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			Chapter 1

			A Quiet, Crooked Rhythm

			The kettle refused to cooperate. Julian stared at the copper vessel with the sort of cold fury he once reserved for Guild bureaucrats and incompetent apprentices. His right hand gripped the handle while his left arm hung useless at his side, the fingers curled into a permanent half-fist that no amount of willing could straighten. The simple act of filling a kettle from the tap required positioning his body at an awkward angle, bracing the vessel against the basin’s edge while maneuvering the pump handle with his functioning hand.

			Water splashed across the counter as the kettle slipped. Julian caught it before it could crash to the floor, but tea leaves scattered from the open canister like dark snow across the wet marble. The mundane disaster felt monumental in the morning quiet of their flat, each spilled leaf a reminder of how thoroughly his world had been reduced to fumbling approximations of competence.

			He abandoned the kettle on the counter and moved to his study corner, where books on elementary magical theory waited in neat stacks beside the window. Edwin had arranged them with characteristic consideration, organizing texts by difficulty rather than subject. Julian settled into the worn leather chair and opened a primer that should have insulted his intelligence, its pages dedicated to somatic gestures any first-year student could master.

			The witch-light flickered to life in his right palm after three attempts, a pale blue flame that wavered like a candle in a draft. Once, he could have maintained a dozen such lights while simultaneously casting diagnostic charms and monitoring ward-patterns across an entire building. Now, sustaining a single flame for thirty seconds left him with a headache that pulsed behind his eyes like a second heartbeat.

			Julian closed his fist, extinguishing the light. The darkness felt appropriate.

			Footsteps approached from the kitchen, measured and careful. Edwin appeared in the doorway carrying two cups of tea on a small tray, his movements betraying none of the frustration Julian felt at his own incompetence. No reproach colored his expression as he took in the abandoned kettle, the scattered tea leaves, the evidence of another small defeat in Julian’s daily battle with objects that had once obeyed without thought.

			“The morning post brought nothing interesting,” Edwin said, setting one cup within Julian’s reach. “Though Mrs. Henderson mentioned seeing suspicious characters loitering near the entrance to Pemberton Mews. Probably journalists hoping for another statement about Westminster Bridge.”

			Julian noted how Edwin had prepared the tea exactly to his preferences despite never being asked. Two spoons of sugar, a splash of cream, steeped just long enough to achieve proper strength without bitterness. The casual perfection of it made something twist in Julian’s chest, gratitude and shame warring for dominance.

			Edwin knelt beside the chair with the fluid grace of someone performing a ritual rather than offering comfort. His hands found Julian’s left shoulder through the thin cotton of his shirt, fingers working with practiced skill along muscles that felt like stone beneath unresponsive flesh. The massage was part of their morning routine now, as regular as breakfast or reading the papers, though they never discussed it directly.

			“How is the pain today?” Edwin asked, his voice carrying the careful neutrality of someone who had learned not to press too hard for honesty.

			Julian wanted to lie. The words formed automatically, the same deflection he offered every morning when Edwin asked this question with unfailing patience. But today, something in his partner’s expression stopped him. Worry lived in the set of Edwin’s shoulders, in the way his fingers worked with particular gentleness along the damaged nerves that connected Julian’s arm to the rest of his functioning body.

			“It’s...” Julian began, then stopped. He could not bring himself to voice the truth, that some mornings the pain was so constant he could hardly think past it. That other mornings brought worse torture in the form of phantom sensations, his damaged nerves firing memories of movement his hand could no longer achieve. “It’s manageable.”

			Edwin’s hands stilled for a moment before resuming their careful work. The pause spoke volumes about how thoroughly Julian’s half-truth had missed its mark, but Edwin did not challenge the obvious evasion. Instead, he concentrated on the massage with the sort of focused attention he once reserved for deciphering medieval manuscripts.

			Julian closed his eyes and tried to lose himself in the sensation of Edwin’s touch, in the warmth that spread from his partner’s hands through muscles that had forgotten how to relax. But even this simple comfort carried its own weight of complicated emotion. Gratitude for Edwin’s unwavering care. Shame at requiring such constant attention. Love so fierce it sometimes felt like another injury, beautiful and painful in equal measure.

