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Dawn opens on iron — and the taste of a prayer Aurel no longer dares to speak.

No banners. No trumpets. A low bench straddles the rib of the bridge where the world split—Realm of Shadow to the west, Realm of Light to the east.
He built this bridge to prove men could walk where gods once broke apart, but the air still hums with the memory of disobedience.
Above the seam hangs a crown that refuses heads: chain beneath, a narrow ring of heat around, a taut wire of light through. It hums like a tool, not a halo.

No crowns. Consent. Cost. Three hands hold.

People arrive with work, not prayers.
It was Aurel’s decree: no more temples before kitchens, no more faith before bread.
Aldric slaps bowls into palms. Herra tests the ribs with a shield rim and sets squads facing opposite ways so crowds can’t turn worship into a stampede.
Eiden nails ugly sheets to posts—RULE SERVES LOVE OR IT FAILS; NO ONE CROSSES ALONE—and hands out verbs like rations.
Aurel keeps his hands visible. He eats when ordered, breath steady to the count Saelis taught: In. Hold. Out. Hold.
He threads wire into joints so the bench won’t forget to be furniture.
He asks before he steadies wind. He names price before any ease.
He won’t glow for them. He won’t sit above them.
Each restraint costs him; the light wants to answer everything, but he has learned that mercy without consent is only another crown.
Saelis draws stars until chalk grinds into his knuckles. He burns clean lies back into questions.
He pretends logic will keep the divine quiet, but even equations pray when left alone long enough.
He teaches lungs to stop flattering themselves in the bright. He punishes miracles with math and prints uglier promises men can keep sober.
Taren breaks chairs. He pries the old seat from the armory crack and teaches chain to remember gravity.
His strength keeps Aurel from floating into myth; his silence keeps Saelis from burning out of reason.
He stands at the shadow lip and dares easy to ask for consent out loud.
He keeps Aurel from becoming a story by putting a hand on his collar at the right breath.
The Arcanum lingers in weather like a patient neighbor—steadying ladders if asked, warming old scars if permitted.
It learned law; it knocks now. On tired days, its courtesy tempts harder than crowns.
The cult polishes its cups. Golden Blood whispers We in the language of care: if he bled once for all, let us drink and be brave.
Their mercy smells of metal, their devotion tastes of debt.
Jars bloom in alleys; bowls kneel at corners.
Herra’s heel finds glass. Eiden’s headlines bite.
Kesh ties gold from the anvil star to the ribs and wrists that shake—a small anchor with a hard jaw.
Two realms keep each other honest. Shadow rests without smothering. Light sharpens without erasing.
The bridge works like a hinge, not a road. The bench eats kings. The crown answers to law.
Every hour asks a single, ugly choice: live to love, or live to rule.
Aurel walks the seam each night and starts to forget which side his heels know.
Shadow tastes of iron and river; light tastes of chalk and clean sweat.
He anchors to thread, to wire cut in his palm, to two mouths he trusts more than weather.
He kisses them where everyone can see and calls that law: bodies choose; gods don’t.
He still flinches at the word god. He knows what happens when light forgets to ask.
This is the story of holding that line—of a city that learned to breathe louder than prayer,
of three men who spend themselves like nails,
of a god that knocks because someone finally made it wait.
If they tire, the crown remembers how to fall—and the world will not ask whether it lands in shadow or light.
In. Hold. Out. Hold.
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Chapter 1: Aurelion Rising
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I open the gate with my own hand.
The hinges hum against my palm, warm with the last of the sun.
In the months of rebuilding, the city once called Lunareth was renamed Aurelion by decree.
Behind me, the work crews hold the rope lines steady, thirty men and women breathing in the count we taught the valley—In, hold, out, hold—until even fear wants to fall into rhythm. Ahead, the new square shows its bones: timber frames, chalk marks, the first three arches raised where markets will meet law. We decided the capital should show its work. No veils. No curtains. If Aurelion is going to live, it has to like the sound of hammers.
“On your word,” Herra says, low at my shoulder.
“On ours,” I answer.
I step into the square. The crowd breaks around the three of us without meaning to. Habit, not worship. Taren moves on my right like a blade laid flat, his attention cutting lanes through bodies that would crush us by accident. Saelis holds to my left, white sleeves rolled, ink under his nails from the charter we argued until dawn. Heat shivers off him when the wind bites. People read that shimmer and stand a touch straighter because their memories still think fire means order.

