in bedsits and night shelters and on the long bus routes that run when nothing else does. The places where money and hunger overlap, the markets and the hospitals and the late bars, are where your stories will tend to happen. Decide what city made your people, and it will populate half the novel for you.

      Urban fantasy also likes to put its central tension inside single bodies rather than spreading it across armies. The half-human who belongs to neither side carries the border in their own blood. The burned-out veteran carries the old war in their hands long after the sword is down. The office worker who wakes one ordinary Tuesday able to see the dead carries the whole collision of worlds behind a single pair of frightened eyes. Where other fantasies stage their conflicts on battlefields, this one stages them at kitchen tables and in interrogation rooms. The drama is intimate, and intimacy is made of people close enough to wound one another.

      If the conflict lives inside the individual, the meaning lives between people. A protagonist here is defined less by their powers than by the web they hang in: the people they would lie for, the ones they cannot forgive, the friend who would let the phone ring out at three in the morning. This is why found family has become almost a fixture of the genre, the crew assembled from misfits, the chosen kin who replace the blood relations the secret world has cost. It is also why rivalry runs so hot. The enemy who used to be your partner or your student or your lover lands harder than any stranger could. So don't build a list of individuals; build a map of relationships, and watch the lines that join people who ought to be on opposite sides.

      That reshapes the villains most of all. Urban fantasy has little patience for evil in the abstract, the dark lord who wants the world to end for reasons no one can explain; the genre runs too close to the ground for that. Its antagonists hold territory, run businesses, keep codes, and nurse grievances that often began as something sympathetic. The crime lord protects their people with a loyalty the heroes might envy. The fanatical hunter is not wrong that monsters exist; they have only stopped being able to tell the monsters from everyone else. The strongest big bad is usually a dark mirror of the protagonist, someone who faced the same impossible choice and broke the other way. Give your antagonist a reason that would sound reasonable in their own mouth.

      Casting is also how you control tone. Urban fantasy holds mystery, romance, horror, and black comedy in the same hand, and the cast is what lets you move between them without whiplash. The wisecracking partner buys a laugh in the middle of dread. The doomed love interest carries the ache. The neighbour watering the plants while the world ends two doors down carries the awful comedy of ordinary life going on regardless. A book that is all grim hunters will tire a reader as fast as one that is all banter will fail to scare them, so cast for range and let your people take turns carrying the mood.

      This book exists so you never have to face the empty page alone. What follows is a catalogue of roughly a thousand characters, sorted into the factions and functions that recur across the genre: reluctant heroes and the mentors who push them, vampires and shifters and fae, hunters and crime lords and the things that climb up from below, the lovers who should know better, the villains who are certain they are right. It is not a roster to copy whole. It is a box of sparks. Some entries will hand you a character almost intact; others do their best work as a collision, the moment you force two of them into the same small room.

      Treat every entry as a door, not a destination. An archetype is a place to begin, and the characters who linger in a reader's memory are almost always sitting at an intersection: the monster hunter slowly becoming the thing they hunt, the crime lord with a code cleaner than the heroes', the kindly mentor whose lessons turn out to be a long con. When a character feels flat, the trouble is rarely the archetype; it is that the archetype hasn't yet been handed a contradiction. Pull a type from these pages, then ask the questions no list can answer. What does this person want badly enough to risk the secret? What did the city take from them? What would they swear they would never do, until the night they do it anyway? The role is the clay; the wound, the want, and the voice are yours.

      It helps to see this in miniature. Take the most familiar figure in the genre, the supernatural private investigator; on its own it is a cliché in a long coat. Now give it a single contradiction. Make the investigator someone who cannot lie, bound by an old bargain to speak only the truth, and watch the whole character reorganise around the wound. Every interview becomes a minefield. Every client who needs gentle reassurance gets the brutal truth instead. The gift for reading people is now also a curse that costs them friendships, cases, and the small mercy of a kind lie. Nothing about the archetype changed; one contradiction did all the work. That is the move this book is built to support, a thousand times over. The entries give you the recognisable shape. Cracking it open and putting something true and difficult inside is the part no catalogue can do for you.

      In this genre, power is best measured by what it costs, and the cost is always paid by a person. A magic system described in the abstract is inert; it turns vivid the moment you show the witch coughing blood after the spell, the shifter waking naked and bewildered miles from home, the medium who can no longer pick the living from the dead at a crowded party. The cast is how a reader feels the rules in their own body instead of learning them from a lecture. So don't only ask what a character can do. Ask what it does to them, and who has to clean up afterward.

      Voice deserves its own word, because urban fantasy is, more than most branches of the fantastic, a first-person genre. We live inside one head, riding behind the eyes, so the protagonist's voice is not a coat thrown over the character; it is the character, delivered straight. The wry deflection of the detective, the breathless disbelief of the newly awakened, the weary economy of the veteran who has seen it before: that is characterisation working in real time. The discipline extends to the rest of the cast. A reader should be able to tell who is speaking with the dialogue tags stripped away. When everyone in your city sounds the same, the world goes flat no matter how many monsters cross it. Give each of them a rhythm, a vocabulary, and a way of dodging the thing they don't want to say.

      Spare some care for the small parts. Urban fantasy rewards the long game, partly because so much of it runs in series, and the genre has a habit of promoting its bit players. The bartender who pours a drink in chapter three becomes indispensable by book two, the keeper of neutral ground where enemies have to be civil. The informant, the landlady who is older than she looks, the beat cop who keeps almost noticing: give these people one sharp detail and a hint that their lives go on after the hero leaves the room, and they gather weight every time they return. It is how a city stops feeling like a stage set and starts feeling lived in.

      There is a practical way to use what follows. When you start a novel, hold a casting session the way a film might. Settle first on your point-of-view character and the contradiction that lifts them above their type, then ask who they need around them: someone who knows more than they do, someone who needs protecting, someone who wants them to fail. Move through these chapters with those vacancies in mind and let the entries audition. More often than not, a character you pulled for one slot turns out to belong in another, and the throwaway informant becomes the secret heart of the book. A cast is rarely built in a single pass. It is discovered, role by role, as the story tells you who it needs.

