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## A Note on the World

The city of Caldervast sits on the flank of a volcano. It has always sat on the flank of a volcano. This is not a metaphor.

The monastery above the city is three hundred years old. For three hundred years it has maintained a continuous ritual  -  the Ash Song, a practice of structured harmonic singing that suppresses the geological process beneath the caldera floor and buys the city below a longer future. The ritual requires trained voices. It draws from breath and lung and body. It cannot be automated, recorded, or performed by fewer than a minimum number of singers at the required depth of acoustic contact.

For the past one hundred and forty years, the monastery has not been singing at that depth. The ritual has continued. The choir has continued. The binding has held  -  but held at sixty-six meters instead of three hundred, the difference between what the Founders built and what their successors, working from an imperfect record, managed to preserve.

The mountain has been rising toward that gap ever since.

This novel takes place in the year the gap closes.
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# Chapter 1  -  First Light, First Breath

The ritual begins before the city below has light enough to read by.

Brother Kael took his position at the conductor's mark  -  a groove worn into the basalt floor by three hundred years of feet, a shallow trench that fit the balls of his boots as if it had been cast for him specifically  -  and waited while the others filed in. The oil lamps were already lit. They burned low and sulfurous in their iron brackets, and the smell they gave off was not quite smoke and not quite stone but something between the two, a smell Kael no longer noticed except in the moment before the ritual began, when everything clarified briefly before the sound swallowed it.

Forty-seven monks arranged themselves in their positions. There was no ceremony to it. They came in wearing their grey working robes, some still pulling their sleeves straight, one of the younger brothers  -  Brother Seel  -  pressing the heels of his hands into his eyes to clear them. They found their marks on the floor as cattle find gates, by habit and the particular gravity of repetition. Kael watched them settle. He counted without appearing to count.

Forty-seven. He always counted.

The choir chamber was not large. It had been carved from the living basalt of the cliff face, long before the monastery's outer buildings were constructed, and its dimensions had been chosen not for comfort or beauty but for acoustic specificity: the ceiling vaulted at seven meters, the walls curved outward slightly at chest height, the floor sloping three degrees toward the single opening at the rear wall  -  a narrow archway that led down through the rock to the secondary chamber, the one no one entered, the one directly above the caldera's upper vent system. The opening breathed. Not with air, but with something subtler. On cold mornings like this one, Kael could see it: a faint distortion at the archway's edge, as though the stone were exhaling.

He raised his right hand. The room went still.

The Ash Song did not begin with a signal. It began when the stillness was complete enough that the first voice could enter it without breaking anything. This was one of the things that novices consistently failed to understand  -  they waited for him to drop his hand, the way choirs wait for a baton. But Kael's hand was not a signal. His hand was a question, and the ritual began when the room could answer it.

Brother Wren answered it this morning, as Wren usually did. He was seventy-one years old and had been singing the Ash Song for forty-three of them, and his voice  -  a deep, cracked bass that had lost its lower registers sometime in the past decade  -  still carried an authority that the younger monks' cleaner instruments didn't approach. The foundation tone rose from him the way heat rises from stone: not a performance, not a beginning, simply a fact. He had been this note. He had held it for four decades. He would hold it until he couldn't.

Kael's hand stayed up.

The second layer entered  -  the mid harmonics, four voices, then six, then eight, the tones stacking in a sequence that was partly notation and partly physics, each new voice choosing its position in the harmonic architecture the way an arch's stones choose their position in the curve: by necessity, by weight, by the shape of what comes before and after. Kael's eyes moved across the room. He watched mouths, watched posture, watched the slight widening of the eye that meant someone had found their lock and felt the resonance take hold.

When the resonance locked, the chamber changed. It was not dramatic. It was a slight thickening of the air, a deepening of the silence between the notes that somehow made the notes louder, and a vibration that rose through the floor into the bones of anyone standing on it. Kael felt it in his feet first, always, and then in his knees, and then  -  when it was fully established  -  in his sternum, a low sustained pressure that was not quite sound and not quite touch, but was the mountain communicating that it had heard.

He lowered his hand. The high descant entered, the two novice voices still finding their precision  -  both a little sharp this morning, the cold air making the higher frequencies hard to sustain  -  and then the Ash Song was full. All three layers: foundation, harmony, descant. The room was doing what it was supposed to do.

Kael began to breathe.

