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Chapter One
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The Morning After (The First Time)

The first thing Sera registered was the smell of burnt sage.

Not the good kind — not the careful, deliberate kind she used when she was cleansing her workspace or trying to hold her focus before a difficult enchantment. Not the slow, considered burning of dried bundles, the kind that filled a room with something that smelled like intention. This was the acrid, accidental kind. The kind that happened when a spell went wrong and took something with it on its way out, when magic that had been building pressure for too long finally found an exit that wasn't the one you'd planned for. The smell of a room that had been through something.

She lay still for a moment, staring at the ceiling, and ran through the inventory the way she'd been trained to: methodical, bottom-up, without feeling. The sage smell. A headache sitting low behind her eyes like a lodged stone, not sharp but dense, the kind that announced itself as a long-term resident rather than a passing visitor. A soreness in her palms that she recognized immediately — the specific muscle-deep ache of a mage who had been channeling hard the night before, harder than was wise, harder than was strictly controlled. Her hands knew what they'd done even if the rest of her was still arriving.

And beneath all of it, underneath the physical inventory, there was a hollow feeling in her chest that she refused to name yet. She was still in the phase where not naming a thing was a viable strategy. She intended to stay there for as long as possible.

She looked at the ceiling.

The ceiling had a new crack in it.

It ran from the light fixture in a jagged diagonal toward the window, not straight but wandering slightly, the way cracks did when they were following something through the material rather than just breaking it. Like it had been looking for a way out. She didn't remember it being there before — but then, she hadn't been in the habit of examining her ceiling before last night, and last night had introduced a number of things she hadn't been in the habit of experiencing.

She sat up slowly. The headache shifted, redistributed, settled.

The apartment looked like herself after a bad cry — mostly fine, technically intact, but wrong in the small ways that mattered to people who paid attention. She paid attention. The mug she always left on the counter by the kettle was on the floor instead, listing against the baseboard at an angle that suggested it had arrived there with some velocity before coming to rest. It hadn't broken, which was either luck or a testament to the quality of her kitchen supplies, and she noted this with the detached appreciation of someone cataloguing minor mercies. Her stack of reference journals on the side table had toppled — not scattered, just fallen, like a small ordered tower that had simply given up — and the one on top had fallen open to a diagram she'd been meaning to study for weeks, a mapping of resonance fields during high-intensity dual-source events. She looked at that for a moment with an expression she would have denied making.

The window above the kitchen sink was fogged on the inside. It was early autumn and the building's heating hadn't been switched on yet. There was no reason for the window to be fogged.

She added it to the list and moved on.

On the table — her table, the small square one she'd had since her second posting, the one she ate at alone because her apartment was too small for guests and she'd always told herself this didn't bother her — there was a box.

She knew what was in the box without looking. She'd packed it herself, or she was going to pack it, or she had already done it at some point in the blurred aftermath of last night that she couldn't reconstruct with any precision. The timeline felt slippery in a way she attributed to the headache and the sage smell and absolutely nothing else.

She got up and made coffee.

* * *
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HERE IS WHAT SERA VOSS knew about herself, generally speaking:

She was good at her work. Exceptionally good, though she preferred the word thorough, because exceptional implied something innate and she knew from long experience that what she had was mostly accumulated refusal to be wrong. She was organised in the specific way of people who are privately anxious — her desk always neat, her notes always legible, her reference system comprehensible to herself and to no one else, because comprehensibility to others wasn't the point; the point was that she always knew where things were, and when the world went strange on her, she could return to the known location of a thing and feel briefly anchored. She made excellent coffee. She made mediocre decisions about sleep and had done so since she was approximately nineteen years old and had stopped expecting this to change.

She had three friends she trusted absolutely: Dani, who lived down the hall and had the perceptiveness of someone who loved you and the diplomacy of someone who had been burned by deploying it recklessly; Mira, who was a field enchantress three cities over and communicated primarily in long letters and occasional alarming care packages; and Tollen, who was her oldest friend and also her most irritating, who she spoke to on the first Sunday of every month and who had been telling her for approximately eight years that she had commitment issues, a diagnosis she rejected on the grounds that she was committed to plenty of things. She was committed to her work. She was committed to her morning routine. She was committed to the ley line mapping project she'd been pursuing for the last three years without a collaborator because finding a collaborator whose methodology she could tolerate was, it turned out, difficult.

