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      The Thread pulsed in the morning light, writhing with uncharacteristic rage where it was embedded in the city walls.

      The magical pathway between distant places had never felt so angry, so resistant, as it spat Vesper, Rafe and Faith out at the edge of Nightreach and collapsed with a violent snap, leaving Vesper’s skin crackling with residual energy. She stumbled forward, catching herself against a crumbling stone wall as the last traces of the Thread’s power dissipated into the air.

      The stone felt alien beneath her palms after weeks in Millbrook’s countryside. Strange how quickly she’d grown used to earth and grass, to horizons that stretched beyond rooftops and spires. Now the city pressed around her, all sharp angles and contained spaces, making her feel oddly claustrophobic.

      “That was…different,” Rafe said, steadying Faith with one arm. “Threads never used to feel so…”

      “Angry,” Faith finished. “Like swimming against a current.”

      Vesper nodded, adjusting the bag where the Echo fragment rested against her hip. The moment they crossed the city’s boundary, it had pulsed once, emitting a warm, unsettling sensation that radiated through the leather and into her side. It knew it was back in the city that’d once been its prison.

      The familiar weight of urban magic pressed against her senses—heavier than she remembered, more oppressive. In the countryside, magic had felt wild and free. Here it was channelled, controlled, watched.

      Vesper scanned the street before them, desperate to see how the city had fared in their absence.

      Nightreach had always been a cacophony of magical signatures, a riot of sounds and scents and colours that overwhelmed her senses. But now the streets lay quiet, buildings sagging despite obvious attempts at repair. Fresh mortar crumbled between weary stones and new timber was already warping and splitting.

      “Where is everyone?” Faith asked, pulling her coat tighter despite the mild temperature.

      Rafe frowned, his eyes tracking newly cast wards that hummed along the rooftops. “Those aren’t Concordat sigils.”

      Vesper reached out with her magic, feeling the unfamiliar cadence of the wards. They pulsed with silver energy, scanning the streets below with cold precision. Nothing like the golden warmth of Concordat magic she’d grown accustomed to.

      A lone figure slipped across the intersection, head ducked, casting quick glances over their shoulder with every step. The wards above tracked their progress, the silver light intensifying briefly before returning to its steady rhythm.

      “The city feels wrong,” Faith whispered, voicing what they all felt. “Like it’s been hollowed out.”

      The Echo fragment pulsed again in Vesper’s bag, stronger this time, as if responding to Faith’s words. Or perhaps to something else entirely. Something calling to it from deeper within the city.

      They kept to the shadows as they moved deeper into the city, Vesper leading the way through narrow alleys she’d once traversed with confidence. Now each turn felt like stepping into unfamiliar territory.

      “This isn’t right,” she murmured, pulling them into a recessed doorway as a Concordat patrol marched past the alley’s entrance.

      Six witches stepped in perfect unison, boots striking the ground in a rhythm too exact to be natural, eyes fixed straight ahead. Their black uniforms now bore silver threading that caught the weak sunlight, flashing in patterns that seemed to communicate without words.

      “Since when do Concordat patrols move like they’re in the military?” Rafe whispered, his breath warm against Vesper’s ear.

      Faith pressed herself against the wall. “And why are there so many?”

      Vesper winced as a surveillance ward drifted overhead, emitting a high-pitched magical frequency that scraped painfully against her senses. She pressed her palm against her temple, trying to block out the painful vibration.

      “You all right?” Rafe asked, concern etching his features.

      “It’s the wards,” Vesper said through gritted teeth. “They’re not exactly…harmonious.”

      The ward paused above them, its silver light intensifying as it scanned the alleyway. Vesper held her breath until it moved on, continuing its predetermined path.

      They emerged onto what had once been a bustling market street. Now only a handful of shops remained open, their proprietors arranging and rearranging their wares with nervous energy. The few customers kept their heads down, completing transactions quickly before hurrying away.

      A witch bumped into Vesper’s shoulder, muttering a quick apology without making eye contact before scurrying away.

      “It’s like the whole city’s afraid,” Faith whispered.

      The Echo fragment pulsed again in Vesper’s bag, stronger this time, almost eager. Whatever had changed in Nightreach, the fragment recognised it, too.

      Faith suddenly gripped Vesper’s arm, her fingers digging in with surprising strength for someone who’d been crystallised only days ago.

      “We need to find Theo,” she said, her voice low but vibrating with urgency. “Now.”

      Rafe glanced at the street ahead. “We should find somewhere safe first, get our bearings⁠—”

      “No.” Faith’s eyes darted between them, fever-bright with conviction. “You don’t understand what’s happening. The fragments are more dangerous than anyone realises. They can’t know you have one.”

      Vesper felt the Echo piece pulse against her hip, as if responding to Faith’s words. “What do you mean?”

      Faith’s gaze grew distant, haunted. “When I was trapped in that crystal, I wasn’t unconscious. I was…somewhere else.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “There was something there. Something alive. It was searching through my memories.”

      “What was it looking for?” Vesper asked, the hairs on her arms rising.

      “I don’t know.” Faith shook her head. “But it felt older than any magic I’ve ever encountered.”

      Rafe stepped closer. “Did it communicate with you?”

      “Not with words.” Faith’s fingers trembled as she pushed her hair back. “But I felt its purpose. It’s waiting for something.” She glanced around at the silver wards, at the empty streets, her breathing quickening. “I need to find Theo. He’s the only one who might understand what I saw. His research…”

      Faith took a shaky step backward, her eyes wide with growing panic. “Faith, wait—” Vesper started, reaching for her.

      “No, you don’t understand.” Faith’s voice cracked. “What I saw in there—it knows things.” She shook her head frantically. “The College isn’t far. I know back routes.” Her eyes darted between them, wild with urgency. “Whatever’s happening in Nightreach, it’s connected to what I saw inside the Echo. Theo needs to know.”

      Faith was already moving, desperation overriding caution. Before either of them could argue further, she grabbed Vesper’s wrist, her grip fierce. “If something happens to me, tell Theo what I told you. About the searching, about it waiting. He’ll understand.”

      Then she was gone, slipping between two buildings with the frantic energy of someone fleeing a nightmare.

      “Should we go after her?” Vesper asked, turning to follow.

      “She made her choice,” Rafe said, though uncertainty tinged his voice. “Somehow, I don’t think it’ll be the last we see of her. And she’s right about the fragment. Keep it hidden.”

      As Faith disappeared into the shadows, Vesper turned to Rafe. Their eyes met, and the unspoken tension that had been building since their kiss in the misty forest hung between them.

      She wanted to reach for his hand, but the fragment pulsed, snapping her back to reality.

      “Ash’s last letter wasn’t right,” she said, voicing the concern that had been gnawing at her. “And seeing all this… I’m worried about him.”

      Rafe nodded, his gaze drifting to the silver wards pulsing overhead. “These new patrols, the wards—none of this feels like Concordat magic.”

      Vesper’s unease deepened as she surveyed the city again. They hadn’t heard anything from Ember since they’d left for Millbrook. Not a single message or update. It was naïve of her to think that Nightreach was fine, not after all the city had been through.

      “Where in the world is Ember?” Vesper murmured. “She’s High Witch now. This isn’t Ember’s doing. It can’t be.”