We stop at the anvil in the center. It’s a small thing, head polished, set on stone we dredged from the river bed—a promise that anything we hammer here will hold even when the river runs fat in spring. Three circles are carved into the base. Not crowns. Not sigils with old debts. Just the mark we made when we decided to be one city or none.

I raise my voice. “We name this ground Aurelion.”

The name lands. No cheer. Something better: shoulders drop, jaws unclench, a few people exhale like they’ve been bracing for a blow that didn’t come. Names bind. Names also let work begin.

Saelis lifts the iron nail. Taren sets the anvil with both hands so it knows the weight of him and will recognize us later without seals. I turn to the river.

“Salt,” I say. The quartermaster gives me a cloth twist. I snap it open, throw the salt in a wide arc, and watch it bloom on stone like frost. Old rite, simple as clean hands before supper. “We build with mercy,” I say to the water. “We leave you room to walk.”

The first hammer-stroke should be the easiest part. The nail should bite, sing, settle. Instead the air tenses. Shadows thicken along the edges of the square as if the day forgot which way to lean. The light over the river flares too bright and another light under it—wrong—pulses once, slow as a held breath.

Herra swears. Taren’s head snaps to the roofs. Saelis goes very still.

“Say it,” I tell him.

“Lux and Nythra aren’t done arguing,” he says. His voice stays calm, but heat tightens around each syllable, a clean warning. “Light pushes. Shadow refuses. They’re not meeting; they’re ramming.”

The crowd feels it. People flinch without knowing why. A baby starts to cry, then another. The old priests in soot-black mutter against their sleeves. The taste in my mouth goes metallic. My hands try to remember the way we bent the last eclipse. Wrong tool. Wrong fight. Today isn’t about shutting a wound; it’s about convincing new skin to take.

“Keep the line,” Taren calls to the sentries. “No steel drawn unless I draw.”

Herra repeats it, louder, cursing the men steady. I step onto the anvil block because eyes need a target. I offer them mine.

“Breathe,” I say to the square. “Count.”

My voice finds the beat and the beat finds the crowd. In. Hold. Out. Hold. The light flickers, annoyed. The shadow around the market posts grows a spine, then shrugs it off. The world refuses to pick a side.

Saelis moves close enough that his sleeve brushes my wrist. “We can anchor it,” he says. His mouth is too soft for what his eyes do. He’s bounced through too many councils to trust sweet words, so he gives me the shape of a plan. “Three points. One law. We hammer it together.”

“I won’t staple the sky to a prayer,” I say. “I won’t start a kingdom with a trick.”

“Then start it with a promise.”

He draws a small case from inside his coat. Polished ash, not court-lacquer; the kind of wood a scholar works with his own hands when he’s trying to think. He opens it and the square warms a fraction for no reason anyone can name.

Inside: a ring. Not a court circle, not a seal. Forged iron veined with gold thin as nerve. On its face sit three shallow hollows, notched together so a man with bad tools couldn’t separate them without breaking the whole.

“We learned the wrong lesson the first time,” Saelis says. “We made a bond that caged. This one marks. No compulsion. No hunger. It remembers the beat only to return it when we forget.”

He doesn’t kneel. He doesn’t make a speech. He holds the ring in his palm like something he’d die for and would rather not.

“For you,” he says, and meets Taren’s eyes over the curve of the iron. “From both of us. For all three of us.”

Taren doesn’t smile. He never does when the ground shakes. He nods once, then twice, like he just tested a bridge with his own weight and found honest stone. He steps up onto the block with me and takes my wrist, solid enough to bruise. Not possession. Anchor. It quiets the part of me that wants to solve the air with light until it breaks.

“Say the words,” he tells me.

I take the ring. It’s warm from Saelis’s hand and heavier than it looks, weight set perfect so it will not twist when I work with it on. “No jealousy,” I say, loud enough for the priests to hate me. “No betrayal. No lying to the heart.” The old rules. They still stand. But there’s a new one, and it needs teeth. “No ownership. Love that refuses to own. That is Aurelion law.”

The wrong light hisses. The shadow around the anvil crowds my boots like a tide that doesn’t believe in rivers. Somewhere up on the wall a man starts praying the way a child sings when he’s lost. I slip the ring onto my index finger.

It fits.

