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​Dedication
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For those who have ever been hunted for the light they carried,

and for those who learned to hide it in shadows just to survive.

For the quiet covens—named or nameless—

who stitched their own safety in a world that feared their fire.

And for the ones who did not endure,

but whose whispers live on in the dark,

teaching us that even where light fears to fall,

hope learns to keep its flame.

​

"Every flame remembers the dark that birthed it,

and every shadow remembers the fire that waits to claim it.

They feared us for the power we carried—

but it was never the fire in our hands that doomed us,

only the silence they forced upon our tongues."

​

​
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​Prologue: The Burning Circle
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The fire was not kind. It never had been.

It began as a hiss, a reluctant spark coaxed into life at the base of the pyre. Damp wood smoked. Resin snapped. The kindling caught reluctantly, as though even flame itself feared what it was asked to do. But once the blaze was awake, it was greedy — eager to eat and consume.

First, it kissed the ropes. A teasing lick, almost playful, unraveling the knots into smoke. Then, emboldened, it climbed higher, snatching at hems, hair, wool, and skin. By the time the villagers leaned forward, drawn as if by instinct toward the heat, the fire was already laughing, already tearing open its hunger.

They stood shoulder to shoulder, packed into the square. Farmers and wives. Soldiers. Children lifted to their fathers’ arms so they could see. They pressed close not out of courage but out of need — the need to witness. Fear loved company, and cruelty demanded an audience.

The ruined cathedral loomed behind them, its spires snapped like teeth. Once holy, it now served as a scaffold and spectacle, its broken windows spilling shadows across the crowd.

The witches stood bound together in the pyre’s heart.

Six of them.

Their hands were lashed, wrists raw where the rope had bitten. Their faces bore the dirt of long marches, the purple of bruises blooming beneath the eye, the black crust of dried blood. Their lips cracked from thirst, from silence forced too long. Yet not one begged. Not one lowered her gaze.

Their circle was unbroken.

One woman, gray-streaked hair clinging to her cheeks, tilted her chin toward the fractured moon as though daring it to remember her. Another pressed her heel into the dirt beneath her, subtle and defiant, scratching the faint shape of a circle, though her arms were bound. A third hummed under her breath, so faintly that even the wind had to lean in to hear.

The villagers muttered. A child whimpered. Someone spat.

The High Inquisitor stepped forward, black robes dragging soot, his staff iron-tipped and merciless. His face was carved of stone, his eyes hollow, and his lips ready to speak words he had spoken too many times before.

“By fire, we cleanse.”

The crowd echoed him, some with fervor, others with fear.

“By silence, we save.”

The witches did not flinch.

For silence was never theirs to give.

When the flames reached them, they did not scream.

They sang.

It was not a song for mortal ears. It carried no melody, no comfort. It rose in fragments, sharp and jagged, as though torn from marrow instead of throat. It was ash and bone, smoke and shadow. It was a song for the veil itself.

The words were older than stone, older than the cathedral that now burned them. They spoke of memory outlasting forgetting, whispers stronger than silence, and shadows that even light dared not pierce.

The villagers recoiled. Some covered their ears. Some fell to their knees, swearing they heard other voices rising in answer — voices not of this world. Women dead a hundred years ago. Men hanged beneath gallows—children buried without names. The voices of all who had been silenced rose now through the smoke.

And others stared at the sky, crying out that the moon itself had dimmed, a gray veil stretched across its face.

The fire raged, but it could not drown the song.

The High Inquisitor slammed his staff into the ground, bellowing over the flames. But his voice was hollow beside theirs, small beside the chorus of ash.

When the first witch fell, she fell with her eyes open, unblinking at the moon. When the second collapsed, she pressed her bound wrists deeper into the rope, leaving her blood as a mark. They gave themselves to the fire one by one, but not to silence.

Their voices carried long after flesh had fallen to cinder.

When the last body was ash, the song did not end. It lingered in the smoke, curling around the cathedral’s broken spires. It clung to the villagers’ lungs, pressed into their ears, bled into the marrow of their bones.

A whisper remained, seared into the breath of all who stood witness — a whisper that no fire could consume:

We remain. Where light fears to fall... we endure.