The conductor's role in the Ash Song was not what observers imagined, on those rare occasions when the monastery permitted observation. Visitors expected a figure of authority, directing, commanding, shaping something plastic and responsive to his will. What Kael actually did was closer to maintenance. He watched for the weak points  -  a voice beginning to tire, a harmonic layer drifting flat, a novice losing the thread of their position in the weave  -  and he intervened before the weakness became a gap. He intervened with small gestures: a two-fingered motion that meant *breathe deeper,* an open palm toward a section that meant *hold your volume,* a slight press of both hands downward that meant *you're pulling ahead of the foundation, come back.* He had developed this vocabulary over thirty years, and it was not a vocabulary he had invented  -  it was one he had learned from Brother Tassis, who had learned it from the conductor before him, passing hand to hand like a dialect.

Twenty minutes in, his lungs began to burn.

Not sharply. It was not a pain that demanded attention. It was a warmth that arrived earlier than it should have, a suggestion that the available air in his chest was thinner than it had been this time last year, or the year before that. He adjusted his breathing  -  shorter draws, more frequent, a technique that preserved lung expansion at the cost of some efficiency  -  and the burning subsided to background.

He did not signal to anyone. He moved his weight slightly from his right foot to his left, a habitual adjustment that no one had ever questioned, and kept his eyes on the choir.

Brother Aldric, in the mid-harmonic section, was watching him the way Aldric always watched him: with the careful attention of someone who knew what to look for and had decided not to see it. Aldric was Kael's second. He had been second for eleven years. He ran the rotation schedules, managed the practice logs, did all the administrative work that Kael's role technically included but which Kael had gradually surrendered to him. In exchange, Aldric kept certain observations to himself.

Kael appreciated this more than he had ever said aloud.

The ritual ran for three hours on a normal morning. This was a normal morning. The harmonics held without significant drift. The two novice voices steadied themselves by the second hour, the cold working out of their registers as they warmed. Wren's foundation tone wavered once  -  a brief thinning, perhaps ten seconds  -  and Kael caught it and held his hand toward the neighboring bass voices, widening his fingers slightly, which meant *cover him, he's pulling back,* and they covered him, and Wren recovered without the weave unraveling.

The mountain held its sub-bass response  -  that slow deep vibration rising through the floor  -  at its usual register. Kael felt it in his sternum throughout. Not strong. Not alarming. Just present, the way a river is present beneath ice: you know it's there because the ice tells you.

When the ritual ended, there was no signal for that either. The foundation tone was the last to arrive and it was the last to leave, and the others knew to hold until it had fully resolved. Wren sustained his final note an extra four beats past what was necessary, the way he always did, and then it was gone, and the chamber was a room of stone lamps again, ordinary and cold and smelling of sulfur.

The monks filed out. Some of them spoke in low voices. Some of them were already pressing at the knots in their shoulders from three hours of standing. Seel stopped at the door to blow heat into his hands. Brother Delm  -  one of the senior mid-harmonic voices, a large, quiet man who had been at the monastery for twenty-two years  -  paused at the threshold and turned back to look at the chamber for a moment before following the others.

Kael stayed.

He stayed in the conductor's groove and listened to the silence after the ritual the way some people listen to a conversation after the other person has left the room: for what had been said in the spaces, what the pauses had meant, whether the right things had been understood. The floor still carried a faint resonance. It would for another quarter-hour. He could feel it diminishing through his boots, the mountain settling back, the vibration reducing by degrees. Not silence, not exactly. A slow return to silence.

He had been doing this for thirty years.

When the floor was still, he turned to leave.

He made it to the archway before it came  -  not with warning, not with a precursor, but immediate and necessary: a cough that bent him forward, one hand against the stone wall, three sharp convulsions that his body produced without consulting him. He pressed the back of his other hand to his mouth. Held it there. Waited for the spasm to pass.

It passed.

He looked at the hand. Even in the low light from the corridor, even with the skin of his hand darker than the substance on it, he could see the red.

He folded the hand closed. He took out the cloth he kept in his sleeve and cleaned it efficiently, then folded the cloth inward so nothing showed, and tucked it back into his sleeve. He straightened. He checked his breathing  -  it was clear now, easier than a moment ago, as if the body had needed to rid itself of something and was satisfied.

He walked to breakfast.
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The refectory was warm. Someone had gotten the fire lit early, which didn't always happen in winter, and the room held the heat in a way the rest of the monastery rarely managed  -  something about the ratio of stone to wooden furnishings, the lower ceiling. Kael took his customary seat at the end of the senior table and accepted the bowl of grain porridge that Brother Lenne placed in front of him without being asked. Lenne managed the kitchens and believed feeding people was a form of ritual in itself, which Kael thought was probably not wrong.

He ate slowly. Around him the refectory filled and conversation accumulated in the unselfconscious way it did every morning: overlapping, undirected, the ambient noise of forty-odd people who spent enough time together that silence between them was as ordinary as speech. He registered it without participating. His mind was still in the chamber, running the session back, cataloguing.