Everything in me wants to flare—white, clean, burn the disagreement out of the air and call that peace. I don’t. I breathe. I raise the hammer with my left hand and lay the nail’s head true with my right. Saelis’s hand closes over mine. Then Taren’s covers both, heat and iron boxing my bones. Three palms. One tool.

“On our word,” I say again.

We strike.

The nail sinks. The anvil answers. The sound isn’t pretty. Pretty belongs to ceremony. This sound is work: old metal admitting new shape. The light staggers but doesn’t leave. The shadow surges, then steadies, drunk, embarrassed, willing to be escorted to a chair.

I drive the second stroke. The ground takes the oath. The wrong light peels off the river like a film and hovers, not above us, but between the three of us, unsure which of us to convince first. I’ve seen that uncertainty before—in a man deciding who to kill to end an argument. I keep my voice even.

“Aurelion belongs to those who build,” I say. “If you didn’t lift, you don’t rule. If you burned a thing, you fix it. If you hurt a man, you show up when the bruise turns yellow.”

The wrong light smolders like a sulk. The crowd shifts, some of them thinking hard enough that their heads tilt without their permission. A little boy on a crate raises both fists in the air and shouts something about bread because children always find the point sooner than we do.

Then the shadow under my boots snaps like a rope.

The anvil jumps. The nail rings once, not music, warning. A seam opens in the air over the square—thin, clean, a knife slice between warm and cold. People stumble back. Herra’s spear line wavers and locks again. Taren shoves me sideways and takes the worst of the pressure on his chest like a man leaning into wind that wants to take him.

“Hold,” he grinds out. “Stay with us.”

I press my palm to the seam. It stings like ice burned my skin in a dream. The ring on my finger traps the hurt and hands me back the shape of it. Not a god. Not a curse. A balance error: two weights hung on the wrong hooks and forced to agree by force.

“I can reset it,” I say through my teeth.

“How long?” Saelis asks.

“Three heartbeats,” I say. “Maybe two.”

“Then hear them.”

He slides his hand over my sternum and splits his fingers—one splayed under the notch of my throat, one lower where the old brand faded after we broke it, one over the curve of my ribs where he learned the count of me by mouth the first time he decided to live. Taren’s palm clamps between my shoulder blades and finds the scar he made by mistake when he learned that protecting isn’t owning. Their weight argues every lie the seam tells my body.

I listen.

My heart hammers once, too fast. Saelis taps it down with a press. Taren’s palm gives it a wall to hit and bounce from instead of a cliff to fall over. The ring warms—no compulsion, just memory, an honest mirror. I find the count.

“One,” I say.

The seam shivers.

“Two.”

The light and the shadow meet each other’s eyes for the first time today, startled like two fighters who realize they share a wound.

“Three.”

I drive the last inch of the nail and the seam shuts with a breath, as if the day remembered it was supposed to be a day and would like to be done with this nonsense now. The wrong light gutters. The shadow lays down along the posts like a dog told to heel by someone it respects. Men sag without meaning to. A baby, the brave one, stops crying and hiccups at his own noise.

Herra closes her eyes, just once, and opens them to glare the spear line honest again. The priests look cheated. Aldric—who arrived halfway through the mess and had the sense not to interrupt—scratches a quick figure on his ledger and nods to himself like the world makes arithmetic again.

I step down from the anvil. My knees shake. Taren sees it and steps closer so the crowd won’t. Saelis wraps his knuckles on the anvil’s face like a man testing a door for thieves and smiles when it answers metal back.

“Now say it,” Saelis murmurs, low enough for only us.

I look up at the river and the roofs and the faces that will judge us for the next fifty years. “Aurelion stands,” I say.

The square breathes. Not a cheer. Not yet. Work waits. But the fear loosens its jaw from the city’s throat.

Aldric clears his voice. “Feast tonight,” he says, because he knows men need bread and women need to see who sits with whom when the wine runs out. “Dawn, we set the market beams.”

“Dusk,” I correct, thinking of the seam, the taste of wrong light. “Dawn we teach the breath again.”

Aldric nods. He knows a battlefield when he steps into one, even if it smells like fresh timber instead of iron.

We turn to leave the block. Saelis catches my wrist, not tight, just certain. He lifts my hand and kisses the ring once, as if sealing his own mouth to a promise. His lower lip trembles; he doesn’t let it become a story anyone else can read.

“Three hearts,” he says, quiet.

Taren looks at his mouth like memory and law in one breath. “One city,” he says.

I want to answer with something softer. I reach for it and stop because the air changes.