​Part I — Fractured Foundations


"They thought fire would end us.

But fire only carries the song higher,

so even the wind remembers our names."

☽ ⯟ ☾

Ash is never-ending.

It is the soil where memory plants itself,

a dark cradle for seeds that refuse silence.

Here, in the hollow places of grief,

we kneel to the embers,

press our palms into soot,

and find that even ruin beats like a heart.

Every fracture is a door.

Every wound hums when touched.

And when the night leans close enough,

you can hear it—

the faint song rising from what was burned,

a promise that the forgotten

have not forgotten us.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter One: The Ritual of Ashes
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The cathedral still smelled of fire.

It had been years since the burning — longer than some of the coven had been alive — yet the stones drank memory like blood. Ash lingered in the cracks between the flagstones, faint and gray, no matter how many rains had come since. When the wind sighed through the hollow spires, it carried the taste of smoke, acrid and sweet.

The witches gathered in silence beneath the fractured arch. Candles guttered in the draft, their flames bowing low, as if remembering what flame had once done here.

Six of them now, as there had been then.

But these six were bound not by rope, but by choice.

They drew the circle carefully, mixing chalk and ash on the stone floor and a trembling ring against the cathedral’s ruin. Symbols ringed its edge — crooked runes for protection, words for warding carved from languages older than any priest.

At its center lay a bowl of ash.

Each witch approached in turn, cutting her palm with a silvered knife, letting a single drop of blood fall into the dust. The ash drank eagerly, darkening, binding.

The High Witch — tall, scar running across her throat like an unhealed wound — lowered her hand last. Her blood mingled with theirs, and the bowl stirred.

“Remember,” she said, her voice rasping like stone dragged across stone.

The others bowed their heads.

The Seer closed her eyes, her pupils flickering as if watching things unseen. The Healer touched the rim of the bowl with trembling fingers, pain etched into the hollows of her cheeks. The Outcast lingered at the edge of the circle, reluctant, her shadow falling longer than the candlelight allowed.

“Remember what was taken. Remember what endures.”

The High Witch’s words were both an invocation and a warning.

As one, the coven inhaled.

The air shifted. Smoke rose from the bowl, coiling like fingers, like voices. The ash began to whisper — not words, but the suggestion of them, fragments of songs too broken to carry meaning. The witches swayed, eyes half-lidded, as if leaning into the sound of their own history.

For a heartbeat, they were no longer alone.

The voices of those who had burned here pressed close, not living, not gone. The dead lingered, stitched into the veil, singing in the stone marrow.

The Healer gasped, clutching her chest. She felt every scar she had taken for others throb at once, every wound reopened in silence. The Seer wept without knowing why, her tears black with ash. The Outcast stared into the smoke as though it stared back.

Then, as quickly as it began, the whispers thinned.

The candles guttered again, flames bending away from the circle. The ash stilled, only dust once more.

The High Witch’s hand tightened around the knife, her knuckles pale.

“They will never forget us,” she said. “And so we will not forget them.”

Her gaze swept across the circle, resting on each of them — weary, defiant, afraid.

Outside, bells rang in the distance. The sound echoed off stone, pure and sharp, drowning the last faint hiss of the ash.

The witches said nothing. They extinguished their candles, one by one, until the cathedral’s ruin was swallowed whole by shadow.
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​Chapter Two: The Hollow Veil
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Morning never arrived cleanly in the Hollow Veil.

Light reached their street like a rumor, frayed at the edges, thinned by soot and fog. The houses leaned into one another as if conspiring, gutters dripping, shutters swollen from the damp. Laundry lines sagged with gray cloth that never quite dried. Somewhere, a bell tolled for a prayer that asked the world to stay simple; somewhere else, a cartwheel complained over broken stone.

Their house looked like any other: three stories of tired brick, windows crooked in their frames, a lintel carved with a chipped chrysanthemum no one remembered carving. To the neighbors, it was a place where quiet people lived—women who kept odd hours and burned too many candles. To the Order’s patrols, it was a poor address on a poorer street, uninteresting unless it suddenly wasn’t. To the coven, it was a held breath.

They called it the Hollow Veil because the walls remembered how to keep a secret.

