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      Days after the explosion, Edmund could still taste copper and burnt magic when the wind shifted wrong. He stepped into the street where Nightreach sprawled before him in the pre-dawn gloom. Glass crunched under his boots. Boards had been nailed across some windows and others showed only black holes where the glass had blown out. Ash continued to fall, coating everything in grey which made the world look like it was dying one flake at a time.

      The satchel’s strap cut deeper into his shoulder, the thick bundle of documents pressing against his ribs. Sweat plastered his shirt to his back despite the pre-dawn chill, and when he flexed his fingers around the leather, they still trembled. Whatever they had done to his mind was taking its time letting go.

      Eight blocks to the river. The cobblestones beneath his feet were cracked and uneven, forcing him to watch his step around chunks of masonry that had fallen from the buildings above. Ash drifted down like snow, settling in his hair and on his shoulders. Somewhere ahead, footsteps echoed off the broken walls. Another escapee maybe, or someone else trying to reach the south side before dawn.

      Edmund pressed his palm against a nearby wall, feeling the stone vibrate with unnatural frequency. The city’s foundations were shifting, realigning to accommodate something that didn’t belong.

      The mist parted briefly, revealing the distant silhouette of Thornhallow Manor on the horizon. Once, he’d walked those halls freely, tending to witches and cataloguing magical maladies. Now the manor pulsed with silver light, its windows blazing like eyes in the gloom.

      Edmund turned away, continuing southward. The Darkmese waited ahead, its waters unnaturally still. He needed to cross before nightfall, before whatever stalked the streets grew bold enough to hunt in the open.

      Edmund kept to the narrowest alleys, moving swiftly between blackened shells that had once been shops and homes. The smell of burnt magic lingered, sharper here than on the main streets. He ducked beneath a fallen beam, careful not to disturb the precarious balance of the wreckage.

      Ahead, a collapsed balcony stretched across his path. Ice had formed along the broken beams in jagged, unnatural sheets, glistening with an inner light that pulsed faintly. Edmund paused, studying the crystalline formations. It was the residue of a containment spell gone wrong, the magic frozen in its final moment.

      Edmund picked his way around the debris, boots crunching through scattered ice fragments that flickered with the same pale light. As he moved past the ruined balcony, the air grew colder still. His breath clouded before him, and the sweat on his back turned chill. This cold was different from the magical residue he’d left behind, deeper and more alive, pulling the warmth from his body with hungry intent.

      When he rounded the corner into a wider lane, he saw the source. A Concordat witch stood motionless in the open, her back straight, her hands hanging loosely at her sides. Even from this distance, Edmund could see her eyes were fixed and silvered over. Frost spread from her boots in thin, delicate lines across the cobblestones, forming intricate patterns that resembled ward structures.

      Edmund pressed himself against the rough stone wall, feeling the cold seep through his coat. He recognised her face beneath the silvered eyes. Elizabeth Beecham, one of the junior healers who had worked under him at the hospital. She had brought soup to patients who couldn’t afford it and stayed late to change bandages on the poorest cases. Now she stood motionless as carved marble, the warmth and care drained from her features, leaving only the hollow shell that magic had claimed.

      Her head tilted slightly to one side, as though listening to something only she could hear. Edmund knew that tilt all too well…he’d seen it in the council chambers, just before witches surrendered to Thornhallow’s pull.

      He eased back into the shadows, unwilling to risk a direct confrontation. Whatever Eliza had become, she wasn’t the healer he’d mentored anymore.

      Edmund slipped away while her gaze was elsewhere, moving as silently as his trembling legs would allow. He had to reach the river before it was too late.

      He had made it another three streets when the sound began. A low, uneven hum built from somewhere east, vibrating through the cobblestones and rattling his bones. A low rumble vibrated through the stone beneath his feet, rising in pitch until it became a grinding screech that made his skull throb. He pressed a hand to his head, feeling the sound resonate through his bones.

      He ducked into a covered alley between two shuttered shops, pressing his back against rough brick.

      At the far end of the street, three more witches appeared. They moved in a loose formation, their steps jerky and uncoordinated.

      Thornhallow’s magic had taken them, but not cleanly. The tallest one’s mouth moved constantly in silent speech, lips forming words Edmund couldn’t hear. Another’s fingers twitched through half-finished sigils, leaving faint silver trails in the air that dissipated moments later.

      Edmund held his breath. They didn’t appear to be searching for him, but he knew it was only a matter of time before they caught the scent of free magic on him. The Arcana had marked all the witches who’d fled Thornhallow for recapture, and he’d been close enough to the convergence explosion to carry its residue on his skin.

      The witches paused at an intersection, heads tilting in unison as if listening to some distant command. Edmund pressed himself deeper into the shadows, willing his racing heart to quiet.

      The tallest witch turned slowly, her silvered eyes scanning the street. For a terrible moment, he thought she’d spotted him, but her gaze slid past his hiding place without pausing.

      After what felt like an eternity, the three continued on their patrol, moving north toward what remained of the Bizarre.

      Edmund waited until they disappeared from view before easing out of his hiding place. He pushed deeper into the lower quarter, where the buildings grew closer together and the streets narrowed. Here, the air tasted more of the Darkmese—brackish and heavy with river silt, but blessedly free of the copper tang of burnt magic.

      The cobblestones here were cracked, fissures spilling faint blue light where ley lines had ruptured. Edmund skirted the edges, careful not to step across the glowing breaks. In the chaos after the cathedral’s fall, he’d seen a man disappear into one, drawn in by the collapsing wave, gone before anyone could even shout a warning.

      The fissures were widening. What had been hairline cracks yesterday were now finger-width, and the blue light spilled upward in thin, wavering columns. Edmund pressed himself against the wall of a boarded-up apothecary, edging sideways to avoid a particularly wide break where the cobblestones had buckled upward.

      A sharp crack sounded above him. He looked up to see a fractured ward sputtering against the pre-dawn sky. The silver-blue light flickered weakly, then collapsed entirely, scattering its light into the mist.

      He ducked instinctively as the fragments rained down, harmless but unsettling. The ward’s failure left this section of street darker, the only illumination now coming from the broken ground at his feet.

      Edmund rounded the corner into what had once been a bustling market square. Now it stood empty, wooden stalls splintered and overturned, their canvas awnings torn and flapping in the wind. Mist swirled around his boots as he stepped forward, parting to reveal the uneven cobblestones beneath. Dark stains spread between the stones, too thick to be water, too dark to be anything other than blood.

      Two bodies lay sprawled where the square met the gutted remains of Maeve’s Herbals. Edmund recognised the shop by the faded green paint still clinging to the splintered doorframe. The first body was facedown, one arm outstretched toward a knife that lay just beyond his fingertips. The blade had warped strangely, as though someone had melted it and then hastily reforged it while it was still cooling. The second body was curled inward, hands clutched to the chest as if protecting something precious.

      Edmund’s gut twisted. He’d seen enough death in the past week to last several lifetimes, but this scene carried a particular horror. These weren’t victims of the explosion or the subsequent collapse. These people had been trying to escape, just as he was now.