      One caution before you start. A thousand characters is far more than any single book can hold, and the temptation is to cram in as many as possible. Resist it. A city teems, but a story focuses. The point of a deep cast is not to use everyone; it is to choose well, and to know that behind every character who steps into the light stands a whole population they might have been instead. The reader feels that depth even when it is never shown. Choose your handful, give them everything, and let the rest stand in the dark at the edges.

      So this is where we begin. The chapters ahead move outward from the centre of the story to its edges: from the protagonists who carry the point of view, through the mentors, allies, and lovers beside them, out to the vampires, shifters, fae, mages, hunters, crime lords, and demons who fill the dark, and back at last to the ordinary mortals who never see any of it coming. Read them in order or raid them at random. Somewhere in these pages is the person your next book has been waiting for.
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      Every urban fantasy needs someone to walk point — the person whose eyes the reader borrows for four hundred pages, who gets the first chapter and the last word. In this genre that person is rarely a willing hero. Protagonists here are dragged into the dark, born straddling its border, or hauled back into a fight they thought they had left, and their reluctance is exactly what makes them worth following. Watching someone resist a story they cannot escape holds a reader far longer than watching someone go looking for one.

      This chapter gathers the leads: the investigators who take the cases nobody else will touch, the ordinary people whose lives crack open one bad night, the half-bloods at home in neither world, and the burned-out veterans the past will not release. Treat each as a starting point rather than a finished portrait. The role is what gets your protagonist onto the page; the contradiction you give them is what keeps a reader turning it.

      Magical PIs & Supernatural Detectives (~20)

      Delphine Marchetti — Hand her the murder weapon and she will tell you who held it last, what they were feeling, and the colour of the room they did it in. Psychometry makes her the finest reader of evidence in the city, and it charges her for every reading, blind, with one of her own memories. She has lost her mother's face, the name of her first dog, the reason she became an investigator at all. Her case notes are immaculate because her own life is the thing she can no longer recall. Give her a single object she is afraid to touch, and watch her weigh the price.

      Ezra Okonkwo — Twenty years on homicide left Ezra with a clearance rate nobody could explain and a habit of arriving at a scene to speak with the empty air. The freshly dead linger a day or two, confused and talkative, and he is the only detective in the city who can take their statement. The work is steady. The trouble is that the dead do not always stop talking when the case closes, his flat is never quite empty, and he has forgotten what silence sounds like.

      Marlowe Cobalt — When a body turns up with no blood, no wound, and no explanation, the precinct calls Cobalt and then pretends it never happened. She is on no payroll and in no file, the consultant the city needs and refuses to admit it has. She works these cases for nothing, because the first one was her sister, fifteen years ago, written off as a heart attack by men who knew better, and every bloodless corpse since has been another chance to find the thing that did it. The locked drawer of true notes she keeps is really a drawer she keeps for one case that has never closed.

      Sunday Achterberg — Sunday tastes lies. A falsehood sits on her tongue like spoiled milk; the truth runs clean as water; an evasion has a sourness all its own. It makes her interrogations devastating and her dinners unbearable, because the gift does not switch off, and lately she has stopped sharing a table with anyone she loves. She calls it a diet. What it actually is, is a slow retreat from everyone whose small kindnesses she can no longer trust to be wholly true.

      Quentin Vesper — The Church did not simply lose Quentin; it cast him out, for performing the old exorcisms it had formally forbidden. The galling part, for them and for him, is that his rites still work, which raises the question nobody wants asked: if the banned words still burn the unclean, where is the power actually coming from? He is gentle with the genuinely haunted and merciless with the frauds, and he takes every case partly to keep testing the answer — and he grows more afraid, each time, of what it is going to turn out to be.

      Birdie Nakamura — Birdie is nineteen, runs her missing-persons agency from a childhood bedroom still papered with band posters, and finds people by the two trails everyone leaves: the digital one and the dead one. She can pull a vanished girl's last location off a cracked phone and, when the news is bad, sometimes off the girl herself. The grown-ups who hire her keep mistaking her for the receptionist. She lets them think it, takes the case, and finds the body they could not.

      Bex Ferreira — Bex chases the ones who skipped their bond, not bail but the older kind, the oaths and debts the supernatural world secures with blood and enforces with worse. She is good at it because she understands running; she did enough of it herself. So when she finally corners some terrified creature that broke a contract to save its own skin, the law says drag it back and her gut says something else entirely, and the gap between the two widens with every job she takes.

      Auberon Sleet — Half-fae and wholly bound by it, Auberon cannot break a spoken promise; the word, once given, turns to iron. Early on, clients learned to wring vows out of him and ruin him with them, so he stopped giving any. He promises nothing now, to no one, ever — not a callback, not a coffee, not that he will even try — and the city reads the caution as coldness. Whoever finally understands why he flinches at the word will be trusted with something he has handed no one else.

      Dr. Lila Voss — Lila autopsies magic. Where a coroner reads the body, she reads the spell still smoking inside it: the shape of the curse, the signature of its caster, the last terrified second of the working. She is the best forensic thaumaturgist in three states, and she holds most of her conversations with the deceased, who at least do not leave halfway through. She will tell you she prefers their company. She has lately begun to suspect that is no longer a joke.

      Knox — Knox woke in a hospital six years ago with no name, no history, and an unsettling talent for finding what people have hidden. He took the work because every case is practice for the only one that matters: his own. The clues are starting to cohere, and they are ugly. The blank in his memory does not look like an accident or a wound; it looks deliberate and practised, the same erasure he keeps stumbling across in dozens of other lives, all scrubbed by a single hand. He is beginning to suspect the hand was his.

      Magda Petrescu — Magda came over from the old country with a headscarf, a cigarette habit, and a hedge-witch's eye for the small evils that breed in marriages and money. She works the cases the glamorous investigators turn down: the curse a mother-in-law folded into a wedding gift, the husband thinning his wife's life with a charm he bought cheap. She has witnessed every petty cruelty people reserve for the ones closest to them, and she still, against all sense, likes people. Most of them.