The front door stuck unless you lifted while you turned, and only the High Witch could make the latch sing. Inside, a narrow hall swallowed sound. Herbs hung from twine—yarrow, mugwort, rue—brushing the crown of a tall person’s head with their papery whispers. The floors complained if you didn’t learn their path; there was a way to cross this house without waking a single plank, and each witch knew it like prayer.

Kitchen at the back, always warm. A poor person’s hearth with a rich person’s skill, its bricks blackened with years of careful fire. A kettle breathed there from dawn to the dark hour, as if the house required steam to stay alive. Bowls were stacked in a neat, mended tower. Spoons lived in a jar with a chipped lip. On the table, a ledger lay open, lines ruled by a patient hand: stores tallied, tinctures recorded, names of neighbors written in code that meant pain, price, danger, kindness.

Elira, the Healer, arrived first at the ledger each morning. She moved as though time pressed on her bones like rain presses on a roof—soft at first, then relentless. Sleep left salt on her lashes. She lit two wicks, fed the kettle, and read the night’s notes.

— Old Sint: coughing blood. Refuses the black draught.

— The mill-girl: second bruise in as many weeks.

— Mara of the corner-house: delirium, new baby won’t take.

— Patrols doubled on the western way. Bells are wrong at vespers.

“Bells wrong,” Elira murmured, pen hovering. “What does that even mean?”

“It means in nine days someone will say the moon is a sign,” said Sera, the Seer, from the doorway. She was already dressed in dark wool and a scarf that had belonged to her mother. She had a bad habit of answering questions that had not been asked until tomorrow.

Elira didn’t look up. “And in ten days?”

“Someone will make the sign into a weapon in ten days.” Sera stepped into the kitchen light and winced, as if it came sharply. “I dreamed we walked the market, and every fish had an eye like an ember. I’ll settle for tea.”

“You’ll settle for bread,” Elira said, but she poured two cups and set one beneath Sera’s palm as if the house had reached to warm her fingers. “The Order?”

“Quiet,” Sera said. “Which is louder than when they speak.”

Footsteps above—two, then a third—then a soft thump that meant the stairs had remembered to be merciful. The High Witch descended with the careful grace of someone who could not afford to fall. Her throat scar showed starkly this morning against her skin, a pale seam that never quite learned to lie flat. She nodded once to each of them and set a wrapped parcel on the table.

“Bread,” she said. “From Marta. She cannot pay coins today; she has paid courage instead.”

“She shouldn’t be seen here,” Elira said as she reached for the parcel.

“She wasn’t.” The High Witch’s gaze flicked to the ledger, to the line about the mill-girl. “We’ll go to the corner-house by the lower lanes. Not the market road.”

Sera sipped, eyes going somewhere inland. “You’ll want Rue and the vinegar of thorn. The bruises are old and new at once. He doesn’t know which of them he made.”

Elira closed her eyes briefly. “I’ll bring the salve.”

They ate the way people do when eating, which is also planning—small, deliberate, and quiet, cut by the scratch of a pen on paper. Outside, a peddler called needles, the sound thin as wire. Someone down the lane argued with a door. Wind stroked the eaves until the house hummed.

Lys came late, a thistle of a girl with soot under every nail. She was not born to the circle; she’d knocked on the Veil’s door thirteen months ago with a fever, a fury, and a name she would not speak. They called her the Outcast at first because they had no better word, and then because the name fit in odd ways even after a year.

“What’s bells wrong?” she asked, snagging a heel of bread and swallowing it dry.

“Ask a bell,” Sera said.

Lys scowled. “You make jokes I don’t—”

“Bells wrong is when they ring at hours none of us asked for,” the High Witch said. “When the Order wants a day to lean another direction. Finish eating. We leave on the chime.”

At the front window, the curtain held a thumb-wide slit. From there, the street arranged itself into a study: the woman with the basket of onions who never met anyone’s eye; the boy who should have been at work by now; the patrol that moved like a bruise along the far wall. Three soldiers, one cleric, one banner that had forgotten what mercy was supposed to look like.