      “No,” Rafe agreed quietly. “This feels colder. More controlling.”

      Like a dictatorship, Vesper thought, the concept too chilling to voice aloud. Was Ember High Witch, or had she been ousted before she could ascend?

      The Echo fragment pulsed against Vesper’s hip, as if responding to their conversation. She placed her hand protectively over her bag.

      A silver ward drifted closer, its light intensifying as it scanned the street. Vesper pulled Rafe deeper into the shadows, waiting until the ward moved on.

      She watched the ward drift away, its silver light fading as it continued its patrol. The fragment pulsed again in her bag, more insistent this time. She couldn’t shake the feeling that it was responding to something in the city.

      “We need information,” she said, turning to Rafe. “About what’s happened here, about the grimoire’s behaviour.”

      Rafe’s brow furrowed. “You’re right, but…”

      “The handwriting in Ash’s letter was his,” Vesper said. “But the words weren’t.” Vesper’s fingers tightened around the strap of her bag. “Ash is precise. He doesn’t make mistakes. That letter was chaotic, almost desperate. And now seeing all this—” She gestured at the silver wards and the empty streets. “Something’s wrong.”

      Rafe nodded slowly. “He might have information.”

      “Or at least context.” Vesper started moving again, keeping close to the buildings.

      “If he’s still…” Rafe trailed off.

      “Don’t.” Vesper’s voice was sharper than she intended. “Don’t even think it.”

      Rafe caught her arm, turning her to face him. “Vesper, we need to be prepared for anything. We have a fragment now. Others will try to take it from us by whatever means necessary. It has to come first.”

      The fragment pulsed again, stronger this time, as if agreeing with Rafe’s assessment. Vesper placed her hand over it, feeling its warmth through the leather of her bag.

      “All the more reason to find Ash first,” she said. “His shop isn’t far from here. We can cut through Wickbourne and avoid the main streets.”

      “No.” Rafe’s hand shot out, catching Vesper’s wrist as she turned toward Wickbourne. His eyes darted across the street where two Concordat sentries marched by. “The Nightreach we knew is gone, Vesper. For all we know, Ash could be working with whoever’s taken control.”

      “His shop has always been neutral ground,” Vesper countered. “It’s warded against every faction in the city. If there’s anywhere safe left in Nightreach, it’s there.”

      The fragment pulsed against her hip, almost in agreement.

      “And if anyone can help us interpret the grimoire’s behaviour, it’s Ash,” she continued. “We can’t just wander the city with an Echo fragment and no plan. Waiting will only make things worse—especially if the fragment is somehow affecting the book.”

      Rafe’s expression remained troubled, his eyes tracking the sentries as they disappeared around a corner. “I don’t like it.”

      “I don’t like any of this,” Vesper admitted. “But we need information, even if it’s only a lead on the next fragment.”

      Vesper studied the street ahead, calculating routes and risks. The weight of the fragment against her hip reminded her of their urgency with every pulse. Time was working against them.

      “We’re moving too slowly,” she said, voicing the conclusion that had been building in her mind. “Every minute we spend together is another minute someone might spot us with the fragment.”

      Rafe’s eyes sharpened. “What are you suggesting?”

      “We need to split up.” The words came out more bluntly than she’d intended, but the logic was sound. “You know the Bizarre better than I do. You have contacts who might know where to find the Nightweaver. Meanwhile, I can check on Ash and see what he knows about the grimoire’s behaviour.”

      Rafe’s expression darkened immediately. “Absolutely not.”

      “Think about it,” Vesper pressed. “Together, we’re conspicuous. Two people moving through the city draws attention, especially with these patrols. Apart, we can cover more ground faster.”

      “And leave you alone with an Echo fragment in a city under martial law?” Rafe shook his head. “That’s not happening.”

      “It’s tactical,” she insisted. “You taught me that. Use your advantages, minimise your exposure.”

      The fragment pulsed again, as if responding to their conversation. Vesper placed her hand over it, feeling its warmth through the leather.

      “Look at this place, Rafe. Every minute we’re out here is a risk. We need answers about the grimoire, about what’s happened to the city, about the Nightweaver. We can get all of that faster if we’re not moving together.”

      Rafe ran a hand through his hair, clearly wrestling with the logic she’d presented. “I don’t like this.”

      “Neither do I, but it’s smart.” Vesper stepped closer, her voice dropping. “I’ll go straight to Ash’s shop. You work your contacts in the Bizarre. We meet back up in two hours with whatever we’ve learned.”

      Rafe’s jaw worked as he considered their options. The strategic part of his mind—the part that had kept him alive through countless dangerous situations—was clearly warring with his desire to keep her safe.

      “Two hours,” he said finally, though reluctance radiated from every line of his body. “And we do this properly.”

      They turned down a narrow lane, the buildings pressing close on either side. Ancient brickwork loomed overhead, blocking out what little sunlight filtered through Nightreach’s perpetual haze. Vesper kept her voice low.

      “I know you don’t like it,” she said. “But it’s the right call.”

      Rafe glanced over his shoulder, checking for silver wards or patrols. “If we’re doing this, we do it smart. You go to Ash’s shop. Nowhere else. If he’s not there, you leave immediately.”

      “Agreed.”

      “Meet me in exactly two hours at the old clocktower in Wickbourne. If that’s compromised, there’s an abandoned apothecary on Tallow Street.”

      “And if I miss the check-in?”

      Vesper repeated the locations back to him, committing them to memory.

      Rafe frowned, the implications hanging heavy between them. “I’ll tear the city apart to find you.”

      “I’ll be careful,” she promised, stepping closer.

      “The moment anything feels wrong, anything at all, you leave. Don’t wait, don’t investigate. Just go.”

      “I will.”

      Rafe hesitated, then reached out, his fingers brushing against her cheek. “I don’t like this.”

      “I know.” She leaned into his touch briefly before stepping back. “But it’s the right call.”

      He nodded once, sharply. “Two hours. Not a minute more.”

      “Two hours,” she confirmed.

      They stood for a moment longer, neither wanting to be the first to turn away. Finally, Rafe stepped back, his eyes never leaving hers.

      “Be safe,” he said simply.

      “You too.”

      Vesper watched Rafe disappear into the mist, his figure growing indistinct before vanishing completely. The familiar tightness in her chest whenever they parted had only grown stronger since their kiss in the forest. She turned away, focusing on the path ahead that would lead her to the Bizarre and Ash’s shop.

      The city’s magic felt muted, yet beneath that artificial quiet, something else lurked. A watchfulness. A patient attention she didn’t like.

      Vesper kept to the shadows, avoiding the main thoroughfares where silver wards pulsed overhead. The few people she passed moved quickly, heads down, magic pulled tight against their bodies like shields. No one lingered. No one browsed. No one smiled.

      The familiar spires of the Bizarre appeared ahead, though the usual magical haze that surrounded the district had thinned considerably. Even from this distance, Vesper could see the difference. There were fewer lights, fewer people, fewer signs of the bustle that had always defined the marketplace.

      What would she find at Brigue & Sons? Would Ash be there, surrounded by his beloved books? Or would the shop stand empty, another casualty of whatever force had transformed Nightreach in their absence?