      Sol Aguirre — Sol can find anything. Lost keys, lost dogs, lost heirs to forgotten fortunes; name it and his gift tugs him toward it like a needle to north. Anything except his younger brother, who walked out eleven years ago leaving no thread for the magic to catch, which should not be possible. So he takes every missing-persons case that comes through the door, returns every stranger's child, and tells himself the next one might be the one that finally teaches him how to open the only door that stays shut.

      Imogen Thrale — Imogen is bound to a dead man. Her last client was murdered mid-retainer, and the contract — sloppily worded, irritatingly binding — will not release her until the case is closed, which means she shares her office, her commute, and her every waking hour with the sardonic ghost of the victim she is obliged to avenge. They bicker without pause. He knows things about his own death that he refuses to simply tell her. She has never worked so hard in her life to get rid of a client.

      Dash Moreau — Dash has the trench coat, the jaw, the reputation, and a charm gone wrong that walks him toward danger wearing a face of perfect calm while he screams somewhere behind it. The city thinks him the bravest investigator alive. He knows himself for a coward in a hero's costume, hauled into every burning building by a hex he cannot undo, the dread never once dulling. The day he meets a threat the charm cannot make him face is the day he learns who he actually is.

      Orla Finnegan — Banshee blood means that the moment Orla meets a client she knows, roughly, when they will die; never how, never why, just the cold tolling certainty of the date. It has made her a strange sort of detective, taking the cases of people whose clocks are almost out and racing a deadline only she can hear. She keeps no close friends, unable to bear learning their numbers. The client whose death falls tomorrow, and whose murder has not yet happened, is the one she cannot make herself walk away from.

      Theo Reyes — Stand Theo in a room and he can replay its last hour, once. A single rewind, watched like a ghost in the corner, and then that echo is spent for good. It makes him formidable and agonisingly careful, because the wrong hour or the wrong room burns the truth forever. He is haunted by the rewinds he squandered as a younger, cockier man, the confessions and faces he spent before he understood their cost. These days he will sometimes wait whole days before he dares to look.

      Winnie Salt — Winnie only ever wanted to run a quiet pawnshop. The difficulty is that half her stock is cursed, the things people hock when they are desperate to be rid of them, and the curses will not stay in the cases. So she finds herself investigating her own inventory: where the locket came from, who the music box is calling, why the ring keeps finding its way back to the window. She is reluctant, unflappable, and quietly furious that the simple life turned out to be the one thing this city would not sell her.

      Cormac Driscoll — Cormac was a fine detective until the full moon made him a better one and a liability both, because you cannot write "I smelled the killer's fear from the next block" into a report. He left the force before anyone thought to ask the wrong question, and freelances now, solving with a wolf's senses what he passes off as good instinct. He keeps his two halves in separate rooms. A case that needs the wolf out in daylight, in front of witnesses, is the one that could take everything from him.

      Yusuf Bahri — Yusuf works inside dreams. Hired by the haunted and the guilt-ridden, he climbs down into their nightmares after the things the waking mind has buried: a memory, a witness, a face glimpsed and forgotten. The cost is cruel. He can no longer sleep on his own account without tumbling into someone else's terror, and the shadows under his eyes have shadows of their own. He is the most exhausted man in the city, and the only one who can solve a murder the victim does not remember seeing.

      Nadia Okwu — They call her the Grandmother of the Line: a telephone number passed hand to hand among the city's frightened for thirty years, answered in a voice like warm bread and followed by help that actually arrives. Lately the calls have begun coming early — a man reporting his own disappearance a week before it happens, a child describing a fire not yet lit. Something is dialling her out of order, and Nadia has stopped sleeping, because for the first time in thirty years she may be able to lift the receiver and stop the worst of it before it has even begun.

      Awakened Mundanes Thrust Into It (~20)

      Priya Anand — Priya did the books for a dental practice and asked nothing of the universe but a quiet weekend. Then a minor collision stopped her heart for ninety seconds, and when it restarted she could see which things in a room were lying about what they were: the charmed ring sitting too bright on a finger, the cursed heirloom with its sick grey shimmer, the man at the bus stop whose face did not quite reconcile with the rest of him. An accountant's nose for the figure that will not add up, turned on the entire world. She still files the practice's taxes on time, because the alternative is admitting her life has changed.

      Gabriel Mendez — Three months into the night shift Gabriel worked out that some of his passengers on the last route weren't getting off because they weren't, strictly, alive. They board at stops that closed decades ago and ride in patient silence to the cemetery gates. He keeps driving them; somebody has to, he figures, and they tip in coins no longer minted. He has told no one, least of all his wife, because the look that would cross her face is the only part of this whole business that actually frightens him.

      Lena Hartmann — Lena was a wedding photographer with a good eye and a fully booked spring, until her prints began showing a second figure behind the bride: the same figure, every wedding, every city. The cameras see it; her eyes do not. Now she shoots each job twice over, sick with dread about what will be standing in the frame, and unable to stop because the mortgage does not care that her photographs have started to haunt her. She is one bad exposure away from running.

      Marcus Webb — A heart attack on the 7:48 left Marcus, a mid-level project manager, with a borrowed second life and the unwelcome knack of feeling exactly how much time everyone around him has left. The barista: decades. The man across the platform: hours. He has started arriving late and leaving early to avoid crowds, because a commute is unbearable once you can feel the clock ticking in every stranger. He has not yet found the nerve to stand in front of a mirror.

      Yara Haddad — Yara, a paediatric nurse on nights, noticed that the children who shouldn't have pulled through were pulling through on her shifts, and that something drained out of her hands each time it happened. She is healing them; she does not know the price or the limit, only that she cannot stop while a child is slipping, and that the ward is beginning to notice numbers that refuse to add up. Her real fear is that the gift will run dry on the wrong night, in front of the wrong parents.