The novice voices had steadied well. Another month and they'd be reliable in all conditions.

Wren's wavering in the second hour had been brief, but it was the third such incident this season. Not alarming. Worth monitoring.

The burning in his lungs had begun at minute nineteen. Last month it had been minute twenty-four.

He set this fact aside in the same mental cabinet where he kept the other facts  -  the cloth in his sleeve, the seismograph readings he'd reviewed last week, the slow creep of certain measurements that he checked and re-checked hoping to find he'd made an arithmetic error and not finding one. The cabinet was getting full. He acknowledged this and closed it.

Aldric sat down across from him with his own bowl, nodding a greeting.

"Good session," Aldric said.

"Good enough," Kael said.

This was their standard exchange. It had the quality of a passphrase.

"Novices held the descant through the third hour."

"They'll need more work on the cold-morning registers. They were sharp early."

"I noticed." Aldric ate for a moment. "Wren?"

"He recovered."

Aldric nodded. He did not ask the follow-up question, which would have been *should we reduce his schedule,* which would then require Kael to account for where those hours would be distributed among a choir that was already stretched, which would require an honest accounting of available capacity, which neither of them was prepared to have over breakfast. This was another form of the understanding they had developed: knowing which conversations to defer, and deferring them with complete mutual awareness.

"The Abbot wants the seasonal seismograph report by week's end," Aldric said.

"I'll have it to you by Thursday."

Aldric nodded and returned to his porridge.

Outside the refectory windows  -  narrow, east-facing, set deep into the stone  -  the sky was beginning to lighten. The city below would be waking. Kael didn't look at it often; you could lose time looking at Caldervast from up here, the way the streets caught the early light, the way the market district was always the first quarter to show movement, the small distant animation of people going about things that had nothing to do with the mountain above them. It was a particular kind of vertigo, watching that. He had learned to avoid it.

He finished his porridge. He returned his bowl to the rack by the kitchen door and walked to the seismograph chamber.

He did not intend to go there. His feet simply went.

The seismograph chamber was one floor below the choir room, accessed by a staircase cut directly into the basalt, steep enough that the handrail was necessary in poor light. The room itself was small and cold  -  colder than the refectory, colder even than the choir chamber, because it had no lamps except the one Kael lit from the corridor torch. Three instruments occupied the center table: the wax-cylinder recorder, which turned slowly on a spring mechanism and transcribed tremor activity as a continuous line across a rotating drum; the weighted pendulum suspended over a tray of fine sand, which recorded lateral motion as a pattern of drag lines; and the mercury column, a sealed glass tube a meter long, the mercury rising or falling with pressure changes the way a cook tests oil temperature with their palm.

Kael checked the mercury column first. He always did.

It stood at thirty-seven millimeters above its baseline mark. The baseline had been established by the founder-monks and re-confirmed twice in the monastery's history during periods of high confidence in the caldera's stability. Thirty-seven millimeters was not alarming. It was higher than last month  -  last month it had been thirty-four  -  but a three-millimeter change over four weeks was within what could reasonably be called seasonal fluctuation.

He told himself this. He believed it approximately eighty percent.

The wax-cylinder line showed its usual topography: mostly flat, with the regular shallow undulations that indicated the baseline seismic activity that had always been present  -  the mountain was not still, had never been still, the ritual did not make it still, the ritual only made its unrest manageable. There were three slightly deeper traces in the past week's record. He measured them with the calibration rule. All three within acceptable parameters.

He made his log entry. He wrote: *Column reading 37mm. Cylinder trace nominal. Three minor sub-threshold events recorded, within seasonal range. Continued monitoring recommended.* He read it back. He found it accurate. He found it also insufficient, in a way he didn't immediately put words to, and then did: it was the language of something being fine, when what he actually believed was something closer to *not yet wrong.*

He capped the pen. He set it down. He sat in the small wooden chair next to the table and looked at the three instruments for a while, the way a person looks at something they are trying to understand by looking alone, without the assistance of additional information.

The mercury column stood at thirty-seven.

He had been conducting the Ash Song for thirty years. He had been watching this column for twenty of them. He had seen it at sixty-two once  -  a bad year, a hard winter  -  and he had seen it come back down to twenty-nine the following spring. Movement was not crisis. Movement was geology. The mountain moved because mountains moved, and the choir sang because the choir sang, and the question that Kael did not ask aloud, had never asked aloud, was whether those two facts were in the relationship that everyone assumed they were in, or whether the thirty-seven on the column reflected something that the forty-seven voices above it were no longer fully addressing.

He did not write this in the log.