			“I managed a witch-light this morning,” Julian said, needing to offer something positive to balance the scales of their conversation. “Held it for nearly a minute.”

			Edwin’s hands moved to work along Julian’s neck, finding knots of tension that had nothing to do with magical injury and everything to do with the grinding frustration of recovery. “That’s progress.”

			“Is it?” Julian opened his eyes to study Edwin’s face, searching for signs of the patient dishonesty that well-meaning people offered to invalids. “Or are you simply being kind to a man who can barely manage to light a candle?”

			Edwin’s hands stilled completely. When he spoke, his voice carried the sort of quiet conviction that made Julian remember why he had fallen in love with this determined, impossible man in the first place.

			“Julian. Look at me.”

			Julian met Edwin’s gaze and found no pity there, no careful condescension. Only love, complicated by worry but uncompromised by the reality of their changed circumstances.

			“You survived having your arm torn apart by void-touched magic,” Edwin said. “You’re relearning skills that took you years to master the first time, and you’re doing it while your body heals from injuries that should have killed you. If you think I measure your worth by how quickly you can conjure parlor tricks, then you understand nothing about what you mean to me.”

			Julian felt his throat tighten around words he could not speak. Edwin’s faith was a gift he was not sure he deserved, particularly when his own patience with the grinding pace of recovery threatened to abandon him entirely. Some mornings, he wanted to hurl the elementary textbooks against the wall and rage at the cosmic unfairness of having his abilities stripped away just when he had found something worth fighting for.

			Instead, he leaned forward and pressed his forehead against Edwin’s, breathing in the familiar scent of ink and parchment that clung to his partner’s hair. “I’m sorry. This isn’t... I know this isn’t what you expected when you decided to build a life with me.”

			Edwin’s hands framed Julian’s face with gentle firmness, his thumbs tracing the sharp lines of cheekbones that had grown more prominent during his recovery. “What I expected was a partnership. What I expected was to face whatever came next together, whether that meant battling supernatural horrors or learning how to make tea with one functional arm. Did you imagine I was only interested in Julian Thorne the fearsome battle-mage?”

			Julian managed a smile that felt more genuine than anything he had produced in days. “I confess, I had grown rather attached to being fearsome.”

			“You’re still fearsome,” Edwin said, his own smile carrying warmth that chased away some of the morning’s accumulated frustrations. “Yesterday, you made Mrs. Henderson’s nephew flee simply by glaring at him for tracking mud through the entrance hall. Your reputation remains intact.”

			The absurdity of it broke through Julian’s brooding like sunlight through storm clouds. He laughed, the sound rusty from disuse but real enough to make Edwin’s expression brighten with relief.

			“Perhaps there’s hope for me yet,” Julian said, settling back in his chair as Edwin rose to retrieve his abandoned teacup. “Though I suspect Mrs. Henderson’s nephew is easily intimidated.”

			Watching Julian settle deeper into his chair with the careful movements of someone managing constant discomfort, Edwin felt the weight of postponed responsibilities. The moment of lightness had been precious, but temporary. Reality waited in the locked drawer of his desk, wrapped in black velvet and radiating malevolence that made the air itself feel thick.

			“We’ve been avoiding something for weeks now,” he said quietly. “Don’t you think it’s time we dealt with the last piece of evidence from the Merrick case?”

			Julian’s expression shifted, humor draining away as he understood the implication. The coin. They had catalogued everything else from Merrick’s laboratory with methodical precision, analyzing chemical residues and documenting the remnants of void-touched equipment with scholarly thoroughness. But one item had remained untouched, too dangerous to handle casually and too important to ignore indefinitely.

			Deliberate steps carried Edwin to his desk, where he withdrew a small brass key from his waistcoat pocket. The lock turned with a soft click that seemed unnaturally loud in the morning quiet of their flat. Inside the drawer’s depths, a single object waited in solitary confinement.

			“Everything from Merrick’s laboratory is catalogued,” he said, lifting the velvet-wrapped bundle with movements that felt ritualistic rather than routine. “Except for one thing.”