      He didn’t slow his pace. The air around the bodies shimmered faintly, distorting the mist that drifted between them. Something was still here, feeding on what had happened, feeding on the lingering traces of fear and desperation.

      Edmund kept his steps steady, neither hurrying nor lingering. Drawing attention now would be fatal. He focused on his breathing, on the leather satchel’s weight bumping against his side, on the sound of his boots against wet stone. Anything but the prickling heat that crawled up his neck at the certainty that unseen eyes tracked his every movement across the square.

      He maintained his steady pace until the mist thickened enough to swallow the grim scene behind him.

      The streets narrowed as he descended toward the docks, each alley tighter than the last. Here, Thornhallow’s influence hung heavier, an invisible weight pressing down from all sides. The air felt thick, resistant, as though the very atmosphere objected to his passage.

      The mist glowed faintly from within, a sickly silver luminescence that matched the sheen in the witches’ eyes. Now and then it parted just enough to reveal shapes standing motionless in the open. Some were witches, their dark robes distinct even through the fog. Others were just outlines, human forms that his mind refused to complete, glimpses of limbs bent at wrong angles and heads tilted too far to one side.

      Edmund kept his gaze low and every step casual. A slip in concentration could mean catching the attention of something he couldn’t fight. He couldn’t afford to be recaptured. Not now he knew who controlled Thornhallow.

      A collapsed warehouse blocked the next street, its upper floors collapsed into the lower, beams jutting into the fog. The brickwork had crumbled inward, leaving a jagged pile of debris that stretched from one side of the narrow lane to the other.

      Edmund paused, scanning for another way. There was none. The only way through was to climb, and so he did, picking a careful path over splintered wood and half-buried crates. The wood creaked beneath his weight, each sound magnified in the unnatural stillness.

      Halfway across, the structure shifted under Edmund’s weight. A deep groan rose from the broken timbers, followed by a sharp crack that split the silence. He didn’t hesitate, leaping over the last gap, his boots hitting stone just as the section behind him caved in with a thunderous crash.

      He didn’t wait to see who, or what might come looking.

      The air changed as Edmund reached the quay. It grew colder and sharper, touched with the metallic tang of river water. The Darkmese spread out before him in a wide, black sheet, its surface too still to be natural. Tendrils of mist curled from the water, brushing against his magic.

      It was closer here, the pull he’d been dreading. Edmund could feel it testing him, searching for purchase. Behind him, footsteps closed in, light but quick, more than one set. He didn’t look back.

      Edmund waded into the water, the cold striking deep through his clothes and skin. The first step stole his breath in a sharp gasp. The second turned his legs to dead weight. The Darkmese had never been this cold before. This wasn’t natural winter chill but something hungry, something that fed on warmth and life.

      The whispers rose almost at once, curling into his thoughts in voices he half-recognised. They called to him without words, a melody of longing that wrapped around his exhausted mind like silk.

      They promised warmth in the bone-deep cold, rest for legs that trembled, relief from the constant weight of fear. They spoke of home, of belonging, of never having to run again. Each whisper was a caress against his thoughts, gentle fingers smoothing away the sharp edges of panic.

      Why keep fighting when the water offered such sweet surrender? His feet slowed despite his will, the current tugging at his knees as the voices grew more insistent, painting pictures of peace behind his closed eyelids.

      The water reached his waist now, soaking the precious documents in his satchel. It didn’t matter. He’d memorised every word, every diagram. If he made it across, he could recreate them.

      The current shifted under him, suddenly pulling sideways rather than downstream. Something brushed against his calf and then withdrew. He didn’t look down. Looking would make it real.

      Edmund’s vision narrowed to the pale smear of the southern bank, but it was too far away and the water was too cold. His limbs grew heavier, the chill creeping upward toward his chest.

      “You’re dying for nothing,” whispered a voice that sounded like his own. “They’re all gone. Everyone who matters.”

      He pushed forward, one trembling step after another. The water lapped at his chest now, each ripple sending fresh pain through his freezing body.

      Something solid brushed against his leg again, curling around his ankle. He kicked free, fear knotting in his chest as the current shifted again, pushing him sideways.

      He fought against it, arms cutting through the black water with desperate strokes. The cold had numbed his fingers, his face, leaving only his stubborn refusal to give up, the single thought that kept his legs moving through the freezing water.

      Edmund’s boots struck stone, and the shock of solid ground nearly sent him sprawling. His legs, numb from the freezing water, buckled beneath him. He staggered forward onto the riverbank, water streaming from his sodden clothes, each breath a ragged gasp that tore at his frozen lungs.

      When his vision steadied, he froze. The half-collapsed quay jutted into the river beside him, its cracked stone slick with moss. It was the same place he had waded from minutes ago.

      He’d failed. The current had pushed him back to the northern bank, not across to safety. The documents in his satchel were likely ruined, the ink bleeding into illegible smears. All for nothing. The knowledge he’d risked everything to preserve would die with him after all.

      Edmund braced his hands on his knees, coughing up river water that tasted of ash and copper. His vision swam, dark spots dancing at the edges. The cold had seeped into his bones, a deep, penetrating chill that his body no longer had the strength to fight.

      The mist thickened ahead, shifting with the weight of approaching footsteps. Four figures emerged, their shapes solidifying through the grey haze. Boots pressed into soft mud, each step sinking with a dull thud. Metal scraped against metal as a blade slid free. Steel caught the dim light just long enough to cast a quick, sharp gleam before vanishing again into the fog.

      Edmund straightened, summoning the last of his strength. If they were Thornhallow’s, he wouldn’t make it easy for them.

      The figures drew closer through the mist, their outlines sharpening as they neared. He blinked away the water dripping into his eyes, reaching for the last spark of magic inside of him, preparing to fight.

      But then the leader stepped forward into a patch of dim light, and he froze.

      It was Blair Calloway.

      Her dark eyes widened in recognition, her mouth forming his name. She was thinner than he remembered, with new scars marking her face, but unmistakably herself.

      “Edmund?” Her voice carried across the distance between them, sharp with disbelief.

      He opened his mouth to speak, to deliver the warning he’d carried through the broken city, the knowledge that might save what remained, but the words died on his lips as his legs finally gave way beneath him.

      Edmund pitched forward, darkness rushing in from all sides. The last thing he saw was Blair lunging toward him, arms outstretched to break his fall.
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      Blair caught Edmund’s weight as he stumbled forward, his body slumping against her with alarming coldness. River water dripped from his sodden clothes. She felt it seep into her own jacket as she lowered him carefully to the ground.

      “Check the perimeter,” she ordered, not taking her eyes off Edmund’s face.

      The three Praxis agents fanned out, weapons drawn. Mist curled around their ankles as they moved as they scanned the riverbank for threats.

      Blair pressed her fingers to Edmund’s neck, finding a weak pulse fluttering beneath his skin. She examined his face closely, looking for the telltale signs of magical compulsion. Unnatural stillness around the eyes, a faint shimmer at the edge of the iris… His eyes were already closing, but they showed only exhaustion.

      What desperation had driven him into the Darkmese?