The sky above the river ripples—not cloud, not smoke—threads of pale and dark weaving like two hands learning to braid for the first time. The seam did not close. It learned. It thins and widens and tightens to a knot I don’t have a name for.

Wind hits the square. Banners snap. Dust rises in a ring and hangs, as if waiting for a cue.

The first thunderclap has no sound. It hits bone. Men flinch as if struck behind the knee. The second comes like a forge bell, clean and hard, the workday starting in the sky. The third isn’t thunder at all.

It’s a beat.

It shakes the air once. Twice. A third time, low and sure.

I close my eyes and hear us in it—Taren’s iron, Saelis’s flame, my light—braided, imperfect, alive.

Above Aurelion, an arcane storm coils and answers not the wind but the rhythm under our hands, and the sky echoes three heartbeats.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2: Feast of Unity
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By dusk the square smells like bread and ash and nerves.

Between the kitchen line and the stage, a man in gold cloth begins to hum a hymn no one taught him. Others follow. Their palms rise—not for bread but for blessing. The melody curls through the air like smoke that remembers fire. I feel it before I hear it—the rhythm isn’t ours. It’s too smooth, too certain. Sola Verra has found its first choir.

I shoulder through the kitchen line with a sleeve full of salt steam and a ledger under my arm because if peace is a performance, I’m stagehand and actor both. Aldric swats my hip with a spoon and tells me to get out of the way. I don’t. I grab a tray of flatbreads and shove them into the hands of the men from the river quarter, the ones with knotted wrists and new eyes for the three arches. Their shoulders unknot a notch when they taste oil and rosemary. Not much. Enough.

Herra meets me at the base of the anvil block. “Priests on the south side,” she reports. “Old sects, soot robes. No steel drawn. No songs.”

“I didn’t plan songs,” I say. “I planned breathing.”

She snorts. “People like songs more.”

“We’ll teach them to like both.”

Aurel has already climbed the anvil. He stands clean and tired in the same shirt he hammered with, sleeves rolled, hair pulled back to show the scar he refuses to hide.

Taren waits at the foot of the block, boots set, jaw hard. He does not look up at Aurel because he doesn’t have to. 

When the first cheer lifts, he steps closer, a wall against the invisible. His breath grazes Aurel’s shoulder.  

“They want to worship something,” he murmurs. “Make sure it’s not you.”  

Aurel’s reply is low, almost a confession: “Then stand closer.”  

He reads distance like ground.

I mount the other side. The ledger goes on the anvil face; it makes the metal look domestic. Good. Tonight wants a table more than a throne.

“Speak,” Aurel says to me under his breath.

I tilt the book so torch glare won’t blind me and find the first line I wrote at noon, in the shock after the seam. I don’t trust pretty. I trust plans.

“We carved room for the river,” I start, voice steady. 

Saelis speaks of bridges and harvests, but the crowd listens more to the light spilling off him than the words. Every sentence he builds turns to scripture before it lands. Aurel’s jaw tightens; this is how gods are made—by accident and applause.

“We’ll carve room for each other. We eat. We drink. We say our names.”

No cheer. People are learning us. But hands reach, and they reach less like fists. We pass cups. We pass plates. Aldric moves like a general in apron and flour, and the square moves with him. The breathing count hums under talk. In, hold. Out, hold.

By the fourth barrel, the first of the red-cloaks appear along the outer walk. New dye, new cut—no soot-black. Crimson that throws sparks in torchlight. Their collars sit stiff and high. Their eyes sit higher. They don’t push in. They stand and watch like judges at a competition they didn’t enter.

Herra’s mouth thins. “Sola Verra,” she mutters. “They’ve been busy.”

“I’ve read the broadsheets,” I say. They appeared last week on doorways and under plates: neat script, cheap paper, a sun sigil drawn with a circle you couldn’t quite close without your hand shaking. “Verra as in truth. Sola as in only. They love walls.”

A woman in crimson peels from the line and steps into the crowd like it isn’t there. The press opens around her without meaning to. Habit, not worship. She holds a small book on her palm the way a man holds a knife he reaches for by reflex. Her hair is shorn close, her smile unused.

“Welcome to Aurelion,” I say, stepping down to meet her before someone else does something stupid.

“You speak for the city,” she says.

“I speak for what we promised.” I nod to the anvil, to the nail, to the ring on Aurel’s hand that glints when he pulls a child onto the block so the boy can see the square. “Food. Breath. Work. Mercy when we fail. That list.”