			The black velvet was soft against his fingers, but beneath the fabric lay something that seemed to absorb warmth rather than retain it. When Detective Hartley had delivered Dr. Graves’ final report one month earlier, this most disturbing item had been attached to it in an evidence bag, and even a brief examination of it had left him with nightmares that lingered for days afterward.

			He carried the bundle to the small table beside Julian’s chair, unwrapping it with the sort of careful precision he might use when handling an illuminated manuscript of incalculable value. The velvet fell away to reveal tarnished silver that seemed to drink the morning light, leaving shadows where illumination should have reflected from the metal’s surface.

			The Erebus coin sat between them like a malignant presence, no larger than a crown but heavy with implications that extended far beyond its physical dimensions. Even after weeks sealed away in Edwin’s drawer, it radiated a chill that had nothing to do with temperature and everything to do with the sort of magic that left permanent stains on the world.

			Julian leaned forward in his chair, his pale eyes fixing on the coin with the intensity of a scholar confronting a particularly troublesome text. But Edwin could see something else in his partner’s expression, a wariness that spoke of magical senses detecting threats beyond ordinary perception.

			Edwin reached for his magnifying glass, approaching the problem with the methodical analysis that had served him well throughout his academic career. The coin’s surface bore the scratches and tarnish of age, but the central design remained clear enough to study with proper magnification.

			“The Ouroboros,” Edwin murmured, adjusting the lens to bring the serpent’s coiled form into sharp focus. “The ancient symbol of eternal return, death and rebirth in endless cycle. Medieval chroniclers associated it with death cults throughout Europe, though most references suggest they were stamped out by ecclesiastical authorities centuries ago.”

			He moved the magnifying glass slowly across the coin’s surface, noting details that had been invisible during their first cursory examination. Surrounding the central serpent were smaller symbols that defied easy categorization, neither purely Celtic nor Roman but drawing from both traditions in ways that suggested deliberate syncretism.

			“These subsidiary marks,” Edwin continued, reaching for a leather-bound volume on heraldic symbolism from his reference shelf. “They appear to be a form of ritual notation, possibly indicating rank or specific ceremonial functions within the organization.”

			Julian had remained silent during the scholarly analysis, but now he extended his right hand over the coin, not quite touching the metal but positioning his palm close enough for his damaged magical senses to probe whatever enchantments lay dormant within the silver.

			His face grew very still, the profound concentration Edwin recognized from their previous investigations when Julian encountered magical phenomena that required delicate analysis. But this time, something different colored his partner’s expression. Not mere professional interest but growing alarm.

			“Edwin,” Julian said after a long moment, his voice carrying the flat tone he used when discussing particularly disturbing theoretical concepts. “This isn’t what we thought it was.”

			“Explain.”

			Julian’s hand remained positioned over the coin, as if maintaining contact with whatever he had sensed. His pale face had grown even more drawn, dark circles under his eyes deepening as the magical effort took its toll on his already strained abilities.

			“It’s not just a membership token or a ceremonial badge,” Julian said carefully. “There’s something trapped inside. A spiritual presence of some kind, bound to the metal itself through techniques I don’t fully recognize.”

			Edwin felt his scholarly excitement war with more practical concerns about the sort of people who would employ such methods. “You’re saying the coin is haunted?”

			“Not haunted exactly,” Julian replied, his brow furrowing as he struggled to articulate concepts that existed at the boundaries of his magical understanding. “What I’m sensing is more like an echo, a psychic residue that retains enough coherence to suggest personality and memory.”

			Edwin set down his magnifying glass, understanding that they had moved beyond the realm of academic analysis into territory that required specialized knowledge he did not possess. “Is it dangerous? This spiritual echo?”

			Julian finally withdrew his hand from above the coin, settling back in his chair with movements that spoke of exhaustion disproportionate to the physical effort involved. The magical probing had clearly cost him more than he cared to admit, but his expression remained focused despite the obvious strain.

			“I don’t think it can harm us directly,” Julian said slowly. “But the techniques required to bind a soul fragment to physical matter... Edwin, this represents knowledge that the Guild considers forbidden for excellent reasons. Whoever created this possessed expertise in necromantic practices that most legitimate practitioners would refuse to study.”