      “It’s him,” she confirmed, glancing up at Finley, the nearest agent. “And he’s alone, as far as I can tell.”

      “We need to move,” Finley replied. “North bank’s crawling with mist.”

      Blair nodded, sliding her arms under Edmund’s shoulders. “Help me get him to the boat.”

      The agents holstered their weapons and moved in. Together they lifted Edmund between them, his head lolling against Blair’s shoulder as they carried him down the slick stones of the quay. His satchel hung heavy at his side, waterlogged and dripping.

      “Careful on these steps,” Blair warned as they navigated the broken stone. Their small boat rocked gently against its moorings, nearly invisible in the gloom with its matte black hull.

      Finley and Reed climbed in first, reaching up to take Edmund’s weight while Blair and Denny guided him down. They settled him in the stern where he’d be safest.

      “What’s a Concordat healer doing crossing the Darkmese alone?” Reed whispered, eyeing Edmund with suspicion.

      “Refugee, most likely,” Finley murmured.

      “He could be anything,” Denny said.

      “We’ll find out when he wakes up,” Blair replied, checking the satchel still clutched in Edmund’s frozen fingers. “If he wakes up.”

      “Right fool, swimming in the Darkmese,” Reed muttered as he got into the boat.

      Blair watched the fog-veiled stretch of the Darkmese from her spot at the prow. The water was darker now than she remembered, its surface broken by lazy ripples with no wind to cause them.

      “Something’s not right,” she murmured. Her enchanted watch vibrated faintly against her wrist, confirming her suspicion.

      “River’s waking up,” Finley said. “The explosion kick-started it, most likely.”

      “Awake or not, we need to get across.” She gestured to the agents. “Let’s go.”

      Finley and Denny took up oars, and the boat pushed off from the quay with a muted scrape. Each stroke seemed to meet resistance just beneath the waterline, as though something unseen moved against them.

      “Keep it steady,” Blair instructed. “No sudden movements.”

      Reed grunted as his oar caught against something. “Water’s thick.”

      The aftermath of the magical catastrophe at Saint Aldwin’s had left the river uneasy. Where once the Darkmese had always flowed with predictable currents, pulsing with its own consciousness. After the Echo had fractured, the water had fallen silent and still, then the explosion had upended the balance yet again.

      “Row together,” she said. “Find a rhythm and stick to it.”

      The agents complied, synchronising their strokes. The boat inched forward through the mist, each movement deliberate and careful. Behind her, Edmund stirred briefly, muttering something unintelligible before falling silent again.

      Reed glanced at the unconscious healer. “Should we check his bag?”

      “Not yet,” Blair replied. “Let’s get clear of the water first.”

      A ripple passed beneath them, larger than the others, and the boat tilted slightly. Blair steadied herself against the gunwale, her gaze sweeping across the dark water.

      “Something’s watching us,” Denny whispered, his knuckles white around his oar.

      “Just keep rowing,” she said. “We can’t afford to stop.”

      Edmund’s breath caught in his throat, a ragged sound that drew Blair’s attention immediately. She turned from the prow, watching as his eyelids fluttered open.

      His gaze darted between the faces surrounding him, confusion and fear in his expression until his eyes locked with Blair’s.

      “Detective Calloway,” he whispered, the words barely audible over the gentle splash of oars.

      “Easy, Edmund,” she murmured. She placed a steadying hand on his shoulder. “Whatever you need to say, keep it quiet. We’re not alone out here.”

      Edmund’s eyes widened slightly, his gaze drifting toward the dark water lapping at the hull.

      “Are you hurt?” Blair asked, scanning him for injuries beyond the obvious exhaustion. “Why risk crossing alone? The Darkmese is dangerous even on good days.”

      He swallowed hard, his throat working visibly with the effort. A faint nod followed as he shifted his weight, wincing slightly.

      “Not injured,” he managed. “Just…cold.”

      His eyes flicked toward the shifting mist beyond the boat’s edge, then back to Blair. His brow furrowed, and he straightened, the lost look vanishing from his eyes.

      “I had to try,” Edmund whispered. “They’ve taken Thornhallow.”

      Blair leaned closer, straining to hear while the agents continued their steady rowing.

      “Who’s taken Thornhallow?” she asked.

      Edmund’s hand tightened around his satchel. “The Arcana.”

      Blair grimaced, her gaze flickering to Finley and Denny on the oars. It wasn’t clear how much the enslaved knew about their captors, but Edmund seemed to know something.

      “They’re hunting down everyone who escaped after the explosion,” he whispered. “Witches, mages—anyone with even a spark of magic. They’re being pulled back under Thornhallow’s control one by one.”

      “How?” Blair asked, keeping her voice low.

      Edmund shook his head, a haunted look crossing his face. “Some vanish quietly in the night. Others…” His voice caught. “Others resist and are broken until they no longer can. Most are taken by the mist as they try to run.”

      Blair exchanged a glance with Finley, whose steady rowing never faltered despite the grim news.

      “But that’s not the worst of it,” Edmund continued. “The Arcana are using the Limina mages to repair the ley lines.”

      “Repair them?” Blair frowned. “That should be good news.”

      “No.” Edmund’s voice hardened. “They’re altering them, reshaping the network in ways that will cut the city off from the outside entirely. If they succeed, no one will be able to leave and the fragments…”

      The implications were clear. The Darkmese seemed to respond to Edmund’s fear, the water growing choppier around them.

      “Row faster,” Blair ordered, and the agents complied without question.

      The healer gripped her wrist suddenly, his cold fingers surprisingly strong. “I must speak to Vesper immediately,” he insisted. “She has to find the Echo fragments before the Arcana do.”

      “Why?”

      “Because she’s the only one who can. If the Arcana complete their work on the ley lines, they’ll have all the time they need to hunt down each piece.”

      Blair studied his expression, noting the absolute conviction in his eyes. Whatever he’d witnessed at Thornhallow had left him certain of one thing: Vesper Ainsley was now central to whatever hope remained…and it was likely the Arcana knew it too. How long would it be before they came for her?

      “What exactly do the Arcana plan on doing with the fragments? Do you know for sure?”

      The boat rocked gently beneath them as the agents continued rowing, their strokes cutting through the thickening water.

      Edmund’s expression shifted, the lines in his face deepening as he gathered his thoughts. “They plan to erase humanity, as their own civilisation was once erased. They want to wipe the slate clean and rise again. They want back what they lost.”

      Something cold twisted in Blair’s gut. “You’re certain of this?”

      “I heard them discussing it. The High Witch—“ Edmund’s voice caught. “Ember is no longer herself. Whatever Arcana possesses her spoke freely, believing all present were loyal. They see us as thieves who built our lives atop the ruins of their world.”

      “And the fragments give them the power to do it.” She hissed. “It always comes back to the Echo.”

      Edmund nodded grimly. “The Echo was never just a repository of memories. It’s one of them.”

      Blair nodded. “I know.”

      “We’re there,” Denny muttered, drawing her attention back to the river. “A clean a crossing as we’ll ever get.”

      And probably their last, if what Edmund said was true.