Elira and Lys took the lower lanes, balanced the baskets, and tightly tied the jars' lids. Their steps learned the quiet path: past the Fallow Well, everyone said was cursed because it reflected the sky wrong; beneath the hanging bones of the butcher’s eaves (pigs, truly, and not what fear sought); through the smell of yeast and salt and something that might have been prayer gone stale.

They did not walk side by side. In this quarter, a pair of women moving with intention was a story. Better two strangers whose shadows happened to overlap.

A neighbor’s door opened a measure at the corner-house and closed again. Elira knocked the way you do when knocking is both question and promise—three slow, one quick, wait. The lock scraped. A woman stood there with lips bitten nearly through. She looked younger than her hands.

“He’s at the mill,” she said, as if Elira had asked. “He took the boy. He said he’d—” Her voice fell down a stair. “Come in.”

They worked in a room that once had been blue. Elira’s fingers found the small, efficient motions that made a body believe it could bear itself again. Salve, compress, the whisper you use for horses and ruined kitchens. Lys stood near the door, watching the street through a flaw in the curtain. She had the look of a creature who would run if running would help and fight if fighting would. The bruises on the woman’s shoulder bloomed like winter fruit.

“You can come here at first bell,” Elira said, binding a strip of linen with twine that used to hold herbs. “We can teach you the path that doesn’t squeak. If he asks, it’s the old woman with the cough; she takes in washing.”

“I can’t pay,” the woman said.

“You will,” Elira said, gentler than her words. “Not coin. A plant from the lot behind the Fallow Well. Tall, with leaves like a hand. Bring three. If any patrol asks, you’re taking cuttings for dye.”

The woman nodded, and something like air returned to the room.

Back at the Veil, Sera set chalk to the floor in the parlor, drawing the circle’s faintest cousin: a ward to blur edges, to tell attention that it was tired and might rest elsewhere. Chalk dusted her fingertips; she touched it to her tongue as always, as if tasting a weather. The taste said ash. The taste said rain was coming late.

The High Witch knelt opposite her and set four black buttons at the circle’s north, south, east, west—buttons cut from a coat worn by a woman burned on a square not far from here. “Old keeps new,” she murmured. “New keeps old.”

“You could sleep,” Sera said, because the High Witch had not.

“So could the sea,” the High Witch said, and smiled without showing it.

They felt the first chime before they heard it: a shiver through the floorboards, a stutter in the air. Bells wrong—four strikes when the sun said three. The sound was clean as a blade.

“Patrol at the shoemaker’s,” Lys called softly from the top stair. “Asking names.”

“Let them ask,” the High Witch said. “We are a house with a seamstress, a widow, and a girl who burned her bread and learned to mend it.” The last was for Lys, who rolled her eyes but softened anyway.

Elira returned with her basket emptier and her face laced fine with fatigue. She washed at the basin, sleeves pushed high, until the water looked like it had kept a promise it could not afford.

“Bread from Marta,” the High Witch said, gesturing toward a wrapped heel saved for her.

Elira shook her head. “Give it to the boy on the steps with the black scab on his lip,” she said. “He hasn’t eaten since yesterday and thinks not eating makes him brave.” She dried her hands. “We should go to Sint. If the blood came from his lungs, he’s days; if from his throat, weeks. Either way, we should—”

A knock on the door. Not the knock for friends, not the one for danger. A polite knock, careful, as if it didn’t want to make a case of itself.

The three of them stilled. Even the kettle seemed to hold its steam.

“Curtain,” whispered Sera. The slit showed a figure in a soldier’s cloak without the swagger. The hood was up. No banner. No cleric.

Lys’s jaw set hard enough to creak.

The High Witch lifted the latch and opened just enough of the door to admit a voice.

“Good day, mistress.” The voice was low and almost soft, if you had never heard it tell a boy to kneel. “I bring... inquiry.” The hood tipped, and beneath it a face that had the wrong kind of beauty for a soldier’s life—fine-boned, eyes that flinched when others didn’t. The Order’s child. Not a child by years, but by belonging. They did not look directly into the house; their gaze rested on the crack where light slid over the threshold and stopped.

Elira tasted iron. Sera’s fingers found chalk without meaning to.

“What inquiry?” the High Witch said, as if the word were a coin requiring bite.

“A name,” said the soldier-not-soldier. “A woman called Mara. Someone said she might have come this way.”