			Edwin stared at the coin with new understanding of why it had seemed to radiate menace even through its velvet wrapping. They were not simply looking at evidence of a secret society but at a prison containing the tormented remnants of someone who had died in circumstances terrible enough to bind their spirit to base metal.

			“Can we communicate with it?” Edwin asked, though part of him hoped the answer would be negative. “This echo, could it provide information about the Society’s activities?”

			Julian’s expression grew troubled as he considered the implications. “Theoretically, yes. The spiritual residue would retain memories from life, possibly including knowledge of other Society members, their plans, their resources. But accessing those memories would require very specific expertise in what amounts to controlled necromancy.”

			Edwin felt frustration building in his chest as he contemplated their situation. Every previous investigation had provided a clear path forward, connections that could be followed through careful research or diplomatic inquiry. But the shadow echo represented knowledge that existed outside legitimate academic circles, trapped within silver by techniques no respectable practitioner would admit to understanding.

			“And if we attempt to access it ourselves?” Edwin asked, though Julian’s expression had already provided the answer.

			“We risk destroying the echo entirely,” Julian confirmed, his voice carrying grim certainty. “Or worse, creating a spiritual link that could trap our own essence within the coin if we make even a minor mistake. This isn’t simply dangerous magic, Edwin. It’s the sort of working that claims lives even when performed by experts with decades of experience.”

			Julian’s warning settled over them like a shroud, transforming the coin from a tantalizing clue into a reminder of their own limitations. Edwin had grown accustomed to solving problems through research and careful analysis, but some mysteries required expertise that could not be gained through scholarly study alone.

			“So we have potentially invaluable information about our enemies,” Edwin said, wrapping the coin carefully in its velvet covering. “But no safe way to access it without risking our own destruction.”

			“That’s an accurate summary of our situation,” Julian agreed, watching Edwin secure the bundle with obvious relief. “We’re holding a key that could unlock crucial intelligence about the Erebus Society, but the lock is designed to kill anyone who lacks the proper knowledge to operate it safely.”

			Edwin rose from his chair and moved to the window, staring out at the familiar street scene while his mind worked through their limited options. Somewhere in London’s vast occult underground, someone possessed the knowledge they needed. But finding such a person would require connections they did not have, trust they could not afford to give, and prices they might not be willing to pay.

			The morning sun continued its climb above the rooftops, casting ordinary shadows that seemed somehow less threatening than the supernatural darkness contained within the coin. But Edwin understood that their quiet domestic routine had officially ended. Whatever secrets the shadow echo held, whatever revelations might emerge from its tormented memories, they could not afford to let such crucial intelligence remain buried while their enemies continued planning in the shadows.

			The question was how to unlock those secrets without destroying themselves in the process.

			From his position by the window, Edwin watched the mix of fascination and dread play across Julian’s pale features as his partner contemplated the implications of their discovery. The shadow echo represented knowledge that could prove invaluable in understanding their enemies, but accessing it required expertise that belonged to London’s most dangerous practitioners.

			Fear twisted in Edwin’s chest as he considered what Julian might attempt in pursuit of answers. His partner possessed the stubborn determination of someone accustomed to solving problems through the application of superior magical knowledge, but his current limitations made such approaches potentially suicidal.

			“We need to consider our options carefully,” Edwin said, moving away from the window to face Julian directly. “This level of necromantic knowledge exists outside legitimate academic circles.”

			Julian’s pale eyes remained fixed on the wrapped coin, his expression thoughtful despite the obvious strain that magical analysis had placed on his already compromised abilities. “The Guild is obviously out of the question. Rowan would seize any excuse to reclaim authority over me, and forbidden knowledge like this would provide excellent justification.”

			“Tessa Graves and the Special Phenomena Office deal with mundane crimes that happen to involve supernatural elements,” Edwin remarked, feeling the weight of their isolation settling around them like a shroud. “They would be worse than useless with something like this.”

			For the first time since they had begun their partnership, Edwin felt truly cut off from the network of allies and resources that had sustained their previous investigations. Every path forward seemed to lead through territories that respectable practitioners refused to explore, knowledge that existed only in the shadows of London’s occult underground.

