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Dear Ms Dumaine, 

We are contacting you to ask you to resume our collaboration. We sincerely hope that you will reconsider your decision to leave the clinical trial. This research is extremely important and could lead to a life-saving treatment for millions of people worldwide. In addition, we have made some important discoveries about your own health. 

Our new financial compensation is also very interesting.

Please contact us as soon as possible.

Professor Timothy Colby, FRCP, Ph.D.

Project Director, Parasearch Therapeutics

Clara crushed the letter in her fist and lobbed it at the trash can. Two in one week. Professor Timothy Colby, FRCP, Ph.D., had some nerve: appealing to her conscience, dangling money, and throwing in a vague threat for good measure. Not a word of apology. Not a shred of empathy. But what else could you expect from this pompous ass?

She pushed herself up from the table and grabbed her empty breakfast bowl. Another night of lousy sleep. Outside, winter light filtered through the rain, illuminating the small brick houses of her London street.

The front door slammed, then footsteps echoed toward the living room. Sophia, her perpetually chipper roommate, had returned from her night shift. Within seconds, the television blared to life and Christmas music drifted into the kitchen.

Clara sighed. This time of year was supposed to mean fairy tales and magic, but in a two days, her own story would be over. Her contract at the Victoria and Albert Museum, cataloguing ancient artifacts for an exhibition, was ending. She'd loved the work, but every attempt to find another position matching her training as a historian had gone nowhere. Her only option was to return to France, where unemployment and dead-end jobs waited. She'd even miss the English rain and the TV at full volume.

Her phone rang.

"Hello?"

"Clara?"

She straightened. "Ismael?"

She hadn't heard from her former Edinburgh flatmate in over a year. Not since the disaster with Colby, the breakup with Arthur, and her escape to London. They'd exchanged the occasional social media like, nothing more.

"How are you?" she asked.

His voice, usually confident, wavered. "Fine... um... what about you?"

"Not bad. I'm finishing my contract at the V&A and heading back to France... Just in time for Christmas."

There was a pause, then a sigh at the end of the line.

"Look, Clara, I don't know how to tell you this. There's no good way, I guess..."

"What's going on?"

He hesitated, then spoke in a flat voice. "Arthur is dead."

The world tilted. Her fingers went numb around the phone, and for one absurd moment she watched it slip, caught it and clutched it tight enough to hurt.

Not a surprise. Not really. But her chest hollowed out anyway.

"Did he... Did he overdose?"

Another pause. "No. He's been clean since you left. He seemed serious about it, even saw a therapist. He drove his car into the Forth on Saturday. The police said it was suicide. They... they called me to identify the body."

Saturday. Five days ago. While I was... what? Grocery shopping? Binge-watching something forgettable?

Tears burned her eyes, but all her brain could produce was a platitude. "Poor Arthur."

"Yeah." Ismael's voice cracked. "I think you have his mom's contact information. Could you... call her?"

Just what she needed. But she owed her ex-boyfriend and childhood sweetheart that much.

"Okay."

"Thank you. I know it's a lot to ask, but at least you know her, whereas I... Could you also help me with the paperwork?"

"The paperwork? Uh, yes, of course." The words came out mechanical, distant.

A long silence stretched between them. She could picture Arthur's mother perfectly: hunched over the kitchen table in that cramped apartment in the distant Paris suburb, chain-smoking while she compared grievances with her own mother. Two divorced, unemployed women trading stories, measuring their disappointments like ingredients in some bitter recipe.

"By the way," Ismael said, "you haven't received a follow-up letter from the good Professor Colby, have you?"

"Yeah. Very melodramatic stuff."

"I wonder if it pushed Arthur to... You know how fragile he was."

"Possible."

She closed her eyes. The tears wouldn't hold much longer.

Arthur at seventeen, grinning at her across the courtyard, making some stupid joke about their philosophy teacher. Arthur at twenty-three, promising this time would be different, Edinburgh would fix everything.

Arthur dead in the Forth. Cold water, colder body.

"Listen, I need to get to work. I'll call you tonight."

She hung up and sank into her chair, vision blurring. The thing was—the terrible, guilt-soaked thing was—she wasn't surprised. Part of her had been waiting for this call since the day she'd walked out.

"Clara, wait, please—"

His voice behind her, desperate and slurred and so far away it might as well have been underwater.

"I love you."

"No," she'd said, not turning around. "You love yourself."