      The fragment pulsed once more, stronger than before, as if responding to her thoughts. Or perhaps something else waited for her. Something that felt like a long time coming…
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      The streets narrowed as Vesper approached the Bizarre, each step taking her deeper into a Nightreach she barely recognised.

      A patrol rounded the corner ahead. She slipped into a recessed doorway, pressing herself against ancient wood as four figures in silver-trimmed uniforms marched past.

      Only when their footsteps faded did she continue, keeping to the shadows. The wards overhead pulsed with sickly light, their magic overcharged and aggressive.

      The entrance to the Bizarre appeared ahead, but the usual shimmer of magic that marked the boundary was dull, barely visible. Vesper paused, her hand instinctively moving to the fragment in her bag. It thrummed against her fingers, a steady pulse that seemed to match her heartbeat.

      She stepped through the boundary and froze.

      The Bizarre lay subdued before her, a shadow of its former self. What had once been a riot of colour, sound, and magical chaos now stood muted and forlorn. Stalls stood empty or half-dismantled. The few vendors present watched warily from behind meagre displays, their wares hidden beneath cloths. No music played. No haggling voices rose in good-natured argument. Gone were the clashing scents of spices and food.

      Vesper moved through the marketplace, aware of eyes following her progress. Conversations died as she passed. A woman selling protective amulets quickly covered her goods when Vesper glanced her way.

      The silence felt alive, waiting.

      Vesper spotted the sign for Brigue & Sons just ahead, its chipped paint more reassuring than it had any right to be. Even Ash’s beloved shop looked different. The street seemed to retreat from it, light growing dimmer and sound dulling at the edges.

      Vesper hesitated at the door, her fingers hovering over the brass handle. After a moment, she pressed her palm against the door, feeling the shop’s magic recognise her. The wards rippled, ancient protections parting like curtains, and the lock clicked open.

      The familiar scent of candle wax and parchment greeted her, mingling with a stillness that felt thick with memory.

      “Ash?” Her voice fell flat in the silence.

      The shop’s interior stretched before her, shelves rising into shadows. Books lined every available surface, their spines a patchwork of colours and textures. But something was wrong. Volumes lay scattered across the floor, their pages splayed open. Glass glittered near the counter where a display case had shattered.

      Vesper moved deeper into the shop, her boots crunching over broken glass. The fragment in her bag pulsed stronger now, its rhythm quickening as if sensing something she couldn’t.

      “Ash, are you here?”

      A book lay open on Ash’s workbench, a half-finished cup of tea beside it. She touched the porcelain and found it cold. Her gaze fell on the book’s pages, covered in Ash’s familiar handwriting, the ink still fresh enough to smudge when her finger brushed against it.

      The last entry ended mid-sentence.

      Magic rose to her skin as she scanned the shadows between the bookshelves. The shop felt interrupted, as if Ash had simply vanished between one moment and the next.

      A shadow shifted at the back of the shop. Vesper spun, magic crackling at her fingertips, ready to defend herself.

      “Vesper?” Ash emerged from the rear study, clutching a broom. His familiar face looked drawn, the shadows beneath his eyes deeper than she remembered. “I thought I heard someone.”

      “Ash.” Relief flooded through her, but faded as she took in his appearance. He looked intact, unharmed, but something was off. His usual warmth seemed buried beneath a layer of exhaustion.

      “I was worried about you,” she said, keeping her voice gentle. “Your last letter sounded… overwhelmed. And the shop—” She gestured at the scattered books and broken glass.

      Ash glanced around as if noticing the disarray for the first time. He gave a half-shrug. “I’ve been busy. Research doesn’t always stay on the shelves where it belongs.”

      The explanation rang hollow. Vesper watched him move to his workbench, noting how he favoured his left side, the careful way he lowered himself onto his stool. He set the broom aside, forgetting to sweep the glass.

      “You look exhausted,” she said.

      “Occupational hazard.” His smile flickered briefly before disappearing. “I’m glad you’re back…” He trailed off, gaze drifting toward the window where silver light from the wards outside cast strange patterns across the floor. He looked back at her suddenly, eyes sharpening. “Where’s Rafe?”

      The fragment in her bag pulsed once, hard enough that Vesper nearly flinched.

      “He had something else to attend to,” she said. “I came alone.”

      Ash nodded, his shoulders relaxing fractionally. “Probably for the best. The patrols have been stopping anyone who looks like they might cause trouble.” He picked up his cold tea, stared into it, then set it down without drinking. “And Rafe always looks like trouble.”

      Vesper pulled up a stool opposite Ash, the familiar creak of old wood oddly comforting amid the shop’s unsettling atmosphere. She leaned forward, keeping her voice low.

      “What’s happened to Nightreach? Everything feels wrong.”

      Ash ran a hand through his dishevelled hair, leaving it standing at odd angles. “Ember’s High Witch now. Formally ascended, uncontested.”

      “Ember?” Vesper couldn’t hide her surprise. “That’s good, isn’t it?”

      Ash’s expression remained neutral, but his eyes darted to the window before returning to meet hers. “You’d think so, but things have changed since she took power. The Concordat patrols have doubled. Those silver wards you saw? They’re surveillance networks, expanded across the entire city.”

      “For protection?”

      “So they say.” Ash absently traced a pattern on his desk. “But they’re also tracking magic now. Anything deemed ‘volatile’ is being restricted or monitored. Certain spell types require licencing. Some enchantments have been quietly banned altogether.”

      Vesper frowned. “That doesn’t sound like Ember.”

      “No,” Ash agreed, “it doesn’t.” He glanced toward the door, then leaned closer, his voice dropping further. “No one’s seen the full Council in weeks.”

      “What?”

      “The official story is they’re working in seclusion, realigning the ley lines to stabilise the city.” Ash’s fingers drummed nervously against the wood. “But there are rumours. Whispers that something happened inside Thornhallow.”

      “What kind of something?”

      Ash shook his head. “That’s just it. No one wants to name it aloud. But whatever it was…” He swallowed hard. “People who ask too many questions have a way of disappearing lately.”

      Vesper stared at Ash, trying to reconcile his words with the Ember she knew. Fierce, principled, and above all, fair. The woman who’d fought alongside them against Beatrice, who’d walked into the Fold with them to face D’Arco, who’d risked everything to protect Nightreach.

      “This can’t be right,” she murmured. “Ember wouldn’t do this.”

      “I didn’t want to believe it either,” Ash said. “But I’ve seen the changes myself. The Bizarre used to be a sanctuary from Concordat oversight. Now there are patrols even here.”

      The fragment in Vesper’s bag pulsed again, a steady rhythm that seemed to echo her growing unease. She thought of Rafe, out there somewhere in this transformed city, seeking the Nightweaver. If the patrols were stopping anyone suspicious, Rafe would be a prime target.

      “When did all this start?” she asked.

      “Not all at once. The restrictions came gradually. Additional security after the Echo, they said, but then the tightening accelerated. Books banned, spells restricted, vendors disappearing.”

      Vesper’s thoughts raced. Somewhere in this transformed city, Rafe was alone and unaware of how much had changed.

      “I didn’t come just to ask about the city,” she said. “We have work to do, and I learned a lot from Aldrick.”

      Ash’s gaze sharpened, his exhaustion momentarily eclipsed by interest. “You found something?”