      The boat glided into the shallows of the southern bank, reeds parting with a soft whisper against the hull. Blair raised a hand, signalling for silence as they approached. The muffled sound of oars dipping into mud replaced the rhythmic splashing that had accompanied their crossing.

      “We’re clear,” she whispered, scanning the misty shoreline. “Get him out quickly.”

      Finley and Denny moved to Edmund’s side, positioning themselves to lift him from the boat while Reed kept his attention fixed on the river behind them, weapon drawn.

      As Finley slipped his arms beneath Edmund’s shoulders, he paused, his expression hardening. His gaze flicked between Blair and the half-conscious healer.

      “Wait,” he murmured. “How do we know he’s not compromised?”

      Blair turned, catching the doubt in his eyes.

      “Think about it,” Finley continued. “This guy is the head healer of the Luminous Concordat and suddenly he appears on our doorstep kicking off about erasing humanity? This could be a lure to breach our defences.”

      Denny hesitated, still supporting Edmund’s weight. “He’s right. We’ve seen how their compulsion can be hidden.”

      Blair studied Edmund’s exhausted form. His eyes had drifted closed again, his breathing shallow. Their doubt carried weight, considering all they’d been through. All three agents were long-standing members of Praxis who knew far more than she did about what they were fighting.

      “We can’t risk bringing him to the sanctum if there’s even a chance,” Finley pressed. “Not with what’s at stake.”

      Edmund stirred slightly at the voices, but remained limp between them, water still dripping from his sodden clothes onto the bottom of the boat.

      “We’re exposed here,” Reed hissed from his position at the stern. “Whatever we’re doing, we need to move.”

      Blair’s hand moved to her watch, feeling the faint vibration against her skin. Nothing had changed. There was no surge of magic that might indicate active compulsion. But a lack of a magical signature didn’t guarantee safety, especially with the Arcana involved.

      Blair met Finley’s gaze, her expression firm but understanding. “That’s why he goes to Vesper first,” she said, keeping her voice low. “If anyone can detect Arcana influence, it’s her. She can confirm his story.”

      Finley considered this, the tension in his jaw easing slightly. “And if he’s compromised?”

      “Then we’ll handle it,” Blair replied, her hand drifting to the enchanted knife at her belt. “But we need what he knows either way.”

      Finley nodded, though his grip on Edmund’s arm remained tight as he and Denny lifted the healer from the boat. Edmund’s eyes fluttered open at the movement, confusion briefly crossing his features before recognition settled in.

      “Take him directly to Vesper,” Blair instructed as they stepped onto the muddy bank. “No detours, no conversations with anyone else. Cover his eyes.”

      Reed climbed out last, scanning the mist-shrouded shoreline. “What about you?”

      “I’ll secure the boat and follow,” Blair said.

      Reed hesitated. “Blair⁠—”

      “Go now before we attract attention.”

      Edmund didn’t resist as the agents supported his weight between them, but his gaze remained fixed on Blair as they began moving away from the shore. Even through his exhaustion, the urgency in his eyes was unmistakable. They carried a silent plea that whatever he’d risked his life to deliver wouldn’t be dismissed.

      Then Finley pulled a black hood over his face, severing their gaze.

      Reed lingered, his hand on the hilt of his blade.

      “You’re still standing here,” she drawled.

      “Remember when you said you didn’t want to be the boss of me?” he asked, raising his eyebrow. “No one goes out alone.”

      Blair snorted, waiting until Finley and Denny disappeared into the shadows of the southern bank, Edmund’s slumped form supported between them. Only when they had vanished completely did she turn back to face the river.

      The Darkmese lay before her, deceptively calm now, as though it hadn’t nearly claimed Edmund’s life. Its surface reflected nothing. Not the mist, not the broken skyline of Nightreach beyond, not even the faint stars that occasionally pierced the cloud cover. The water simply absorbed all light, a perfect black mirror.

      “Something’s changed,” Reed murmured beside her. “The river feels…awake.”

      Blair nodded, her enchanted watch vibrating steadily against her wrist. “Better than dead, I guess.” She secured the boat, tying it to a half-submerged post among the thick reeds. “The north bank felt different again today.”

      Reed nodded, his hand resting on his weapon. “I don’t think their magic can cross the water. Did you notice how the mist butted up against the shore?”

      “Yeah, but if Edmund’s telling the truth about what the Arcana are doing to the ley lines…” She didn’t need to finish the thought. The Darkmese had always been more than just water—it was a boundary, a natural barrier in the magical topography of Nightreach. If that changed, their southern sanctuary would be exposed.

      “We should continue the patrol,” she said, turning away from the river. “Keep the water in sight.”

      They moved along the southern bank, boots sinking slightly into the damp earth. The mist hung thicker over the northern shore, churning and shifting like something alive. Occasionally, Blair caught glimpses of movement within it—shadows that moved against the flow, too deliberate to be natural. Just when she thought Nightreach couldn’t get any creepier.

      Their patrol route wound along the embankment, past makeshift watch points where lanterns burned low behind warded glass. Each post stood empty—even the south bank had become too dangerous for solitary guards. Old magic and festering spells had always been a problem here, but the instability had only increased, fuelled by the damaged ley lines.

      But Edmund’s words wouldn’t stop circling through her mind. The Arcana weren’t just taking control. They were reshaping Nightreach, bending the foundations of magic to suit their purpose. If he was right, their control would close over the city like a snare, trapping everyone inside, just as it had the Echo.

      Her thoughts drifted to the sanctum buried beneath the southern district, hidden behind layers of wards and misdirection spells. She couldn’t see it from here, but she felt its pull. It was the last true refuge in a city being steadily consumed…and within it, Cormac remained locked in his silence, withdrawn since the catastrophe at Saint Aldwin’s.

      Praxis needed his leadership now more than ever. Without Cormac’s guidance, the weight fell heavier on Blair’s shoulders despite her plea to make Praxis led by everyone. They looked to her for decisions about evacuation routes, resource allocation, and how much truth to share with the frightened refugees who looked to them for protection.

      The Darkmese rolled on beside her, wide and quiet and waiting. Its surface reflected nothing, as though the river was waiting to rise up and sweep them all away.

      “Do you think he’s right?” Reed asked, breaking the silence. “About Vesper being the only one who can find the fragments?”

      Blair watched the black water roll past. Hard choices were coming, whether they liked it or not. “Maybe…or maybe not. We haven’t exhausted all of our options yet.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Vesper’s fingers cramped as she set down her pen, flexing them to ease the ache. The converted storage room she’d claimed as her study was cramped but private. Pages of fragmented notes spread across the small desk, while her sketches covered the remaining surfaces, drawings of places and faces that felt familiar but didn’t belong to her memories.

      She rubbed her temples, trying to quiet the whispers that weren’t quite her own. The Echo’s memories had grown stronger since Saint Aldwin’s, flooding her mind without warning. She saw cities of living glass that hummed with light, people whose eyes held depths she recognised but couldn’t name, and unfamiliar rituals performed under familiar moonlight.