Her eyes flick to the ring, trace the three notches pressed together. “You speak for the three.”

“I speak as one of them,” I say. That’s different. It matters.

She doesn’t blink. “We speak for One.”

She taps the cover of the book. The sigil flares briefly—heatless, but not dead. I smell old balm and new ink. The title reads clean: Verities for a Broken Dawn. I know a scholar’s hand when I see it. Somewhere a man cut language for a movement and ground it fine enough to swallow.

“What do you want tonight?” I ask.

“A place to stand,” she says. “A chance to say the first true sentence this city will hear. The rest of your sentences can follow after.”

“You planned an interruption,” I say.

“We planned an offering.” She lifts the book higher. “We call men to the clarity of Sola Verra. One light. One witness. No shadows.”

The seam left shadow skittish. The crowd flinches at her word. Taren looks up now, sharp. Aurel’s face goes still.

“We don’t forbid witness,” I say. “We forbid cages.”

“You built one,” she says, gaze on my hands. “Do three rings make a chain or a crown? Sola Verra offers neither. Only light.”

“Light that refuses to meet shadow is a lie,” I say. “You don’t heal by declaring night a rumor.”

“You’re a mage,” she says. “You like tension. It gives you something to fix.”

She steps back in a clean line. Not retreat. Invitation. She wants to pull me out into public ground and give me enough rope to hang my own argument. I follow because hiding never helps me.

Her companions open a new ring—tight, controlled, not a threat and still a threat. The space rejects casual movement. It demands attention. People stop ladling stew and turn their heads all at once like birds. The hum of breath stutters and resets under Herra’s bark. Aldric lifts a hand and the kitchen line goes quiet on a beat, knives stilled in the wood like small silver jaws.

“Say your sentence,” I tell the woman. “Then eat.”

She nods. She doesn’t climb the anvil. She stands where she is and reads from the book like the paper could push sound by itself.

“Sola Verra teaches: the world fractures because men serve three when they should serve one; because they call shadow friend and light enemy; because they choose flesh when they should choose flame. Sola Verra says: burn doubt; keep truth; strip the heart of its multiple.”

A few men murmur. The old soot-priests murmur back, hissed counterspells in the shape of hymns. The crowd tightens between them like a rope pulled two ways.

I hold up a palm. “Enough,” I say, not loud, firm. “We’re eating.”

She closes the book without looking bothered. “We build with words,” she says. “We’re ready to build with you. If you cut away your extras.”

She means us. She means the ring. She means the oath we made in breath and iron. I smile as if the math of it amuses me and not the fury under my ribs.

“Stay,” I tell her. “We’ll talk after the first bowl.”

She shakes her head, not refusal, a slow rhythm like she’s keeping time with another drum. “We’ll stand. We bring our own bread.” She gestures and her people lift cloths from baskets. Loaves appear, wrapped and perfect, stamped with a sun that doesn’t close. They offer slices to the nearest men. Some take. Some step back.

I want to argue theology until dawn and change nothing. Aurel catches my eye and jerks his chin once toward the anvil. Right. Goal. Peace. Act it.

I climb. My knee complains. Taren looks at it like he’d carry me if I let him. I don’t. I take air.

“Names,” I say to the square. “Start left.”

They begin. It’s simple, it’s stupid, it works. A woman with a scar that eats her eyebrow says “Lessa, wheelwright,” and people nearby nod because now she has a job you can pronounce. A boy, still greasy from the forge, says “Doma,” and Aurel repeats it so the boy hears himself on higher ground. A man says “Father,” and then, brave, “Mati,” and the crowd steadies because the second word costs more than the first and someone paid it.

Under the names, under the food, the red collars hold. They don’t shout. They count. I can feel them counting. One. One. One.

Aurel reaches into the press and lifts a girl by both hands onto the block. She stamps her boot as if the anvil insulted her height. Aurel grins and gives the story a shape the square can relax around.

“Dance,” he says to the drummers.

We didn’t plan dance. But the seam made the city jump. We should let it land.

The men from the river stomp a four-beat. The mountain women answer with a sidestep that mocks no one and includes anyone who can keep time. Taren’s mouth crooks at one corner against his will. He turns to go check a spear line and Aurel hooks a finger in his belt and drags him back like a man reclaiming a weapon he refuses to leave on a table.

“Here,” Aurel says, already moving, arm up, palm open. “Once.”