He turned off the lamp. He climbed back up the stairs to the corridor, which was full now with the mid-morning sounds of a monastery at work, and went to prepare for the afternoon session.

# Chapter 2  -  New Voice

The city had not looked small from the road. That was the first thing Mira Vale noticed on the morning of her arrival, the third day of climbing: that the place she'd spent her whole life was not, from this angle, the permanent and comprehensive thing it had felt like from inside it. Caldervast spread along the slope below her, the harbor district visible at the bottom, the market quarter, the tile-roofed neighborhoods she'd grown up navigating, all of it arranged like something laid out for inspection  -  orderly, comprehensible, finite. She could see where it ended. She had never thought about where it ended before.

She turned away from it and kept climbing.

The monastery appeared first as a sound. She was still below the tree line, picking her way along the switchback trail that the monastery's own supply runners had worn smooth over three centuries, when she heard something she couldn't name through the rock itself  -  not in the air, not in the trees, but a vibration moving up through the stone into the soles of her boots, up through her ankles, settling somewhere in her chest cavity as a pressure that was not quite feeling and not quite sound. She stopped walking. She pressed one hand against the basalt outcropping to her left.

The stone was alive in the way stone almost never was. Not warm  -  cold, actually, the way volcanic rock is always cold despite everything below it  -  but transmitting, as if something deep in the mountain were speaking and the mountain were passing it along without editorializing.

She held her hand there for a count of ten. Then she took it away and continued up.

The gate was smaller than she'd imagined. After the stories  -  three hundred years of stability, the mountain held at bay, the sacred singers  -  she had expected something proportional to the history, something monumental and vaulted. What she found was a door of iron-banded oak set into a basalt arch barely wide enough for two people abreast, with no inscription and no ornament and a handle worn bright from use. She knocked.

The monk who opened it was middle-aged and efficient-looking, with ink on his right hand and the expression of someone who has been interrupted in the middle of something sensible.

"Sister Vale," he said, not making it a question. "I'm Brother Aldric. Come in."

He did not help her with her pack. She hadn't expected him to. She followed him through the arch and into the monastery's inner yard, and stopped again, because the yard was nothing like she'd imagined either. It was a working space: a stone well at the center, a woodpile along one wall, a line of drying robes, a monk on his knees in the far corner apparently repairing a section of drainage channel. The buildings surrounding it were low and unadorned, carved directly from the cliff face or built against it with matching stone, so that the constructed and the natural ran together without obvious seam. There was no altar. There was no consecrated ground. There was just the yard, and the smell of sulfur and woodsmoke, and the vibration that she could still feel in her feet from whatever was happening in the rock below.

"You'll be given your room assignment, a work schedule, and the novice code of conduct," Aldric said, moving toward one of the low buildings without waiting for her to respond. "Initial voice assessment is tomorrow morning. You've already passed the city-level evaluation, so we're not starting from nothing, but our assessment is different. Don't prepare for it. Just sleep."

"What does the assessment involve?" she asked.

"Breathing," he said. "Mostly. Your pitch assessment in the city told us your range. What we need to know is what you do with air."

He showed her to a room. It was small  -  she'd expected that. The walls were undressed stone, the floor had a rug of some rough fiber, the bed was a wooden frame with a straw mattress and two wool blankets, and there was a single niche cut into the wall beside it that held a candle on a clay dish. Nothing more. No shelf, no window facing the interior yard. The one window the room had was narrow and faced out over the mountain's slope to the east.

She set her pack against the wall and went to the window.

The valley dropped away from this side  -  not the city, but the other face, the unpopulated slope that ran down to farmland and then forest and then more mountain in the middle distance. The sky was grey and low. There was a faint smell coming through the window that she didn't identify until a few seconds of focused thought: sulfur, yes, and something underneath it, something minerally dense, like water that has run a long time through rock. The smell of the deep interior of the mountain, finding its way up through a thousand hairline cracks to the surface.

She closed the window. She unpacked her bag. She made a list of what she'd need from Aldric regarding the library access, the novice schedule, the physical layout of the place, and when she'd be permitted into the choir chamber. She organized the list by priority.

Then she sat on the bed and admitted that she was nervous, which she'd known since the first morning of the climb but had been setting aside.

—-
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The other novices she met that evening at the meal were named Petra and Soll.

Petra had been at the monastery for three months and had the settled quality of someone who had decided completely. She was not serene exactly  -  she was alert, attentive, quick to smile  -  but there was nothing tentative about her presence. She had come from a valley town two days east of Caldervast, she said, because she had wanted to do something that mattered. Her voice, when she spoke, had a careful evenness to it, a musician's habituation to the space her own sounds occupied.

