
The Heart of the Dawn


Table of Contents

Title Page

The Heart of the Dawn (The Song That Stays, #1)

Prologue — The First Light

Chapter One — The Dream and the Doubt

Chapter Three — The Weight of Obedience

Chapter Four  — The River Between

Chapter Five — Faith In Motion

Chapter Seven — Dreams of Ash and Light

Chapter Nine — The Test of Mercy

Chapter Ten — The Road Between

Chapter Eleven – Faithheart’s Return

Chapter Twelve – Echoes of Dawnfire

Chapter Thirteen – Where Mercy Meets

Chapter Fourteen – Building a Home

Chapter Fifteen – Festival of Light

Chapter Sixteen – The Unfinished Wedding

Chapter Seventeen – The Circle of Dawn

Chapter Eighteen – The Voice in the Light

THE SONG THAT STAYS
Volume I
The Heart of the Dawn
By Joseph Moro

[image: ]
© 2025 Joseph Moro
All rights reserved.
No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means,
electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information
storage and retrieval system, without prior written permission of the author.
Published by Joseph Moro
Cover and interior design by Joseph Moro
First Edition

For Cheri —
Whose love I never deserved,
Who searched for me even when I ran,
And whom I will love beyond the boundaries of time itself.
May the world see her now as I have always seen her —
The mercy that never turned away.

Thank you, Janis and Florence, for the beta reading and insight.

To Adrienne, who never stops telling the world I am a ‘famous author,’ and whose belief in my success runs deeper than I can repay. May this book sell so well that I can one day fund the dreams she carries—college, and all the tomorrows beyond.

And For Mel —  Who thinks she deserves this.

“What the world fears, light remembers with mercy.”

— Dawnkeeper Saying
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Prologue — The First Light
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♥︎ ✴︎ ♥︎ ✴︎ ♥︎

The Burning Hall

S

he was not yet silver-haired when Tess Belanna crossed the border into a land that worshiped certainty more than wonder. In her homeland, prayer lived in breath and river-song, and magic healed like morning mending the horizon. Her order did not bind power—it learned its shape.

But a whisper stirred in her bones like sunrise behind closed eyes:

Go north.

A child of the dawn wakes in chains.

So she obeyed.

She crossed sea and frost-struck roads, starlight caught in her hair her only banner. But the further she walked, the dimmer that thread became—as though the world itself tried to swallow where she came from, and why.

This land had forgotten gentle power; faith had hardened into law, healing into hierarchy.

No birds greeted her at the gates of Stoneward Reach—only wary eyes, hollow and clinging to order like a drowning hand to stone.

Tess did not stop. Approval had never been her compass. She had come for him. Her task was not to guide his future, only to keep his light alive long enough for the world to recognize it.

Smoke reached her first—then the crackle of beams collapsing, the screams, the fists against barred wood.

Tess ran. Branches tore her hem; ash stung her lungs. The world blurred into heat and fear—until she saw it:

A refuge hall burning. Mothers clawed at doors while priests shouted prayers instead of breaking locks.

She dove through fire.

Flame roared, shoving breath from her chest—and then the air changed.

Not hers.

His.

A boy stood in the inferno, shaking with terror and purpose. Soot streaked his cheeks; tears cut clean paths through the ash. From his small trembling body poured power so pure it bent fire aside like wheat in the wind.

Flames did not consume him; they curved around the children in sheltering light. Smoke stilled. Heat recoiled. It was not destruction. It was dawn—raw and instinctive—protecting life.

Tess fell to her knees.

This was no wild force.

This was mercy given form.

He wasn’t born to break, but to mend.

When the rafters collapsed and light faded, he crumpled—not from power unleashed, but from the weight of a world too afraid to understand him.

She reached for him—

—but hands seized her first.

“Devourer!”

Maldrin strode forward, gold-threaded robes gleaming, his face a mask of sorrowing pride. Villagers shrank beneath his words as if guilt were gravity.

“He unleashed ruin. Bind him—before chaos spreads.”

Fear swallowed reason whole.

Tess strained against the arms that held her. He saved them. You saw.

But fear is loud, and truth seldom wins the first hearing.

Maldrin pressed a burning sigil to the child’s chest.

The boy writhed—not from flame, but from shame forced where wonder lived. Tess felt something sacred tear apart in her chest.

A silver thread fell from her hair.

The boy collapsed, light smothered beneath chains engraved with righteousness.

“Order is restored,” Maldrin declared.

Praise rose like smoke.

Lies always rise fastest.

♥︎ ✴︎ ♥︎ ✴︎ ♥︎

The Vow and the Cost

Night came. Guards slept.