Arthur. Handsome, charming, funny Arthur, who'd made high school bearable with his ridiculous impressions and his borrowed cigarettes behind the gym. Their mothers had raised them in the same apartment building, two divorced women with no education, grinding through minimum-wage jobs and maximum disappointment. 

They'd reconnected in university, and somehow, they'd tumbled into bed together. She'd been grateful, honestly. She was too tall, too practical, the kind of girl who organized camping trips and balanced budgets. Not the kind boys wrote poetry about. Arthur had wanted her anyway, and she'd thought maybe that was enough.

It had been enough until she'd discovered his other lover. Not another woman. That would have been simple.

Heroin.

At first, she'd thought she could save him. Everyone thought they could save their first love, didn't they? Moving to Edinburgh was an excellent opportunity to break with the past. But soon, she found herself managing their big and small problems alone. Housing, money, daily life... Gradually, she began to wonder why she was doing all this. She'd been hoping for a dependable companion, while Arthur floated through a haze of cheap philosophy and drugs, spouting pop psychology and armchair politics like they meant something.

One morning, she'd woken up and looked at him—really looked—and realized she was going nowhere. So she'd left. Took the train to London and never looked back.

Now it was truly over.

She had to get to work. She always clung to practical problems when grief threatened to overwhelm her. She headed for the stairs without saying hello to Sophia. She didn't feel like having a small chat.

"Magical, mysterious, ancient and modern, a rediscovered energy..."

The words from the television caught her attention. Arthur had been obsessed with the paranormal. For all the good it had done them.

"Today, our guest is Professor Matthew Pratt from Saint Andrews University. He'll tell us more about this new science..."

Clara brushed her teeth while half-listening. There was no escaping it. The return of magic had been the hot topic for two years. First dismissed as conspiracy theory, then confirmed by legitimate scientists, now, the phenomenon dominated headlines. You couldn't turn on the TV or open a newspaper without seeing some breathless report. Blurry photographs of supposed unicorns. Interviews with wide-eyed people claiming they'd been "taken" by elves or fairies or whatever supernatural entity was trending that week. Her Instagram feed was clogged with ads for crystals "aligned with the thaumaturgic frequencies" and courses promising to "unlock your innate magical potential, only £299.99!"

Arthur had eaten it up, of course.

She could see him now, sprawled on their Edinburgh couch, eyes bright with something that wasn't quite sobriety, reading aloud from some dog-eared paperback about ley lines and ancient wisdom.

"Don't you see, Clara? This changes everything. All those old stories—they were trying to tell us something. Magic is just an energy we haven't learned to measure yet."

"Sure, sure," she'd said, not looking up from her laptop where she was, as usual, paying their bills. "Doesn’t bring money into our account."

"You're so closed-minded."

"I'm realistic."

"You're scared."

Maybe she had been. But fear seemed reasonable when the fundamental rules of reality had just decided to rewrite themselves. She hated uncertainty. Ambiguity. Give her something concrete: a problem with clear parameters, a solution with measurable outcomes. She'd built her entire life around being practical, grounded, the person who actually got things done while others philosophized. And Arthur—

"Hello and thank you for the invitation," the professor’s voice drifted from the TV. "This is indeed a new science, no longer superstition. A very exciting science."

"How is it that magic has been dismissed as mere myth?"

"Excellent question. Its activity is cyclical, meaning it appears and disappears over millennia. When present, it was part of everyday life, but when absent, as it was between the tenth and mid-twentieth centuries, it became legend. Only recently, when devices capable of detecting it were developed, could its existence be scientifically validated..."

"It's almost unbelievable..."

"No more than galaxies or radioactivity to someone from the Middle Ages."

Exactly, Clara thought bitterly as she buckled her pants. And like galaxies or radioactivity, magic had lost its wonder by becoming science. No fairies with wands, no pristine unicorns, no charming princes sleeping in enchanted palaces.

"Are we going to see a magic boom, like the computer boom?"

"Undoubtedly, but for now, it remains in the realm of research. There are several technical limitations. It's not about to replace machines or computers yet..."

She grabbed her backpack, pulled up her hood, and headed for the door. As she crossed the threshold, she heard:

"Is it true there are individuals with paranormal gifts, shamans or sorcerers of some kind?"

"We prefer to call them resonant subjects. Sounds less than witches to burn at the stake, isn’t it? Indeed, some very rare people can perceive magic, but we don't know much more, right now. I'm sorry, but there's nothing very glamorous about any of this..."

Nothing glamorous, she could confirm. 