Soll was from the high passes north of the caldera range. He was nineteen and had been sent by his village's elders, a practice that Mira gathered was not entirely uncommon, though the monastery did not officially recruit. He was thin and watchful and laughed too readily in the way of people who are frequently afraid. He had not yet had his full voice assessment. He was worried about it.

"They listen to how you breathe," Petra told him, which was what Aldric had told Mira. "It's not about whether your voice is beautiful. It's about whether you can sustain."

"What if I can't?"

"Then you can't, and they'll find something else for you to do here." Petra said it without cruelty. "Not everyone who comes can contribute to the ritual. There are other ways to serve the monastery."

"Like what?" Mira asked.

Petra looked at her. "The kitchen. The archives. Supply management. The monastery needs all of that."

"But not for the ritual."

"For everything that lets the ritual continue," Petra said, with just enough patience in her voice that Mira heard the mild correction. "The ritual doesn't happen in a vacuum."

Mira ate her soup. She thought about supply chains and kitchen logistics and the architectural maintenance of a stone building carved into an active volcano, and how all of these things were in service of something none of them had been inside yet. She'd heard it through the walls that afternoon  -  had been in the corridor outside the choir chamber, on her way to find the library, when the session had been in full performance and the sound had come through the stone, not the way music comes through walls, where you hear the outline of it, the melody or the rhythm, but something more fundamental: a pressure, a presence, a sense that the air in the corridor was participating in something the corridor's walls were struggling to contain.

She'd stood in the corridor for several minutes. She'd looked at the stone around the door frame.

The stone carried it without effort. Three hundred years of this.

She hadn't told Petra or Soll about that. She wasn't sure why.

—-
[image: ]


She met Abbot Corvin the next morning, in his study, before the voice assessment.

The study was the most human room she'd seen in the monastery so far  -  bookshelves along every wall, maps pinned to boards, an actual fire in a small hearth, a desk that was covered in papers in a way that suggested regular active use rather than ceremony. The Abbot himself was in his sixties, she guessed, with the careful carriage of someone who has spent a long time managing his own authority: not rigid, but considered, the way a person moves when they know other people are watching and have decided how to feel about it. His hair was grey and cut short. His hands, when he folded them on the desk, were ink-stained.

"Sister Vale," he said. "Welcome to Ash Monastery. Please sit."

She sat.

"I read your evaluation summary from the city," he said. "Good range, above average breath control for someone untrained in ritual method. You've sung in a choir before  -  the city temple, I think."

"City temple, and informally. My family has music." She paused. "Had. My father played."

He nodded, and did not ask, which she appreciated.

"Why did you come here?" he asked. Not as a challenge  -  as a genuine question, the kind a person asks when they actually want to know.

She had prepared an answer for this. She said: "I want to do something that's necessary. Not useful in a general way. *Necessary.* The ritual is necessary."

He considered her for a moment. "Most people who come here say they want to serve. Or they say they feel called. You're the first novice in some years who's used the word necessary."

"Is that a problem?"

"No," he said. "It's a perspective. The ritual requires full commitment, not partial. What that means in practice is that the work comes first  -  the daily sessions, the physical demands, the schedule  -  before any individual's relationship to why they're here. Motivation is personal. Performance is communal. If you can separate those two things as a discipline, you'll do well."

"And if I can't?"

He looked at her steadily. "Then you'll have to learn, or you'll have difficulty here."

There was no threat in it. It was more like a rule of physics.

"I have questions," she said. "About the ritual structure. The harmonic architecture. I've been reading what's available in the public record and I have - "

"You'll have access to the relevant materials once you've completed your initial training," he said. "Questions about ritual structure are encouraged after you've learned the practice. Before that, they're a form of theory without ground to stand on. You won't understand what you're asking yet."

She registered this. She didn't argue with it. She said: "Understood."

He seemed faintly surprised that she hadn't pushed. She filed that away too.

—-
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The voice assessment was administered by Aldric in the training room: a smaller chamber than the main choir room, a single shaft in the ceiling open to the mountain's sub-bass resonance, two lamps, a chair for him and open floor for her. The resonance through the floor in this room was more immediate than in the corridor  -  it had a directional quality, like standing in the current of a river, something pushing against the bottoms of her feet from below.

"Stand with your feet shoulder-width apart," Aldric said. "Hands at your sides. I'm going to give you a note and you're going to hold it. Don't modulate. Don't add anything. Just sustain."

He gave her a middle tone, nothing near her range extremes, a comfortable note for any trained singer. She held it.

He watched. His eyes moved from her mouth to her chest to her hands, in a rotation she couldn't quite follow, as if he were reading something in multiple places simultaneously.