      Tom Bellamy — Tom is an out-of-work electrician who took a cash job stripping the wiring from a condemned building and found a second system running behind the first — not cables but wards, lines of old protective work laced through the walls the way circuits run through a house. He can see them everywhere now, and he can see that half of them are dead or failing, with no one left who knows how to mend them. Nobody is paying him to care. He keeps a ledger of the worst ones anyway, because somebody ought to know the city's defences are quietly going dark.

      Aisha Bello — A primary-school teacher who woke one morning able to understand and speak every tongue there is: living, dead, and the grinding inhuman languages of things never meant to hold a conversation. It turns out the hidden world is starved for anyone who can translate across its borders, and Aisha has gone, overnight, from minding thirty children to being courted, leaned on, and occasionally threatened by powers who all want the one interpreter who can sit at every table. She took the job to be heard by a classroom. Now everyone wants her to speak for them, and not one of them has asked what she might want to say.

      Owen Pryce — Owen runs a failing record shop and started catching, faintly, the song stuck in the head of whoever walks in: the grieving, the obsessed, the dangerous, each looping a private refrain behind their eyes. He has learned to read people by it the way a doctor reads a pulse. Which is how he knows something is wrong with the pleasant, ordinary man who comes in every Thursday and plays, behind his smile, nothing at all — a dead silence where a human song should be. Owen may be the only person in the city who can tell that the man is not, in any way that counts, a man.

      Fenella Drake — Fen, a divorce lawyer who prided herself on reading people, woke one day able to see the difference between a contract that is merely legal and one bound by something with teeth. Half the settlements crossing her desk, she now realises, are enforced not by the courts but by old, hungry magic, and the clients signing them have no idea what they have actually agreed to. She has become, without meaning to, the only human attorney in the city practising supernatural contract law — and the things that draft those contracts have started to notice that someone can finally read the fine print.

      Samuel Aldridge — A retired postman who, since a fall on the ice, has started receiving letters again: addressed in his own sleeping hand and waiting by the door each morning, post for the dead, the missing, the not-yet-born, and the kind of resident no street directory will admit to. He cannot rest until each one is delivered, which drags him, stamp by stamp, into lives and hidden places he never knew shared his city. He spent forty years carrying words between people. He is beginning to understand he has been handed one last, far stranger round, with a route only he can walk.

      Roshni Verma — Roshni minded her late father's corner shop and never believed a word of his stories, until the night she handed change to a customer who left no reflection and no footprints in the rain. Now the late hours bring a different clientele, and she has understood that her father was not superstitious at all; he was on first-name terms with half the city's hidden world, and every one of them assumed she knew. She is improvising furiously, terrified to admit she has inherited a post she does not understand.

      Calvin Boyd — Calvin, a gym manager with no inner life to speak of, began waking with bruises, mud on his feet, and holes in his memory, and finally followed himself on a camera he set up out of fear. The footage shows him leaving at three in the morning with grim purpose, off to do something he cannot recall and the city seems quietly grateful for. He is being used, gently, by a power he cannot name, and the not-knowing is hollowing him out from the inside.

      Esther Lindqvist — Esther is eighty-one, sharp as a pin, and lately aware that the neighbours she has chatted to over the fence for thirty years have not aged a single day. She said nothing for a while, out of politeness. Now she keeps notes, logs the comings and goings, and has concluded that her quiet cul-de-sac harbours something that has been hiding in plain sight all along. She is not frightened. After a long and underused retirement, she is frankly delighted to finally have a project.

      Danny Whitlock — A sixteen-year-old shelf-stacker who can suddenly see, in faint chalk-lines over every doorway, whether the threshold beyond is safe to cross. Most are. A few glow in warning. One — the door to the stockroom where his manager keeps disappearing — blazes like a brand. Danny is broke, perpetually late, and the only person in the supermarket who knows something is badly wrong in aisle nine, and nobody is going to take the word of the kid who lives on energy drinks.

      Carmen Ruiz — Carmen ran a busy salon for years before she understood why her regulars left lighter than they arrived: with a snip she can take something off a person along with the split ends — a bad habit, a looping grief, the memory of a face they are desperate to forget. They come to her for more than a trim now, and she obliges, because helping feels good and the gift is hers to give. What she has never let herself ask is where all of it goes once it is cut away, or what is quietly gathering in the swept pile behind her chair.

      Idris Khan — Idris, a long-haul driver, once picked up a hitchhiker on a dark motorway who asked for a stretch of road that is on no map, and ever since, the night roads have opened differently for him. Slip-roads appear that no other driver can take; certain exits join up places that ought to be three counties apart. His cab has become the only vehicle that can run the routes between the hidden world's far-flung corners, which means everyone with cargo they cannot move by ordinary means now knows his name. He is a practical man with a logbook, slowly grasping that he has become a smuggler's road with legs.

      Bridget Ahern — Bridget cleans a sprawling old teaching hospital on nights, and a year ago her master key started opening a corridor her colleagues swear is a supply cupboard. Behind it is a ward the hospital does not list, with patients no chart describes, and she has apparently been mopping its floors for months without ever quite seeing it before. Now that she has, she cannot stop. She brings the unlisted patients water and a kind word the way she would anyone, asks none of the questions she is afraid to hear answered, and has become, without a single person deciding it, the only soul who tends the sick the city keeps hidden.

      Nathan Cole — Nathan, a data analyst who lived and breathed patterns, spotted one in the city's missing-persons figures that nobody else could see: a rhythm, a culling, something feeding to a schedule. He has a spreadsheet that predicts the next disappearance and absolutely no one to show it to who won't think him deranged. He is an ordinary man carrying an extraordinary and unbearable certainty, and the date his model points to next is uncomfortably close.

      Femi Adewale — Femi, a Sunday-league footballer and part-time barman, took a bad knock to the head and woke able to see the strings: faint threads of debt and obligation running person to person, lacing the whole city into a web of who-owes-what. Some of those threads, he has realised, are not metaphorical, not human, and a few of them are tied to him. He only ever wanted to play football. Instead he can see precisely how trapped everyone is, himself first of all.