      “You were right.” She leaned forward, lowering her voice despite the empty shop. “About the fragments lingering in places of power. I found one embedded in the ley lines, exactly where you predicted it might be.”

      Something flickered across Ash’s face—not surprise, but a tension that pulled at the corners of his mouth, tightened the skin around his eyes. The change was subtle, barely perceptible, but Vesper caught it.

      “The resonance patterns matched your descriptions perfectly,” she continued when Ash remained silent. “It was hidden, but once I knew what to look for…”

      Ash nodded, his eyes narrowing. The silence stretched between them.

      “Would you like to see it?” Vesper reached toward her bag. “I brought it with⁠—”

      “No.” Ash’s hand shot out, catching her wrist before she could touch the bag. His grip was firm but not painful, his eyes suddenly intense. “Don’t take it out. Not here.”

      Vesper frowned, confused by his reaction. “I thought you’d want to examine it. Your letter said⁠—”

      “I know what I wrote.” He released her wrist, glancing toward the windows again. “But things have changed. The wards…they’re sensitive to certain magical signatures now.”

      “The fragment’s contained,” Vesper said. “I’ve taken precautions.”

      “Even so.” Ash shook his head. “Better not to risk it.”

      Vesper let her hand fall away from the bag, the fragment inside pulsing once against her hip as if in protest. She studied Ash’s face, noting the new lines around his eyes, the way his gaze kept darting to the door, the windows.

      “All right,” she said finally.

      Vesper leaned back, studying the tension in Ash’s shoulders. Something had changed in him beyond the obvious exhaustion. She needed to tread carefully.

      “There’s more,” she continued. “The grimoire has changed since I found the fragment.”

      Ash’s attention snapped back to her, his fatigue momentarily forgotten. “Changed how?”

      “It’s stabilised in some ways. The pages don’t shift as randomly as before. The text remains consistent longer.” She traced a pattern on the dusty workbench, mirroring one of the symbols she’d memorised. “It’s less chaotic now.”

      Ash watched her finger complete the pattern, his brow furrowed. “When did this start?”

      “After I recovered the fragment, but…” Vesper hesitated, remembering the subtle shifts she’d noticed even before that. “I think it began to change earlier. As I came to understand my magic better, the grimoire seemed to respond.”

      “Respond?” Ash leaned forward, his scholarly curiosity briefly overcoming his wariness.

      “The patterns became clearer. The symbols lingered longer when I focused on them.” Vesper met his gaze. “It’s as if the book is adapting to my growing magic, or perhaps I’m finally understanding what was always there.”

      Vesper reached into her bag, carefully avoiding the Echo fragment nestled at the bottom. Her fingers closed around the familiar leather binding of the grimoire, its surface warm against her skin. She drew it out and placed it on the table between them.

      “This is what I wanted to show you.”

      The grimoire sat on the wooden surface, its blue leather cover unmarked except for faint symbols that shifted in the dim light.

      Ash didn’t reach for the book. Instead, he studied it from his position, eyes tracing its outline as though it might lash out. The silence stretched, broken only by distant city sounds.

      “What do you think?” she finally asked. “Should I listen to it? I feel like it’s trying to tell me something.”

      Ash drew a slow breath. “Be careful, Vesper.” His gaze flicked from the book to her face. “Not just with the Echo fragment, but with the grimoire. Books this old…they tend to have a mind of their own, carrying memories of those who came before.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It might try to make you trust it,” he explained. “It will show you what you want to see until it doesn’t. That’s how the oldest magic works. It learns you before you learn it.”

      Vesper frowned, looking down at the grimoire. “You make it sound sentient.”

      “Not sentient, exactly.” Ash shook his head. “But not entirely inanimate either. Some magic was never meant to be guided by human hands. Not truly.”

      “What aren’t you telling me?” Vesper asked, her worry deepening.

      Ash’s shoulders tensed. “I’m saying what I know—that magical texts this old operate on principles we barely understand.” He retreated into academic language. “The theoretical frameworks suggest that certain magical constructs can develop quasi-sentient properties through prolonged exposure to magical energies.”

      “That’s not an answer,” Vesper murmured. “That’s you hiding behind theory.”

      A flicker of something that looked a lot like guilt crossed Ash’s face before disappearing. “Keep it closed unless you’re alone,” he said, ignoring her. “And even then, be careful. Don’t let it shape your thoughts.”

      Vesper didn’t argue, but she didn’t promise either. She thought of Rafe, somewhere in Nightreach, tracking the pendant with the symbol the grimoire had revealed. The coincidence felt too significant to ignore.

      “What about the symbol?” she asked. “The one I showed you in my last letter. If the grimoire is showing it to me repeatedly, doesn’t that mean something?”

      Ash’s gaze slid away from hers. “It could mean many things.”

      Vesper studied him, noting the tension in his jaw and the nervous tapping against the workbench. He was deflecting again and doing it poorly.

      She thought about the Echo fragment, Rafe’s pendant, the grimoire’s increasingly coherent messages. The connection was undeniable, but what remained was whether the risk was worth following. But with the fragments still scattered and Nightreach transformed, they had no choice. They needed to understand what came next, regardless of the risk.

      Vesper slid the grimoire back into her bag, her fingers brushing against the Echo fragment as she did. It pulsed once, almost like a warning.

      “Thanks, Ash,” she said, her voice softer than before. “I should go. Rafe will be waiting.”

      Ash nodded, already turning back to his workbench. “Be careful out there.”

      “You should take care of yourself too,” Vesper said, studying the dark circles under his eyes, the slump in his shoulders. “You look like you haven’t slept in days.”

      “Sleep is a luxury these days.” His smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Too much research. If I discover anything else, I’ll find a way to contact you.”

      Vesper wanted to press further, to understand what had changed in her friend. But something in his posture told her he wasn’t ready to open up, not yet. She made a mental note to check on him in a few days if she could manage it. The silver light from the wards pulsed more intensely, casting patterns that hadn’t been there before.

      “Don’t work too hard,” she said finally, rising from her stool. “Whatever’s happening in Nightreach… It’s not worth running yourself into the ground.”

      Ash didn’t respond, his attention already drifting back to the papers scattered across his workbench. The distance between them felt wider than the few feet separating them.

      As Vesper moved toward the door, she felt the wards around the shop press closer, a subtle resistance against her skin. Magic tingled along her arms, as if the protective spells were reluctant to let her leave—or perhaps warning her not to go. She pushed through the sensation, her hand finding the doorknob.

      She glanced back once. Ash remained at his workbench, his shadow stretching long and distorted against the stacks of parchment behind him. He didn’t look up as she opened the door.

      The moment she stepped onto the street, a chill swept through her that had nothing to do with the air. Nightreach’s usual vibrant hues had been muted to grey, leaching colour from everything it touched. Even the silver wards seemed dimmer, their light diffused through thin fog that hadn’t been there before.

      The street was unnaturally still. No vendors called their wares, no patrons haggled over prices. The usual bustle of the Bizarre had been replaced by an eerie quiet broken only by the distant sound of marching feet—another patrol, somewhere beyond her sight.

      Vesper didn’t look back. Whatever warmth the shop had once held seemed to have vanished along with Ash’s usual enthusiasm. The man she’d spoken with bore little resemblance to the excitable scholar who’d helped her train for the Concordat’s trials months ago.

