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      Detective Inspector Blair Calloway strode into the London Metropolitan Police’s evidence storage, her footsteps echoing against the polished floor. The sterile space hummed with the quiet thrum of ventilation, rows of grey metal lockers and cages lining the walls.

      She moved with purpose, her thoughts tangled with the Selene O’Connor case, a death she had never fully believed to be a simple suicide. Her enchanted watch gave a faint buzz against her wrist, an almost imperceptible vibration she had learned to associate with lingering traces of magic.

      Sometimes she found them in evidence—a misplaced artefact, something unknowingly touched by magic, smuggled goods, or worse…a crime committed by or against a witch or mage.

      She paused at locker 2317, her fingers hovering over the keypad. The case had gathered dust for two months now—officially closed, neatly filed away, forgotten by everyone except her. The lock clicked open with a metallic snap.

      Blair pulled open the metal door, its hinges protesting with a quiet whine. The familiar scent of paper and metal wafted out as she lifted the evidence box, setting it on the nearby examination table. Her fingers, well-versed in countless hours of file review, moved through the contents with practised efficiency.

      The folder marked ‘Selene O’Connor’ caught her attention, but something made her pause. The usually crisp edges of the files were askew, papers jutting out at odd angles. She lifted the folder, examining it under the harsh fluorescent light. The metal staple in the corner had been wrenched free and clumsily reattached, leaving tiny tears in the paper.

      Her heart rate quickened as she opened the folder. Pages fanned out across the metal table, but gaps in the sequence leapt out at her trained eye. The post-mortem report—which she’d reviewed thoroughly during the initial investigation—was gone. So were the witness statements from the building’s security guard, several crime scene photographs, and the thumb drive that contained security footage from the CCTV cameras near Selene’s flat.

      Blair’s jaw clenched. The muscles in her neck tightened as she methodically checked each remaining document. This wasn’t simple mishandling or administrative error. The missing items were too specific, too crucial to the case. Evidence that had been overlooked in the face of the wounds on the body, which the coroner had ruled self-inflicted. No one cut themselves hundreds of times, then suffocated with no explanation.

      Blair’s watch buzzed faintly, a subtle vibration against her wrist. Her eyes narrowed. Magic.

      She spread her fingers across the remaining papers, feeling the residual energy that lingered there. Someone with access to police evidence storage had deliberately stripped this file—someone who knew exactly what they were looking for.

      The temperature plummeted, raising goosebumps along her arms. Years of experience had taught her to trust these subtle shifts—they rarely proved coincidental. The ring on her right hand grew warm, its heat building steadily against her skin. Dark magic. Here, in the evidence room of all places.

      She lifted her hand, tilting it under the harsh fluorescent lights. The warmth concentrated on one side of the ring, like a compass pointing towards its source. Following its pull, her gaze settled on the open locker. There—a faint iridescent shimmer clung to the metal edge, barely visible unless someone knew exactly what to look for.

      Blair reached into her coat pocket, fingers closing around the modified UV torch she’d had specially crafted for tracking magical signatures. The weight of it felt reassuring in her palm as she clicked it on, sweeping the beam across the locker’s frame.

      The effect was immediate. What had been a mere suggestion of something otherworldly burst into life under the specialised light. The residue glowed with an oily sheen, its colours shifting between deep purple and sickly green. It curled away from the locker like smoke frozen in time, forming a distinct trail that led towards the evidence room door.

      Her watch vibrated more intensely now, confirming what the ring and her instincts had already told her. This wasn’t just any magical trace—this was powerful, and deliberately masked from casual detection. The kind of magic that had no business anywhere near mundane police evidence storage.

      Magic that was recent. They’d only just left, Blair realised. If she was quick, then she might be able to catch them.

      She hesitated for only a moment, returning the altered file before securing the locker. The metallic clang echoed through the empty evidence room as she strode towards the exit, her boots tapping against the polished floor. Her watch’s vibration intensified, the magical signature growing stronger.

      The crisp London night hit her face as she pushed through the station’s heavy doors. A gust of wind carried the scent of rain and exhaust fumes, the city’s heartbeat pulsing around her in a clash of distant sirens and occasional car horns. The darkness pressed in, broken by the harsh glow of orange streetlights that cast long shadows across wet cobblestones.

      Her ring burned hot against her skin, urging her away from the familiar path to her car. The magical trail curved east, towards the warren of narrow streets that branched off from the main road. Each step matched the steady thrum of her watch, the vibrations forming a rhythm that pulled her forward like an invisible thread.

      Blair’s hand brushed against the modified torch in her pocket. The weight of the evidence file pressed against her ribs beneath her coat, reminding her that she was at a distinct disadvantage. In her years bridging the gap between London’s mundane and magical worlds, she’d never encountered traces this potent inside the station itself. Someone had walked into a secure police facility and left behind a magical signature strong enough to set off multiple detection devices—either incredibly sloppy or deliberately provocative. Or, they didn’t know that a human Detective Inspector worked both sides of the Fold.

      The magical residue led her through London’s back streets, her footsteps silent against centuries-old cobblestones. The trail twisted through narrow passages between Victorian buildings, their weathered brick faces looming overhead. Each turn brought a fresh pulse from her watch, confirming she hadn’t lost the trail.

      Her grandmother’s ring burned steadily against her skin. The old woman had pressed it into her palm years ago, muttering about protection and darkness. Blair hadn’t understood then—thought it merely the ramblings of age. Now the ring served as her most reliable defence against magic that could strip flesh from bone.

      A grey fox darted across her path, its eyes reflecting before vanishing into shadow. The sight triggered memories of her first venture into Nightreach, when she’d discovered London’s hidden magical underbelly. The way her partner’s face had drained of colour as reality shifted around them, revealing the truth beneath the city’s skin. She’d adapted. He hadn’t. And those who didn’t, never came back.