      Grace Sumner — Grace, a churchgoing widow who has arranged the parish flowers for forty years, was the only soul in the nave at the right hour to notice that the new vicar throws no shadow on the flagstones — and that the long-standing congregation have begun, one by one, to go grey and strange and obliging. Something has stepped into the shepherd's place and is quietly making a meal of the flock. Nobody listens to the old woman with the flower scissors. So Grace, who prayed her whole life for a way to be useful, has started keeping watch, alone, on the thing wearing her vicar's collar.

      Half-Bloods & Those Caught Between Worlds (~15)

      Niamh Ó Sé — Half-fae on her mother's side, Niamh blisters at the touch of iron and carries the oldest of fae weaknesses: anyone who learns her true name can command her, body and will. So she lives behind a rotating wall of false ones, close to nobody, trusting the real syllables to no living soul, which the human world reads as evasiveness and the Courts read as the insolence of a half-thing that will not kneel. She belongs to a single stool in a single bar that serves both kinds. The drama of her is the day someone she has come to love genuinely needs to be trusted with the one thing that could enslave her.

      Marco Benedetti — A dhampir, born to a human mother and a vampire father, Marco ages a year for every decade and craves a blood he refuses on principle to take. He hunts vampires to prove to himself he is not one; they keep calling him cousin, which he loathes more than any insult. He is all discipline and denial, a man holding a door shut against his own nature, and the genuine question of his story is how long a person can refuse what they are before the refusing becomes the whole of them.

      Sabra Nwosu — Half-djinn, Sabra can grant a wish, and each one scoops something out of her she does not get back. Humans treat her as a miracle waiting to happen; her father's people see a servant born to a leash. She grants nothing now, which both sides read as either cruelty or revolt, and neither reads as the truth. What she wants, and cannot find on either side of her blood, is to be wanted for something other than what she can be made to give.

      Eli Brandt — Son of an angel and a mortal woman, Eli is a Nephilim with a quiet gift for mercy and a body that heals too fast to explain at a clinic. Heaven ignores him; the other side keeps leaving offers. He works as a paramedic, where healing fast and feeling everyone's pain at once is more or less the job description, and he is worn thin by being courted endlessly by two powers that each see him as a recruitment problem rather than a person.

      Wei Chen — Raised entirely human, Wei learned at his grandmother's funeral that his family are fox-spirits who have passed for generations, and that he is the first in three to be born able to shift. The clan wants him home, to be what they are. His job, his flat, his girlfriend are all built on being who he always thought he was. He is grieving a human identity that turns out to have been a costume all along, and he is far from sure he wants to take it off.

      Anouk Lefèvre — A changeling, swapped in the cradle and raised by humans who never quite warmed to their strange child, Anouk always knew in her bones she was a substitution. As an adult she found the truth, and now lives in the seam: too fae for the family that raised her, too human for the one that left her behind. She collects other changelings — the swapped, the lost, the not-quite-right — assembling out of strays the belonging that neither world would ever issue her.

      Darius Thorn — A cambion, half-demon, Darius inherited a talent for spotting the worst in anyone and a low, constant pull to use it. So he works, of all things, as a counsellor, turning the gift toward good out of pure stubbornness. His father's side waits, patient and certain he will fall. He is never more than one bad day from proving them right, and the daily discipline of his decency — chosen again every morning — is the whole quiet drama of him.

      Talia Roman — Half-siren, Talia has a voice that can compel, which she has spent her life pressing down into a near-whisper, terrified of what she might make people do. She works as a librarian, where quiet is not just tolerated but enforced, and that suits her exactly. The day she finally has to raise her voice — to stop someone, to save someone — is the day she learns what she truly is, and whether, once she has started, she is able to stop.

      Bastian Roe — Born of a human and something out of the deep water, Bastian cannot stray far from the sea for long without drying out, cracking, turning irritable as a tide held back from the shore. He skippers a harbour tour boat, the one job that keeps him both wet and near the city. His mother's people sing to him across the water at night; his father's people think the sea is a story told to children. He is homesick for a home he has never once been allowed to visit.

      Imani Sesay — A revenant of sorts: Imani died as a child and came back, though never quite all the way. She runs cold, photographs strangely, and the dead treat her as one of their own while the living find her quietly unsettling without knowing why. She works the night desk at a hotel, the perfect post for someone who belongs fully to neither shift. What she guards is the secret of how she returned — and the growing dread that the debt for it has not yet come due.

      Lukas Reinhardt — A werewolf's son who never got the wolf. Born into a pack, raised in expectation of the change, Lukas waited and it simply never came. He is the human child in a family of monsters: protected, pitied, never trusted on a hunt, and the shame of being the safe one has curdled into something sharp-edged. He would give anything to belong to the pack completely. It has not yet occurred to him that being the one who stays human might be the most important role the pack has.

      Devorah Stern — Descended from a line of golem-makers on one side and ordinary mortals on the other, Devorah can wake clay and stone to brief, lumbering life, a power that sits in neither the wholly human world nor the wholly other. The old families regard her as a curiosity; her secular relatives think the whole business nonsense. She restores statues for a museum by day and, on rare nights, asks one of them to walk. She is the last keeper of a tradition no one else recalls, lonely in a way that has no proper name.

      Kai Tupou — Child of a mortal and a minor god of storms, Kai feels every shift in the air pressure as a change of mood, and can, when truly furious, call a wind he cannot always call back. The pantheon will not acknowledge a half-blood; humans simply think him volatile. He surfs, he sails, he chases weather fronts — anything to spend the charge before it spends him. The romance and the danger of him are one and the same: getting close means standing near the lightning.

      Mara Vasquez — Born in the borderland between the living world and the country of the dead, Mara can step sideways into the grey and back, and has never been certain which side was meant to be home. She carries messages and the occasional lost soul, a courier between worlds with no permanent address in either. She is dry, capable, and quietly desperate for one person on the living side who will still be there, every time, whenever she comes back across.