“I don’t dance,” Taren says.

“You fight with your feet all day,” Aurel says. “Call it a drill.”

He pulls him into the circle. Taren resists for a heartbeat, then yields in a way that isn’t surrender. It’s confidence. He lets Aurel set the first step and takes the second like he meant it. The square watches because they can’t not. Herra swears into her fist and pretends not to smile. The soot-priests hate it. The red-collars don’t blink.

Aurel turns under Taren’s arm and their bodies slot without thought. It isn’t soft. It is sure. Hands connect. Hips find count. The ring flashes once when Aurel snaps his wrist to keep time. Taren doesn’t look at it. He looks at Aurel’s mouth like a man who knows the cost of that mercy and pays in exact coin.

I step in because the circle asked for three and I’m tired of pretending to be the terrace they stand on. I take Aurel’s other hand. Taren’s palm finds my shoulder with practiced intent. We move. The river men speed up to see if we fall. We don’t. We pivot, we anchor, we cross. Heat builds under my tongue and in my wrists where they grip me. For a clean minute there is only count and a square full of breath and a promise hammered into metal, beating back fear like rain at the lip of a roof.

The red-collars shift. Their line breaks into a wedge and moves in. Not charge. Approach. Herra’s spear line angles to meet. I cut out of the dance and meet them before someone bleeds.

“Eat,” I tell the front man. He’s older than the woman with the book, hair showing iron under the crimson. “You look like you forgot.”

“We fast,” he says. “For clarity.”

“Clarity suffers when your stomach argues,” I say, and shove a heel of bread into his hand. He takes it because I’m close enough to make refusal look petty.

He tears it, still looking me in the eye. He tastes. Surprise stutters his mouth. He swallows a thought he didn’t plan to have. “Good,” he says, and sounds almost human.

“Talk later,” I say. “Tonight we eat.”

He nods. The wedge dissolves a degree. The tension drops a notch under the drumming’s stubborn will. The crowd starts to try a new step, and laughter trips over the first bad ankles and then lands on enough feet to be real.

I breathe. The ledger under my arm weighs like a tether. I shove it at Aldric. “Store this,” I say.

“You’re about to misbehave,” he says.

“I’m about to prevent someone else from doing it first.”

I work the edge of the square, pockets of heat gathering where arguments could boil. I separate a butcher and a mason with a palm and a joke about elbows. I give the soot-priests a barrel to bless so they’ll bless instead of bite. I tell children to run messages and make them heroes of errands.

Under it all, the red-collars keep their count and I feel the seams of the night the way a smith feels a weak line under his hammer—ready to split if we hit wrong.

Aurel and Taren finish the line with a clean turn and a bow that isn’t royal and reads royal anyway. The square claps because their hands needed to do something. Aurel looks for me. I shake my head once—work first. He nods.

The woman with the book returns. She doesn’t push. She glides. Her eyes hold neither hate nor love. Only aim.

“You made a spectacle,” she says.

“We made a meal,” I say.

“And a vow. In public.” Her gaze skims the square like she’s taking inventory. “Make one more.”

“I don’t take orders under another man’s god,” I say.

“Sola Verra isn’t a man.” She turns her book so I can see a line I missed earlier, thin script along the border: We light what refuses to burn.

“What do you teach?” I ask. “I’ve heard the slogans. Give me the practice.”

“Strip the heart,” she says. “Choose purpose over appetite. Serve One. Refuse the multiple—of gods, of loves, of loyalties.”

“So you came to fracture a city that just learned its own name,” I say.

“We came to save it,” she says.

A bell note slides across the square. Not our bell. Not a forge. A tone struck inside bone. Conversations fade. Heads turn. Even the drums slow without orders. We all feel it. The seam that shut at noon did not vanish; it learned to breathe. The sky over the river twists—not a tear, not a knot—more like a throat clearing. People lift faces and forget to swallow.

The woman with the book smiles for the first time. “You feel it,” she murmurs. “Verra answers hunger.”

“We’re not hungry for another god,” I say.

She doesn’t bother with me. She lifts her chin and calls over my shoulder in a voice that flies like an arrow: “Prince. Warrior. Mage.”

Aurel steps down off the block, Taren at his shoulder in one step because habits save lives. I move to flank them. The red-collars shift. Herra’s line tightens. Aldric kills the fire under a cauldron so it won’t boil over if the night breaks.