      Her journal lay open before her, filled with sketches of symbols she’d never learned but somehow knew how to draw. Today’s entry contained a half-finished diagram of what might have been a ritual circle, the lines trailing off where the memory had faded.

      The convergence must be maintained through the third cycle, she wrote, transcribing words that rose uninvited to her mind. When the celestial alignment⁠—

      Footsteps in the corridor broke her concentration. Vesper looked up as a shadow fell across her doorway.

      Finley appeared, his broad shoulders nearly filling the frame. His expression was tight, a controlled mask of concern that immediately set her on edge. One hand rested near the dagger at his belt.

      “We’ve got a visitor,” he said. “Edmund Bridges. We pulled him from the Darkmese about an hour ago.”

      Vesper’s pen clattered to the desk. “Edmund?” She couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen the kindly healer. Perhaps it was months ago when he’d helped treat her wounds after the trials at Thornhallow, she couldn’t recall.

      “The fool was trying to swim in the river.” Finley’s eyes flicked to her notes, then back to her face. “Blair wants you to check him for compulsion before he speaks to anyone else. She’s worried he might be compromised.” The way his hand hovered near his weapon told her everything about how much trust the agents placed in Edmund’s sudden appearance. Even a respected healer couldn’t be taken at face value anymore.

      “Well, then I better check,” she said, gathering her journal and slipping it into her coat pocket. “Lead the way.”

      “We put him in the infirmary.”

      Finley led her through the sanctum’s tunnels, their footsteps echoing against the polished stone walls.

      “How bad is he?” she asked, matching Finley’s brisk pace.

      “Exhausted. Half-drowned. Babbling about the Arcana.” Finley spoke evenly, but his posture betrayed him. “There’s a strange fog over there.”

      Vesper felt her pulse quicken at the mention of fog. “What kind of fog? Magical?”

      “The kind that shouldn’t be there.” Finley’s jaw tightened. “It’s thick, unnatural. Stops dead at the water’s edge like it’s hitting a wall.”

      They descended a narrow staircase into the lower levels where the infirmary waited.

      Finely stepped aside so Vesper could enter first. Inside, Edmund sat hunched on a narrow bed, his silver-streaked hair plastered to his forehead. His clothes hung damp and heavy, river water pooling beneath his feet on the concrete floor. The smell of the Darkmese clung to him, a murky and ancient stench, mixed with smoke and something burnt that made Vesper’s nose wrinkle.

      Two agents flanked the doorway, their hands resting casually near concealed weapons. They nodded at Finley but kept their eyes fixed on Edmund.

      “Vesper,” Edmund breathed when he saw her. Relief washed over his exhausted features.

      The agents shifted their weight but didn’t leave as Vesper approached. Their posture made it clear they weren’t about to leave a potentially compromised witch alone with her, regardless of his former status.

      “Edmund.” Vesper kept her voice gentle as she pulled up a chair. “What happened to you?”

      His hands trembled as he clutched a rough blanket around his shoulders. “Thornhallow has fallen. The Concordat is gone—or worse than gone.” His gaze darted to the agents, then back to her. “They’re not themselves anymore. None of them.”

      Vesper’s senses prickled, her Resonant abilities stirring beneath her skin. She reached for Edmund’s hand, feeling the familiar texture of his magic—but something was different. His usual warm, healing energy felt jagged around the edges.

      “Can we get him some dry clothes?” she asked, looking up at Finley. “He’s shivering.”

      Finley nodded, but didn’t move. “Check him first.”

      “It’s fine,” Edmund said, his teeth chattering. “I understand.”

      Vesper drew her chair closer until she sat level with him. His normally bright eyes were clouded with exhaustion and fear. She could see the strain in his face, how lines tightened around his mouth and shadows grew beneath his eyes. Running from the Arcana was one thing, but diving into the Darkmese was another.

      “Edmund,” she murmured, “I need to check you for any lingering compulsion. It won’t hurt, but I need you to stay still and not resist. Resisting will only make it harder.”

      Edmund gave a small, deliberate nod.

      Vesper extended her awareness outward, her Resonant magic moving in slow, careful waves. She brushed against Edmund’s aura, searching for distortions in the weave of his natural magic.

      Vesper extended her magic toward Edmund. His power felt warm and stable, the kind that mended bones and eased pain, but as she pressed deeper, something else scraped against her senses.

      She drew a deep breath. Foreign threads ran through his magic like wire through cloth, sharp against her touch. They lay dormant now, but she could see where they’d been woven in, where someone had used them to guide his thoughts, his choices, his words. The violation was written into his very core.

      The Echo fragments within her stirred. A pressure built at the base of her skull, a humming that vibrated through her bones. The surrounding room blurred, colours bleeding into shadows.

      The infirmary vanished.

      Vesper’s hands pressed against torn flesh, slick with blood. The metallic scent mingled with herbs—comfrey and yarrow—as she worked desperately to close a wound that wouldn’t stop bleeding. Someone spoke close behind her, their voice thick with emotion. Though the words blurred together, their tone carried the unmistakable weight of betrayal.

      The vision shifted without warning. She stood in a darkened hall, watching two figures huddled in conversation. Their faces remained in shadow, their whispers too faint to catch, but their postures spoke of conspiracy and secrets. She strained to hear, to see, to understand⁠—

      Silver light erupted across her vision, a cold fire that burned without heat. It poured through the hall, through her, bringing with it a wave of fear that stole her breath. Panic clawed at her throat as the light intensified, consuming everything⁠—

      Then nothing.

      The echo shattered, leaving Vesper gasping in the infirmary chair, her fingers still clasped around Edmund’s trembling hands. Cold sweat beaded on her forehead, and the Echo fragments within her settled, their hum fading to a distant whisper.

      She drew a deep breath, then another, willing her racing heart to slow. The echo clung to her, but she knew they weren’t her memories, but Edmund’s.

      “You were compelled,” she said, meeting his gaze. “But it broke when the silver wards fell, didn’t it?”

      Edmund’s face paled.

      “The compulsion is gone now, but it’s left…gaps,” she went on. “Fractures in your memory. You used the confusion to get close to them. To listen. To watch.”

      “I thought I was being careful,” Edmund whispered.

      “But they discovered you?”

      He nodded, a small, defeated gesture. “I remember running. I remember the river. But between those moments…” His fingers traced invisible patterns on the blanket. “It comes and goes. Pieces missing.”

      Finley stepped forward. “So his story might not be reliable.”

      “Parts of it are absolutely true,” Vesper countered. “The Concordat has fallen. The silver wards collapsed. And the Arcana—” She paused, the Echo humming louder at the name.

      “I know what I saw,” Edmund insisted, a flash of his old strength returning. “Even if I can’t remember how I escaped, I know what they’re planning.”

      “Get him dry clothes,” she told Finley. “And food. He’s been through enough.”

      Finley nodded and signalled to one of the agents, who left to fetch supplies.

      “The fog,” Edmund said suddenly, his eyes widening. “Did I mention the fog? It’s not natural. It’s how they’re—” He stopped, frustration crossing his face as another memory slipped away.

      “You swam in the Darkmese,” Vesper said. “I doubt it’s helping.”