Behind the hood’s shadow, a pause, the ghost of a swallow. Lies sat badly on that mouth today. Or truth did.

“Many Maras on this street,” the High Witch said.

“This one bleeds from the mouth,” the visitor said, and for a moment, the word bled sounded like grief rather than accusation.

Elira did not move, but the air around her did.

“We are seamstresses,” the High Witch said mildly. “We can bind cloth, not throats.”

Another pause, another swallow. The hood lifted enough to show eyes the color of a storm that never quite arrives.

“I know what you are,” the visitor said quietly, so the bell could not hear it. “And I am not here for that.”

The house felt the sentence and leaned closer.

Sera looked at the High Witch. The High Witch looked at the visitor. Lys looked for the angle of the knife under the table.

“You shouldn’t be on this step,” the High Witch said. “Whatever you are not here for.”

“I know,” the visitor said. And then, like someone who had rehearsed the wrong speech and arrived at the right door despite it: “There will be a search at vespers. The west lanes first. Your house is not on the list, but the list was written by a man who likes to add names.”

“Why tell us,” Lys said, unable to sand her edges.

The hood turned slightly toward her voice, then away. “Because some debts are older than uniforms,” they said, which was not an answer and made every possible answer worse.

The High Witch’s hand lay flat against the door as if feeling its pulse. “Go,” she said. “Before your shadow learns our floor.”

The visitor inclined their head—a bow so small it might have been a flinch—and stepped back into the light that could not quite decide to arrive. When the door closed, the house breathed like a weight had shifted from one beam to another.

Silence pooled. Then the world remembered itself: kettle, cartwheel, gulls far off where the river pretended to be the sea.

“We’ll move the ledger,” the High Witch said. “And the salves with names. Sera, break the chalk and redraw the ward on the upper floor. Lys, the cellar—check the trap in the ash bin.”

Elira still watched the door as if it might speak again. “We should not trust them.”

“No,” the High Witch said. “We should not. Set the table anyway. There’s a boy with a black scab on his lip.”

They moved. The house approved the steps being correctly placed, and the drawers closing without their usual complaint. Upstairs, a thin coffer slid into a wall that wasn’t; downstairs, the ash bin coughed up its second mouth. Sera’s chalk line made a circle that wasn’t perfect, which meant it was human and might be allowed to work.

By last light, the market laid its bruised fruit on the street and called it an offering. The bells rang at vespers, and they were wrong: too fast, too glad, too eager to draw attention. Patrols fanned the western lanes like a hand playing at mercy.

The Hollow Veil watched them pass.

Inside, the table held bread, onion, and a pot of stew that had been too thin until Elira told it otherwise. The boy with the scab ate like someone apologizing to hunger. Sera told a story about a saint who had refused to die properly. Lys pretended to mend a hem and counted footsteps with her needle.

The High Witch rose only when the patrol’s voices turned the corner and came back—when names would be added. She set her palm to the hearthstone and spoke the smallest of words, the kind you can say in front of enemies if your mouth knows how to move without moving. The stone warmed. The draft changed direction. The house held its breath for them and breathed out for the street.

Outside, a soldier laughs like someone laughs when they don’t want to look at what they’re standing on. The laugh moved away. The bells forgot themselves. Night gathered its skirts and stepped down.

“Tomorrow,” the High Witch said when the stew was gone and the boy had learned what not starving did to a heart. “Sint at dawn. The corner-house at third. Marta at fourth. The lower wharf at last light if the fog allows. No one alone. We do not touch the relic. We do not touch our fear.”

“We don’t touch the relic,” Lys repeated, too quickly.

Sera’s gaze lifted toward the ceiling as if seeing a map painted in smoke. “There is a thin place in the crypts,” she said softly. “Like a seam the tailor left.”

“Then we wear our coats carefully,” the High Witch said. “And we remember who we are when the wind gets through.”

Later, after the boy left with bread in his sleeve and the street accepted the night, Elira stood in the back room doorway where the ledger slept. She rested her forehead against the frame and let the wood learn the salt of her skin.

“Bells wrong,” she whispered, not to anyone.

“Bells wrong,” the house agreed, as a draft found a candle and bent the flame away, as if even light, tonight, remembered there were places it had no right to go.