      Jonah Idowu — Half something his mother would never name, Jonah grew up watching her hide his differences and learned shame before he ever learned what he was. The answer has started to surface on its own: when he is frightened or cornered, the lifeless things nearest him stir — a coat lifting as though it has shoulders, a wooden chair flexing like a hand. He cannot control it yet and does not understand it, and his mother took the explanation to her grave. He is the reader's ideal way in, a man uncovering what he is at exactly the pace they do, dreading and craving the answer in equal measure.

      Burned-Out Veterans Pulled Back In (~15)

      Roland Cutter — Roland hunted the things that hunt people for thirty years, and quit the night a job went wrong and a partner didn't come home. He runs a hardware store now, sells nails and sound advice, and sleeps badly. He has promised himself, his late wife, and his sponsor that he is finished. Then the particular kind of disappearance he used to handle starts up again three streets from the shop, and the only man who knows how to stop it is the one who swore he never would again.

      Margaret Osei — Maggie ran a coven for forty years and walked away from magic the day it cost her a daughter, trading spellwork for a quiet allotment and a vow never to draw another circle. The craft does not accept resignations. When something old and patient turns its attention to her grandchildren, Maggie must weigh the power she renounced against everything it took from her the first time, knowing the scales have not changed.

      Viktor Sorin — A spy out of the supernatural cold war, Viktor has retired into a small flat, a daily crossword, and chess in the park, telling anyone who asks that the great game is well behind him. His tradecraft never rusted. When a courier turns up dead with his old codename on their lips, he has to come in from a cold he never truly left — older, slower, and still, to his own grim surprise, the most dangerous man on the bench.

      Dolores Fontaine — Lola was the city's foremost exorcist until a possession slipped past her guard and left a scar she keeps pinned down with routine, faith, and gin. She tends bar now and turns away everyone who comes asking for the old help. But the thing that scarred her is back, wearing a new face and working its way through the regulars she serves, and this time the bottle and the rosary between them are not going to be enough.

      Hideo Tanaka — A swordsman who guarded a sacred boundary for most of his life, Hideo retired to teach calligraphy to children when his hands began to shake, and told himself the tremor was only age. It is not. The thing his line was sworn to hold has worked out that the lock was never the boundary at all but the guardian's own steady body, and as Hideo weakens it stirs, patient and pleased. His retirement was a fiction from the first day, and the only question left is whether a failing old man stands at the line himself, or admits at last that he should have trained someone to take his place.

      Ruth Ngata — For forty years Ruth was a sin-eater of sorts, the woman who could lift a curse, a guilt, a haunting grief off another person and carry it herself — and she stopped because she is full, with no room left in her for anyone else's burden and barely enough peace to sleep under the weight she already holds. She has made a hard bargain with herself to carry it quietly to the grave. Then someone she loves is cursed with a thing that will kill them by morning, and to take it she would first have to set down a weight she has carried so long she no longer knows who she is without it.

      Frank Delgado — For thirty years Frank was the coroner who quietly mislabelled the city's impossible deaths — the bloodless, the clawed, the burned-from-inside — signing them off as heart attacks and house fires to keep an old peace nobody ever fully explained to him. He retired bitter; he drinks, he fishes, he stews. Now a sharp young pathologist has begun reopening his cases and asking why the wounds never matched the paperwork, and Frank must decide whether to bury the truth one last time or hand someone the whole filthy ledger of what he hid, and what the hiding was keeping at bay.

      Beatrix Maddox — A summoner who bound and banished the infernal for decades, Beatrix sealed her circle for good after one deal cost her far too much, and keeps bees now, and a careful distance from anyone likely to ask. But a contract she signed in her reckless youth is finally coming due, and the only road out of it runs straight back through the door she swore on everything she would never open again.

      Amos Tiller — Amos was a relic-hunter who recovered dangerous objects before they could do harm, right up until one of them did its harm to him; he walks with a stick now and keeps a dusty antiques shop. He tells the curious the adventuring days are over. When the very relic he failed to recover all those years ago resurfaces in the city, neither the limp nor the lost years will excuse him, because he is the only soul alive who knows what it does and how to put it back down.

      Saira Mahmood — Saira commanded a unit that fought things the public never heard about, and what no one ever told her plainly is that she was not merely its commander but its anchor: her presence at the post is what kept a certain something bound, and when she mustered out, hollow and finished, she left the lock half-open behind her. The thing has been working itself loose ever since. The people who come to fetch her back do not want her tactics or her aim. They need her to simply stand, once more, in the one place she swore she would never set foot again.

      Gregor Volkov — A werewolf who led a pack through a brutal territory war and abdicated afterward, sickened by the cost, choosing a lone and human-passing life in a quiet town. He has kept the wolf chained for years and meant to die that way. But the vicious young alpha who seized his old territory has heard that the legendary leader still breathes, and a living former alpha is a claim no rival can allow to stand. The war Gregor walked away from is coming to his quiet town to finish him, and chains or not, it will not let him stay retired.

      Eleanor Pratt — Eleanor catalogued and contained supernatural threats for a secret bureau until the paperwork and the cover-ups had hollowed out her conscience, and she took early retirement to grow roses and forget. She knows where the bodies and the boxes are buried. When the bureau she left starts tidying away its loose ends, and she understands that she is one of them, the meek retiree has to remember that she was once the most thorough operative they ever had.

      Malik Hassan — Malik's healing was never free: he mends a wound by drawing it into his own body, and a lifetime of mercy has left him a roadmap of other people's injuries, scar laid over scar, a man quietly running out of flesh to give. So he stopped, hung up the gift, and drives a taxi where nobody expects miracles of him. But when a passenger begins bleeding out across his back seat he feels the old pull stir, and faces the choice he retired to avoid, because this wound is bad enough that taking it might be the one his body finally cannot survive.

      Cordelia Bly — Cordelia was the broker who kept the peace between the city's factions for thirty years, the neutral voice every monster learned to trust, until a treaty she brokered collapsed into slaughter and she vanished into a seaside boarding house in disgrace. The factions are sliding toward war again, and they want the one negotiator they ever trusted back at the table, scandal and all. She does not know whether she can bear the weight a second time — or whether she can live with herself if she refuses it.