      She adjusted her bag, feeling the weight of the grimoire and the Echo fragment within. The fragment pulsed once against her hip, a gentle reminder of its presence.

      Vesper started walking, her footsteps unnaturally loud. She couldn’t shake the sensation of being watched, a crawling feeling that made her want to glance over her shoulder. She resisted the urge and kept moving as if nothing had changed.

      She needed to find Rafe. Whatever was happening in Nightreach was worse than they’d thought, and he was out there alone, unaware of how much the rules had changed.

      Vesper hurried deeper into the maze of back streets, the sensation of being watched following her like a shadow.
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      Blair stood near the boundary wards of the new safehouse, one hand braced against the crumbling window frame. A faint hum lingered in the walls, the kind of magic that felt like it had been forgotten mid-spell. The building creaked around her, its wards patchy and the floorboards warped from disuse. It wasn’t Concordat-owned, which made it safer for now, but it came with its own set of risks. Nothing in the world was without them anymore.

      Outside, Nightreach loomed grey and muffled, watchful in a way that felt more alive than before. The silver wards that now crisscrossed the city pulsed with unfamiliar energy, casting strange shadows across the cobblestones below. Her watch vibrated softly against her wrist, but she didn’t look at it.

      “Any movement?” Theo asked from behind her, his voice low.

      “Nothing unusual,” Blair replied without turning. “Just more of those patrols.”

      She tracked the silver-trimmed figures as they marched down the street. They’d begun appearing a few days ago, along with the silver wards, along with rumours that something had changed within Thornhallow.

      Blair didn’t miss the Concordat’s presence—their politics and power games had always complicated her investigations—but this new regime was something else entirely. Ember Vance hadn’t reached out and had offered no protection. Not that Blair ever knew her well, but she could feel the cold shift in the air, the sense that Nightreach was no longer neutral ground.

      Behind her, Theo moved through the half-dismantled room with frustration, sorting through broken instruments and damaged notes. The soft scrape of parchment and the clink of shattered glass no longer startled her, just another part of the noise she’d grown used to.

      “This is useless,” Theo muttered, tossing aside a cracked crystal lens. “Half my equipment’s ruined, and the rest…” He trailed off, running a hand through his dishevelled hair.

      Blair didn’t offer to help. She wouldn’t know what to do anyway. She had no magic, and little understanding of the arcane symbols scrawled across his notes. The distance between them had only widened since the Covenant attack at Langmere Hall, since Professor Orme’s murder. Theo’s mentor and friend, bleeding out on ancient stone while Blair could do nothing to stop the Covenant agent’s knife slipping between his ribs.

      She watched Theo’s reflection in the grimy window, his movements growing more agitated as he sorted through the remnants of his work. He was still trying to fix something—maybe her, maybe himself—but Blair was no longer sure either of them could be repaired.

      “You should rest,” she said, the words falling flat between them.

      Theo glanced up, dark circles prominent beneath his eyes. “I can’t. Not with what’s happening out there.” He gestured vaguely toward the window. “The Concordat’s gone crazy and the Covenant… Who knows what they’re up to.”

      Blair nodded, turning back to the street. Another patrol passed below, their silver-trimmed uniforms catching what little light filtered through the cloud cover.

      “Do you think Ember’s behind this?” she asked. “It doesn’t seem like something she’d do.”

      “Well, she’s definitely High Witch now, so yes. This is all her.” Theo laughed, a hollow sound. “It doesn’t feel like Concordat magic.”

      “Or the witch who helped save you in the Fold,” Blair murmured. Yet another reason she was glad they’d ditched the Concordat safehouse when they did.

      Blair’s fingers brushed against the folded paper in her coat pocket, its edges worn smooth from the countless times she’d touched it without opening it. She didn’t need to read it again. The words had burned themselves into her memory the moment she’d first unfolded it days ago.

      We see you. We are patient. Choose wisely.

      Seven words. No threats, no demands, no ultimatums. Just an acknowledgement and an invitation that felt more dangerous than any direct threat could have been. The Covenant could afford to wait while she wrestled with her decision. They seemed to be playing a longer game than she could fully comprehend.

      She turned from the window, careful not to disturb the wards Theo had hastily erected around the perimeter. The Covenant knew exactly what they were doing with that message. They hadn’t threatened, attacked, or tried to blackmail her. They’d simply held up a mirror, showing her what she already knew about herself.

      Blair had spent years walking the line between worlds, never fully belonging to either. The Metropolitan Police saw her as eccentric at best, unstable at worst. The magical community viewed her as an outsider, tolerated but never trusted. She’d built her life in the gaps between, solving cases others couldn’t—or wouldn’t—touch. All without magic of her own.

      And now the Covenant was offering her something she’d wanted desperately since she’d discovered Nightreach. They were offering belonging. Purpose. Answers to questions she’d been asking since she first stumbled through the Fold—questions about Vesper’s true nature, about the Echo fragments scattered across the world, about the ley lines that connected everything. Answers and power. Magic.

      The worst part was how tempting it felt. How natural. Like the final step in a journey she’d been on without realising it.

      “Blair?” Theo’s voice cut through her thoughts. “You all right?”

      She nodded, letting her hand fall away from the letter. “Fine. Just thinking.”

      The Covenant was patient. They knew she was already halfway to taking what they offered. They were everywhere so they would know everything. The frustration when the Concordat stonewalled her investigations, the rage when magical criminals slipped through mundane justice, the loneliness of standing between two worlds and belonging to neither. Of never quite being enough.

      They’d seen her, and they were waiting for her to see herself.

      “I need to check the boundary,” Blair said, pulling on her coat. “Make sure we haven’t been followed.”

      Theo barely looked up from his work. “The wards would have alerted us.”

      “Your wards are patchy at best,” she replied, harsher than intended. “No offence.”

      “Blair—”

      She slipped out before he could say more, taking the narrow back stairs two at a time. The building’s forgotten service corridors provided the perfect cover. They were damp, dark, and warded only by neglect. Her footsteps echoed against stone as she descended, each step carrying her further from Theo’s makeshift laboratory and closer to the truth she’d been avoiding.

      Outside, the air bit at her skin. Blair kept to the shadows, her hand instinctively touching the compass in her pocket. The needle spun wildly, confused by the new silver wards that crisscrossed the city. Another reminder of her limitations.

      She told herself this was about getting home. That she just needed enough magic to return to her flat in London, her desk at the MET, the life she’d built. That was the story she’d been telling herself since she’d first been trapped here after Vesper shattered the Echo and destroyed the Fold.

      But it rang hollow now.

      Blair paused in a narrow alley, watching silver-trimmed guards march past. She’d seen what magic could do. She knew that it could be both wonderful and terrible.

      The sound of quiet voices from the next street over made her freeze. She crept closer, peering around the corner to see three silver-trimmed guards speaking to a young woman with ink stained fingers. The conversation looked casual, almost friendly, but something about their positioning felt wrong.

      “Just a few questions,” one of them was saying. “Nothing formal. We’re checking with all the local artisans.”

      The woman nodded, but Blair caught the tension in her shoulders, the way she kept glancing toward the alley mouth as if calculating distances.

      “Of course,” the woman said. “Though I’m really just a bookbinder’s assistant. Nothing magical about mixing inks.”