      Her breath clouded in the cold air as she pressed forward. The magical signature pulled her towards Kings Cross, past shuttered shops and graffiti-marked walls. Industrial buildings rose ahead, their metal frames black against the night sky. Steam rose from vents, carrying the scent of oil and iron that marked the edge of the station’s maintenance yards.

      The trail strengthened, but Blair’s steps slowed. Here, caught between mundane London and its magical mirror, she felt the weight of her position. No witch’s power coursed through her veins, she wasn’t born with a mage’s inner fire, and no ancestral spells protected her beyond the few enchanted items she’d gathered. Just a human detective trying to bridge two worlds that were never meant to touch.

      The ring flared hot as the trail veered sharply left, leading towards a row of abandoned warehouses bordering several active railway lines. Rust-streaked doors lined the building’s face, their padlocks gleaming dully in the weak light.

      Blair rounded the corner, her steps precise and calm despite the urgency thrumming through her veins. The orange lights cast long shadows across the rail yard, but they couldn’t mask the sickly glow that clung to the hooded figure standing in the alley between two buildings. The light shifted and swirled around them like oil on water, visible only to those who knew where to look.

      Her ring blazed against her skin, confirmation of what her eyes already told her. Dark magic, fresh and potent, exactly matching the residue from the evidence room.

      The figure turned, and even in the dim light, Blair caught the flash of recognition in their pose. They bolted, their footsteps echoing off the brick walls.

      Blair launched after them, her breath controlled and steady from years of similar pursuits. Her boots struck wet asphalt in a practised rhythm as she vaulted over a stack of wooden pallets blocking her path. The figure darted between buildings, leading her across a maze of railway service roads.

      The chase cut across multiple sets of train tracks, steel rails gleaming in the darkness. Blair’s enchanted watch vibrated wildly as they approached a towering warehouse, its windows long since shattered. A rusted gate barred the entrance, chain-link rattling in the wind.

      The figure slipped through a gap in the metal like smoke through a keyhole. Their magical aura flickered once before vanishing into the warehouse’s dark maw.

      Blair pressed her back against the cold metal gate, her breath steady despite the chase. The warehouse loomed before her, a hulking shadow against the night sky. Her watch’s vibration intensified, no longer the subtle warning from the evidence room but an urgent, insistent hum that travelled up her arm.

      Voices drifted through the broken windows—different tones, different cadences than what she expected from someone she’d just pursued. The words themselves were muffled, but the rhythm carried the distinct pattern of calm, but insistent discussion. Her ring grew hot enough to sting.

      She unholstered her modified torch, its weight familiar in her left hand. Her right brushed the grip of her police-issue sidearm, cold metal a reminder that some threats responded to more mundane solutions.

      The gap in the gate was barely wide enough for her to fit through. Blair turned sideways, sliding through. Her dark coat caught for a moment on the rusted metal, but she freed it with a sharp tug. The warehouse air hit her face—stale, thick with dust and the metallic tang of active spellwork.

      Her boots touched concrete, the sound absorbed by years of gathered grime. The space stretched into darkness, support columns rising like ancient trees in a dead forest. Broken glass crunched beneath her feet despite her careful movements.

      The voices grew clearer now, echoing from deeper within the building.

      She lifted the torch, its beam cutting through layers of shadow. The light caught floating motes of dust, each particle shimmering with unnatural iridescence. The magic here was so thick she could almost taste it—bitter and sharp, like blood on her tongue.

      The torch’s beam cut through decades of accumulated dust, illuminating ancient wooden crates that loomed like forgotten monuments, their surfaces scarred by time and neglect. The concrete beneath her feet bore deep cracks, spreading like dark veins through the grey surface.

      The light caught movement ahead—two figures standing near what appeared to be a ritual circle. Its faint luminescence painted the ground in sickly hues, the magical residue forming patterns Blair had never encountered in her years of investigating supernatural crime scenes.

      The woman turned first, her movement unnaturally fluid. Power rolled off her in waves that made Blair’s enchanted items buzz and hum in warning.

      The man moved with practised efficiency, positioning himself between Blair and his companion. His stance spoke of combat training, but the magic crackling around him felt wild, barely contained. Static electricity raised the hair on Blair’s arms as his power filled the space between them.

      Blair lifted her torch higher, illuminating their faces fully. Her grandmother’s ring blazed against her skin, its heat almost unbearable. In all her years working between London’s two worlds, she’d never felt it react so strongly. Whatever—whoever—this woman was, she wasn’t just another witch or mage.

      The woman’s power pulsed once, making Blair’s watch stutter in its usual rhythm. The air grew thick with static, like the moment before lightning struck.

      “Detective Inspector Blair Calloway, Metropolitan Police.” Her voice cut through the warehouse’s stale air. “Identify yourselves.”

      The pair remained silent. Blair’s enchanted items thrummed with warning as the woman’s power continued to pulse through the space. The ritual circle at their feet cast strange shadows across their features, its sickly glow making their faces appear hollow and otherworldly.

      Blair lowered her torch a fraction, years of training taking over as she assessed the situation. The weight of her warrant card pressed against her chest, a reminder of her authority in this world—though such things held less sway in matters of magic.

      “I won’t ask again.” Her gaze shifted between them, cataloguing details. The man’s stance spoke of both magical and physical combat training and she realised who she was looking at. Rafe Thorne, a name that had crossed her desk more times than she cared to count. A powerful mage who walked the line between London’s two worlds with the same careful balance she did.

      But it was the woman who set every magical detection device Blair carried into overdrive. Her presence felt wrong, like a wrong note in an otherwise familiar song. The magical signature radiating from her wasn’t just powerful—it was ancient, fundamentally different from the magic Blair had encountered in her years of supernatural investigations. Whatever this woman was, she was something else. Something new.

      “Last chance,” Blair said, her voice steady despite the tension crackling through the air. “Identify yourselves.”

      “Vesper Ainsley.”

      Blair froze. Vesper Ainsley was named and questioned in the O’Connor case. She was a co-worker and friend.

