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Dawn filtered through the high windows, thin as watered wine. Color from the stained glass slid across the stone like slow rivers. On the choir steps the Wardens stood in their worn gray robes, shoulders squared as if habit alone could brace the day.

Alyssia’s place in the circle was still marked as “apprentice” in the old rolls, though she had been here seven years. Sometimes she wondered if that mark had less to do with her skill than with the hour of her birth.

She had heard it whispered often enough: that she came wailing into the world the same night the veil had cracked, while bells rang in warning and a gargoyle fell. Born under an omen. Born of a fracture. The thought clung to her even now, as stubborn as dust on the cathedral’s stones. No matter how straight she stood, no matter how cleanly her voice wove through the Song, some part of her still felt like a flaw carried in flesh.

Brannoc began the first note. The bass rolled out of him like thunder traveling through the clouds. The sound was rough, yes, but still large enough to make the choir chamber’s dust lift and glitter.

Elira came in next, smoothing the edges. Daran tapped two fingers against his chest to find the beat and set his voice beneath hers, a steady pulse. Saelith’s contralto bent the line lower, sorrow giving it weight. Maeron shot a glance toward Alyssia and tilted his chin; his tenor cut clean and bright above the rest. Last of all, Ilyrion lifted his narrow, high tone; thin as a blade, but true.

Alyssia waited and listened for the seam. There it was, between Elira and Daran, where the sound wanted to slip. She took a breath and let her voice rise, clear and high, threading every wavering place. The note settled. The song held.

All along the hall, the gargoyles stirred in their alcoves. Kaelor flexed stone claws against his ledge; Serenya’s carved wings rustled as if catching a draft that wasn’t there. Corvane’s eyes lit with a faint inner fire. The resonance from the human singers and the reflected notes from the gargoyles almost balanced. Only the fifth note of the scale wasn’t reflected as it should have been. 

As the music faded, the air above the choir shimmered slightly, like heat over summer stone. Crimson threads of light flickered across the vault and vanished.

Alyssia felt the tremor in her bones. It was becoming more noticeable with each morning. It felt like the veil was strung across the Cathedral like a harp string pulled too tight. She forced the doubts she sensed in the shadows of her mind away. We are here. We are singing. 

The echo of the notes carried and thinned. The whispers slipped in on the echo. “You don’t belong here,” they breathed. The words too soft to be sound, yet too sharp not to be heard. “They keep you because there is no one else.”

Alyssia maintained her posture; her back straight, her hands loose at her sides. She was twenty-one now, her voice stronger and less afraid than when she had arrived at the cathedral. But it still took effort not to look around to see where the words had come from.

“Again,” Brannoc rumbled, his breath catching. “From the second.”

They began once more. The scales climbed like steps toward a door none of them could see. The gargoyles hummed faintly on their perches. Alyssia met Elira’s glance and found the older woman’s smile, fragile but determined, waiting for her. Alyssia gave it back. She lifted her chin, found the seam, and sang.

“Too old, too thin,” the whispers said, focusing on each Warden in turn. “Too proud. Too angry. Too sad.”

The veil quivered overhead, a faint shimmer like spider silk drawn taut.

When at last Brannoc lowered his hand, the sound settled like dust. The Wardens sagged as if the stairs themselves had tilted. Alyssia stepped back, her breath neat, and her heartbeat calm by force. She would not pant in front of them. She would not show the tremble that lived in her hands after every morning scale.

“Good,” Elira said softly. She was always the first to say it. “Good enough.”

Ilyrion made a sound that wasn’t quite agreement. “Until the Blood Moon is here. Then we shall see if it is truly good enough.”

Alyssia kept her eyes on the floor, where light colored red from the stained-glass cut across her boots. In the arch above, a hairline tremor ran through the invisible film of the veil, then was gone.

We are here, she thought. We are singing. That has to count. She felt the whispers slip away, almost like a draft going under a door.

The scales still trembled in Alyssia’s bones as she left the choir chamber. She carried the sound with her down the stone corridors, past alcoves where incense had long since burned to ash. The Cathedral was never truly silent; air moved through it like breath, but the silence of missing people pressed at her ears. The Cathedral of the Veil could house dozens of singers, close to one hundred. But over the years, since the last Blood Moon, they had passed or left the Cathedral so only six Wardens were here when she had arrived seven years ago. Only six Wardens and herself to stand before the veil tonight—the night of the Blood Moon. 

She stopped in the scriptorium on her way to the refectory. Dust rose from the shelves when she brushed her hand along them, coating her fingertips with gray. Once, the Wardens had filled these benches; she could almost hear the scratch of quills, the shuffle of parchment. Now, only shadows sat there.

At lunch, she took her usual seat at the far end of the table. The broth was thin, the bread heavy, but she ate because routine demanded it. The older Wardens muttered among themselves, voices heavy with memory. Their words always seemed to reach her, whether she wanted them or not.