      “I’m sure,” the guard replied smoothly. “Still, better to be thorough. Would you mind coming with us? Just to verify your credentials.”

      It wasn’t a request. Blair’s hand moved instinctively to the dagger at her hip, but she remained frozen in the shadows. Three guards, all armed, all with magic at their disposal. She had steel and desperation. The math didn’t work in her favour.

      The woman seemed to realise her mistake too late. She took a step back, but the guards had already positioned themselves to block her escape.

      “There’s no need to make this difficult,” the lead guard said, still maintaining that casual tone. “Just a short conversation.”

      Blair watched them escort the woman away, their movements still unhurried, still maintaining the pretence of cooperation. To anyone watching from a distance, it would look like nothing more than officials doing their jobs, but Blair had seen the woman’s face, had recognised the helpless fear in her eyes.

      So, this was how it worked now. No dramatic arrests, no public scenes. Just quiet disappearances dressed up as administrative necessity.

      She wanted to go home. She wanted… She was fooling herself.

      The truth was simpler and far more damning: she wanted power. Not just to survive, but to control. To never again watch helplessly as innocent people were taken in broad daylight, dressed up as routine inquiries. To never again watch helplessly as someone she cared about was devoured by monsters in a twisted reality, magic the only thing that could have saved them.

      Her partner’s face flashed before her, his screams as he’d lured the Fold Hunters away from her so she could escape. If she’d had magic then, she could have stopped it. Could have saved him. Could have done something other than flee as his screams were cut short by frenzied claws.

      The memory burned, familiar and raw. Blair leaned against the cold stone wall, her breath clouding in the chill air. This wasn’t just about getting home anymore. Perhaps it never had been.

      The woman’s terrified face haunted her as she moved through the streets. How many others had been taken? How many more would simply vanish while she remained powerless to help?

      Blair thought of Theo, still hunched over his broken stabiliser back in their hideout, muttering calculations and theories to himself as he tried to piece together the fragments of his research.

      A wave of something like pity washed over her. For all his brilliance, Theo was still chasing answers. He wanted to uncover the Covenant’s purpose, to understand the mechanisms behind what they wanted from him, from her, from the ley lines. He believed that knowledge would somehow save them, that if he could just comprehend the why and how, they’d find a way through this mess.

      Blair knew better.

      The line of separation between them hardened as she walked. She wasn’t looking for answers anymore. What good were explanations in a world where the rules changed daily? Where silver wards appeared overnight and the Concordat transformed into something unrecognisable? Where magic could tear reality apart and leave people stranded between worlds? Where innocent people could be dragged away for the crime of having stained fingers? Where an ancient power trapped inside a rock could change the entire world with a mere thought?

      No, Blair didn’t want understanding. She wanted leverage. A way to bend the rules back in her favour before they crushed her entirely. A way to protect people like that woman, to stand against the quiet injustices she’d witnessed. Something to give her an edge in a game where she’d always been at a disadvantage.

      The Covenant offered that leverage. Not answers, but power. The ability to act rather than react. To shape events rather than be shaped by them.

      She paused at the mouth of another alley, watching yet another patrol march past. Their silver-trimmed uniforms gleamed dully in the fading light, a reminder of how quickly power could shift in Nightreach. Today it was the new Concordat. Tomorrow it could be the Covenant.

      Or something worse.

      Blair needed to be ready. Not with theories and explanations, but with something tangible. Something that would give her control when everything else was chaos. Something that would let her save the people she couldn’t save now.

      Magic.

      Blair knew Theo saw her slipping away. She caught the worried glances he cast when he thought she wasn’t looking, noted how his sentences trailed off when she didn’t respond. The space between them had grown wider than the gap between worlds.

      “I need you with me on this,” he’d said last night, hunched over fragments of his research. “We can figure it out together.”

      But Blair wasn’t sure they could. The Covenant had stolen most of Theo’s work his notes on channelling, on how humans like her might access magic without being born with it. What remained was incomplete, riddled with gaps that might take months to fill. Months during which more innocent people would disappear without a trace. Months during which the Covenant’s plans would continue to unfold. Months she didn’t have.

      The Covenant’s offer grew even more tempting. They knew things Theo didn’t—or wouldn’t—tell her. They had access to knowledge that might give her what she needed: a way to channel magic, to defend herself, to defend others, to finally stand on equal footing in this world.

      But they were also trying to create artificial Resonants in order to control the Echo fragments. To grasp at power. To change the world order, and perhaps the very fabric of it too. That was the price she might have to pay. Sliding into darkness to protect the light.

      Theo believed he could piece his research back together, eventually. But his confidence felt hollow against the reality of their situation. His equipment was broken, his notes fragmented, his theories untested. And time was running out.

      The woman’s face flashed before her again, pale and frightened as the guards led her away. How many others had Blair failed to save simply because she lacked the power to act?

      But if she accepted the Covenant’s offer to join them, she could become a pawn yet again.

      A pawn or…nothing, she thought. That’s what I am now. A nobody in a world where everyone else is a somebody.

      Blair slipped the letter from her pocket, the paper worn thin along its creases. She’d folded and unfolded it so many times that the fibres had begun to separate, threatening to tear along the seams. The handwriting remained elegant, and confident in a way she hadn’t felt in months. Since she’d decided to pursue Selene O’Connor’s sloppily covered-up murder case, since she’d first learned the Covenant had been orchestrating events for centuries.

      We see you. We are patient. Choose wisely.

      She traced the words with her fingertip, feeling the slight indentation where the pen had pressed into paper. The Covenant knew exactly what they were doing. They could afford to wait, playing whatever long game they’d set in motion. But Blair couldn’t. Not with this chilling new iteration of the Concordat tightening its grip on the city, not with innocent people quietly disappearing.

      “A way back,” she whispered to herself, the words disappearing into the cold air. “Or a way forward.”

      That’s what it really was, wasn’t it? Not good or evil. In or out, Detective Calloway. In or out…

      Blair leaned against the alley wall, closing her eyes. The letter felt heavier in her hand than it had that morning. Not because the message had changed, but because she had. Because she’d watched injustice unfold and been powerless to stop it. Because she’d seen what her powerlessness cost.

      Blair pushed away from the alley wall, tucking the letter back into her pocket. She moved through the shadows, keeping to the edges of buildings where the silver wards cast the least light.

      She paused at a crossroads, watching a patrol pass by on the adjacent street. Their silver-trimmed uniforms gleamed under the stuttering streetlights, casting strange shadows across the cobblestones. Once they’d passed, she slipped across the open space and into another narrow passage.

      The truth was, she didn’t know what choice she would make. Not yet. The Covenant offered power, yes, but at what cost? And Theo… Theo offered hope, but was it real or just another illusion?

      She emerged onto a wider street where a single streetlamp flickered, its light fading in and out like a dying heartbeat. The spell within sputtered one final time before going dark, leaving her standing alone in the shadows.

      Blair stopped beneath the ruined light, her shadow stretching long behind her. The Covenant was patient, but patience was a luxury the woman with ink stained fingers didn’t have. Neither did the others who would disappear tomorrow. The game was already in motion.