      “Rafe Thorne.” The man’s shoulders relaxed a fraction, though his stance remained protective. “Look, there’s no need for this to become a thing.”

      Blair’s attention snapped to her watch as its steady vibration faltered, then ceased. The magical trail she’d followed ended abruptly at the residue glowing on the warehouse floor. This wasn’t just any magical trace, it was a Thread.

      “I followed someone here,” Blair said, choosing her words carefully. “Strong magical signature. Matched evidence tampering at the station.”

      “We know.” Rafe stepped forward, his movement measured. “We’re tracking the same person. That mark you’re looking at—it’s what’s left of a Threadthread.”

      Blair nodded, her grandmother’s ring cooling against her skin as the immediate threat dissipated. “Into the Fold.” She’d seen enough Thread remnants in her work to recognise the telltale signs, though this one bore marks of corruption she’d never encountered before.

      Blair kept her torch trained on the Thread, studying its corrupted patterns while she spoke. “Approximately two hours ago, someone accessed evidence storage at the Met. They took something from a sealed file—a file connected to a murder case I’m working.” She paused, gauging their reactions. “The magical signature led me here.”

      “Which case?” Rafe’s voice remained neutral, but his stance shifted subtly.

      “The death of a woman named Selene O’Connor.” Blair watched Vesper’s face carefully, looking for tells. “The file showed signs of tampering. There was surveillance footage missing—it was grainy, but clear enough to identify a woman. Translucent skin, silver hair. Goes by Cassandra.”

      Vesper’s sharp intake of breath cut through the warehouse’s musty air. Her eyes darted to Rafe, who had gone completely still. The surrounding temperature seemed to drop several degrees.

      “You’ve encountered her before.” Blair didn’t phrase it as a question. Her enchanted watch began vibrating again, responding to the sudden spike of magical energy around Vesper.

      “She attacked me…and a lot of other people.” Vesper’s voice was tight, controlled. “A week ago.” She trailed off, her hands clenching at her sides. “And we think she had something to do with…your case.”

      Blair nodded slowly, pieces clicking into place. Vesper Ainsley was a magic user and Selene O’Connor was a suspected witch. And now she found her and Rafe Thorne in a precarious situation, overlooking a Thread used by a person of interest. Were they looking for revenge?

      “I’m not asking for trust,” Blair said. “But we’re both here, following the same trail. That’s not coincidence.”

      “No,” Rafe agreed, his frown deepening. “It’s not.”

      Vesper stepped forward, her movement jerky with suppressed emotion. “Cassandra isn’t just some random mage. She’s dangerous. The magic she uses—it’s wrong. Corrupted. A gun won’t help you.”

      Blair’s grandmother’s ring pulsed with warmth, as if confirming Vesper’s words. She lowered her torch but kept it ready. “Tell me everything you know about her.”

      “Why? What are you going to do if you find her?”

      “What are you going to do?” Blair asked, turning Vesper’s question back on her. “Revenge is a messy circle.”

      She studied Vesper’s face, noting the way the younger woman’s hands trembled despite her controlled voice. Not rage then—fear. The kind that came from seeing something you couldn’t unsee.

      “This goes deeper than evidence tampering or revenge.” Vesper’s words carried weight beyond their surface meaning. “Selene—she was part of something.”

      Blair’s watch pulsed steadily, matching the rhythm of her thoughts. “And Cassandra’s involved?”

      “She’s working with a mage named Lucian D’Arco.” Vesper’s voice caught on the name. “They’re systematically dismantling power structures all over Nightreach. But it’s more than that—they’re corrupting the Threads through the Fold.”

      The pieces shifted in Blair’s mind, forming a clearer picture. The increasing reports of magical disturbances, the surge in unexplained disappearances, the growing instability in Nightreach’s political structure—all connected by silver hair and corrupted magic. If she followed this new lead, then maybe she’d find Selene O’Connor’s murderer…and a lot more.

      “Cassandra is a means to an end,” Vesper said. “We need to find her, but we can’t do it alone.”

      Rafe’s jaw tightened. “Are you suggesting we work with her?” He gestured towards Blair. “A cop?”

      “I’m suggesting we work with someone who has resources we don’t.” Vesper met Blair’s gaze. “Someone who understands both sides of London. Rafe…they came to London. What if it’s here?”

      Blair lowered her torch completely, though her hand remained near her weapon. What was here? Her eyes narrowed. Lucian D’Arco…who was that? And what the hell had she just stumbled into?

      “I have conditions,” she said.

      “Of course you do.” Rafe’s tone carried a hint of resignation. “Name them.”

      Blair studied the pair before her, weighing her next words carefully. “Full disclosure. No holding back information that could affect this investigation. If either of you step out of line, I’ll have you both in custody faster than you can blink.”

      “That’s rich.” Rafe’s lips twisted. “Coming from someone who operates outside official channels.”

      “I operate within the law. Both laws.” Blair’s ring had cooled completely now, but her watch continued its steady vibration. “Second condition—everything goes through proper channels. No vigilante justice.”

      “And the third?”

      “You tell me exactly what you think Cassandra’s looking for. Not the sanitised version. Not what you think I can handle. Everything.”

      The warehouse air grew thick with silence. Vesper and Rafe exchanged glances, having one of those wordless conversations that spoke volumes. Blair had seen enough of them in interrogation rooms to read the subtext—they were deciding how much to trust her.

      “She asks a lot,” Rafe drawled. “Does she want the Crown Jewels, too?”

      “No official channels,” Vesper said. “And if you try to arrest either of us, you’ll be sorely disappointed.”

      Blair scowled. “Do I have a choice?”

      “No,” they said in unison.

      “They’re looking for a relic called the Echo.” Vesper’s voice cut through the tension. “And if D’Arco gets his hands on it, both London and Nightreach will cease to exist.”

      Blair’s watch pulsed harder at the word ‘Echo’, its rhythm matching the sudden acceleration of her heartbeat. She’d heard whispers of it before, in the darkest corners of Nightreach. Always dismissed as myth, like most things that scared the magical community.