"Hold," he said, when she showed signs of preparing to end it.

She held. Thirty seconds. Forty. The note was not effortful, at this level, but it required attention to remain clean  -  she could feel the room's resonance trying to suggest variations, the sub-bass from below attempting to pull her tone into relationship with it.

"Stop," he said.

She stopped.

"You bent toward the floor resonance," he said. "At about thirty seconds. Not much  -  but you did."

"I felt it pulling."

"Yes," he said. "It always does. The ritual doesn't resist that pull  -  it works with it, uses it. But you have to know you're doing it, or you'll be led somewhere the weave doesn't need you." He made a note. "Again. Same note. This time, I want you to feel the floor resonance and choose to go with it intentionally, rather than drifting. Don't fight it. Don't follow it passively. Engage with it."

She wasn't entirely sure what this meant. She tried anyway.

She found the note. She found the resonance beneath it. She made a decision about the relationship between them, which mostly meant she acknowledged the resonance was there and gave it something to respond to rather than treating it as interference.

Something happened. Not large  -  a slight deepening in the floor vibration, a subtle change in the pressure she felt in her sternum. As if the room had noticed her.

She held the note for another minute before Aldric said stop.

"Better," he said. He wrote something. "You have a natural tendency toward resonance engagement, which is good. It also means you'll have to learn discipline with it  -  the ritual isn't improvisation, and engagement without structure is noise." He closed his notebook. "You'll begin standard training with the other novices tomorrow. Morning session only for the first month. You're not contributing to the main ritual until your breath technique is established."

"When will that be?"

"When I decide it is." He said it without unkindness. "Go eat lunch."

—-
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Her room faced east, and in the evenings, when the light lasted long enough, she could see the mountain's upper slope from her window  -  the bare volcanic rock above the tree line, the fumaroles that vented pale wisps at irregular intervals, the absolute and permanent presence of the caldera's rim against the sky. It did not look dangerous, from here. It looked old. It looked like something that had been making its own decisions for long before any of the humans at its base or on its slopes had existed, and would continue making them long after.

She put her hand flat against the window glass. She could feel the faint vibration still, even here, even now that the evening session had ended. The stone held it longer than the air. She stood at the window and felt it diminish, degree by degree, until the glass was just glass, cold and still.

She thought: *why can't the notation be made precise enough to teach faster?* She thought: *why can't the techniques be codified so that recruitment produces singers at a higher rate?* She thought: *47 voices  -  she'd counted in the refectory  -  for a ritual designed to do what?*

She didn't know enough yet to ask the question correctly. She recognized this limitation. It frustrated her, which was useful: she would learn faster frustrated than comfortable.

She lit her candle. She opened the notebook she'd brought and wrote the date and her first day's observations.

The first line was: *The stone carries it.*

The second line was: *Why only 47?*

She blew out the candle at ten. She lay in the dark and listened, and somewhere below her, through all that stone, she could feel that the mountain was not doing anything alarming. It was simply there.

She found, somewhat to her surprise, that she was not afraid of it.

She was curious.

# Chapter 3  -  The Count

The ledger for December was the same as the ledger for November, which had been the same as October, which had been the same as every month Corvin had served as Abbot: forty-seven names in the active column, three in the medical rest column, two novices listed as *voice training, pre-contribution.* He wrote the total at the bottom of the column in his careful small script and set the pen down.

Forty-seven.

He had been the forty-eighth, once. That had been twenty-three years ago, before the administrative role consumed his singing hours, before he had accepted that a monastery required management as urgently as it required ritual, before he had stopped being a chorister and become the man who kept the choristers running. He missed it sometimes  -  not the performance, but the occupation of it, the way the Ash Song filled you so completely that there was no room left in the body for the other things. No room for the ledger numbers. No room for the letters from the city. No room for the quiet arithmetic he did every first day of the month when he opened this particular book.

He turned back through the pages.

The ledger was five years old; the previous volumes were shelved in the archive, going back eighty years, each one in a different hand. He had read all of them. He had read them the way a physician reads a long case history, looking for the moment when the trend became a trend rather than a fluctuation. He knew what he'd found. He had known it for years. He found it again now, in the numbers descending down the pages: sixty-three when he'd taken his vows, fifty-eight five years later, fifty-two, forty-nine, forty-seven. The long decline, decade by decade, with the occasional small recovery  -  a year when two or three new singers arrived  -  that always reversed.