"Can you sense it?" Arthur had asked during their first session at Parasearch. "Like... shadows behind frosted glass?"

She'd nodded. That was exactly that. Not sound. Not vision. Not touch. More like awareness of something moving on the other side of a barrier she couldn't see, couldn't name. Shapes without form. Presence without substance.

"Weird, right?" He'd grinned, already high on the novelty of it. On being special.

The only time their "gift" had done them any good was landing them that guinea pig position at Parasearch. Lousy pay. Long hours. 

No, nothing interesting at all.

She stepped out into the rain.
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An hour later, she stood in the museum's climate-controlled storeroom, tablet in hand, staring blankly at the catalog entry #247: Bronze amulet, Romano-British, circa 200 CE, possible apotropaic function.

The exhibition on witchcraft in Antiquity. The thing she'd been excited for a year, before the phone call.

Arthur at nineteen, stealing a traffic cone on the way home from a party, wearing it like a hat while she laughed so hard she couldn't breathe.

Arthur teaching her to make proper lost bread the way his grandmother had shown him, insisting the bread had to be rock hard, getting sugar icing everywhere.

Arthur reading poetry aloud in terrible dramatic voices until she threw pillows at him.

Arthur, Arthur, Arthur.

She blinked hard and moved to the next item. Clay curse tablet, Roman Britain, 3rd century CE. Text invokes—

The words blurred.

It had been his idea, Edinburgh. End of his Master's in psychology, her own scholarship for advanced historical research practically falling into her lap: the timing had seemed cosmic. Fated, even, though she'd never have used that word out loud.

"Fresh start," he'd said, grinning in that way that made her believe anything was possible. "New city, new us. We'll figure it out together."

What he'd meant was escape. From his mother's apartment that smelled of stale tobacco, from her anxious phone calls, from the baggie hidden in his sock drawer that Clara pretended not to know about.

Edinburgh had been dazzling at first. Their shared flat on Marchmont Road with Ismaël, another Frenchman, an intern at a newspaper, and Scott, a native between jobs who made surprisingly good curry.

Student life in a foreign city. Classes and pubs and last-minute essays. Arthur had found his internship at a psychiatric hospital easily and seemed genuinely excited about it. She had thrown herself into ancient archives, tracing the evolution of magical practice across Dark Ages Britain. Back then, magic was still history, safely dead and categorized.

They'd been happy. She was almost sure they'd been happy. Then Arthur met Professor Colby.

Her grip tightened on the tablet.

"Brilliant," He had called him. "Revolutionary, Clara, you have no idea. He's doing work on consciousness and trauma that could change everything."

Within three months, Arthur was using again. Within six, he'd approached her about Colby's "experimental protocol": would she participate? Just some questionnaires, maybe some sessions, it pays cash and could really help people—

Of course, she'd said yes. 

She fumbled for another tissue from her bag and blew her nose loudly. The sound echoed in the quiet storeroom.

He'd been part of my life since we were twelve. First crush. First love. First everything.

Her phone buzzed. A reminder: Call Arthur's mother.

"What's wrong?" Amanda's voice cut through her fog. "You look awful."

"My ex killed himself."

The words came out flat. Factual. Like she was reading from a catalog entry.

Amanda's hand flew to her mouth. "Oh God. Clara, I'm so sorry."

"We've split a year ago. But still." She shrugged mechanically.

"Were you still in touch?"

"A bit. We've known each other since we were twelve. Our mothers live in the same building..."

The storeroom door swung open, and Andrew Gurney squeezed his considerable bulk between the storage tables. Clara turned her head slightly away, to avoid catching the overwhelming wave of his aftershave. She'd been sensitive to smells since adolescence, thanks to some hormonal quirk that had never gone away. Arthur used to tease her about it. "You can smell people’s fears!" he'd say, laughing. She'd preferred to reference Proust and his madeleine, to make it sound cultured instead of weird.

Gurney made a beeline for the electric kettle perched on Amanda's desk.

"You don't look happy either, boss." Amanda observed, clearly eager to change the subject.

"You'd think so!" Gurney jabbed the kettle's power button. "Two years planning this exhibition, and I haven't got a single genuinely magical artifact to display. Not one! I called Kelso at St Andrews and you know what she said? Insurance won't cover transit. Insurance!" 

"Aren't those objects potentially dangerous?" Amanda ventured.

"We don't even know what they were used for! It's an excuse, nothing more. That old goat hoards everything so she can pump out papers. Builds her career on keeping others out."

Clara said nothing. Kelso was actually younger than Gurney, but everyone knew that with women, age always counted double. 