			Julian straightened in his chair, his right hand moving toward the coin with the sort of determined precision that made Edwin’s pulse quicken with alarm. “I could try a direct approach. A powerful shattering spell, precisely focused to break the binding without destroying the spiritual essence entirely.”

			“Absolutely not.” The words emerged with startling sharpness, carrying undertones of panic that Edwin had not intended to reveal. “I will not let you risk burning yourself out for good.”

			Julian’s pale eyes widened slightly at the vehemence in his partner’s voice, but he did not immediately withdraw his hand from above the coin. “Edwin, we cannot simply ignore crucial intelligence because accessing it involves some degree of risk.”

			“Some degree of risk?” Edwin felt his voice rise despite his efforts to maintain composure. “Julian, you are still recovering from injuries that should have killed you. Your magical reserves are a fraction of what they once were, and you want to attempt techniques that could destroy even a practitioner at full strength?”

			The fear that lived behind Edwin’s immediate rejection was too large and too sharp to remain hidden. Every day since Julian’s injury had been shadowed by the possibility of losing him entirely, whether to magical catastrophe or simple overexertion. The thought of watching his partner burn out his remaining abilities in pursuit of information made something cold and desperate claw at Edwin’s chest.

			Julian’s hand stilled, then slowly withdrew from above the coin. Perhaps he recognized the terror that colored Edwin’s objection, the bone-deep dread that had haunted every moment of their domestic tranquility.

			“Then what do you suggest?” Julian asked, his tone carefully neutral despite the obvious frustration that simmered beneath his composed exterior. “For the first time since we began this partnership, we are truly isolated.”

			Edwin began to pace the length of their sitting room, his mind racing through a mental catalog of London’s occult practitioners. Legitimate academics would refuse to touch anything connected to soul-binding magic. Religious authorities would demand the coin’s immediate destruction. Government officials would seize it as evidence of seditious activity without regard for the intelligence it might contain.

			But somewhere in London’s vast supernatural underground, someone possessed the theoretical knowledge they needed. Not necessarily the practical ability to perform such workings, but the scholarly understanding that might unlock the shadow echo’s secrets without destroying it.

			The realization struck him with uncomfortable force. There was someone.

			Edwin stopped pacing and turned to face Julian, steeling himself to propose a course of action that would require overcoming significant personal history. “There is one person who has spent a lifetime studying the theory of forbidden artifacts, even if he cannot use them.”

			“Who?”

			“Bartholomew.”

			Julian’s expression shifted through several emotions in rapid succession before settling on something between disbelief and anger. He rose from his chair with a motion that spoke of genuine agitation, his pale eyes blazing with an intensity Edwin had not seen since before his injury.

			“Bartholomew?” Julian’s voice carried the sort of flat incredulity reserved for particularly absurd suggestions. “The charlatan who sold you a pound of useless salt for fifty guineas and called it a ‘ghost-ward’? We are going to trust my life to the man whose fraudulent charms nearly got you killed at Evershade?”

			The accusation stung because it contained uncomfortable truth. Edwin’s first encounter with the supernatural had been shaped by desperation and inexperience, qualities that men like Bartholomew exploited with practiced efficiency. The supposed protective ward had been worse than useless, actively interfering with legitimate magical defenses at the moment when Edwin had needed them most.

			But that disastrous transaction had also revealed something crucial about Bartholomew’s methods. His fraudulent charms were sophisticated enough to fool casual examination, which meant he possessed genuine knowledge even if he lacked the ability to apply it correctly.

			“We are not trusting his skill, which is non-existent,” Edwin said, his voice carrying the conviction of someone who had thought through the moral implications and reached an uncomfortable but necessary conclusion. “We are leveraging his knowledge, which is encyclopedic.”

			Julian began to pace in front of the fireplace, his right hand clenched into a fist while his left remained motionless at his side. “The man is a fraud who profits from other people’s desperation. His ‘encyclopedic knowledge’ consists of enough genuine theory to make his lies convincing.”

			“Exactly,” Edwin replied, pressing his advantage while Julian worked through the implications. “He is a fraud, yes, but one who knows what the genuine article looks like. His ability to create convincing imitations requires a detailed understanding of authentic techniques.”

			“And you believe that understanding
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