      Walter Greenwood — An old ghost-hunter, genuinely retired and genuinely content among his grandchildren and his shed, Walter wanted nothing more to do with the work, and least of all to teach it; he turned the eager young hunter away three times. Then the kid went after the haunting alone, the way Walter knew they would, and did not come back. So the old man has taken the kit down off the high shelf — not to train anyone, and not for vengeance, but to walk back into the dark himself and drag a foolish, brave child out of it before it is too late.
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      Nobody walks into the hidden world unaided. Someone is always already there, holding the lamp: the teacher who explains what just tried to kill you, the voice on the phone that tells you where to run, the dead woman who used to have your job. The mentor is how a reader learns the rules without sitting through a lecture, and how a frightened newcomer is turned into someone who can act. But this is not a genre of wise old men dispensing clean wisdom. The guide here almost always wants something, and the most interesting ones are the reason the hero ends up in trouble as often as out of it.

      This chapter gathers the four kinds who stand at the protagonist's shoulder: the old masters who teach the craft, the handlers and fixers who deploy them and clean up the mess, the keepers of lore who hold the answers behind a price, and the dead who advise from the other side of the line. Treat each as a relationship rather than a fixture. A mentor with no agenda is furniture; give them a motive of their own — a debt, a guilt, a long con, a war they haven't mentioned — and they stop being the person who explains the plot and start being part of it.

      Old Masters (~15)

      Augustin Vael — Augustin was the most feared sorcerer of his generation until the working that sealed his reputation burned the power out of him for good. He teaches now because describing a spell is all he has left; he can walk a student through an incantation he will never cast again, and the humiliation of it sits behind every lesson. He is a magnificent teacher and a bitter man, and his darkest fear is the obvious one — that some unremarkable pupil will, with ordinary effort, do easily the thing that cost him everything. He hides the fear behind impossible standards.

      Sefu Mwangi — A blademaster who trained a generation of hunters, Sefu took a vow never to draw steel again the day a favourite student used everything he had taught them to commit a massacre. Now he teaches restraint with the same ferocity he once taught the cut, refusing to advance anyone until he trusts they will not come to enjoy it. Students find him maddeningly slow. What they cannot see is a man interviewing each of them, quietly and constantly, for the capacity to become the thing he already armed once.

      Iris Vandermeer — Iris runs what looks like a finishing school for late-blooming talents: tea, patience, embroidery samplers stitched in binding-script. The warmth is real, and so is the calculation under it. She is drilling her gentle pupils for a war she has watched coming for a decade and has chosen not to name, on the theory that frightened students learn worse than comfortable ones. The reckoning, when it lands, will turn on whether a kindness that withholds the truth was ever really a kindness at all.

      Bashir Qadir — Bashir teaches breathing. Months of it, before a student is permitted anything resembling magic, which drives the ambitious ones to despair and out the door, exactly as he intends. Those who stay learn that the breath was the magic all along, the one thing standing between a working and the panic that unravels it. He laughs easily and lets people underestimate him; the day a pupil finally sees the iron discipline beneath the joviality is the day their real training begins.

      Dame Honoria Welles — The last of a duelling line that once supplied the realm its finest combat-mages, Honoria teaches commoners she openly considers beneath her, because the alternative is letting the art die with her name. Every lesson arrives wrapped in contempt. Yet she has never cancelled a class, never turned away a student who could not pay, and saves her cruellest scorn for the gifted ones, as though insult were a form of investment. Her pupils spend years failing to notice they are loved.

      Tobias Renn — Tobias insists there is no such thing as talent, only labour, and grinds his apprentices through years of dull, exacting drudgery to prove it. He was a prodigy himself once, the kind that frightens teachers, and he watched the gift make him reckless until it nearly killed him. So he preaches the slow road with a convert's zeal, and cannot quite admit that what he is really doing is keeping the next prodigy too busy and too tired to repeat his mistakes.

      Mama Esengo — Generous with her table and terrifying about her rules, Mama Esengo teaches root-work and spirit-dealing to anyone the spirits seem to take a liking to. Her first lesson and her last are the same: the powers she serves keep accounts, and every gift carries an invoice that falls due when you can least afford it. She has paid more of those invoices than she will say. The student who mistakes her warmth for softness, and reaches for a shortcut past the debt, learns precisely why the whole neighbourhood steps off the pavement when she passes.

      Grigory Sazonov — Exiled from a monastic order for teaching what it forbade, Grigory is convinced the orthodoxy's endless caution is what got his brothers killed, and he hands his students the dangerous techniques early, on principle. He may be a heretic freeing magic from timid gatekeepers. He may be a broken man rationalising the corners that ruined him. His pupils get further, faster, than anyone else's, and the question trailing each of them is whether he has equipped them or simply handed them the rope.

      Yelena Drozdova — A retired battle-mage scarred inside and out, Yelena trains by sparring, hard, from the first day, on the theory that a lesson learned bruised is a lesson kept. She bellows, and she works her students past tears. She also knows every one of their birthdays, notices when they have stopped eating, and has quietly covered more than one rent she pretends not to know about. The drill sergeant and the mother are the same woman, and she would sooner take a curse to the chest than admit the second one exists.

      Brother Caedmon — Caedmon illuminates binding-script the old way, by hand, letter by patient letter, and he is going blind. He teaches with mounting urgency because the script is exacting and unforgiving and survives in almost no one's hands now, and when his eyes fail it may simply stop. He is gentle, anxious, prone to despair on the bad days. What he needs is not a brilliant student but a stubborn one, willing to do something tedious and beautiful for years, for no reward beyond knowing it was not allowed to die.

      Halvard Mörk — Professor Mörk holds a chair at a hidden faculty, has written the standard texts, and is regarded as one of the foremost theorists alive. He has also never once cast a spell with his life on the line, and he knows, in the small hours, that all his elegant theory might desert him the instant it mattered. He steers students toward research and away from field-work with a paternal concern that is really self-protection. The pupil who drags him into a genuine crisis will find out what he is most afraid to.