Tess slipped through shadow and knelt beside the boy where he lay hidden in a cold dormitory cell. His face was peaceful—the false peace of a spirit drugged by fear.

“You are not danger,” she whispered.

“You are dawn.”

Her hand hovered above the burning seal.

Her vow pulsed in her bones.

She touched the mark.

It shuddered.

A thread loosened.

A strand of starlight left her hair.

This was not mercy as the Temple preached it—this was mercy as the dawn understood it, ancient and alive.

The boy stirred—and forgot her.

Tess exhaled through breaking rib and spirit.

She would weaken it again.

And again.

Until light remembered itself.

Even if every touch made him forget her all over again.

Even if her hair silvered like frost.

Even if he grew never knowing her name.

This was not martyrdom.

It was faith in what love could become.

♥︎ ✴︎ ♥︎ ✴︎ ♥︎

The Years of Silvering

In the deep woods she built a refuge woven of branch and river-hum. Seasons passed; silver threads gathered in her lap like fallen moons.

Sometimes she woke gasping—fire behind her lids, not terror but glory rejected.

Other nights she dreamed of him older—gentle hands, solemn eyes, never using power to take, only to mend. Beside him, a woman warm as sunrise.

Not a warrior.

A healer.

A heart that would teach him what she could not stay to teach:

Power cannot be controlled into goodness.

It must be trusted into truth.

Years unfolded.

The boy grew.

He learned obedience but lived compassion. He carried buckets for those who mocked him. He touched wounded seedlings as though they were sacred. He looked at the world not as threat, but as something aching to be healed.

Sometimes he paused, brows knit, as half-remembered words surfaced like stones in a river:

Mercy is older than fear.

Light need not prove itself to be true.

Love endures what control cannot hold.

Each time, the hidden scar flickered—and Tess felt another strand fall from her hair.

She did not mourn what she lost.

Only what he bore.

Destiny gathers quietly before it breaks like thunder.

One day the scar on his chest would burn awake, and the temple that called him danger would fall.

That would not be her day.

Her task was not to stand beside him at triumph, only to keep the door cracked until he could walk through it unafraid.

Still, she smiled beneath the trees as sunrise spilled like blessing through needles.

Light, once awakened, never sleeps—and love will find him not as myth, but as flesh and breath.

Tess looked toward the east.

“Rise, Heart of the Dawn,” she whispered to the wind.

“And remember yourself.”

Far across the same world, in a cottage that leaned tiredly against the wind,

a little girl jolted awake.

Cheri sat upright beneath her patched blanket, breath shaking, heart racing.

The dream clung to her like smoke.

A hall on fire.

Children crying.

And a small boy standing in the blaze—scared, shaken, but shining like dawn breaking through a storm.

The flames bent around him instead of devouring him.

He had looked nothing like a monster.

Cheri wiped her eyes with the heel of her hand just as footsteps thudded down the hall.

Her mother shoved open the door with a sigh heavy enough to bend the frame.

“What now?” she muttered. “Crying over dreams again?”

Cheri swallowed. “Mama... there was a boy in the fire. He saved—”

“Oh, nonsense.” Her mother waved her off. “Dreams are just noise in your head, child. Stupid things. Worthless things.”

Another sigh, sharper this time. “If you’re going to wake the whole house, at least dream about something useful.”

Cheri’s throat tightened. “But it felt real.”

“Everything feels real to children.”

Her mother pinched the bridge of her nose. “Go back to sleep. And stop filling your head with foolish stories.”

She closed the door before Cheri could reply.

Left in the quiet, Cheri curled beneath the blanket, hugging her knees, the dream still burning bright behind her closed eyes.

She didn’t understand the boy in the fire.

She didn’t understand why her mother’s voice hurt more than the dream.

But she knew one thing:

He hadn’t been dangerous.

He had been merciful.

And he had been alone.

She whispered into the dark, as if someone might hear,

“I believe you.”

Cheri never dreamed of the boy again.

Not for ten years.
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Chapter One — The Dream and the Doubt
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“Doubt may guard the door, but only faith dares knock.”

♥︎ ✴︎ ♥︎ ✴︎ ♥︎

The Dream and the Doubt

C

heri woke before the sun. For a long moment she lay still beneath the woven blanket, the echo of the dream holding her like a tide that refused to recede. Her heart beat fast—not from fear, but from a certainty she couldn’t name.

A man stood amid light and ash, eyes like sunrise after a storm, and a voice—clear as bells over water—whispered, He isn’t the Destroyer. He’s the Heart of the Dawn.