The monastery did recruit. He wanted this understood, though there was no one present for him to understand it to. The monastery sent letters to city temples and regional music institutions and mountain communities where choral tradition was maintained. The monastery had representatives who attended festivals and listened for voices worth approaching. The monastery had, over the course of his tenure, attempted twice to establish formal partnerships with music academies in the capital, and both times the partnerships had produced exactly two committed novices between them before dissolving.

People did not come. This was the plain fact beneath all the institutional effort, and it was a fact he had spent twenty-three years not saying plainly: people did not come because the life was hard and the reward was not material and the work was permanent and the cost was physical and the city below, which the choir served and which would not exist as it was without the choir's service, had no memory of needing anyone.

Caldervast was a prosperous city. The volcano had been stable for three hundred years. Three hundred years was longer than any family's living memory, longer than the oldest stories anyone told their children. The mountain was a landscape feature. It was background. The monastery on its slope was a respected institution that received modest civic funding and performed an important traditional function, and you could see it from the harbor district on clear days, and occasionally a monk came down for supplies, and if you asked most citizens of Caldervast what would happen if the monastery stopped singing, they would say something vague about tradition and then return to their breakfast.

The choir had been at sixty-three voices when he'd taken his vows. It had been at forty-seven for four years. It would not increase on its own. He had run out of new approaches to try.

He closed the ledger. He opened the window of his study to the cold morning air  -  the window faced north, toward the unbroken mountain slope, and the smell was the usual one, sulfur and stone and the particular sharpness of altitude  -  and he breathed it for a moment before closing it again.

There was a knock.

"Come," he said.

Brother Kael entered, which was not unexpected; Kael reported to him every Monday morning, a routine they had maintained for fifteen years. What Kael came in for varied  -  ritual performance reports, personnel concerns, the occasional request for a supply adjustment  -  but the Monday morning meeting was steady. It was one of the things that didn't change.

Kael looked tired. He looked, Corvin noted, more tired than usual, with a tightness around his eyes that was either poor sleep or something he was managing in his body. Corvin had noticed this quality in Kael's face for several months and had been cataloguing it in the same mental space where he kept other observations he wasn't ready to act on.

"How did the session go this week?" Corvin asked.

"Steady," Kael said. He sat in the chair across the desk  -  Corvin kept one there always, having learned early in his tenure that meetings went better when people were not required to stand for them. "Novice voices are developing. Wren's lower register is giving him some difficulty in the cold mornings, but he recovers."

"Should his schedule be adjusted?"

"Not yet. I'll let you know." Kael said this with the mild finality that meant the question was answered and further inquiry would not be productive.

Corvin let it rest. "And the overall blend?"

"The mid-harmonic section has been stronger since Delm settled into his adjusted position. We shifted him two marks to the left of center about a month ago  -  better resonance pickup from the east wall  -  and it's held." Kael folded his hands in his lap. "The foundation layer is thin. We both know it's thin. It's not getting thinner this week."

"But it's thin."

"It's thin," Kael agreed.

There was a quality to conversations with Kael that Corvin had come to appreciate and occasionally find exasperating: a precision of language that permitted only what was actually known, and closed off extrapolation with a kind of professional gentleness. Kael would not say *it's getting worse* until he could demonstrate that it was getting worse. He would not say *I'm worried* in the way that would require Corvin to act on the worry. He reported what he knew, deferred what he couldn't verify, and left the spaces between the two very slightly open for the listener to fill.

Corvin filled them. He just didn't say so.

"The winter air is hard on everyone," Kael said. He looked out the window briefly. "On my lungs especially. The dryness."

"Are you taking the treatment Sister Hanna recommended?"

"The steam inhalations, yes. They help."

They looked at each other for a moment. Corvin thought about asking a more direct question and decided against it. Not because he wanted to be avoided  -  but because he was not sure what he would do with an honest answer, and he had learned, in twenty-three years, that questions should only be asked when you are prepared to act on the responses.

"I'll have the weekly log to Aldric by Thursday," Kael said.

"Good." Corvin reached for the letter on his desk, the one from Renn's office that had arrived yesterday. He held it for a moment before opening it. "I received a communication from the Mayor's office. Minor tremors were felt in the city over the past two weeks. The city is asking for an assessment."

Kael said nothing. He was watching the letter.

"Three events," Corvin said. "Magnitude small enough not to appear in our main logs, but detectable at street level. Broken crockery. One report of items falling from shelves."

"I saw them in the cylinder trace," Kael said. "Sub-threshold. The column reading is slightly elevated."

"How elevated?"

"Within seasonal range."

"But elevated."

Kael met his eyes. "The column is at thirty-seven. The seasonal peak last year was thirty-six. The year before, thirty-eight." He paused. "It's within range."

Corvin heard what was not quite said: *it is within range, and I am watching it, and I am not yet ready to tell you it is not within range.* He accepted this the way he accepted most of what Kael chose not to say.