      His brow furrowed as he drew the blanket tighter around his shoulders.

      The latch gave a subtle click as Blair entered, taking in the room. Her sharp eyes scanned their faces before settling on Vesper, waiting for answers without speaking.

      “He’s not under their control,” Vesper told her. “But he was. That and being in the river has clouded his memories. He needs food, warmth, and rest.” She looked up. “If it were up to me, I’d take his account seriously.”

      Blair’s gaze lingered, weighing Vesper’s words. Then she nodded once, and withdrew from the room, leaving them in the stillness once more.

      Vesper stood. “We can talk more once you’ve rested.”

      “Wait.” Edmund caught her sleeve. “There’s something else. Something important. They’re looking for you, Vesper. They want the fragments. They’re looking for—” He winced, his hand pressing against his temple.

      “Don’t force it,” she murmured. “The memories will come back clearer after you’ve slept.”

      She slipped from the room, closing the door quietly behind her. The Echo fragments within her stirred again, responding with whispers of their own.

      Of course they’re looking for us, she thought. They’d be idiots not to.

      The river protects us for now.

      Yeah, Vesper thought, pressing her hand against the journal in her pocket. For now…
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      The sanctum’s tunnels were quiet when Vesper slipped away from the infirmary. Her footsteps barely whispered against the stone floor as she navigated the warren of passages that made up Praxis headquarters. The air grew cooler as she moved deeper into the network, away from the main halls.

      She took one of the narrower side passages back toward her makeshift study.

      Inside, she gazed at the stacks of borrowed books from the Praxis archives, the sight of so many books, all hers for the reading, calming her. She had texts on magical theory, historical accounts of Nightreach, and fragmentary records of the Echo. All of them books that at one time or another had been banned by some government organisation or the other.

      Her desk was littered with loose notes and diagrams and the grimoire lay closed at the centre of the maelstrom…unopened since the chaos at Saint Aldwin’s.

      Vesper crossed the room and sank into her chair with a sigh that seemed to come from somewhere deeper than her lungs. Edmund’s arrival worried her. The Arcana were reasserting control over the north of Nightreach, capturing witches and mages in their thrall once more. How many more were trying to cross the Darkmese?

      She rested her fingertips lightly on the grimoire’s cover, not opening it, but feeling the silent presence of it beneath her touch. The Echo fragments inside her responded, a subtle vibration that wasn’t quite sound, wasn’t quite feeling. Something between the two.

      Footsteps echoed in the hall outside, pulling Vesper from her thoughts. She turned as Rafe appeared in the doorway, his tall frame silhouetted against the dimmer light of the passage. He paused there, his shadow stretching across her desk, cutting through the scattered papers and notes.

      “Thought I might find you here,” he said, stepping inside. “How are you holding up?”

      Rafe watched her carefully, the question hanging between them. Vesper withdrew her hand from the grimoire and leaned back in her chair.

      “As well as can be expected, I suppose.” She gestured vaguely at the chaos of books and papers. “We’ve had an unexpected arrival. Blair found someone trying to cross the Darkmese—Edmund Bridges.”

      Rafe’s posture changed instantly, tension rippling through his shoulders. “Edmund?”

      “Apparently he was trying to swim across the river. He was half-drowned and exhausted, but Blair brought him back.”

      “Is he all right?” He moved closer, perching on the edge of her desk.

      “Physically, yes.” Vesper frowned, remembering the strange magical threads she’d found woven through Edmund’s aura. “His memories of what happened at Thornhallow are fractured, though. The Arcana’s compulsion has left marks. Whatever he witnessed at Thornhallow—whatever he escaped from—it’s left scars.”

      Rafe nodded slowly, his brow furrowed. “Edmund was always so meticulous. Prepared for everything. I can’t imagine what drove him to attempt crossing the Darkmese on his own. That’s not like him at all.”

      “Desperation changes people,” she murmured.

      Rafe’s gaze drifted to the scattered papers on her desk. “We’ve both changed since that day in the Fold, haven’t we? The mage I was before…sometimes I barely recognise him.”

      “I recognise him still,” she said. “Vesper the librarian, though? She was a fever dream.”

      They fell into a comfortable silence. She expected Rafe to leave, to return to whatever duties called him, but he remained standing near her desk. His expression had shifted, carrying a heaviness she recognised. The look of an overthinker, which he certainly was.

      Rafe didn’t sit right away. He stood with one hand resting on the edge of her desk, his gaze fixed on nothing. Vesper waited, recognising the look of someone gathering courage.

      “I never go the chance to tell you what Cormac told me about my past,” he finally said. “About what happened to my family.”

      Vesper set aside the notes she’d been absently shuffling. “I remember. He called you Liam.”

      Rafe drew a deep breath and sank into the chair across from her. “Liam Rowe.” The name hung in the air between them, unfamiliar yet somehow fitting. “My parents were both senior members of Praxis.”

      Vesper remained silent, giving him space to continue at his own pace.

      “The Covenant targeted us because of our lineage. My family had a particular magical trait—an affinity for stabilising magic, for protective wards. It’s why I’ve always been drawn to defensive magic. It wasn’t just training, it’s in my blood.” He looked up. “It was my mother who took my memories. The Covenant were targeting Praxis bloodlines and my parents discovered the threat too late to stop them. The Covenant ambushed our safehouse, and my father was killed defending the escape route. My mother erased everything—my past, my identity—to protect me. She sent me to Millbrook, to Aldrick, because she believed it was the only safe place left.”

      Vesper watched the emotions play across his face—grief, anger, a flicker of relief at finally speaking these truths aloud.

      “Both my parents died that night,” he said. “Killed by the Covenant while ensuring my escape. I never knew. All these years, I’ve been searching for a family that was already gone.”

      Vesper reached across the desk, not quite touching Rafe’s hand but close enough that he could take hers if he wanted to.

      “I understand, in a way,” she said. “Not the same, but…I carry memories that aren’t entirely my own.”

      Rafe looked up, his expression questioning.

      “The Echo fragments,” she explained. “They’re not exactly silent. Sometimes she whispers to me. Sometimes I see half-remembered dreams from a life I never lived.” She paused, searching for the right words. “But I can’t imagine how it must feel to discover that your own memories were shaped by someone who loved you enough to hide the dangerous parts, even if it meant taking pieces of yourself away.”

      As she spoke, the fragments inside her stirred restlessly, a subtle vibration beneath her skin that made her pause.

      “It’s strange,” she continued, her voice quieter now. “I wonder if that’s why they feel so fractured—the Echo pieces. Because they’re searching for the parts of themselves that were deliberately separated.” She looked up at Rafe, her grey eyes catching the lamplight. “Is that how it feels for you? Like there’s something missing that you can’t quite reach?”

      Rafe was silent for a long moment, his gaze distant as if looking inward.

      “Sometimes,” he finally said. “There are moments when I feel like I’m standing at the edge of a vast darkness, and I know there’s something important on the other side, but I can’t reach it.” His fingers absently traced a pattern on the desk’s surface.

