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    For everyone who has ever given something away to save someone else and spent years wondering if there was anything left of themselves. There is. There always is. And for the ones who stayed close enough to prove it.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Not every fire destroys. Some fires burn away the part of you that was never really yours to keep." 
from the Vane family archive
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The candles should not have stayed lit.

Wind was moving through the cellar  Sera could feel it against the back of her neck, cold and deliberate, the way wind behaves when it is not entirely natural. It threaded between the stone columns and curled around the chalk lines she had drawn on the floor. It lifted the loose strands of hair from her face. And still, every flame held. Twelve candles, twelve points of amber light, trembling but refusing to go out.

She took that as a sign. She was not sure it was a good one.

The cellar beneath the Vane house smelled of wet stone and old roots and something she could not name a metallic sweetness that had no business being there, that had arrived the moment she began preparing the circle. The walls were rough limestone. The ceiling was low enough that she had to angle the longer chalk lines, bending the geometry of the ritual into something slightly imperfect. She had spent an hour recalculating. She had spent a week memorizing what she was about to do. She had spent three nights crying, quietly, alone, with her door locked, and then she had stopped. There was no room left for that now.

In the center of the circle, Liora slept.

Not naturally. Sera had made her sleep, had pressed two fingers to her sister's temple and pulled warmth from her own sternum and pushed it forward, shaped it into something soft and heavy, and let it settle over Liora like a blanket. It was the kindest thing she had done in the preparation of this night. Liora was seventeen. She had dark circles beneath her eyes that had not been there a year ago, and her breathing had taken on a faint rattle that the healers could not explain and the physicians could not find and that Sera understood perfectly, because she had felt it first had felt the rot spreading through her sister's blood like ink dropped in still water, slow and certain and patient.

The curse had been meant for Sera. She had always known that, even before she traced it back to its origin, even before she understood the shape of it. She knew because it had the feeling of something personal. Curses written in rage have a texture to them, a heat that most witches learn to identify early in their training. This one had been cold. Precise. It had slipped past Sera's own defenses without triggering a single ward and found Liora instead, nested in her bloodstream, and begun its work.

Someone had known exactly what they were doing. Someone had known that Sera's sister was her only true vulnerability.

She had not yet discovered who. She told herself it did not matter tonight. Tonight was only about one thing.

Sera crouched at the outer edge of the circle and checked the seals. The chalk lines glowed faintly where she had reinforced them with her own blood not much, a careful nick along the inside of her wrist, healed over now, but the mark it had left in the circle was luminous and faintly pink. Blood seals were the most stable kind. They were also the most costly, because they opened a direct channel between the spell and the witch's own essence. Whatever happened inside the circle would happen to her completely. There would be no partial surrender. No measured loss.

She had known that going in.

She straightened, pressed the small knife flat against her palm, and breathed.

The ritual was called, in the oldest texts she had found, the hollowing. She had come across it in a manuscript that was not supposed to exist, tucked inside a false binding in the archive her mother had left behind when she died. The manuscript was water-stained and missing its first twelve pages and written in a dialect that was two centuries out of common use. It had taken her four months to translate the relevant sections, and when she had finished, she had sat very still for a long time before she allowed herself to feel the particular quality of relief that comes from finding an answer you are not sure you wanted.

The hollowing would remove a curse by removing the thing the curse had attached to. In Liora's case, that thing was proximity to Sera's power. The curse lived in the connection between them it had wrapped itself around the bond that existed between sisters who shared a bloodline and a craft, and it fed from both ends. The only way to starve it was to eliminate what it was feeding on.

Sera's power. Her entire power. Every thread and spark and carefully tended flame of ability she had spent twenty-two years building.

She would burn it. Deliberately. All at once. The way you cauterize a wound not gently, not incrementally, but completely, so that nothing remains that can reopen.

The curse would have nothing left to hold. It would dissolve. Liora would wake in the morning with clear lungs and clean blood and no memory of the ritual, because Sera had taken that too, carefully, before she made her sleep. It was a small mercy. It was the only one she had left to offer.

What she had not told anyone not the three witches she still trusted, not the hunter who had been watching her for the past six weeks with his dark, careful eyes was that she did not know what she would be afterward. The manuscript was incomplete. The pages that might have described what happened to the witch who performed the hollowing were gone, lost to water damage or deliberate removal, and she had no way of knowing whether what remained of her, after, would still be recognizably her. Whether she would wake at all.

She thought she would. She had done the calculations a hundred times. The ritual was designed to transfer and burn, not to kill the practitioner outright. She was reasonably confident she would survive it.

She was not confident in the same way about what surviving would feel like.

It's fine, she told herself, the way she had been telling herself for three days. It's fine. She's your sister. You're doing this for her. It's fine.

The candles held.

Sera stepped into the circle.