In her bed under the eave, Lys listened to the roof tell a story about rain that might arrive if it found the way. She mouthed the path that didn’t squeak: stair, third board, edge of the rug, shadow of the stove, stone. She pictured the soldier-not-soldier’s mouth in the word debt. She did not cry. She slept like a drawn bow.

Sera lay with her eyes open and watched the dark until it wrote a sentence she could not read. The chalk stains on her fingertips glowed faintly in a light that wasn’t there. Somewhere, a fish dreamed the river was a road.

The High Witch sat by the cold hearth and pressed two fingers against the scar at her throat. “Old keeps new,” she said, and then, because there was no one left to hear her but the house, “New keeps old.”

The Hollow Veil said nothing. It did what it was made to do. It kept.
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​Chapter Three: The Healer’s Pain
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Elira always knew the weight of a knock before she opened the door.

Some knocks were made of hunger, hollow and trembling. Some were made of sickness, dragging their bones against the wood. Some were made of fear, quick and furtive, carrying the shape of soldiers behind them.

This one was all three.

She pulled the latch just wide enough to admit a sliver of light, then a sliver of woman — Marta, again, her shoulders bent as though the world pressed down on them. A child clung to her skirts, face pale, lips cracked.

“Not here,” Elira whispered. “Too open.”

But Marta shook her head. “He coughed up blood this morning. The whole lane heard it. They’ll say plague. They’ll say witch-breath.”

The child wheezed once, sharp enough to silence the argument. Elira’s chest clenched as though she’d swallowed the cough herself. She stepped back. “Quickly. Don’t touch the curtains.”

Inside the Hollow Veil, the air shifted. Sera looked up from the table, eyes clouded like storms glimpsed through glass. Lys leaned against the stairs, arms crossed, her shadow taut as wire.

Elira guided Marta and the boy to the kitchen. The kettle was already hissing; the house seemed to know. She pulled jars from shelves without looking: dried lungwort, blackened licorice root, a pinch of rue. Her hands trembled not from doubt, but from the memory of how often she had done this before.

The boy wheezed again. Elira pressed her palm flat to his chest. His ribs quivered like birds trapped under skin. She closed her eyes, breathed in, and let the pain slide.

It entered her like cold water down the throat. First a burn, then the drowning. Her own lungs seized; her ribs locked. The boy gasped — and then, slowly, he didn’t. His breath eased, shallow but steady.

Elira coughed once, hard, blood blooming against her teeth. She wiped it with the back of her hand before anyone could see.

“Better,” she whispered, forcing steadiness. “He’ll rest now.”

Marta crumpled into tears, pressing her lips to her child’s hair. “I’ll pay. I’ll bring—”

“You’ll bring nothing,” Elira said, harsher than she meant. Her voice softened. “Only keep him warm. Keep him quiet. No herbs from strangers, no water from the well past dusk. And do not let him cough where neighbors can hear.”

Marta nodded. Fear made her obedient. She left as quietly as she came, boy limp but breathing against her chest.

When the door shut, silence pressed heavily.

Lys broke it first. “You’ll kill yourself one day doing that.”

Elira’s hands shook as she wiped the table. “Better me than him.”

“You always say that.” Lys’s voice was sharp, but beneath it lay a thread of something unspoken — not quite anger or sorrow.

Sera stirred, her gaze fixed on nothing. “She will kill herself one day. And the rest of us will decide whether to let her.”

“Enough,” said the High Witch from the shadows of the stairs. Her scar caught the candlelight, pale and harsh. “We do not speak of graves until they open. And they have not yet opened.”

Elira looked down at her stained hand, red smeared into the lines of her palm. “Not yet,” she murmured, so low only the house could hear.

The kettle hissed, louder now, like boiling something other than water.

Outside, bells rang again — wrong, too late for the hour, too sharp for prayer.

Sera’s eyes glazed. “They’re not ours this time. They’re carrying someone else.”

The High Witch’s head tilted. “Who?”

Sera’s lips parted, her breath catching like a flame struggling in the wind.

“They’re carrying Sint.”
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​Chapter Four: The Seer’s Vision
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The bells had stopped, but their echo clung to the walls.