      “The Echo isn’t just power,” Rafe added, his expression grim. “It’s memory. Reality. The space between what was and what could be. If someone like D’Arco wields it, he could change everything.”

      She took a measured step backwards as her watch’s vibration intensified to an almost painful degree. The silver Thread embedded in the concrete floor caught the beam of her torch, its ethereal glow pulsing with otherworldly energy.

      Not waiting for Blair to reply, Vesper dropped into a crouch beside it, her fingers hovering just above its surface. The Thread’s light reflected in her eyes, giving them an opalescent sheen. “This is definitely Cassandra’s work. See how the edges shimmer? That’s her signature.”

      Blair’s grandmother’s ring grew warm against her skin, confirming it. The magical residue matched what she’d tracked from the evidence room—the same corrupted energy that had led her here.

      “She tried to mask it,” Rafe said, his voice tight with concentration. “The instability in the pattern suggests she wanted to hide her trail. But it’s still fresh enough to follow.” He glanced at the thread’s failing light. “For now.”

      Vesper stood, brushing dust from her knees. Her gaze met Blair’s, steady and questioning. “Are you coming with us?”

      Blair’s watch continued its urgent warning against her wrist. Following an unstable thread through the Fold with two strangers wasn’t exactly standard procedure. But the evidence tampering, Selene’s murder, this Cassandra woman, and now this Echo?—it all connected somehow. If she walked away now, this lead might vanish and Selene O’Connor’s murder would forever go unanswered for like so many others in Nightreach.

      “Through a corrupted Thread?” she asked. “Are you mad?”

      “It’s fresh,” Rafe told her. “If we go now, it’s perfectly safe. So, what’ll it be?”

      “Yes,” Blair said, adjusting her grip on the torch. “I’m coming.”

      She straightened, keeping her expression carefully neutral despite the calculations running through her mind. Her enchanted items hummed and pulsed against her skin as Vesper crouched by the Thread, handling the corrupted magical residue with practised ease. The power radiating off the younger woman put her on edge.

      This was the kind of magic Blair could catalogue but never truly understand—raw power that defied the neat categories of her investigation reports. The sort that made her grandmother’s ring burn hot enough to leave marks. Yet here she stood, about to trust her life to it.

      The Thread began to shimmer, its corrupted edges casting strange shadows across the warehouse floor. Vesper’s fingers traced invisible lines in the air. Rafe positioned himself at the edge of the forming portal, his own magic rippling through the space like static before a storm.

      Blair’s hand brushed her weapon, a futile gesture. Her police training, her carefully maintained network of contacts, her years of experience straddling London’s two worlds—none of it would matter where they were going. She needed them, plain and simple…and perhaps they’d need her before this was over.

      Without another word, they stepped into the Fold, leaving the warehouse behind.
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      The amber glow from Ember Vance’s staff cast long shadows across the rain-slicked cobblestones of Nightreach. Five witches moved behind her in perfect formation, their boots silent against the ancient streets. Above them, the spires of the hidden city pierced the low-hanging clouds, their edges blurred by protective wards that pulsed with gossamer light.

      Another dead end. Ember traced her fingers through the remnants of Marina Sinclair’s magic—nothing more than whispers of power that crumbled at her touch. The witch-path collapsed, its ghostly outline fading into the mist.

      The staff’s crystal core flickered as she probed where the path had ended, picking up traces of familiar energy. Marina’s magical signature lingered here, but something felt off about it.

      “She’s leading us in circles.” Agnes, one of the younger witches, brushed her fingers against a wall where ancient runes glowed faintly. “These are old paths. Predating the Schism.”

      Ember’s jaw clenched. Of course Marina would use the forgotten ways—paths so old they’d been struck from modern maps. The conservative witch had spent decades studying Thornhallow’s oldest texts, likely for this very reason.

      “This path’s gone, but she’s made another,” Ember said. “One of them has to lead out of this circle. Let’s keep moving.”

      The team rounded another corner into a courtyard where three identical alleyways branched off into darkness. Each bore Marina’s magical trace.

      “Clever.” Ember knelt, pressing her palm against the cobblestones. The stones were cold, but beneath them, she felt the thrum of Marina’s magic splitting into multiple directions. “She’s fractured her signature. Made it impossible to track.”

      A witch to her left shifted uneasily. “Should we split up?”

      “No.” Ember rose, her amber eyes narrowed. “That’s exactly what she wants. These old paths are treacherous enough without walking into an obvious trap.”

      The staff’s light pulsed again, weaker this time. Marina’s trail was growing cold, and with it, any hope of catching her.

      Ember’s boots splashed through puddles that rippled with oily rainbows as they ventured deeper into the forgotten quarter. The cobblestones grew more uneven, their surfaces worn smooth by centuries of magical erosion. Her staff’s glow caught the edges of crumbling buildings where nature and magic had merged—ivy that sparkled with frost despite the warm night, windows that showed impossible reflections, and crystals that grew like weeds in dark corners.

      A cat with three tails darted across their path, its eyes gleaming like brass coins. The sight made Ember’s skin prickle. This far from the city’s heart, wild magic ran thick, distorting the very air they breathed, and the creatures that lived undisturbed by people.

      The street narrowed, forcing them into single file. Above, Nightreach’s spires vanished behind a ceiling of twisted architecture—buildings that leaned at physically impossible angles, their windows watching like hollow eyes.

      Gas lamps lined the street, but their flames burned in violent purples and sickly greens. The colours painted grotesque shadows across their path. Ember raised her hand, fingers splayed in the signal for dispersion. the witches melted into doorways and alcoves, their dark robes blending with the shadows.

      The magic here felt wrong. Ember’s eyes tracked the movement of shadows that shouldn’t exist, searching for any trace of Marina’s passage. Even the air tasted different, thick with the metallic tang of old spells and forgotten rituals.