The moment her foot crossed the chalk line, she felt the ritual wake. It was not a subtle sensation. It moved through her like a struck bell a vibration that began in her bones and expanded outward through her skin, and for one brilliant, terrible second she felt every thread of her power the way she imagined you only feel things when you are about to lose them: vividly, precisely, with a love she had not known she was capable of. She felt the heat she had been born with, the one that lived in the center of her chest and that she had first manifested at age four by accidentally setting her mother's curtains alight. She felt the wards she had spent years building, layer by layer, some of them so old they had become almost unconscious. She felt the thin, bright line of connection that ran between her and Liora, the particular warmth of it, the way it had always felt like morning, like something beginning.

She took a breath.

She said the first word of the ritual.

It was not a word she could have written down afterward, if there had been an afterward in which she could write things. It was the kind of word that exists only in the moment of speaking a sound that belongs to the body as much as to the mouth, pulled from somewhere below the diaphragm, shaped by intention more than by tongue. The air in the circle changed when she said it. It grew heavy and bright at the same time, the way the sky looks in the last minutes before a serious storm.

Liora shifted in her sleep but did not wake.

Sera said the second word. And the third.

The power began to move.

It moved the way she had known it would but could not truly have prepared for like something being drawn out through a narrow opening, like water through a sieve, except that it was not water and it was not leaving gradually. It was rushing. It had heard the ritual's call and it was answering with an urgency that felt almost like panic, and Sera had to set her feet and hold herself upright against it, had to keep her breath even and her voice steady as she continued the words she had memorized, because the ritual required her presence inside it, fully conscious, fully participating. She could not faint. She could not stop.

She tasted copper. She realized her nose was bleeding.

Hold on, she told herself. Hold on. Three more. Two more.

The last word was the longest. It was not really a word at all it was a threshold, a point of no return disguised as language. She had practiced it every night for a week. She had stood in her bedroom with her eyes closed and her hands shaking and said it into the dark until she could say it without her voice breaking.

She said it now without her voice breaking.

The world went white.

Not the white of light it was the white of absence, of something that had always been present becoming suddenly, completely, irrevocably not. It lasted only a moment, or it lasted a long time. She could not tell. There was no measuring anything in that white, because all the instruments she normally used to measure the world with were the things being removed.

When it ended, she was on her knees.

She did not remember falling.

The candles had gone out. The circle was cold. The chalk lines had burned themselves clean, leaving no trace on the stone floor. Across from her, inside the ring of empty air where the circle had been, Liora breathed in a long, slow, even rhythm, and the rattle was gone. Sera could hear the cleanness of it from where she knelt. She pressed her palm to the floor to steady herself and felt the stone, only the stone, nothing beneath it, nothing responsive, nothing alive in the way that the world had always been alive to her.

Quiet. It was so quiet inside her own chest.

She had not anticipated the quiet.

She had anticipated pain, and there was some of that, a deep bone-ache that she suspected would be much worse in the morning. She had anticipated disorientation, and there was that too. But she had not anticipated this this stillness that was not peace, this silence that was not calm, this feeling of sitting in a room where furniture you had lived with your entire life had been removed in the night and all that remained were the clean rectangles on the floor where it used to stand.

She was still herself. She was almost sure of it. She had a name, and she knew it. She had a sister, and she knew that too. She had a body that hurt and hands that were shaking and a face that was cold from tears she had not noticed crying.

She did not have anything else.

Upstairs, a door opened and closed. She heard footsteps that were not Liora's too deliberate, too measured, moving through the kitchen with the particular care of someone who knows exactly how much noise they want to make. She had left the back door unlatched, and she had not done it accidentally. She had thought, distantly, that she might need help afterward. That she might not be able to get herself up the stairs alone.

She had not thought about who she'd left it unlatched for. Whether that was wisdom or the worst decision she had made in a night full of them.

The cellar door opened. A figure appeared at the top of the steps, and even in the dark she knew him — the height of him, the stillness, the way he stood in a doorway like someone who has learned to assess all exits before entering. She could see the pale stripe of his face looking down at her. She could see the moment he understood what he was looking at.

She could not see his expression. She told herself it did not matter.

"Sera." His voice was careful. The way you are careful with something you are not sure is still intact.

"I'm all right," she said.

Her voice came out steady. She was proud of that, distantly. She held onto it the way she had held onto the words of the ritual not because steadiness was what she felt, but because it was the only thing left she knew how to perform.

She heard him descend the stairs. She heard him cross the floor toward her. She did not look up. She was looking at her sister, at the slow rise and fall of her chest, at the absolute ordinary beauty of someone who is only sleeping, who will wake in the morning and make coffee and not know, and never need to know.

"Is it done?" he asked.

"Yes," she said.

A silence. She was aware of him crouching beside her, close enough that she could feel the warmth of him, which was strange she had always felt warmth before through her power, had felt the heat signatures of living things like a second layer of perception, and she could not tell now whether what she felt was truly his warmth or only the memory of knowing what warmth felt like.