      The Covenant thought they knew her, thought they could wait for her to break. They were probably right. But they’d underestimated how much damage she was willing to do on her way down.
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      Ember stood at the high windows of Thornhallow’s tallest spire, her reflection ghosting against the glass. Morning light spilt across Nightreach, the pale glow catching on the city’s patchwork buildings. She pressed her palm against the cool pane, watching the city that no longer belonged to itself.

      Nightreach lay quiet beneath her gaze. Not the vibrant, chaotic quiet of a living metropolis waking to a new day, but the rigid silence of a place under control.

      Guards marched in mirrored pairs, their movements unnaturally aligned. Silver thread gleamed at their collars and cuffs, catching the light as they turned corners. Their boots struck the cobblestones in perfect rhythm, a heartbeat that never faltered or quickened.

      At each intersection, silver wards hovered like disembodied eyes, scanning passersby with cold attention. They pulsed faintly, drawing power from the new network that had replaced the old Concordat magic. The wards recorded, monitored, reported. Nothing escaped their notice.

      Where once magic had flowed wild and free through the streets like a river finding its own path, now it moved in regulated channels. Contained. Filtered. Compliant. The raw power that had made Nightreach a wonder now ran in straight lines, boxed and measured and tamed.

      Even the wind seemed different. It no longer swirled around corners or danced between buildings. Instead, it moved in designated corridors, channelled into silence by the new order imposed upon the city.

      The clock struck the hour, and Ember didn’t turn when the Council tower bells failed to ring. Their silence was expected now. There was no Council left to summon, no meetings to call, no debates to be had. The seven who had ruled together were gone, their voices silenced one by one until only she remained.

      Ember watched it all without expression, her amber eyes reflecting nothing of her thoughts. The city below was orderly, controlled, perfect.

      How easily it had fallen. How easily the Luminous Concordat had donned their spelled uniforms, the silver thread binding them to Thornhallow. It amused her how easily a human mind could be tamed.

      Ember turned from the window, her reflection lingering on the glass a moment longer than it should have. She descended the spiral staircase, her fingers trailing sparks along the bannister.

      At the foot of the stairs, the corridors of Thornhallow stretched before her, grand and hollow. Her footsteps rang against marble floors that once bustled with the movement of dozens of witches, their voices raised in debate or laughter or spell-casting.

      Now there was only silence.

      A young servant appeared at the far end of the hallway, carrying fresh linens. Upon seeing Ember, the girl froze, then pressed herself against the wall, head bowed so low her chin touched her chest. Ember passed without acknowledgement, noting how the girl’s hands trembled.

      “They fear what they don’t understand,” she murmured to herself, voice barely disturbing the stillness.

      The grand entrance hall loomed ahead. Ember paused at its threshold, gaze drawn to the wall where the High Witch’s sigil had hung for centuries. The familiar emblem of the Luminous Concordat—a spiral of flames encircling a silver crescent—was gone. In its place, intricate geometric patterns formed Thornhallow’s outline in silver lines that seemed to shift when viewed from different angles. Angular runes bordered the design, their meanings obscure even to her trained eye.

      She hadn’t ordered this change. She hadn’t ordered any of the changes to the manor.

      They simply appeared, as if Thornhallow itself was transforming, evolving into something new.

      Just like the runes that had appeared outside her chamber door three nights ago. And the silver threads that now ran through the tapestries in the council chamber. And the strange markings etched into the stone steps leading to the library.

      The High Witch’s private chamber welcomed Ember with familiar shadows. The room had changed little from Beatrice’s favoured style since her ascension—the same heavy oak desk, the same shelves lined with grimoires, the same crimson curtains framing windows that overlooked the city. Yet something in the air felt different, as if the very molecules had rearranged themselves to accommodate her new status.

      A neat stack of parchment awaited her attention on the desk. Orders requiring her seal. She settled into the high-backed chair, fingers brushing over the topmost document.

      “Decree 37: Limitations on Weather-Altering Magic,” she read aloud. The words detailed restrictions on rain-calling, wind-summoning, and temperature manipulation—practises as old as witchcraft itself. Only those with special approval would be permitted such workings, and even then, under strict supervision.

      Ember reached for her seal. The heavy silver stamp felt cold against her palm as she pressed it into the grey wax, leaving behind the new emblem of Thornhallow.

      The next decree banned astral projection entirely. Too difficult to monitor, the document explained. Potential for espionage and subversion. Ember signed without reading further. The silver ink from her pen flowed like liquid moonlight across the page.

      The third document outlined restrictions on three schools of enchantment—those dealing with memory, emotion, and perception. These magics would now require Council approval—her approval—before use.

      Some distant part of her mind whispered that these were not laws for stability but for control…dominance. That voice grew fainter each day, and she found she did not care. Stability was control. Order was peace. The distinction mattered little.

      Even her magic felt different now. When she spoke, others obeyed without question. When she cast, power flowed not just through her but from her, as if Thornhallow itself channelled its will through her flesh.

      Sometimes when she cast, the words came in another language. One she had never learned, with harsh consonants and flowing vowels that tasted bitter on her tongue. The spells worked regardless—worked better, in fact, than they ever had before.

      Ember signed the final decree, watching as the ink dried. The silver threads on her arm caught the light, seeming to pulse in time with her heartbeat. Or perhaps it was Thornhallow’s heart that beat within her chest now.

      The door opened without warning. Eleanor Cleary stepped into the chamber, her midnight blue robes sweeping the floor as she moved. She carried a small stack of parchments, each one bound with silver thread. Her weathered face betrayed nothing as she approached the desk.

      Ember didn’t ask where Eleanor had been these past days. The question seemed irrelevant now, like asking why water flowed downhill or fire consumed wood. Things simply were as they should be.

      “The eastern quarter is secure,” Eleanor said. She placed the parchments on the desk. “The last of the independent practitioners have registered their workings.”

      “And those who refused?” Ember asked, though she already knew the answer.

      “There were some.” Eleanor’s gaze remained steady. “They no longer practice.”

      Ember nodded once, a slight dip of her chin that acknowledged the information without requiring elaboration. The silver threads at her wrists pulsed faintly.

      “The spell registry restructuring is complete,” Eleanor continued, tapping one of the parchments. “All workings categorised according to the new system. Practitioners above level three have surrendered their personal grimoires for inspection.”

      “The College archives at Langmere Hall?”

      “Sealed. The more sensitive texts have been relocated here.” Eleanor’s fingers traced the edge of another document. “As of this morning, the Bizarre has been designated a silence zone. No magic permitted without direct authorisation.”

      “The merchants?”

      “Compliant. Those who weren’t have been relocated.”

      Ember’s gaze drifted to the window, where the morning light cast long shadows across Nightreach. “And the old records?”

      “Expunged,” Eleanor replied. “Names struck from the ledgers with the ink you provided. No trace remains.”

      “The Bizarre merchants who remain?”

      “Operating under new licences. Their stock has been inventoried and restricted items confiscated.”

      The city bent to their will, slowly but without resistance. Streets reassigned, archives assimilated, old names erased from history. The transformation continued, relentless and unstoppable.

      Eleanor shifted her weight, her stance softening almost imperceptibly. When she spoke again, her voice carried a different quality, not quite warmth but something adjacent to it.

      “What we’re doing here is necessary,” Eleanor said, her weathered fingers smoothing the edge of a parchment. “Not just for Nightreach. For what’s coming next.”