      A flicker of movement caught her attention—a shadow more solid than the rest. Ember pressed herself against a wall, its stones humming against her back with centuries of absorbed magic. Her fingers tightened around her staff as she scanned the twisted street, every sense straining to separate Marina’s trail from the chaos of wild magic surrounding them.

      Ember traced her fingers along the damp stone, Marina’s betrayal burning fresh in her mind. The third trial should have been a moment of triumph—Vesper’s formal recognition as a full member of the Luminous Concordat. Instead, it had descended into chaos, attacked by dark mages. Hearing that Marina had bound Rafe Thorne in dark magic and primed him like a weapon still haunted her. If Vesper hadn’t broken through the binding and embraced her Resonant power, countless witches would be dead.

      We were blind. Ember’s jaw clenched. Marina’s absence during the attack spoke volumes. The wards of Thornhallow hadn’t been breached—they’d been opened from within. Only a senior member of the Concordat could have granted those mages access.

      High Witch Beatrice’s words echoed in her thoughts: “Marina’s ambition has always outweighed her loyalty.”

      Marina Sinclair was manipulative, conniving, and venomous…but outright betrayal? It was a blow that struck deep, destroying the very foundations of their order. How could she?

      The magical residue pulsed faintly, drawing her attention to an archway ahead. Ancient vines twisted around weathered stone, their leaves crystallised with frost despite the summer night. Ember raised her staff, its amber light revealing symbols carved into the arch—old magic, predating even the Great Schism.

      “Here.” Her whisper carried to her team. “Traces of a witch-path.” The temperature plummeted as they stepped through, their breath clouding in the suddenly frigid air. The courtyard beyond lay hidden from Nightreach’s spires, its cobblestones untouched for centuries.

      Marina’s magical signature grew stronger here, mixed with something else—something that made Ember’s skin crawl. This place reeked of old power, the kind the Concordat had sealed away after the Schism tore their world apart.

      The team spread out, their boots crunching on frost-covered stone.

      Whatever the traitor planned, it went beyond mere political manoeuvring. Vesper had believed Marina had been planning a coup to oust Beatrice and take power, but the attack on the trial had been calculated, intended to dismantle the Concordat entirely—and to capture Vesper.

      It didn’t make sense, though this hidden courtyard might hold the key to understanding the why of it all.

      Ember’s boots slid on the cobblestones, the dark liquid beneath coating the ancient stone in an oily sheen. Her staff’s light caught rainbow patterns on its surface, but the substance wasn’t water—it moved wrong, crawling across the ground as if alive.

      The whispers started soft, barely noticeable above the sound of careful footsteps. But they grew, echoing off the twisted walls until they filled the narrow street with a cacophony of unintelligible voices.

      “Shield your minds,” Ember commanded, raising her mental barriers against the assault. The voices clawed at her defences, trying to worm their way into her thoughts.

      Agnes stumbled, her face pale. “These aren’t normal spirits.”

      “No.” Ember steadied the younger witch. “Marina’s corrupted the old wards. Changed their purpose.”

      The liquid on the ground rippled, forming patterns that mimicked the ancient runes carved into the walls. Ember recognised fragments of protection spells, but they’d been twisted, altered to serve a darker purpose.

      Her fingers tightened around her staff. Marina’s witch-path pulsed stronger here, mixed with something else—something that felt wrong in a way that made her head ache. The conservative witch had always been brilliant, but this level of ward manipulation went beyond her known abilities.

      “She’s had help.” Ember traced a protective sigil in the air, watching it flare gold before settling into a barrier around their group. “Someone’s been teaching her forgotten magic.”

      The same someone who’d orchestrated Selene’s death, who’d breached Thornhallow’s defences during the third trial. The pieces were there, but the pattern remained maddeningly unclear.

      The whispers crescendoed, and shadows writhed along the walls. Ember pushed forward, her staff’s light cutting through the darkness. Marina’s trail led deeper into the forgotten quarter, where the very stones hummed with old power, but it had already begun to weaken.

      They couldn’t let her escape. Not again. Not when they were finally close enough to taste the truth behind her betrayal.

      Ember’s fingers traced the dissolving threads of Marina’s witch-path, watching them unravel like smoke in the wind. “Bloody hell.” The curse slipped past her lips before she could catch it, her usual composure cracking under the weight of failure.

      The air shimmered, and Agnes collapsed with a sharp cry. Magical interference rippled through the courtyard—a disorientation hex. The young witch clutched her head, eyes unfocused.

      “Stay still.” Ember knelt beside Agnes, her staff raised. The crystal core pulsed as she untangled the hex, her own magic burning through Marina’s like fire through cobwebs. The air cleared, though the taste of copper lingered on her tongue.

      Agnes blinked, colour returning to her cheeks. “I didn’t even sense it.”

      “She’s got better at masking her spells.” Ember helped the witch to her feet, scanning the courtyard. The witch-path grew weaker with each passing moment, trailing off toward a set of worn stone steps that descended into darkness.

      “Form up.” Her voice cut through the whispers that still echoed off the walls. The team drew closer, boots scraping against frost-covered stone. “She’s heading for the tunnels.”

      The entrance gaped before them like an open wound in the earth. Ancient wards flickered along the walls, their power dulled by centuries of neglect. Marina’s magic wound deeper into the shadows, a fading thread that threatened to snap at any moment.

      Ember raised her staff, its amber light catching the first few steps of the descent. “Shields up. Stay close.” She gestured toward the darkness, and her team moved into position, their own staffs raised to form a protective circle.

      The tunnels beneath Nightreach were a maze of forgotten passages and dead ends—the perfect place for a trap. But they couldn’t let Marina slip away, not when they’d come so close.

      Marina Sinclair must answer for her crimes.
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        * * *

      

      The entrance to the Fold rippled like heat haze as Vesper stepped through, the air shifting from the cool night into an oppressive, otherworldly weight. The ground beneath her boots seemed solid at first but ruffled faintly, as if she was walking on liquid glass. Shadows clung to the edges of her vision, flickering and stretching unnaturally, and the distant hum of reality slipping away made her stomach lurch.