She whispered the words aloud, testing their weight in the waking air. They felt strange on her tongue—both sacred and forbidden.

A chill breeze slipped through the shutter gap. Beyond the cottage walls, the village still slept; the hearth’s last ember glowed faintly. The quiet felt heavy enough to hold meaning.

Cheri rose, wrapped a shawl around her shoulders, and crossed to the window. Frost veiled the glass in silver lace. She drew a small circle in the fog and peered through it. The world outside looked thin, pale—half dream itself.  She had always felt the world more deeply than she knew how to explain, and it often left her standing between certainty and faith with no map for either.

Somewhere north, beyond the hills, she felt the pull again.
Not direction—summons.
She pressed her palm over her heartbeat and breathed out slowly. “Faith first, logic second”, Janis always said. But faith in what exactly? A vision? A whisper?

♥︎ ✴︎ ♥︎ ✴︎ ♥︎

Hearthlight Warnings

The latch creaked.

“You’re up early,” Patty murmured, her voice still wrapped in sleep. She rubbed her eyes and shuffled sink, pouring water into the kettle and setting it on the stove without looking.

“I couldn’t rest.”

“Another dream?”

“Not another—the same.”

Patty frowned. “The one with the fire?”

Cheri nodded.

“The one where you hear voices?”

“Only one,” Cheri said. “It doesn’t frighten me.”

“Cheri, you said it told you the Destroyer was—”

“Not the Destroyer,” Cheri said softly. “The Heart of the Dawn.”

Patty sighed “You know what people call blasphemy around here. You’ll start a sermon you can’t finish.”

“It wasn’t blasphemy,” Cheri said. “It was truth.”

“You think truth comes through dreams?”

“I think it comes however the dawn decides.”

The kettle began its slow whisper. Warmth spread through the tiny kitchen, scented with herbs and ash.

Patty leaned against the table, arms crossed. “You’ve always been like this—hear a story, make it prophecy.”

Cheri smiled, but privately she wished someone would understand how her heart carried meaning the way other people carried memory. 

Cheri laughed, soft and clean as wind through chimes. “And when the world didn’t end, I gave the candles to the chapel.”

“That’s not the point.”

“I think it is,” Cheri said gently. “I’d rather prepare light than expect darkness.”

Patty looked away, jaw tight, voice softening. “You’ve a good heart. I just don’t want to see it broken chasing shadows.”

♥︎ ✴︎ ♥︎ ✴︎ ♥︎

Rumors in the Market

Cheri turned back to the window. The frost had melted enough for her to see the ridge of hills catching first light—a faint gold line along the horizon.

“Maybe shadows are where light begins,” she whispered.

Patty rolled her eyes, affection in it. “Philosopher at sunrise. Saints preserve me.”

Cheri smiled. “Maybe they already do.”

The kettle whistled. They moved with the rhythm of long friendship—one grounding, the other dreaming.

When they sat, Patty drummed her fingers. “You’re thinking of going north again, aren’t you?”

Cheri’s hand stilled on her cup.

“I can always tell.”

“I don’t know why,” Cheri admitted. “Only that something waits there.”

“You and your destiny talk.”

“Maybe destiny is just love that hasn’t found its place yet.”

Patty stared for a long moment, then looked down. “Promise me—if you go, come back with proof. Don’t bring home another dream.”

Cheri reached across the table, squeezed her hand. “If I find what I’m meant to, you’ll see proof enough.”

Outside, the first rays of morning climbed the hills like slow-burning fire. Cheri rose, wrapping her shawl tighter, and stood by the door. For a moment, she could almost hear music in the wind—faint, distant, like someone humming far away in the forest.

She closed her eyes and whispered a prayer she didn’t entirely understand.
Show me the Heart of the Dawn.
By midmorning, smoke rose from hearths and carts creaked along the muddy road. Cheri’s shawl caught the light as she walked toward the market square, basket in hand, her head still full of the dream.

The vendors greeted her kindly—but warmth in a small town could shift faster than weather. She felt eyes linger. Conversations stopped mid-sentence.

At the baker’s stall, old Mira leaned forward. “You heard, child? The temple down south—burned again. They say the Devourer’s curse spread through their ranks.”

Cheri’s fingers tightened around her coin. “A curse?”

“Aye. My cousin’s boy’s a novice there. Says one of their own turned against them. Fire from within the walls this time, not lightning. They say it’s a sign the Destroyer walks again.”

The word snagged against Cheri’s ribs. “They said the same years ago. Maybe it’s still just men who start fires, not monsters.”

Mira frowned. “Careful talk, love. Doubt their tales and they’ll brand you with it.”