      Ember looked up sharply. “And what is coming next?”

      Eleanor didn’t answer directly. Her gaze remained steady, unflinching. “We’ve waited a long time for someone with the strength to do what must be done.”

      The words hung between them, laden with meaning Ember couldn’t fully grasp. She studied Eleanor’s face, searching for some hint of flattery or manipulation. There was none. Only cold certainty.

      “We?” Ember asked, her voice quiet in the still chamber. “Who do you mean by ‘we,’ Eleanor?”

      A smile touched Eleanor’s lips, barely there and gone in an instant. Not the smile of shared confidence or amusement, but something older and more knowing.

      “I have been preparing for this moment my entire life,” Eleanor said. “Others will soon reveal themselves.”

      She reached forward, touching one of the parchments briefly with her fingertips. The gesture seemed oddly deliberate, as if she’d rehearsed it countless times before this moment. Her hand lingered there a beat too long, then withdrew.

      Ember watched the movement, a flicker of unease stirring beneath her breastbone. For a moment something felt wrong about Eleanor’s presence, as if she were both here and elsewhere simultaneously.

      “What others?” Ember pressed.

      Eleanor said nothing, her silence stretching between them like a test.

      The silver threads along Ember’s arms pulsed once, twice, as if responding to her quickened heartbeat. She kept her expression neutral, watching Eleanor.

      This shadow group Eleanor clearly worked for, had likely been circling long before Ember ascended to High Witch. Perhaps even before Thornhallow began its strange awakening. They wanted her to ascend, to become the vessel for the Luminous Concordat, to shape the city into darkened order.

      But so do we, Thornhallow whispered. They will see their folly…

      The thought should have troubled Ember more than it did, but she no longer felt like Ember.

      Eleanor stood waiting, her weathered hands clasped before her, patient as stone. The older witch’s eyes revealed nothing, her face a mask of indifference.

      Ember traced the edge of a decree with her fingertip, feeling the slight raised texture of the silver ink. “I appreciate your…dedication, Eleanor.” She kept her voice cool, neither accepting nor rejecting the implied alliance.

      Trust was a luxury she could ill afford. Not with Eleanor. Not with anyone. Yet opposition seemed equally unwise without understanding what forces truly moved behind Nightreach’s transformation.

      If these unnamed allies wished to use her as their instrument, she would allow it for now. She would play the role they expected, sign their decrees, enforce their new order. She would watch and listen and learn.

      Until she understood their true purpose.

      Then she would decide what to do with them.

      Ember picked up her pen again, the silver nib catching the light. “These decrees are acceptable,” she said, signing the final document with a flourish. “See that they’re implemented immediately.”

      Eleanor bowed her head in acknowledgement, gathering the signed parchments with careful hands. “As you wish, High Witch.” She retreated toward the door, then lingered. “There is one matter we’ve left unaddressed… Beatrice.”

      The name hung in the air between them, heavy with unspoken implications.

      “What of her?” Ember asked, though she already knew. The silver threads winding through her flesh pulsed once, twice.

      Eleanor tilted her head slightly. “The former High Witch still breathes beneath Thornhallow.” A pause, deliberate and weighted. “No one outside these halls even knows if she lives. She is forgotten by most…but a failed vessel lingers, nonetheless.”

      Ember’s fingers stilled on the desk. Beatrice Ashworth—traitor, prisoner, loose end.

      Eleanor said nothing more for a long moment, her weathered face impassive. “She has served her time, I think. There are…cleaner ways to clear the ledger.”

      The suggestion was clear, delivered with a dispassionate tone. It was not a command, but not quite a request either. Simply an observation of what must be done.

      Ember remained silent, considering. The silver threads at her wrists pulsed faster now, almost eagerly. Thornhallow itself seemed to hold its breath, waiting for her decision.

      She didn’t need to ask why Eleanor had mentioned Beatrice now. She understood perfectly. Some things must end completely before power can change hands without resistance. The old order must be erased before the new one could truly begin.

      The scrape of her chair was the only sound as she stood, quiet with the finality of a choice already made. Silver light already gathered around her, casting strange shadows across the room.

      She moved toward the door without guilt, without satisfaction. Only necessity. Another task done, another thread cut.

      Ember left the chamber, the heavy oak door closing behind her with a soft click. The corridors of Thornhallow stretched before her, empty and expectant. The manor seemed to watch her progress, silver threads in the tapestries glinting as she passed, as if following her movement with hungry attention.

      Behind her, the light flickered once, a momentary darkness that swept through the passage like a cold breath, before steadying again.

      In that brief instant of shadow, Ember thought she glimpsed something moving along the walls, a pattern shifting beneath the stone itself. The manor’s whispers filled her mind, drowning out the last fragments of her conscience.

      Thornhallow had chosen its vessel. The old order would end tonight.
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      Rafe watched Vesper disappear into the gloom, her silhouette fading into the mist-shrouded streets. He didn’t like the idea, but she was right. Together, they stood out. Separated, they might have a chance to move through the city without drawing notice.

      “Be careful,” he whispered after her, though she was already gone.

      He turned down the sloping lane, the sound of her footsteps already lost to the fog. The mist seemed thicker than usual, clinging to buildings and dulling the edges of magic that normally sparkled in the air. Rafe pulled his coat tighter, a chill settling into his bones.

      He angled west, heading toward the Darkmese. The river cut through Nightreach like a scar, dividing and connecting the city in equal measure. This part of town had always held older magic—stranger paths and liminal boundaries where reality grew thin. If the Nightweaver still moved through Nightreach at all, this was where he would likely find a trace.

      The streets narrowed, buildings leaning inward until they nearly touched overhead. Silver wards shimmered like spiderwebs overhead, pulsing with a cold, steady rhythm that made his skin crawl. They were less prominent here, as if the city’s foundations rejected their presence, but their metallic tang still hung in the air where familiar scents of spice merchants and potion sellers had vanished.

      The western arc of the Bizarre felt like a ghost town. Rafe slipped between narrow buildings, his footsteps barely audible against the worn cobblestones. Still, he kept to the shadows, avoiding the occasional patrol that marched through the fog.

      This couldn’t be Ember’s doing. The woman who’d risked everything to help them stop D’Arco, who’d defied her own Concordat to save the city—she would never create this suffocating web of control. Ember had always been a teacher, someone who believed in nurturing growth, not crushing it. What could have driven her to this?

      He slipped through a narrow passage and into a derelict courtyard hemmed in by crumbling stone. Faded wards clung to the walls, their magic long unravelled. He pressed into the shadowed edge, positioning himself where he could watch the entrance without being seen.

      This was where he’d first encountered the Nightweaver. He and Blair had followed a trail of complex protocols, and waited while the shadow merchant’s watchers had made sure they were worth his time. Watchers that had appeared as black cats.

      Rafe scanned the empty street, his eyes searching every alcove and shadow. No cats prowled the corners, no telltale marks scratched into doorframes, no subtle signals left for those who knew where to look. The silence hung heavy, broken only by the distant march of boots.

      He crouched lower, pressing his back against the cool stone wall, feeling the rough texture catch on his coat. Dust and abandonment clung to every surface. The secret pathways the Nightweaver had once walked through this part of the city seemed firmly closed now, locked behind impenetrable barriers
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