The woman opens her hand. A man steps from behind her, hood up though the air doesn’t ask for it, robe cut not like any sect I know—less cloth, more movement. He doesn’t wear the crimson. He wears a many-layered gray, edges bound in thin thread that catches torchlight and returns nothing. He smells like rain that never fell.

His hands are bare. Scars cross his knuckles in careful lines no accident made. He looks at the three of us like he has already watched us for a year and found the thing he wants to touch and the thing he wants to cut.

He bows a precise notch, not enough to be a subject, enough to be read as a courtesy.

“I bring a pronouncement,” he says. His voice isn’t loud. It lands anyway. “I bring witness.”

I step forward. “Name,” I say.

He pushes back the hood. His hair is colorless. His face is the kind that disappears in a crowd until the moment you need to describe it and realize you can’t. His eyes are the only honest thing: bright, tired, relentless.

“I’m nobody you know,” he says. “I’m a priest because I learned the ritual and a mage because I survived it.”

Taren’s fingers flex at his side. Aurel’s jaw works once, short, as if a tooth aches he doesn’t have.

“What do you witness?” Aurel asks.

The man’s gaze lifts to the sky. The seam answers with a curl and a throb under the stars like a pulse you can see if you hold your breath.

He smiles, slow. Not joy. Recognition. He takes the smallest breath and speaks like a man laying a stone on a grave and knowing it will not stay a grave long.

“God is returning to life.”
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Chapter 3: The Prophet of Ash and Flame
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I take the south stairs two at a time and the tower stones answer under my boots. Herra waits at the top with a spyglass and the grin she wears when she’s ready to bite someone’s throat.

“Red-collars at the mill road before dawn,” she says. “They walked like they knew where to plant their feet.”

“Where’s your line?” I ask.

“Two streets out, no steel drawn.” She offers the glass. “You’re late.”

“I was sleeping,” I say.

“You don’t.”

“Tonight I did.”

I lift the glass. The river slow-walks under haze. A knot of crimson stands by the mill gate, heads together, a book between them. The woman from last night points up and down, dividing air like she owns it. I track right. On the warehouse roof, a gray-robed figure kneels at the lip, palms on stone as if listening to it. The priest who said god breathes again.

“Your friend from the square,” Herra says. “Came with ten. Left with fifteen.”

“Recruiter,” I say. “Not prophet.”

“You didn’t hear him,” she says. “He’s both.”

I hand back the glass. “Hold your men quiet. I’ll go and listen.”

“Take two,” she says.

“None.”

Her mouth does the tight line. “You go alone, you come back wrong.”

“I’ll come back with him,” I say, and head down before she can argue me into wisdom.

Street level smells like wet ash and bread crust. The square still holds heat from the feast; ashes ring the anvil block. Aldric curses at pots in a language that invented curses. I swing left into the alley behind the grain stores and take the fast track along the old wall, steps silent, breath even. I pass a boy chalking suns on his sleeve and don’t grab his wrist because scaring children makes bad law.

At the mill gate, the red-collars block more air than stone. They watch me without moving and are careful not to look like soldiers. I stop where the road narrows. I give them enough room to believe they made a choice if they let me pass.

“Morning,” I say.

The woman with the book turns. Her eyes take in everything and save it. “You didn’t sleep,” she says.

“I did,” I say. “It didn’t help.”

She nods as if that confirms a line in her pages. “You came to hear.”

“I came to know who leads you.”

She gestures to the roof. I don’t look up. If he wants to be seen, he’ll move.

“We serve Sola Verra,” she says. “Truth speaks through the willing.”

“Truth needs a throat?” I ask.

“Truth uses what it finds.” She lifts the book to her chest. “We teach the single. We untangle the multiple.”

“We’re not tangles,” I say. “We’re a braid.”

“Braids cut,” she says. “Knives love them.”

“Knives love necks more,” I say. “Names?”

“Eiden,” she says. “Verra’s hand.”

“And the mouth?” I ask.

A shadow falls across us. The gray robe drops from the roof and lands balanced, knees soft, like a man who knows street fights and temple steps. Up close he smells like stale incense and clean rain that never fell.

He lifts his head. I know that face now: unremarkable, protective in its lack of edges. It’s the eyes that hold. They look like he slept through storms and woke with them still inside.

“You wanted me,” he says. Not a question. He takes a half-step that offers his throat and keeps his balance.

“Taren,” I say. “Aurelion’s guard. I’ll call you what name?”