“I’m not doubting,” Cheri said softly. “I’m remembering who saved the children the first time.”

Mira only crossed herself and handed over the bread. “Best not speak of such mercy. People don’t like when kindness interferes with punishment.”

She moved from stall to stall—herbs, apples, cloth—collecting whispers as easily as supplies. Each retelling of the Devourer’s story grew darker, like a shadow stretching with the day.

♥︎ ✴︎ ♥︎ ✴︎ ♥︎

Counsel of Janis and Michael

By the river path, her chest ached with the weight of other people’s fear.

Winter had not quite left; ice still clung to shaded roots, and the current hummed low. She stopped beneath an alder tree, her eyes following the shimmer of the water.

Her parents had loved rivers too—not for beauty, but for escape. Each time a preacher’s words clashed with theirs, they packed the wagon and followed the next current. Truth must match the heart, her father said, or the heart must move on.
But his truth changed with the wind. Her mother’s temper changed faster.
Faith became something Cheri learned to hold alone—not in walls, not in books, but in the quiet between breaths.

A breeze stirred. The surface caught the sun and flared white-gold for an instant—light rising from water. Her pulse quickened.

He isn’t the Destroyer. He’s the Heart of the Dawn.

“Pretty sight, isn’t it?”

Cheri turned. Janis led her mare down the path, reins loose, breath fogging in the chill. Her smile made people talk softer without knowing why.

“You’re up early,” Janis said. “Patty said you were haunting the market before the bell even rang.”

“I couldn’t sleep.”

“Dream again?”

Cheri nodded.

Janis dismounted, walking beside her. “Dreams are messengers, not maps,” she said at last. “They tell us which way to turn our hearts, not which road to walk.”

“That’s the problem,” Cheri murmured. “My heart keeps pointing north, and my feet don’t know if it’s faith or folly.”

Janis chuckled softly. “You think I knew the difference when Michael asked me to follow him into a storm to start our homestead? Half of faith is pretending you already have it.”

“Patty says pretending leads to disappointment.”

“Patty would call rain untrustworthy because it falls too much like tears.”

That earned a small laugh, and Janis’s eyes warmed.

They walked until Janis’s cottage came into view—stone walls under ivy, smoke curling from the chimney. Michael was stacking logs by the door, humming some wordless tune.

“Stay for tea,” Janis said. “Michael thinks we’re out of leaves, but that’s just his excuse to see people.”

Inside, warmth wrapped Cheri like an embrace. The scent of cedar and mint filled the room. Michael grinned as she entered. “Back from saving the world yet, Cheri?”

“Not today,” she said.

“Well, save it slowly then. Gives the rest of us time to catch up.”

Janis swatted him with a towel. “Don’t tease her for listening to her heart.”

“Listening, sure. Following—different story.”

He winked, but the look he shared with Janis carried the peace of people who had built their faith in storms.

Over tea, talk turned to the temple rumors. Michael’s expression sobered. “Be careful with those dreams, Cheri. People need their monsters. They don’t like hearing they might be wrong about them.”

Janis touched Cheri’s hand. “Still—sometimes mercy hides in the monster. Remember that.”

Cheri looked between them, warmth rising behind her ribs. “You believe me, then?”

“I believe the heart recognizes what the world forgets,” Janis said. “If the dawn is whispering, listen.”

Michael nodded reluctantly. “Just don’t expect everyone else to hear the same tune.”

“Maybe they don’t need to,” Cheri said. “Maybe I just need to follow it.”

♥︎ ✴︎ ♥︎ ✴︎ ♥︎

The River Sign

When she left, afternoon softened toward gold. She walked slow, the river on her left, Janis’s words echoing like a gentle whisper: Dreams are messengers, not maps.

But her dream burned brighter than any message she’d ever been given. Somewhere in the northern hills, something waited—not a monster, not a curse, but a promise.

Evening laid gold over the water before surrendering to blue. The river hummed low, steady, like a heartbeat beneath the world. Cheri stood at its edge, cold brushing her boots.

He isn’t the Destroyer. He’s the Heart of the Dawn.

The voice from her dream echoed in the running water. She looked north, to the ridges dissolving into mist—peace there, and promise—but she didn’t yet understand either.

She cupped her hands in the stream. The chill bit, anchoring her. “If this is truly from You,” she whispered, “show me the path. Make the light unmistakable.”

For a heartbeat, nothing. Then the water caught the last of the sunset and shone white-gold, bright enough to sting her eyes.

It wasn’t fire or reflection. It was reminder.

A hush so complete she could hear her own heart
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