"All of it?" he said.

"All of it."

Another silence. This one was different. She could not read it without the perception she used to have, and she realized she would have to learn to read silences again the ordinary way by guessing, by watching faces, by being wrong sometimes. She was already behind.

"You should have told me," he said. "You should have told me what you were actually going to do."

"You would have stopped me."

He didn't answer. Which was its own kind of answer.

"She's going to be fine," Sera said. "That was the point." She finally looked up at him. His face was exactly as careful as she had expected, but there was something underneath the carefulness that she could not identify, something she thought she might have been able to identify if she still had all the tools she used to have. He was looking at her the way people look at disasters not with blame, exactly, but with the particular weighted attention that comes after something has gone irreversibly wrong.

She thought about asking him what he was going to do. He was a hunter. She was  had been a witch. She had been his assignment for six weeks. She knew that. She had known it almost from the beginning, and she had not run, partly because she couldn't afford to draw attention while she prepared the ritual, and partly because there was something in the way he watched her that was not entirely the way hunters watch witches, and she had told herself it was tactically useful to understand why.

She did not ask. She was too tired, and the answer didn't seem to matter the way it had an hour ago.

"Can you stand?" he said.

"Probably."

He put out his hand. She looked at it for a moment the rough knuckles, the slight scar along the outside of the thumb and then she took it, and he pulled her to her feet, and she discovered that probably had been slightly optimistic.

She grabbed the edge of his sleeve. He went very still.

"Sorry," she said.

"Don't be." He adjusted his grip on her hand and took some of her weight without making it obvious he was doing it, and she thought, dimly, through the exhaustion that was rising over her now like water, that this was either the kindness of a man who had not yet decided what to do with her, or the kindness of someone who had already decided and was giving her this last small grace before it.

She did not know which.

She was not sure she would know anything for a while.

She let him help her to the stairs. She looked back once at Liora sleeping, safe, breathing clean. She held that image in a place where she could find it later, in the hard days she could already feel waiting for her like weather on a ridge.

It was worth it, she told herself.

She believed it, in that moment, with everything she had left.

She did not know, yet, what she had left behind in the air of that cellar. She did not know that the ritual had not burned cleanly that power of that magnitude does not simply cease, does not accept annihilation without somewhere to go. She did not know that something had reached, in that white and wordless moment, through the one opening available to it.

She did not know that the man beside her was already changed.

She would not know for five years.
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The espresso machine at Cinder & Co. had been dying for three weeks, and Sera Vane had been pretending not to notice.

It groaned every morning around six-fifteen, a low mechanical complaint that traveled up through the counter and into her palms when she braced against the edge of the bar. She'd developed the habit of pressing harder right at that moment, as though the pressure of her hands could hold the old thing together by sheer stubbornness. So far it had worked. Or the machine had simply decided to cooperate out of spite. With Sera, it was hard to tell which.

"Double shot, oat milk, two pumps vanilla, extra hot," said the man at the counter without looking up from his phone.

Sera smiled the way she'd learned to smile over five years of coffee work warm at the corners, a little tired in the eyes, entirely professional. "Name?"

"Derek."

"Coming right up, Derek."

She turned to the machine. She put her palm flat against its side for just a second before she started the grind. The groan came right on schedule, but quieter than yesterday. She took that as encouragement.

The café occupied the ground floor of a converted row house on Ashfield Street, two blocks from the university and four blocks from the river, which smelled like mud and cold iron from October through March. Cinder & Co. had exposed brick walls, mismatched wooden chairs, and a chalkboard menu that Sera redrew every Sunday morning in a handwriting that she'd practiced until it looked effortlessly casual. The owner, a cheerful Hungarian woman named Marta, had hired Sera on the basis of a two-minute conversation and a firm handshake, and had never once asked about references. Sera had never once asked why.

Some arrangements worked because both parties understood the value of not asking.

By eight o'clock the café was full. Students with laptops, a table of retired men who shared one newspaper between four of them and argued about every section, a young woman in a yellow coat who came in every Tuesday and Thursday and always ordered chamomile tea and always left a book behind. Sera had a small shelf under the counter. She had nine of the woman's books now, all different genres, all with the same faint crease along the spine where they'd been held open with a thumb.

She kept meaning to flag the woman down. She kept not doing it. There was something she liked about the accumulation of them, the quiet record of another person's Tuesday and Thursday self.

"You're doing the face," said Jin from the other end of the bar.

Sera looked up. Jin was twenty-three, perpetually tired, and possessed of an uncanny ability to read her expressions that Sera found both useful and alarming. He was pulling a shot with one hand and pointing at her with the other.

"What face?"

"The one where you're thinking something that sounds like a poem but you won't say it out loud."

"I
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