      Rafe appeared beside her, his expression grim as he flexed his right hand—a habit since he was wounded during the attack on the third trial—and Blair followed, her sharp eyes scanning their distorted surroundings with wary precision.

      “Stay close,” Rafe murmured. “The Threads shift without warning here.”

      Vesper’s pendant warmed against her skin, its silver surface catching non-existent light. Her magic stirred, picking up discordant frequencies that made her skin itch as if she was having an allergic reaction. The fractured reality that made up the Fold twisted before her, the splintered mash of London and Nightreach bending at impossible angles.

      “There’s something different about the frequencies here.” Vesper touched her temple, trying to sort through the cacophony. “They’re more chaotic than before.”

      Blair’s hand moved to her watch. “The magical disturbances have been growing stronger. Whatever’s affecting the Thread is bleeding into the Fold.”

      A distant howl echoed through the distorted space, and Vesper’s skin prickled. The surrounding shadows writhed, taking on half-formed shapes before dissolving back into darkness. Her opalescent gaze traced the Thread they’d just travelled along, searching for signs of corruption or decay. There was a small trace of black goop, a rotting strand of shadow magic that marked Cassandra’s trail. Rafe had shown her what to look for, and she still couldn’t believe that anyone would want to practise magic so…slimy.

      “The Fold Hunters are restless.” Rafe’s fingers sparked with protective magic. “We need to move quickly.”

      The black thread of Cassandra’s magic wavered like gossamer in the twisted light. Vesper picked up the faint signature—corrupt and cold, threading through the Fold’s shifting landscape. Her temples throbbed as she fought to maintain focus on the trail while blocking out the roar of otherworldly frequencies that pressed against her consciousness.

      Now that she’d embraced her magic fully, she found that the world was so loud. But even the magical expanse of Nightreach had nothing on the Fold. This place was deafening. A million notes cried out to be tuned, voices shrieked to be heard, and magic grabbed at her like sandpaper rasping over her skin.

      “Stay with us.” Rafe’s hand brushed her shoulder, his protective magic wrapping around her like a shield. His touch softened the noise, and she nodded.

      Blair strode ahead, her watch pulsing with a steady rhythm that cut through the Fold’s disorienting effects.

      “This route’s mad.” Rafe’s voice was tight with tension. “She’s cutting straight through deteriorating paths. No one goes this way unless⁠—”

      “Unless they’re desperate or don’t care about surviving,” Blair finished, her watch catching a particularly strong vibration.

      The shadows around them thickened, taking on substance and weight. Vesper’s pendant grew cold against her skin as they pressed deeper into the dangerous territory. The whispers grew louder, more insistent, a chorus of voices speaking in languages that hurt to hear.

      “Look at how the trail weaves.” Rafe gestured at the erratic pattern of shadow magic. “She’s not even trying to mask her presence. It’s like she wants to draw attention.”

      Vesper’s resonant senses picked up discordant notes in the magical signature—jagged edges of fear and determination bleeding through the corruption. Whatever had driven Cassandra to take such a risk, it hadn’t been confidence. Maybe it was pressure from above after her failure at the third trial—from Lucian D’Arco himself.

      “We can’t let her trap us,” Vesper murmured.

      “She won’t.” Rafe glanced back at her. “We’re better prepared this time.”

      The ground beneath them fractured, splitting into jagged platforms that hung suspended in the void. Vesper’s stomach rolled as she stepped across a gap, the emptiness below seeming to pull at her. Her grimoire thrummed against her hip, its magic resonating with the raw power that saturated the air. The metallic taste on her tongue grew stronger, reminding her of blood.

      “The Concordat should have watchers here.” Blair kept her voice low, though it still echoed strangely in the twisted space.

      “They’re spread thin.” Rafe balanced on a floating chunk of what might have once been a footpath. “Marina’s betrayal hit them hard. Most of their resources are focused on finding her.”

      “Marina Sinclair?” the detective asked. “She was behind the attack?”

      “We have doubts, but the Concordat seems to think so,” Rafe went on. “Marina had designs for the top job, but it doesn’t line up with what happened.”

      Blair said nothing, returning her gaze to the path ahead.

      Vesper’s hands trembled as she gripped the strap of her bag, doing the same. The first time she’d been in the Fold, she’d stumbled in by accident—a wrong turn that nearly cost her life. If Rafe hadn’t found her… The mass of shadows that had tried to steal her grimoire still haunted her dreams, the way they’d reached out for her, their touch like ice burning into her skin. The last thing she wanted was to be swallowed up by this place.

      “Look, the wards are deteriorating.” Rafe gestured to where reality seemed to blur and twist. “Without proper monitoring, the boundaries between spaces are breaking down.”

      Vesper stepped carefully onto another platform, trying not to look at the endless void below. The grimoire’s hum grew stronger, responding to something in the corrupted space around them. She pressed a hand against it through her bag, feeling its warmth even through the leather.

      “I don’t think it’s bleeding into Nightreach or London,” she said. “Yet.”

      “The corrupted Threads might be the beginning of it,” Rafe murmured. “Or just an attempt to cut the two worlds off from one another.”

      “Could the Echo survive in the human world?”

      He shrugged as they looked down into the void. “Who knows? No one’s ever set eyes on it.”

      Vesper snorted. “Never? Someone’s had to…”

      The magical thread winked out as Blair’s hand shot up, signalling them to quiet. Vesper froze as the darkness ahead seemed to thicken, pooling like ink in the spaces between reality.

      A dead zone.

      Rafe’s warnings echoed in her mind. Dead zones were places where even the Threads couldn’t penetrate, where shadow creatures lurked in the endless dark, growing stronger, hungrier…

      Her pendant grew ice-cold against her skin. The cacophony of magical frequencies dampened, replaced by an awful silence that pressed against her eardrums. The grimoire’s steady hum faltered, its warmth dimming as if shrinking away from whatever waited in the shadows.