Brannoc’s hands dwarfed his cup. “The foundation held,” he said, not looking at anyone.

“Mostly,” Ilyrion murmured.

Daran drummed his fingers once on the wood and stopped when Elira touched his wrist.

Saelith had not touched her lunch at all. She stared at it, then swallowed. “It was worse, the year it broke.”

Alyssia sat at the far end, as still as a statue. She didn’t mean to listen, but the room had so few places sound could go. It collected in the stone like rain in a cistern, then poured toward her whether she wanted it or not.

“My brother was three steps from me,” Saelith said, her voice dim. “He held the fifth as if it were a child. He did not stumble. He did not—” She pressed her fingers against her lips. “And then he was on the floor, and the gargoyle—”

“Shattered,” Daran said.

“The veil tore where it sits above his niche,” Elira said gently. “We held it as best we could. The Canticle didn’t fail.” She paused and took a deep breath. “Not entirely.”

Ilyrion’s gaze lifted to the refectory arch as if he could see through stone. Dust drifted down, light as snowfall. “Not for lack of trying,” he said. No one asked whether he meant theirs or the thing pressing from the other side.

Alyssia’s spoon paused midway to her mouth. The broth smelled suddenly like river water left too long in sun. She set the spoon down. It was worse the year it broke. The year, the day, I was born.

“We know,” the whispers said with amusement. The bowl’s surface trembled, rings widening and breaking. “We were there.”

Alyssia folded her hands under the table to hide the way her fingers trembled. Born in the hour the moon turned red. Born while the bells were ringing. Born while a stone guardian fell.

“Enough,” Brannoc snapped. “We eat. We rest. We practice again this evening.”

Elira pushed her bread toward Saelith. “Eat,” she said. “Please.”

Alyssia rose. “Excuse me,” she managed. She slipped from the room before anyone could ask where she was going.

The corridor beyond was cooler, the air moving as if it had somewhere it preferred to be. She walked until the talk became only a buzz behind her, until the smell of broth gave way to old incense and rain.

A shiver lay along the ceiling stones. Not sight, not sound, but some third knowing the Cathedral had taught her. The veil was thinning the way a blade thins a hair: drawn, drawn, drawn…

“You were born of the crack,” the whispers breathed with delight. “You are the line that never mends.”

Alyssia waited until her hands had stopped their trembling. Then she lit a slender candle from the wall lamp and turned toward the nave where the alcoves and the gargoyles waited, and the one that was now also a wound. She didn’t know yet what she hoped to find there. Only that the morning’s tremor had become a drum in her bones and would not let her be.

The candle’s flame danced as she walked, as if a door somewhere ahead were open and the Cathedral were breathing.

Instead of her chamber, her feet carried her toward the library.

The great doors groaned when she shouldered them open. Inside, the air smelled of old vellum, beeswax, and damp stone. Light from the high clerestory fell across shelves like ladders of dust.

Alyssia found herself drawn to a cracked leather tome; its spine stamped with the sigil of a harp crossed by wings. She set it gently on the table, the pages flaking at her touch.

On the Night of the Fifth Shattering, the heading read. She traced the ink with her finger.

The account was brief, almost clinical: The veil weakened at the Blood Moon. The Warden of the Fifth fell in song. His gargoyle partner was lost. A wound opened, and from it came the Whispering Ones. Though driven back, their echo remained.

Her chest tightened. No mention of why the veil had cracked. No warning of what the Whispering Ones truly were.

She turned the page. Something scrawled in the margins, words blurred by time: They came with voices stolen. They wore our faces. They promised strength and fed on sorrow.

Her candle guttered in the draft, throwing the script into trembling shadow.

The handwriting in the margins grew more frantic with each line, the ink blotted and smeared as if the writer’s hand had trembled. They whisper in voices we know. They show us faces we loved. They wear grief until it cuts.

Alyssia leaned closer, her heart thudding. In the wavering candlelight, the lines seemed to ripple. For a moment she swore she saw her mother’s face in the curl of an o—then her own, mouth stretched wide in a scream that was not hers. The image blinked away, leaving only faded script, but the echo of recognition hollowed her chest.

She snapped the book shut and pressed her hand against the leather, as if weight alone could keep the voices pinned inside. But the whispers in her ear were already chuckling, pleased. “You have always been ours,” they breathed. “Even the ink remembers you. You are born of this,” the whispers continued. Alyssia pressed her hand hard against the desk until her knuckles whitened.

“I am not yours,” she whispered back, though the tremor in her hand betrayed her.

Her candle hissed faintly as if the flame disliked the words. Alyssia re-opened the book and turned another page with care, though her hands itched to shove the book away and flee. She thought she saw movement between the lines, letters blurring, reforming into faces she almost recognized. When




























































































































































































cover.jpeg
~_YOICES o
SEREDF SONG