Sera lay awake long after the others had scattered to their corners of the Hollow Veil. Elira had gone upstairs, her cough muffled by the door. Lys prowled the stairwell like a wolf pacing the edge of its cage. The High Witch sat silent by the hearth, knife in hand, carving nothing into wood.

But it was Sera who bore the weight of the bells.

She had learned not to close her eyes too quickly. The visions came sharper then, jagged as glass — voices tumbling over one another, images torn out of sequence, blood and fire stitched to laughter and whispers. She learned instead to stare at the seam between shadow and candlelight until her eyes blurred, until the dark reached in.

Tonight, it did not reach. It dragged.

She saw Sint.

He stood in the square, though he had not left his bed in months. His thin frame rattled with breath, his eyes gone wide as if something pressed against his chest from inside. Around him, the Order’s soldiers moved like carrion birds. One bore a banner stitched with a crimson flame. Another carried a noose coiled like a sleeping snake.

But it was not their faces that froze her breath.

It was the faces in the crowd.

Familiar, every one. Neighbors from the lanes. The fishmonger. The mill-girl’s father. Marta, clutching her boy. Each stood with lips sealed, eyes cast down, as if they had already chosen silence over mercy.

Sera’s hands shook. The vision shifted, cracked open like a wound.

The fire leapt. Not a pyre this time — a house. Their house. The Hollow Veil burned, its windows bleeding light, its roof caving like a chest split open. She saw the ledger consumed, the herbs curling black, the kettle screaming until it split its seams. She saw the six in a circle, but the circle was broken — one shadow missing, another bent wrong.

The smoke whispered.

One will betray. One will burn. The rest will endure, but not as they are.

She gasped, her nails clawing the table. The candle guttered as if the vision itself had stolen its breath.

The High Witch’s scar gleamed in the dark as she turned her head. “What did you see?”

Sera swallowed, her tongue dry as ash. To speak was to give it weight. To withhold it was to betray her vow to the circle.

“I saw Sint,” she whispered. “Taken.”

The High Witch’s eyes narrowed. “And?”

Sera looked down at her hands. The chalk stains there still glowed faintly, as though the vision had carved itself into her skin.

“And I saw fire,” she said. “Not theirs. Ours.”

Lys leaned in from the stairs, suspicion sharp in her voice. “What kind of fire?”

“The kind that doesn’t wait for wood,” Sera murmured. “The kind that eats everything it touches. And a circle broken.”

Elira’s door creaked above, her voice raw. “You should have kept that to yourself.”

“No.” The High Witch’s voice cut like the knife she still held. “We do not hide from the dark. We look into it.”

Sera’s throat ached. The whisper still rang in her ears, insistent as bells.

One will betray. One will burn.

She did not tell them those words. Not yet.
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​Chapter Five: The Outcast’s Plea
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Lys had never liked the kitchen table.

It was too even and orderly; every knot in the wood was smoothed by hands that believed in mending. She came from places where boards were crooked and nothing stayed still long enough to be made neat. Sitting at the table meant being measured, and Lys had never fared well when measured.

But tonight she sat there, candle guttering low, bread untouched at her elbow. Across from her, the High Witch carved a driftwood with the patience of someone who could wait years for an answer. Elira dozed in the chair nearest the hearth, a thin blanket slipping from her shoulder. Sera leaned against the wall, eyes cloudy, half in one world, half in another.

“You don’t trust me,” Lys said at last.

The words dropped heavy into the room.

The High Witch did not look up from her carving. “We let you eat our bread. We let you sleep under our roof. That is trust enough.”

“No.” Lys’s voice sharpened, as it always did when fear wore its mask. “That is charity. Not trust.”

Sera’s head tilted, a faint smile ghosting her lips. “You’d rather we put our throats beneath your knife and call it faith?”

“I’d rather you stop looking at me like I’m already the one who’ll betray you,” Lys snapped. “Every time Sera opens her mouth about fire and circles breaking, I feel it land on me.”

The High Witch’s knife stilled. Her gaze lifted, scar catching the light. “Do you intend betrayal?”

Lys’s breath hitched. She wanted to spit, to laugh, to deny with fury. But the truth caught in her throat.