      Imelda Cruz — A curandera who treats magic as medicine, Imelda teaches one unbending principle: nothing is ever truly removed, only moved. Lift a curse and it goes somewhere; heal a wound and someone, somewhere, comes to carry it. Her students learn to ask where, every time, before they act, which makes them slower and kinder and occasionally useless in a hurry — a price she considers fair. She is the ethical spine the rougher masters lack, and the first person former pupils call when a clever shortcut has come back to bill them.

      Aldo Bianchi — Aldo is a guild master who trains apprentices on iron-clad contracts: years of service in exchange for the craft, a system that built him and is, he has slowly understood, a quiet kind of theft. He sees the talent he is binding and underpaying. He also remembers being that apprentice, and the guild that fed him when nobody else would. Caught between the institution that made him and the young person it is using, he keeps finding small, deniable ways to tip the scales, and dreads the day he has to choose in the open.

      Nkechi Eze — Nkechi worked market-stall magic for thirty years before she took in a street kid as an apprentice, and her whole curriculum is built from survival. She teaches which fights to lose, how to be forgettable, and that there is no shame whatsoever in running from something that would kill you; the flashy masters, she says, fill the most graves. Her pupils rarely become powerful. They become old, which in her trade is the rarer and harder achievement, and the one she is proudest to have taught.

      Anselm Vey — Anselm teaches by sharing memory directly, letting a student stand inside his recollection of the masters who taught him, a lineage handed down eye to eye across two centuries. It is extraordinary, intimate, and quietly going wrong: the memories have begun to drift and rearrange, teachers saying things they never said, lessons he is no longer certain happened. He does not yet realise he is passing down a past that edits itself, and the student sharp enough to catch the contradictions will have to decide whether to tell him.

      Agency Handlers & Fixers (~15)

      Spencer Royce — Spencer runs field assets with a warm handshake, a good memory for birthdays, and a quota he never quite mentions. He genuinely likes his people, goes to bat for them in front of the brass, remembers their kids' names. He will also spend them without blinking the moment the math requires it, and the awful part is that the affection is not a lie; it simply was never going to be the deciding factor. His agents would walk through fire for him. Some of them have, and he sent very thoughtful flowers.

      Inez Calderón — Inez makes supernatural disasters disappear before the morning news can find them: the witnesses soothed, the footage corrupted, the body that was never there. She is the best in the business, and the business has eaten her alive. She has no friends she has not vetted and no paper trail, having spent twenty years erasing exactly the kind of evidence that proves a person existed. The job she does to others she has quietly done to herself, and lately she wonders whether anyone would notice if she vanished too.

      Director Mbeki — She runs a government bureau that officially does not exist, and she believes in it with her whole heart, which is exactly what makes her dangerous. Certain the work is too important to be slowed by honesty, she lies to her own agents constantly and tells herself each lie is a kindness, a weight she carries so they don't have to. She is neither corrupt nor cruel. She is something harder to fight: a decent person convinced that the ends have, just this once, earned the means.

      Pavel Roszak — Everyone calls him Uncle. For forty years Pavel has laundered the underworld's supernatural problems, made the right bodies vanish and the right officials forget, all of it conducted over tea and old stories and real avuncular warmth. He keeps a ledger of favours in his head and never loses a line of it. To be taken under his wing is a privilege and a leash both, and the people who learn this too late discover that family, in Pavel's vocabulary, is simply another word for owned.

      Tabitha Crowe — Young, sharp, and openly ambitious, Tabitha treats her field team as the rungs of a ladder and makes little secret of it. She files the reports that get her noticed, claims the wins, lets the blame settle downward. And yet she fights for resources nobody else would trouble to request, pulls strings to get a wounded agent a real doctor, and seems not to have decided yet what kind of handler she is becoming. Her whole story is which way she breaks, and who is standing close enough to tip it.

      Ako Mensah — Sergeant Mensah is the entire supernatural liaison desk of a police force that refuses to admit the desk exists. One man, no budget, a filing cabinet of cases the system will never let him close, and a stubborn, grinding decency that keeps him turning up anyway. He cannot offer the frightened people who find him much beyond being believed, which he has learned is more than they got anywhere else. He is tired in a way sleep does not touch, and he is precisely the ally a desperate protagonist prays is real.

      Mr. Sallow — Mr. Sallow handles compliance for a conglomerate with supernatural interests, and he will end you with a smile and a form in triplicate. Always courteous, never raising his voice, he treats ruined lives as line items and cannot fathom why anyone takes it personally. He sends a fruit basket after a hostile acquisition. He is the face of the genre's quietest horror: the discovery that the worst things are done not by monsters in alleys but by pleasant men in good suits who have read the terms more carefully than you have.

      Dovetail — Nobody who works for Dovetail has met Dovetail. The voice arrives by encrypted line, calm and well-informed and always a step ahead, dispensing the address, the warning, the extraction point. The intel is good, the payment lands on time, and the assets are left to wonder, on the long nights, whose interests they are actually serving and what becomes of operatives who start asking. Dovetail may be a person, an agency, or something that only learned to imitate one. The not-knowing is built into the arrangement.

      Margaux Sère — Margaux is a cleaner: she disposes of the bodies and tidies the memories the hidden world cannot afford to leave lying around. She is competent, unsentimental, and usually finished by lunch. She also keeps a private list, names only, of the ones she reached too late to save and had to erase instead. She visits no graves and lights no candles. She just keeps the list, adds to it when she must, and has never told a living soul it exists.

      Decker Ross — Decker was a field agent until a job went bad enough to get him promoted to a desk, where he now handles others and loathes every minute of it. He over-identifies with his assets, sees his own younger recklessness in every one of them, and breaks protocol to haul them out of danger he was ordered to leave them in. It feels like loyalty. To the agency it reads as a liability, and the day his rule-breaking gets someone killed rather than saved is the one he will not be able to square.

      Adaeze Nnadi — As provost of placements, Adaeze decides which graduates
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