"Anyway," the man continued, pouring tea, "these new magic researchers are unbearable. Kelso's colleague Barnard started some kind of charity, can you believe it? Next he'll run for elections. That's all he needs to complete his transformation into a complete charlatan."

She nodded. She had always been baffled how people lucky enough to work in their dream job could still drown in petty rivalries. She'd never have that privilege. History and archaeology graduates weren't exactly in high demand. She'd insisted on studying what she loved instead of something practical that paid bills. For a few years, she'd lived the dream.

Now it was over.

Time to return to France, find whatever job would keep her afloat. Move back to the cramped suburban apartment, with her mother and her soundtrack of constant complaints: vulgar neighbors, terrible TV programs, crap weather, too many immigrants, impossible prices, her aching back...

The only bright spots Clara could imagine were rejoining her Aikido club, somewhere to channel her frustrations, and finishing that mystery she'd been trying to write for two years, complete, with an English manor house and cyanide-laced tea.

Gurney refilled his cup and mercifully retreated to his office.

She exhaled. She didn't have patience for him today, but keeping up appearances mattered if she ever wanted a real career in this field. Better to smile and nod. 

Her reprieve lasted approximately thirty seconds.

"Speaking of magic," Amanda leaned in, eyes bright with gossip, "I have to tell you what my sister told me about her flatmate's latest—"

"Which flatmate?"

"You know. The one who sleeps around."

Clara suppressed a sigh and shuffled papers randomly. Really not in the mood.

Amanda barrelled on regardless. "Saturday night, she met a guy at a club. They went back to his place, and you'll never guess what happened!"

"He didn't have condoms?"

"No! Well, maybe, but that's not the point. He told her he was a Berserker."

"A what?"

"Those guys who can turn into wolves or bears. You know, since the Return."

She frowned. "So, they're... animalistic in bed?"

"Yeah! She didn't believe him at first. But then he shifted into a bear right in front of her. She nearly died of fright!"

This time Clara looked up from her documents. Amanda embellished stories, sure, but this was beyond artistic license.

"She fucked a bear?"

Amanda burst out laughing. "No, no! Apparently, that would be physically complicated. He changed back, but it was the best sex of her life."

"Good for her."

"Some people have all the luck. This would never happen to us! And she's not even pretty."

Since Amanda studiously avoided flirting with men, too vulgar, and contented herself with dissecting everyone else's sex lives, real or imagined, it would definitely not happen to her.

"And her other flatmate, the one with—"

Clara waved a document. "Tell me later? I need to run to HR."

Late afternoon found her finally dialling Arthur's mother.

The woman crumbled immediately. All Clara could do was promise to handle the paperwork, the arrangements, whatever needed doing.

She didn't need to call her own mother. She called every night anyway, to make a daily recitation of her grievances against the world. She had never understood Clara's need to leave, to try something different. The world was dangerous, better viewed safely filtered through a television screen.

Half the time Clara didn't pick up, claimed work as an excuse, then hated herself for it.

Tonight, she answered.

"I tried calling yesterday and the day before..."

"Sorry, Mum. Work's been crazy."

"You poor thing. That's exactly what I keep telling you: find yourself a nice boy so you don't have to kill yourself working. Actually, Théo's coming back to stay with Valérie for Christmas week. Remember him? You went to high school together."

"That was ten years ago."

"And there's Francis. Good job, teacher or something..."

"I'm pretty sure he has a girlfriend."

"No, his mother told me they broke up and—"

"Mum." Clara cut through the flow. "Listen. Can you do something for me? Go see Sylvie. Arthur's dead."

Silence.

Then: "Wh—how? Did he overdose?"

"No. Suicide, apparently."
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Scott handed his first customer her tea and studied her over the rim of his own cup. She was tall, birdlike, in her early fifties, with a turtleneck sweater, tweed trousers, and thick glasses. She smelled of anxiety beneath a layer of soap. Her face remained perfectly composed in that pleasant British way that revealed absolutely nothing.

Morning traffic hummed through the office windows. Beyond the glass, Edinburgh hunched under its usual veil of December rain, with dawn struggling through gray clouds.

"What can I do for you, Professor Kelso?"

"I need you to find something." She set down her cup. "Um...something stolen from our laboratory."

"What exactly?"

Her smile held apology. "Unfortunately, we're not entirely sure of what it is. Did you hear about the White Hill discovery last year?"