Until fourteen months ago, when she'd acquired one.

She stood at the counter and watched the coffee steep and did not think about that.

She had one ongoing professional rivalry that had, over the past fourteen months, quietly and catastrophically become something else entirely. Had been. Past tense. She was using the past tense now. She was fine.

The coffee was ready. She poured it. She stood at the counter with both hands wrapped around the mug and looked at the box on the table and thought: today is going to be survivable. People survived this. People ended relationships every day — even the complicated ones, even the ones that had started as rivalries and evolved through several intermediate stages before arriving somewhere neither party had expected — and they survived them and moved on and their ceilings did not crack and their windows did not inexplicably fog.

Most of their ceilings, anyway.

She drank her coffee. She did not think about how he took his.

* * *
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SHE DID NOT THINK ABOUT the particular way he took his coffee — black, insufferably, like someone who had decided to have opinions about coffee as a form of self-definition. She did not think about the fact that this had been one of the first things she'd learned about him, back when learning things about him was professional information-gathering and nothing more. Back when she'd filed it under the general category of things about Cael Morrow that were characteristically contrary and slightly exhausting. Back when she'd been very clear with herself about the fact that his methodology was elegant and his instincts were sharp and she respected him professionally and also found him deeply, specifically annoying, which was a combination that had seemed perfectly manageable at the time.

She did not think about the fact that she had started keeping his brand of coffee in her apartment sometime around month four, telling herself it was hospitality — she occasionally had colleagues over, this was a reasonable thing to stock — and then continued telling herself this for approximately six months despite the fact that the only person who ever drank it was him, on the mornings that had begun, gradually and then suddenly, to be frequent.

She did not think about those mornings.

She thought about the argument instead, which was a safer form of pain. It had started over something she could no longer reconstruct — the specific originating point was lost, dissolved in the heat of what came after, and what came after had moved so fast it still felt unreal in retrospect, the way extremely fast things always did. It had stopped being about the originating point almost immediately. It had become, with terrible speed, about everything underneath the originating point: every careful thing she'd been holding back, every fear she'd been packaging into polite professional distance, every moment she'd wanted to say the full version of something and had instead said the manageable version, the one that didn't require him to respond to her whole self.

She had said some of the full versions last night. She had also said several things she didn't mean, or meant too much, or meant in ways she wasn't proud of.

So had he.

The mirror in her bathroom had not survived the exchange. She had not led with that particular piece of information during her inventory because it still felt too large to sit beside the mug on the floor and the toppled journals. There was property damage and then there was the kind of damage that looked like something, that had a shape, and the mirror had a shape she wasn't ready to examine yet.

She got dressed. She drank the rest of her coffee standing over the sink, looking at the fogged window, breathing through her nose.

She was fine.

She was going to be fine. These were different statements and she was not examining that distinction either.

* * *
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THE BOX CONTAINED: one knit scarf in a shade of grey she'd bought on a whim from a market stall seven months ago, not his colour, she'd thought at the time, and then immediately understood she was thinking about whether things were his colour, which had been alarming. A book she'd lent him in September — a collection of documented ambient-field anomalies, annotated by hand by the original researcher, the kind of text that was technically a professional loan and had felt like something more when she'd handed it over. She hadn't looked at the note she'd left tucked between pages forty-two and forty-three. She was not going to look at it now. Two reference texts that were genuinely his but had been living on her workbench for the better part of a month while she'd been using them on the mapping project, which she was now going to have to complete differently. A small warding stone she'd given him the previous winter as what she'd described, to herself and to him, as a professional courtesy — the kind of ambient-field stabiliser any practitioner in an older building might need. She had been lying to herself about the professional courtesy framing and she knew it and had known it at the time and had gifted the stone anyway. A piece of malachite that had started on her windowsill and migrated to his without her fully noticing, the way things did when you spent enough time somewhere that your objects stopped feeling the boundary.

She had packed all of it carefully. She noticed this — the care — with a distant sort of recognition. Everything nested properly, the book wrapped in the scarf so the cover wouldn't scuff, the warding stone and the malachite tucked in the corner so they wouldn't roll. She had packed this box with the attentiveness she gave to things that mattered, and she wasn't sure whether this was a form of love or a form of grief or whether those were always the same thing at the end of something.