“I intend survival,” she said. “And sometimes that looks the same.”

The silence that followed was thick as smoke.

Elira stirred, coughing into her hand. “She’s right,” she rasped, voice rough with exhaustion. “Survival makes liars of everyone.” She looked at Lys with tired eyes. “But liars don’t get to choose when we believe them.”

“I’m not a liar,” Lys whispered. The plea slipped out before she could stop it. “I came here because I had nowhere else. Because I thought maybe... maybe a circle meant I wouldn’t have to fight alone anymore.”

The High Witch set the knife down, wood falling in shavings. Her voice was softer now, but not kinder. “A circle does not promise safety, child. It promises weight. If you want to stand in it, you must be willing to carry what it carries.”

Lys’s hands curled into fists. “Then let me carry it. Stop holding me outside it like I’m a shadow waiting to slip a knife between your ribs.”

Sera’s gaze sharpened suddenly, her pupils clearing for the briefest moment. “Shadows do not always wait,” she murmured. “Sometimes they leap.”

Lys shoved back her chair, the legs scraping the floor. “Then say it plain. If you don’t want me here, cast me out. But don’t pretend my blood is any blacker than yours.”

The High Witch studied her for a long time, then leaned forward, palms flat on the table. “You want trust, Lys? Then prove yourself. Tomorrow, you go to Sint.”

The room stilled.

Elira straightened, alarm flashing in her eyes. “She isn’t ready—”

“She asked for weight,” the High Witch said. “Let her carry it. The patrols are thick on the western lanes. If she can walk them without drawing a blade, if she can reach a dying man without damning him or herself, then perhaps the circle will see her as more than shadow.”

Lys’s heart thudded against her ribs. Fear clawed at her throat, but anger burned hotter.

“Fine,” she said. Her voice cracked, but she held the word steady. “I’ll go.”

She pushed from the table, storming up the stairs. The house groaned as she passed, the wood uncertain whether to hold her or let her fall.

When her door slammed, the kettle whistled as if in answer.

Elira shook her head, pulling the blanket tighter. “You’ll break her.”

“No,” the High Witch said, lifting her knife again. “The world will. We will only decide whether she breaks inside or outside the circle.”

Sera closed her eyes. Her lips moved soundlessly, as if whispering to a vision she dared not speak aloud.

In her silence, the words pressed heavily anyway:

One will betray. One will burn.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter Six: The Inquisitor’s Arrival
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The bells rang wrong again.

Three times when the sun marked two. Each strike was sharp as a blade dragged over stone, too fast, too eager. The Hollow Veil shivered at the sound, as if the house itself knew what came with it.

“They’re here,” Sera whispered. She stood at the narrow slit of the curtain, her breath fogging the glass. “Not patrols this time. The cloak with the crimson hem.”

Elira set down her pestle, her hands trembling. “The Inquisitor?”

Sera nodded once, eyes clouding. “And not alone.”

The High Witch crept, gathering the ledger from the table, the scraps of parchment marked with codes that only the circle could read. She slid them into a coffer carved hollow beneath the hearthstone. With a press of her palm, the seam vanished, leaving only warm stone.

“Lys.” Her voice was firm but not loud. “The cellar. Now.”

“I’m not a child to be hidden,” Lys spat, but her voice betrayed the quake in her chest.

“You are not a fool either,” the High Witch said. “Go.”

The girl obeyed, her boots scuffing as the floorboards swallowed her.

Elira clutched her shawl close, blood still dried in the creases of her palms from the boy she had healed the night before. “If they search, they’ll find traces. Ash in the cracks. Chalk on the floorboards. They always find what they want to find.”

“They will find silence,” the High Witch said. “If we give them nothing else.”

The knock came then, precise and deliberate. Not the knock of a neighbor or soldier. A rhythm meant to be remembered, meant to carve fear into the bones of those who heard it.

Three slow. One sharp. One slow.

The High Witch opened the door.

The Inquisitor stood cloaked in crimson-hemmed black, a shadow against the pale morning light. His hair was pale as bone, bound at the nape, his eyes dark and sharp as obsidian. Behind him, two soldiers flanked the step, their armor dull but their hands restless at their hilts.
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