      Rafe’s expression shifted, a spark of possibility lighting his eyes. “The fragments are searching for their missing pieces,” he said, leaning forward. “Could we use that? Turn it to our advantage somehow?”

      The idea wasn’t entirely without merit. Vesper closed her eyes briefly, focusing on the subtle vibration of the fragments within her. They hummed with a constant, restless energy…always seeking, always searching.

      “I’ve tried,” she admitted, opening her eyes. “Or I think she’s tried…but the ley lines are too damaged. They’re broken now, torn in places, tangled in others.” She gestured vaguely toward the ceiling, to the city above them.

      Rafe’s shoulders slumped slightly. “I thought…”

      “I think the Echo can only sense its missing pieces when they’re close enough to touch the same threads of magic,” she continued. “And even then, the pull is unreliable at best. Sometimes it’s strong enough that I can follow it, but other times…” She shook her head. “Other times it’s just noise, or it vanishes completely. The fragments want to be whole again—I can feel that much.”

      Rafe nodded slowly, absorbing this. “So we’re back to searching the old-fashioned way.”

      Vesper’s fingers brushed against the edge of the grimoire again. “Saint Aldwin’s,” she said quietly. “We haven’t really talked about what happened there.”

      Rafe’s expression darkened. “No, we haven’t.”

      “I had no choice,” Vesper whispered. “There was no other way.”

      “I know.”

      “I didn’t want to ruin everything again, but…” She felt tears well in her eyes. “Sometimes I wonder if there was another way. If I’d been faster, or stronger, or⁠—”

      “There wasn’t,” Rafe cut in. “You know that. We all do. You saw what the Arcana could do. None of us could’ve stopped them.”

      They fell silent, neither wanting to revisit the details. The cost had been high, but the alternative would have been catastrophic.

      After a moment, Rafe rose to his feet. “I’ll leave you to it. Blair assigned me patrol duty on the surface.”

      Vesper nodded, watching him move toward the doorway. He paused there, glancing back.

      “Thank you,” he said. “For listening.”

      Vesper met his gaze and nodded.

      After he left, the study settled back into its familiar quiet. Vesper turned her attention to the papers spread across her desk, but the symbols and notes seemed to blur together. Somewhere above them, the city continued its slow transformation under Arcana control, and somewhere out there, two more Echo fragments waited to be found.

      The question was whether they would find them first.
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      Early morning mist clung to the ruins of the Roman amphitheatre, its broken arches and fractured stone softened by the grey light. Time and conflict had worn the structure down, but protective spells still lingered in its stones. Now, witches and mages crowded the broken tiers, waiting.

      Fermata moved across the cracked arena floor in Ember’s stolen body, her footsteps echoing off broken stone. The vessel obeyed her every command, but Fermata’s true nature leaked through despite the human mask.

      She paused, running her fingers along a stone pillar where a faded sigil pulsed with residual magic. The sensation was still curious after so long existing beyond flesh and blood. The touch of her fingers against stone, the dull throb of ancient power beneath her skin. These human bodies were so limited, yet fascinating in their complexity.

      The amphitheatre had once hosted rituals that would make modern witches blanch. Blood magic. Binding spells. The kind of raw power that humans now feared to wield.

      Ember’s body contained such useful knowledge about the Concordat’s secrets, the location of forgotten artefacts, the names of those who might serve, but more importantly, it contained power. The witch had been strong, her connection to fire magic nearly unparalleled among her contemporaries.

      Fermata flexed her fingers, calling a small flame to dance across her palm. The fire responded instantly, eager and bright. Unlike the vessel’s former occupant, Fermata needed no incantation, no focus object. The magic simply was an extension of her will.

      A gesture from Fermata sent ripples through the assembled witches. Silver eyes stared from slack faces. What remained of the Concordat’s elite now served only her.

      “Bring them forward,” she commanded.

      Black-robed guards dragged five prisoners into the amphitheatre. Three witches who had resisted compulsion, a Praxis agent captured attempting to flee Saint Aldwin’s, and a mundane academic who had stumbled too close to the truth. Their faces showed varying degrees of terror and defiance.

      “Position them where all can witness.”

      The guards arranged the prisoners in a semicircle facing the eastern section of the amphitheatre.

      The mist swirled around her ankles as she moved to the centre of the arena. Every element of the morning’s demonstration had been carefully planned, from the location, the timing as dawn broke, the selection of both victims and witnesses. Nothing was wasted, nothing left to chance.

      This was not merely punishment. It was a message waiting to be delivered.

      Fermata surveyed the assembled crowd, noting the mixture of fear and reverence in their expressions. Today’s performance would serve dual purposes. First, it would crush any lingering thoughts of resistance among those who witnessed it. She would be neither quick nor merciful—a necessary demonstration of the futility of opposition.

      But the second purpose brought a subtle curl of amusement to her lips. Marina Sinclair stood among the prisoners, her normally immaculate appearance dishevelled, her eyes burning with hatred. The conservative faction leader had proven surprisingly resilient to compulsion, her mind protected by old magic that even Fermata found impressive. A worthy opponent, which made her an ideal lure.

      Praxis would be watching. They always watched. Their network of spies and sympathisers remained frustratingly intact despite her efforts to root them out. The Covenant had been easy prey, their arrogance exposing their rot right to the core. However, Praxis were more calculating, a challenge worthy of a spectacle.

      Now they faced an impossible choice—reveal themselves to save their ally or abandon her to a public, painful death.

      Either outcome served Fermata’s purpose. If they attempted rescue, she would capture more of them. If they abandoned Marina, the woman’s knowledge would become hers through the ritual she had planned.

      “Begin the preparations,” she commanded, her voice carrying across the amphitheatre without effort.

      Fermata imagined their anguish as they watched. How they would debate, argue, perhaps even fight among themselves over whether Marina was worth exposing their remaining operatives.

      Soon she would see which they valued more. Their friend or their mission.

      The guards dragged Marina forward, her chains scraping against the arena floor. The witch stumbled on her bad leg but caught herself, straightening. Her jacket hung in tatters, blood crusted her lip, yet she studied the crowd above as if memorising each face.

      Fermata watched with quiet fascination. Even now, facing certain death, Marina Sinclair maintained her dignity. It was almost admirable. The woman had been a formidable political operator within the Concordat, ruthless in her pursuit of power and tradition. Now she was reduced to a pawn in a greater game.

      Marina’s eyes went straight to Fermata. She leaned forward slightly, hope and desperation warring in her expression as she looked for any sign of the woman she’d once known.

      Fermata let a cold smile cross Ember’s face. How touching. Marina still believed she could reach her old colleague, still thought some part of Ember survived beneath Fermata’s control. The desperation in those eyes was almost pitiful.

      “Marina Sinclair,” Fermata announced, her voice carrying across the amphitheatre.

      Marina’s eyes narrowed, focusing entirely on Ember now. “You have no right,” she hissed, voice hoarse.

      “But I have every right.” Fermata stepped closer, circling Marina like a predator. “This body always had such potential. Such raw power. She lived her entire life being pushed down by witches like you. I simply gave her the power to rise.”