She hadn't packed it last night. Last night she barely had the capacity to close the door, let alone organise a box with this much deliberateness. She must have done it this morning, before she was properly conscious. Early-morning tidying, her brain on autopilot, turning the pain into procedure.

She didn't do that. She had never done that in her life.

She looked at the box for a moment longer and then picked it up. It was the right weight — not too heavy, not staging some kind of metaphor. Just a box with things in it. Just the ordinary debris of a thing that had ended.

She checked the clock. Eight forty-three.

He would be up. He was always up before seven. She'd found this infuriating before she'd found it endearing, and she was in the process of finding it infuriating again, which she thought of as progress.

She went to the door. She stood at the door for longer than was strictly reasonable. She was not trying to work up courage — she did not need courage, this was a logistics exercise, this was a handoff, this was the simple and adult conclusion to something — she was just standing at the door because the door was there.

Then she opened it, and stepped into the hallway, and carried her box toward his apartment, and told herself the hard part was over.

She had no idea.
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Chapter Two
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The Other Side of the Wall

Cael Morrow had been awake since five.

This was not unusual. What was unusual was that he had spent the four hours between five and nine sitting at his kitchen table with two cold cups of tea in front of him, doing nothing. Not nothing with purpose — not thinking, not working through a problem, not mentally drafting the notes he'd add to his research journal when he got up. Just sitting. The way a person sat when they were present in a room but absent from themselves, aware of the walls and the light changing and the city starting up outside, but not quite connected to the fact of being the one who was noticing all this.

The first cup of tea had gone cold before he'd drunk half of it. He'd made a second at some point around seven, intending to actually drink it, and then had sat back down and looked at the wall and the second had gone cold too. He'd noticed this in an abstract way. He hadn't done anything about it.

At eight he'd washed both mugs.

He'd washed them carefully, which was habit — Cael was not a person who did things halfway, not even the small domestic things that didn't warrant thoroughness. He dried them and put them back on the shelf in the right order and stood at the sink for a moment looking at the courtyard below, where the building's ginkgo tree was doing its autumn work and a cat that did not belong to anyone in the building was sitting in the far corner regarding its territory with the serene satisfaction of something that had decided ownership was philosophical. He watched the cat for a moment. The cat did not watch him back.

He turned away from the window and looked at the box on the table.

The box had been packed since six fifteen.

* * *
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HE WAS AWARE THAT SIX fifteen was fast. He was aware that packing the box at six fifteen represented a kind of emotional velocity that a more charitable self-assessment might describe as processing efficiently and a less charitable one might describe as running from the shape of the morning at full speed. He'd been through enough difficult things in his life to know the difference between moving through something and moving away from it, and he was aware, at a remove, that this might be the latter.

He'd packed it anyway. Speed was, in his experience, a form of self-preservation, and self-preservation was not something he'd ever been inclined to apologise for.

The box was neat. This was the thing he kept coming back to when he looked at it — the neatness of it, which was not a performance for anyone since no one was watching, just the way he did things. He'd catalogued the contents in his head before he'd moved a single item: the secondary channeling rod she'd left on his work table in August and had never collected, a slim silver thing with the particular deep hum of a well-maintained tool. Her coat, the dark green one she'd been leaving on the hook by his door since sometime in April, first occasionally and then regularly and then always, until it had stopped registering as a visitor object and had simply become the coat. He'd folded it along the seams, the way she'd mentioned once — in passing, casually, the kind of detail dropped without expectation of being retained — that she preferred. He had retained it. He'd folded the coat correctly. He was not thinking about what this demonstrated about him.

The ceramic dish was wrapped in a clean cloth and placed on top. She'd made it at a pottery class she'd taken on a bet, or so the story went — the details had changed in the retelling in ways that suggested the bet was either embellished or entirely invented — and it was genuinely, objectively, not a good dish. It listed to one side. The glaze had pooled unevenly. It was the colour of something that hadn't quite decided what it wanted to be. She'd brought it here with the explanation that she had no room for it, and he had understood this at the time to mean that she liked having a reason to come back, and he had put it on his kitchen shelf and had left it there, and that had been that.

He'd wrapped it carefully. It was structurally fragile. That was why.