He drafted his reply to the Mayor's office at his desk after Kael left, writing carefully, the way he always wrote to Renn  -  with enough precision to be credible, enough reassurance to be useful, and enough space in the phrasing to be accurate without being alarming. *Seismic variation within historical norms. The ritual is in full performance. The city may proceed with confidence.*

He read it back. He changed *confidence* to *ordinary caution,* then changed it back to *confidence.* He signed it.

He was placing the seal when the seismograph record came to his mind: thirty-seven millimeters. Last year's seasonal peak: thirty-six. This was not a large difference. He understood this. He also understood that his understanding of "not a large difference" was based on a scale of comparison that he had constructed over twenty-three years of reading these numbers while they went, almost imperceptibly, in one direction.

He sealed the letter. He set it in the outgoing tray.

Then he opened the archive cabinet behind his desk and pulled out the oldest ledger on the lower shelf  -  the one from eighty years back, the one in four different hands  -  and turned to a page in the middle, where an Abbot named Corwen (no relation; the name was common in the region) had written in a hand that was beginning to show age: *Choir at 89 voices. Column reading 29mm. Ritual performance adequate. Pray God the numbers hold.*

Ninety-one years ago. Eighty-nine voices. Twenty-nine millimeters.

Now forty-seven voices. Thirty-seven millimeters.

He replaced the ledger. He stood with his hand on the cabinet door for a moment.

There was a word for what he was looking at, when he compared those numbers. He knew the word. He had known it for some years. He had decided, as a matter of institutional responsibility, that the word was not applicable yet, because applicable meant a response was required, and a response was an acknowledgment, and an acknowledgment was the beginning of something he was not sure the monastery could survive. The monastery's authority  -  its right to occupy this cliff, to receive its civic funding, to command the respect that kept the small trickle of novices arriving  -  rested on its performance. On its sufficiency. An institution that admitted insufficiency was an institution that invited its own replacement.

And there was nothing to replace it with.

He closed the cabinet. He sat back at his desk and opened the current month's liturgical schedule and began reviewing the session assignments, which was what he was supposed to be doing at this hour, and which occupied his hands if not his mind.

—-
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The letter from Mayor Renn arrived by messenger two days later, as he was leaving the afternoon session review. The messenger was a young woman in city livery who had clearly not expected the walk up the mountain path to be as long as it was; she handed Corvin the letter with the relieved expression of someone delivering the last item required before they are permitted to return to sea level.

The letter was personal rather than official, written in Renn's hand rather than a secretary's. This was unusual. Renn was a formal man in his official capacity; a personal letter meant he was stepping outside it deliberately.

*Abbot Corvin,* it read. *The three tremors felt in the city last week have created concern among the population that I am in a limited position to address, given that I have only your official assessment and my own observation to work with. I do not question your assessment, but I find myself in need of more than assessment  -  I am in need of your judgment, which is a different thing. I write to request a private meeting at your convenience, at the monastery if you prefer, to discuss the current state of things plainly. I believe we both serve Caldervast, and I believe we serve it better with shared understanding than with carefully worded letters. Yours in civic duty, Elias Renn.*

Corvin read it twice. He appreciated the phrasing: *your judgment, which is a different thing.* Renn was a precise man too, in his way. The letter was not an accusation. It was an invitation to stop having the wrong conversation.

He wrote back: *Mayor Renn. I will receive you at your convenience. The path from the east gate is passable by horse to the third switchback. Please name your day.*

He was not certain what he would say to Renn when the man arrived. He was not certain, for the first time in some years, what the truth of the situation was in terms precise enough to share. He knew the truth of the numbers. He was less certain of what those numbers meant, because numbers had to be interpreted, and interpretation was the part that required something other than data.

He wrote the reply. He gave it to the messenger, who took it with visible relief and started immediately back down the slope.

He stood in the monastery yard and watched her go, small against the grey stone of the path, growing smaller as she descended, until the switchback took her out of sight and there was just the empty track and the mountain below and the city at the bottom of everything, going about its business in the comfortable assumption that nothing had changed.

He could hear the choir through the walls. The afternoon session. Forty-seven voices, doing their work.

He turned and went inside.

# Chapter 4  -  The City Below

Renn walked the market district on Tuesday mornings. He had done this for eleven years, since his first week as Mayor, when his predecessor Alwine had told him that the only way to know what a city actually was, as opposed to what it reported itself to be through official channels, was to walk it when it didn't know you were watching. He'd taken this advice seriously and had never entirely stopped walking, even after the city knew very well who he was  -  because the city, it turned out
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