      Movement caught her eye—a ripple in the darkness that shouldn’t exist. The shape that emerged made her breath catch. Tall and impossibly thin, the Fold Hunter’s form seemed to bend and twist, as if its body couldn’t quite decide what shape to hold. Its eyes blazed with an inner light that hurt to look at, pupil-less and ancient. Black claws extended from elongated fingers, catching what little light remained and turning it to void.

      The creature’s head tilted at an unnatural angle as it regarded them. Vesper’s Resonant senses recoiled from its presence—it felt wrong, like a shrill note that threatened to shatter her mind.

      “Oh, that’s not good,” Rafe muttered. “That’s an oldie.”

      The Fold Hunter glided forward with liquid grace, each movement precise and predatory. No footsteps echoed across the fractured ground. No breath stirred the air. Just that terrible silence and the weight of its ancient gaze.

      Vesper’s fingers found the dagger at her hip, though she doubted it would do much against this creature. Her other hand pressed against the grimoire, seeking comfort in its familiar power. The book’s magic pulsed weakly, as if the very presence of the monster dampened its strength.

      The air crackled as Rafe stepped forward, his hands weaving complex patterns that pulled magic from the twisted space around them. Light bloomed between his fingers, spreading outward in a translucent dome that shimmered faint blue. The barrier hummed with protective frequencies that made Vesper’s pendant vibrate in harmony.

      Her own magic stirred in response, resonating with the ancient power that saturated the Fold. She raised her hand, opalescent energy dancing across her skin as she prepared to channel her abilities. The grimoire’s warmth spread through her body, ready to amplify her power.

      “Don’t!” Blair’s voice cut through the tension. “We need to move. Now.”

      The Fold Hunter prowled along the edge of Rafe’s barrier, its form rippling like smoke caught in a breeze. Those terrible eyes fixed on Vesper, and she felt the weight of millennia pressing against her mind.

      “It’ll just follow us,” Rafe said. “That’s if it doesn’t kill us first.”

      Blair shook her head. “Even I know this is a fight that’ll cost us.”

      “She’s got a point,” Vesper murmured. “Cassandra wanted to keep us busy and this,” she nodded at the approaching Fold Hunter, “is the definition of busy.”

      Rafe grunted, but he didn’t let go of the barrier. They retreated step by careful step, maintaining formation as his shield moved with them. Beyond the barrier’s protection, more shadows stirred in the distance. Dark shapes twisted and writhed, drawn by the confrontation. The oppressive nature of the Fold seemed to intensify with each movement, reality bending and warping around them until Vesper’s head spun with the effort of staying oriented.

      The Hunter’s head tilted again, its interest waning as they moved away from whatever territory they’d stumbled into. Its form began to dissolve, bleeding back into the darkness until only those ancient eyes remained, watching. Then even those winked out, leaving them alone in the fractured space.

      Vesper released a shaky breath, her shoulders dropping as the tension bled away. Blair’s exhale was sharp and controlled, while Rafe’s came out as a quiet curse. The barrier remained, though its light dimmed slightly as the immediate threat passed.

      “Good call,” Vesper whispered, nodding towards Blair.

      “Well, good call or not, it had its intended effect,” Rafe drawled. “The trail is gone.”

      He was right. Cassandra’s magical signature dissolved into nothing, leaving them stranded.

      Blair paced along the edge of Rafe’s barrier, her movements sharp with barely contained anger. “Bloody useless, the lot of them. The Concordat’s meant to maintain these paths. How many more have deteriorated while they’re wrapped up in their politics?”

      Rafe knelt beside a patch of ground where reality seemed particularly thin. His fingers traced patterns in the air, testing the remnants of old protective wards. “These weren’t just neglected. Those mages are actively breaking them down.”

      “You mentioned D’Arco before,” Blair said. “The same Lucian D’Arco that was exiled?”

      “Yeah,” Rafe replied. “The one and the same.”

      “He commands Cassandra…” The detective frowned, her lips thinning. “Then it appears he wants to control the Fold. Break down the paths so only a few remain, and cut off access between worlds.” She cursed, the sound echoing across the distorted street. “People have family who live on either side. He can’t just cut them off.”

      “I don’t think he cares,” Rafe drawled. “This is bigger than controlling this cesspool of a realm.”

      The whispers that had plagued Vesper since entering the Fold grew louder, more insistent. Her pendant thrummed against her skin, picking up discordant frequencies. In the distance, shadows shifted and coalesced, promising more encounters with shadows and Fold Hunters.

      “We need to pull back,” Vesper said, forcing herself to ignore the voices that seemed to speak directly into her mind. “There’s nothing more we can do here.”

      Blair glanced around at the growing darkness. “You don’t have to convince me. Never liked this place.”

      They retreated carefully, following the stable Thread that had led them in. Each step away from the dead zone felt like wading through mud, the Fold’s oppressive atmosphere growing thicker as if trying to hold them back.

      Vesper’s pendant pulsed as Rafe raised his hand, pointing towards a silvery shimmer that cut through the twisted darkness. The Thread gleamed like moonlight on water, its path stable and clear.

      “There.” Rafe’s magic rippled outward, testing the Thread’s strength. “It’s an old one, but stable.”

      The world lurched as they stepped onto the ancient path. Vesper’s stomach rolled as reality bent and folded, the very fabric of space contorting around them. Her Resonant senses picked up harmonious frequencies beneath the Fold’s usual shriek—notes that sang of safety and passage.

      Buildings stretched and compressed like reflections in a funhouse mirror. Streets twisted into impossible angles, folding in on themselves before snapping back like elastic. The air thickened, pressing against her skin as they traversed the boundary between worlds.

      Colours bled and merged, reforming into new shades that hurt her eyes. The Thread held firm beneath their feet, its silver light cutting through the chaos of transformation. Vesper’s grimoire sang against her hip, responding to the surge of ancient magic.