At the bottom of the box, under everything, he'd placed her notes — three loose pages of research shorthand she'd left during a working session two months ago, her cramped deliberate handwriting filling the margins in blue ink, observations and questions and the occasional digression that had no bearing on the project but that she'd written down anyway, apparently because she thought while she wrote and didn't always edit for relevance. He'd read them more times than he was planning to mention to anyone. He'd put them face-down in the box and told himself this was to protect them from creasing, which was true, and not the whole truth.

* * *
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HERE IS WHAT CAEL MORROW knew about himself, generally speaking:

He was precise. Not perfectionistic — there was a difference, and he'd thought about it carefully enough to be certain of the distinction. A perfectionist was afraid of the wrong answer. He was interested in the right one, which was a different orientation, one that required acknowledging mistakes rather than avoiding them. He was precise, and he was methodical, and he was reliable in the way that load-bearing architecture was reliable: not because nothing could go wrong, but because the structural margins were generous enough to accommodate stress without failing. He had built himself this way deliberately, over a long time, starting from a version of himself that had not been especially stable. He was proud of it in the quiet way of things you didn't say aloud.

He was better at beginnings than at continuations. This was a thing he knew about himself and had never fully addressed. Beginnings had a clarity to them — you could see the shape of the work, the edges of the problem, what was needed and in what order. Continuations required you to stay present in something without the frame of the beginning to hold you steady, and that was harder, and he was aware that this professional truth had a personal equivalent he'd been less willing to examine.

He had a reputation in the field for being difficult to surprise and easy to underestimate. The first part was earned. The second part he'd cultivated, because people who underestimated you tended to be careless with what they showed you, and what they showed you was frequently useful. His colleagues found him contained and occasionally abrasive. His students — the ones he'd supervised at the Academy before moving fully into fieldwork — had generally found him demanding and precise and, in the final reckoning, fair, which was the version of respect he'd aimed for.

He had not, historically, made decisions that he didn't understand. He made decisions based on evidence and analysis and a clear-eyed assessment of risk, and he stood by them, and when they were wrong he corrected course without ceremony. He was not a person given to impulse.

The last fourteen months had been, by this metric, aberrant.

He had made a series of decisions that he'd understood were risky at the time — professionally risky, personally risky, the kind of risky that arose when you made room in your life for a person who operated at the same level you did and therefore had an equivalent capacity to identify every weak point in your defenses. He'd made those decisions anyway, and he'd spent several weeks in the early months trying to diagnose the impulse as something external — a side effect of the ley line work, perhaps, some ambient-field resonance generating a sympathetic response, something with a clean scientific explanation that would resolve itself. He'd eventually given up on this theory, because the evidence didn't support it and he was not a person who clung to theories the evidence didn't support.

He had been happy. That was the honest summary. Not simple-happy — not uncomplicated or unguarded or any of the forms of happiness that required you to stop paying attention — but the more difficult kind, the kind that coexisted with uncertainty and still registered as the thing itself. He had been, for the first time in a long time, happy in a way that extended past his work.

Past tense.

He looked at the box. The box was complete and precise and represented the conclusion of something, and he was fine with conclusions. He was good at them. Conclusions were structurally simple — everything accounted for, everything in its place, a clear line marking the end.

He made another cup of tea.

He drank it this time, standing at the window, not tasting it.

* * *
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THE CITY OF VALDENMERE ran on magic the way other cities ran on electricity: not always consciously, not always cleanly, but constantly and without interruption. It hummed in the tram lines and the building foundations, in the licensed enchantments over the market stalls and the unlicensed, older ones in the residential blocks that nobody had come to inspect since the last Regulatory sweep. Every practising mage in the city contributed to the ambient field whether they intended to or not. Strong emotion, particularly strong emotion in conjunction with strong magic, left traces in the field the way a heavy object left impressions in soft material — detectable, readable, slow to dissipate. In theory, a skilled reader could walk through any neighbourhood after a significant event and feel the shape of what had happened there, a kind of emotional archaeology available to those who knew how to look.

Cael had been a skilled reader since he was nineteen years old. It was one of the first things he'd been identified as, at the Academy — the ability to sense the residual signature of magical events, to feel the texture of a space that had been through something. He'd developed it carefully. He used it constantly in his field work.

He was not using it now. He was specifically not doing that, in his own apartment, on this particular morning. He was a professional.

But even without trying — even with his perception deliberately dulled, his attention pointed outward at the unremarkable courtyard and the ginkgo and the cat — he could feel
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