      “She’s not Ember,” Marina called out to the assembled witches, her chains rattling as she turned. “Look at her eyes! Look at how she moves!”

      Fermata reached out, gripping Marina’s jaw with painful force, turning her face back. “They know exactly what I am,” she whispered, just loud enough for those nearest to hear. “And they know what happens to those who resist.”

      Marina didn’t flinch. Instead, she stared directly into Fermata’s eyes with a strange intensity, as if searching for a trace of the soul that once lived inside her vessel.

      Fermata’s grip tightened on Marina’s jaw and allowed the glamour to slip. The amber warmth that had once defined Ember’s gaze receded like a tide, revealing something ancient and cold beneath. The pupils expanded slightly, revealing silver flecks that caught the morning light, inhuman and predatory.

      “Look closely, Marina,” Fermata whispered. “See what truly stands before you.”

      Marina’s breath caught. Her eyes widened as she searched desperately for any trace of her former colleague—any flicker of recognition or humanity. Fermata allowed the moment to stretch, savouring each second as hope drained from the witch’s expression.

      “Now you see,” Fermata said, satisfaction warming her borrowed voice. “Now you understand.”

      The last ember of hope died in Marina’s eyes, replaced by a cold, terrible clarity. Her jaw tightened beneath Fermata’s grip, the muscles working as she swallowed her grief.

      “She fought, you know,” Fermata continued, her voice for Marina’s ears alone. “Such spirit. Such fire. I almost regretted extinguishing it.”

      Marina’s lips pressed into a thin line, but she couldn’t hide the pain that flashed across her face.

      Fermata leaned closer, her lips nearly brushing Marina’s ear. Her voice dropped to a whisper, each word precisely chosen and delivered with surgical cruelty. “It’s a parasite. A disease. Purge it.”

      Marina flinched as if struck. Those had been her own words as she’d tried to wrench Fermata from her vessel at the cathedral. The bitter irony twisted through the witch’s expression, rage and grief warring in her eyes.

      She stepped back, savouring the moment. The witch’s composure cracked just enough to reveal the devastation beneath, a private victory more satisfying than any public display could be.

      Fermata turned from Marina to address the gathered assembly, moving to the centre of the amphitheatre.

      “Look closely at what stands before you,” Fermata began, her voice carrying across the open space. The sound seemed to bypass the air entirely, resonating directly in the bones of every witness. “You stand before justice.”

      The morning mist swirled around her ankles as she gestured toward Marina. “Marina Sinclair, once esteemed among the Luminous Concordat, betrayed not only her sisters but the very future of magic itself.”

      An unseen weight descended on the amphitheatre, growing stronger as Fermata’s voice echoed off the stone.

      “Defiance,” she proclaimed, letting the word hang in the silence. The magical pressure increased, forcing several weaker witches to their knees. “When offered transcendence, she chose limitation. When shown truth, she clung to lies.”

      Marina’s chains rattled as she struggled to remain standing against the crushing weight of Fermata’s power.

      “Sabotage.” Another word, another surge of pressure. The stone beneath their feet groaned. “She destroyed artefacts meant to bridge worlds. She corrupted rituals designed to elevate our kind.”

      Blood trickled from the nose of a young witch in the front row, yet no one dared move or look away.

      “Allegiance to terrorists.” Fermata’s voice dropped to a dangerous whisper that somehow carried to every ear. “She conspired with those who would keep magic chained, humanity blind, and power dispersed rather than concentrated where it belongs.”

      The magical pressure peaked, forcing gasps from even the strongest witches present. Several of the silver-eyed thralls swayed on their feet.

      “These are not merely crimes against me,” Fermata continued, her borrowed eyes sweeping across the crowd. “They are crimes against all of you. Against your potential. Against what you might become.” She raised her hands. “Let her fate be your lesson. There is no resistance. There is no escape. There is only submission or extinction.”

      Fermata’s posture shifted, her shoulders relaxing as she tilted her head. The sudden change in her demeanour sent a ripple of unease through the crowd.

      “Perhaps I’m being unfair,” she said, her voice lighter now. “After all, Marina Sinclair was once your leader, your colleague, your friend.”

      She stepped away from the chained witch, moving closer to the front row of witnesses.

      “Who am I to deny you the right to speak in her defence?” A dangerous smile spread across her face. “If anyone here believes this justice is unwarranted, please step forward.”

      The invitation hung in the air, deceptively gentle. Several witches glanced at each other, then quickly averted their eyes.

      She began to walk slowly along the front row, her gaze moving deliberately from face to face. Each person she looked at seemed to shrink beneath her attention, some trembling visibly as her silver-flecked eyes lingered on them.

      One by one, Fermata marked them, measured them, letting each person feel the weight of her attention. Some closed their eyes. Others stared back with hollow compliance. None spoke.

      The silence stretched, growing heavier with each passing moment until it became another form of verdict. Not just for Marina, but for all of them.

      Not a single voice had risen in her defence. Not a single witch had dared to meet Fermata’s gaze for longer than a heartbeat. Their fear hung in the air, thick as the morning mist, exactly as intended.

      She turned back to Marina, whose expression had hardened into cold acceptance that somehow annoyed her more than fear would have.

      “Marina Sinclair, you stand guilty of treason against magic. Against Nightreach and its people. Against reality itself.” Fermata’s voice shifted, taking on harmonics that didn’t belong to human speech. “The sentence is dissolution.”

      Marina’s chin lifted. “History will remember differently.”

      “History,” Fermata replied with a cold smile, “is written by the victors.”

      She raised one hand, fingers splayed toward Marina. The air between them shimmered as Fermata gathered her power, drawing it not just from the vessel she inhabited, nor from the stones of the amphitheatre, nor the ancient blood spilled upon its floor. She took it from her soul. The essence of her people, the Arcana. The divine.

      A weave of magic tightened around Marina. The first touch was almost gentle, a shimmer of silver light that traced along her skin. The witch’s breath caught, her eyes widening slightly at the sensation.

      Marina’s fingertips cracked first, hairline splits opening across her skin. The fissures widened and deepened, spreading across her knuckles as the first wisps of ash began to peel away from her hands. She tried to clench her fists, but her fingers started to crumble at the edges, small fragments breaking off and spiralling upward through the still air.

      The destruction crept up her arms with agonising slowness. Her wrists began to soften and blur, the flesh turning grey and fragile. Marina’s breathing quickened as she watched her own body dissolving, but her eyes remained fixed on Fermata’s face, searching desperately for any trace of the woman she’d once known.

      Fermata’s smile widened, savouring every moment of Marina’s mounting terror as the ash spread past her elbows. The process unfolded with perfect deliberation, each second drawn out to its limit as Marina realised there would be no rescue, no salvation, no mercy from the divine soul wearing her friend’s face.

      Marina never wavered as the dissolution spread. Her body was failing, crumbling away in flakes of ash that spiralled upward in a slow, macabre dance, yet her gaze remained locked on Fermata’s. The witch’s lips pressed together, suppressing any sound that might betray weakness.

      Fermata circled closer, drinking in every detail of her enemy’s destruction. The witch’s shoulders had begun
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