      Reality inverted with a final, sickening lurch. The oppressive weight of the Fold lifted as they emerged into Nightreach’s familiar embrace. Floating lights illuminated the cobbled street, and the spires of the magical city rose around them like shadowy sentinels against the night sky.

      Vesper drew in a deep breath, savouring the crisp air untainted by the Fold’s corruption. Her pendant cooled against her skin, settling into its usual comfortable warmth as the magical frequencies of Nightreach washed over her.

      The grimoire’s warmth returned to full strength against her hip, but she couldn’t shake the cold that had settled in her bones. Somewhere in that twisted space, Cassandra moved freely while they remained trapped by their own limitations. The thought sat heavy in her stomach as she watched shadows dance across cobblestones that, for once, stayed exactly where they should.
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      Ember’s staff cast dancing shadows across the ancient stonework as she traced Marina’s magical signature through the winding tunnels. The residual energy pulsed like a heartbeat, leading them deeper into Nightreach’s forgotten underworld.

      “Wait.” She raised her hand, bringing the witches behind her to a halt. The tunnel ahead split into another three passages, each bearing traces of Marina’s witch-path.

      A younger witch, Clara, stepped forward. “Which path bears the strongest trace?”

      “That’s what troubles me.” Ember pressed her palm against the damp wall, feeling the stone’s memory. “They’re identical. She’s masked her true path again.”

      Marina was getting desperate if she was resorting to the same trick. They had to be close.

      An acrid smell grew stronger, burning at the back of her throat. Something about it sparked recognition—a chemical tang that didn’t belong in these ancient passages. Ember summoned a small flame to her palm, letting it dance across her fingers as she studied the stone’s discolouration.

      “Look here.” She traced the flame along a dark streak that marred the wall. “Alchemical residue. Marina’s been leaving false trails.”

      The witches spread out, examining the connecting tunnels with careful precision. Their boots scraped against the uneven ground, echoing in the oppressive silence.

      “The stonework’s different here.” Agnes ran her fingers along the edge of the left tunnel. “These blocks don’t match.”

      Ember nodded. The witch-path ahead flickered like a dying candle, but the one to their left remained steady. Too steady. Marina was many things, but subtle wasn’t one of them. She’d want them to waste time following her elaborate misdirection.

      “She’s counting on us overthinking this.” Ember gestured to the right passage. “But the simplest path is often the correct one. This way.”

      The tunnel narrowed as they pressed forward, the ceiling dropping until they had to duck their heads. Marina’s witch-path grew stronger with each step, no longer split into multiple signatures.

      Ember’s boots squelched in the gathering puddles as they rounded another bend. The air grew thick with moisture, each breath heavy in her lungs. Her flame cast an amber glow across the glistening walls, revealing centuries of mineral deposits that sparkled like frozen stars.

      “There’s water coming from somewhere,” Agnes whispered behind her.

      The tunnel floor sloped downward, and with each step, the mud grew deeper, though there were no telltale footprints marking Marina’s flight. The flame cast by her staff flickered as droplets fell from above, the steady drip-drip echoing through the passage.

      Magic could easily obscure them, Ember thought. This has to be the way she came. If she’d chosen wrong, there was no time to go back.

      She paused, holding up her hand to halt the group. Twenty paces ahead, the tunnel wall had collapsed inward, creating a jagged hole large enough for two people to walk through side by side. Thick vines, slick with moisture, draped across the opening like a curtain. Their leaves were an unnatural shade of green that seemed to absorb the light from her flame rather than reflect it.

      “Mind your feet,” Ember warned as she approached the breach. The ground had turned to slick muck, threatening to pull their boots off with each step. The vines shifted in a non-existent breeze, their movement accompanied by the soft splash of water trickling down their leaves.

      Clara reached out to touch one of the vines, but Ember caught her wrist. “Don’t. These aren’t natural growth—they’re charged with magic.”

      The hole gaped like an open wound in the ancient stonework. Beyond the curtain of vines, darkness stretched into what appeared to be a larger space. Water seeped steadily from the breach, turning the tunnel floor into a treacherous soup.

      Ember lifted her staff higher, trying to peer through the vegetation. The witch-path they’d been following led directly through the opening. Marina’s trail was stronger here, fresh enough that it cut through the damp air like a knife.

      “She came this way,” Ember murmured, studying how the vines had been pushed aside recently, their placement disturbed. “Recently.”

      The vines parted beneath a touch of her staff, revealing a hidden courtyard beyond. Ancient magic thrummed through the stone beneath her feet, calling to long forgotten spells that felt like the ones that had formed Nightreach itself.

      Shadows pooled in the corners like spilled ink, untouched by the gloomy light filtering through from the open sky. The air felt humid, heavy with centuries of accumulated power that pressed against her skin, but it was the structure at the centre of the ruined garden that could not be missed.

      “It’s a house,” Agnes whispered.

      “A witch-house,” Clara added, her magic simmering. “I thought they’d all been dismantled after the Schism.”

      “Obviously one survived.”

      “Keep your voices down,” Ember hissed.

      The witch-house dominated the space, its weathered stone facade rising into darkness. Ember’s breath caught as her gaze traced the network of sigils carved into its surface. They pulsed with sickly light, their magic twisted and corrupted by time and darker forces. Protection wards intertwined with more sinister enchantments, creating a tapestry of power that made her skin crawl.

      “Those sigils,” Agnes whispered, her voice barely audible. “They’re pre-Concordat.”

      Ember nodded, studying the way the wards wrapped around the building like thorny vines. Some she recognised from ancient texts, others were completely foreign, their purpose lost to time. But there was something familiar in their arrangement, an echo of Marina’s magic woven through the corruption.

      The very air seemed to resist their presence, thick with the accumulated power of generations of witches who had walked these stones before them.

      Ember’s gaze traced the corrupted sigils, recalling the reams of notes she’d taken during her magical history lessons. The witch-houses had served as sanctuaries during the darkest days of the Great Schism, when witch turned against witch, brother against sister
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