He nodded. Hard to keep that kind of find quiet: two hikers stumbling across a grave and posting photos to social media before the authorities could establish a perimeter. Conspiracy sites had screamed about alien spacecraft. They'd have lost their minds had they'd known the truth: that the beings they called aliens had been traveling between worlds for millennia, using gates hidden in plain sight among human dwellings.

"Rumors suggest a jinn burial." 

"We believe so, though DNA assessment is still ongoing." She reached for her bag. "Most artifacts recovered matched human grave goods from the same period and region. Seven didn't. The missing object is a transparent octahedron, approximately ten centimetres wide, made of some crystalline material."

She produced a photograph. The artifact looked exactly as described: grayish crystal, unremarkable, no obvious purpose. Scott made a copy and returned the original.

"An object of power?"

"That's what makes this strange. Despite the appearance, it wasn't charged. No magical signature at all."

"You haven't asked a jinn what it is?"

"They're not exactly in the phone book." Her mouth tightened. "And they're a closed community. I've reached out to every contact I have. No responses."

He grabbed pen and paper. His memory was sharp, one of the benefits of his nature, but clients rarely delivered information in coherent order. Easy to lose details in their rambling explanations.

"Anything else taken?"

"No. That's the strange part—"

"When did this happen?"

"I secured it Friday before locking the lab for the weekend. Monday morning, it was gone."

"Did you go to the Police?"

She looked horrified. "Good God, no. We can't afford publicity. Our credibility, our funding, our contracts... With all the media hysteria around magic, I don't need journalists inventing stories."

He raised a hand. "Anyone you suspect?"

She sighed. "One of our technicians. Arthur Tazero. A French national."

Scott managed to keep his expression professionally neutral. He knew the man. Waster, addict. But his girlfriend Clara...

He yanked his thoughts back on track. Clara was ancient history. She'd barely registered his existence anyway.

"Why him?"

"He returned to the lab Friday evening. He told security he'd forgotten his phone and borrowed a pass."

"Plenty of people could have picked that lock over the weekend."

She shook her head. "The door's covered by a surveillance camera installed the previous week. Security reviewed the footage. No one entered except him."

Modern security wouldn't hold up against supernatural criminals, he thought. Aloud: "You've spoken to him?"

She sighed. "That's the problem. He's dead. Apparently suicide. Drove his car into the Forth estuary."

Tazero hadn't struck him as the suicidal type, though it had been a year since they'd shared a flat. People changed.

"When exactly?"

"Last weekend. He didn't report on Monday and we couldn't reach him. I only learned about his death from the newspaper."

"The crystal might be in his car, at the bottom of the Forth."

She frowned slightly. "Er... since he left the lab nearly twenty-four hours before his death, I hoped he'd stashed it somewhere. So, I'd like you to recover it if possible."

He nodded. "Why steal it? Money?"

"Perhaps? Or superstition. People believe magical objects bring luck, even non-charged ones."

"Collectors would pay well."

"There's no market price yet, but yes, I guess collectors and cults would pay fortunes for anything remotely supernatural."

"Another lab?"

"No." She sighed. "If they want to study it and publish, the object would appear in their article with full description and photographs."

"Did Arthur Tazero need money?"

Scott already knew the answer. Addicts always needed money.

"He earned a reasonable salary. Adequate for his position."

"Any known collectors in his circle?"

"Not that I'm aware of. He didn't seem connected to that world. His knowledge of antiquities was limited..."

But Clara knew antiquities. She might even know experts. He'd examine those implications later.

"Ebay makes anything possible nowadays," the woman continued.

"Any cult affiliations?"

She scratched her head. "Now you mention it, he was odd sometimes."

"How so?"

"Well... He seemed tired. Sleepy some days..."

Standard for an addict.

"...But he never made mistakes, so I had no cause for complaint."

"How long had he worked for you?"

"Two months? He transferred from the fundamental magic lab when they lost funding."

"And in the university generally?"

"About a year. I can request records from HR if you need them."

He nodded. "Any information they can provide would help. Though I'm surprised someone in that position had inadequate qualifications. You said he didn't know antiquities?"

"I'm sure he had references, but I don't know what they were. Anyway, we’re not prestigious enough to be selective about technicians."

Understatement. Most scientists viewed magic researchers as cranks or charlatans. They inherited minimal funding, equipment, and staff.

"Were there more valuable items? Things easier to sell?"

"Yes, but in a separate room. He didn't have that key. Intact vases, gold torques..."

Scott shifted, feeling the familiar pull of the hunt.
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