He tips two fingers. “I was born Nes. I became a vessel. I carry a voice.”

“What voice?” I ask, though I already know and hate the answer.

He smiles in a way no boy named Nes learned alone. He speaks, and sound hits old bones I thought Aurel burned clean.

“Hello, blade.” Not Nes. Not Sola Verra. A voice that knows the shape of my mouth when I grit my teeth and laughed at it once across a field of screaming men. Verren—bright as a wound, cold as a verdict. “I wondered when you’d come.”

My hand flexes. The old scar between my thumb and palm twists like metal under a cold hammer. I don’t draw. I don’t step back. I don’t give him the ground.

“You’re dead,” I say.

“Bodies end,” Verren-in-Nes says. “Voices travel. Yours did, once. You remember.”

He looks at my chest. My heart hits twice, too hard. I keep the count by force. Aurel’s ring burned the hunger out. It didn’t teach me how to forget the way that hunger spoke my name.

“You crawl men,” I say. “You use them.”

“I lift them,” he says. “I clean them. I make them one.”

Eiden watches our mouths like she’s studying a duet. “Our prophet carries a burden,” she says. “We lighten it by believing correctly.”

I look at her, flat. “You lighten it by not believing at all.”

She doesn’t flinch. “You’re afraid.”

“Specific,” I say. “Of what?”

“Of losing your extras,” she says. “Of losing them.” She glances toward the square as if the three arches are a pair of shoulders she means to break with a single hand.

I don’t look back. “You claimed a god wakes,” I say to Nes. “Prove it without stealing old thunder.”

He lifts his left hand and opens his palm. A thin ash prints his skin—a sigil I’ve seen burned onto banners and bone. Verren’s wheel. The lines are new, too clean, drawn to be read in torchlight and dread. He closes his fingers into a fist and whispers a word I almost don’t hear. My scars react before my mind does. The hair on my arms stirs. The air tastes like rain and teeth.

“You feel it,” he says, soft.

“I feel tricks,” I say.

“Then come and break them.” He turns, robe catching at his calves, and walks toward the old grain canals. Eiden follows. The red-collars part for me without being told. I pass through them and count their hands. None go for steel. Not today. They don’t need it when faith makes men stupid.

We take the back road along the ditch. The new market cranes creak above us; work crews laugh—thin, tired—because they think last night ended the worst. Nes moves like a priest who learned to run in alleys. Eiden keeps pace. I keep three paces back and two to the left so if he turns witch-fast, he hits my forearm and not my throat. He glances once at my feet. He sees it. He smiles like a teacher pleased with a pupil’s bad habit.

We reach the ruin by the kiln, where old clay pits opened their mouths and never closed them. Children used to dare each other to spit and run. Now the pits sit quiet because men forget to brave when gods start talking again.

Nes stops at the lip. He kneels, palms on stone, and presses his face close like he’s smelling bread. He whispers. The ash mark on his hand warms. The air over the pit shivers like heat without fire. A sound rises out of the hole, soft, persistent. Heartbeat, wrong tempo.

“Listen,” he says.

“I hear a vent,” I say. “Air moves.”

“Listen,” he says, and under the wrong rhythm comes a thread I know in the marrow: the drag-and-catch cadence of a battlefield god calling men to stop pretending they have a choice.

“Verren’s dead,” I say. “We killed him. I watched Aurel set the nail. I held him while the sky stopped arguing. He broke. He went cold.”

Nes’s mouth curves. Verren’s voice slides through it. “You killed a body. You didn’t kill a principle.”

“Principles don’t bleed men,” I say. “You do.”

“We bleed doubt,” he says. “We cauterize indecision. We strip appetite. We choose One.” He stands and turns. “Come and hear him in the crowd.”

He walks back toward the city without waiting to see if I follow. I do because if I don’t, he’ll make his sermon in some corner where the hungry never learned a better song. Eiden falls in beside me like a companion you don’t deserve and can’t shake.

“You hate him,” she says. “And you miss him.”

“I hate work done twice,” I say.

“You were better when he spoke,” she says. “Clearer. Harder.”

“I was a weapon,” I say. “Someone else held the handle.”

She likes that. She thinks she’s the someone else. I keep my hands empty and my weight forward.

In the square, Aldric’s crews scrub pots and argue about onions. The anvil sits clean. The nail shines. The ring on Aurel’s hand throws a blink when he lifts a
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