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The world ended softly.

Not with the thunder of gods or the shattering of crowns, but with a hymn—a single forbidden note that trembled through the veins of a city and made it remember how to feel. Thalorion, the City of Light, once believed itself eternal. It built spires to kiss the sun and silenced the sea to prove it. But all light burns its own edges, and when its faith turned to fire, even heaven cracked.

This is the story of what rose from the ruins.

Aurel, the priest who sang mercy into forbidden places, now walks beneath the same sky he once worshiped, stripped of robes, stripped of doctrine, still carrying the weight of every prayer that became ash. Kaelith, the warrior who once enforced the Church’s purity, stands beside him—scarred, steadfast, unrepentant. Between them lies a history of devotion and betrayal, love sharpened by conflict, and the ghost of a song that refuses to die.

The sea remembers.

It hums beneath the rebuilt stones, whispering the names of those who drowned and those who dared to breathe after. In its depths, something ancient stirs—Eryndor, the god who once ruled both tide and ruin, whose melody nearly unmade the world. And through that echo comes Lioren, the boy with golden eyes, neither mortal nor divine, carrying in his fragile lungs the final chord of creation.

The people of Thalorion rebuild among ashes and salt. They carry beams where altars once stood. They trade hymns for rope, prayers for bread. Yet in every lull of wind, in every drip from the old cathedral’s bones, they hear something that was never meant to return—a harmony born of grief and rebellion, of bodies that chose love over obedience.

This fourth book of Ruin Song is not a tale of gods returning. It is the story of mortals remembering what it means to live without them.
It is the breath that follows fire, the heartbeat after confession, the fragile hour when peace feels like a question and love dares to answer it.
Aurel’s voice has grown quieter—but truer. Kaelith’s sword hangs at his side, no longer a weapon, but a memory that keeps him honest. Together, they navigate the drowned edges of faith, searching not for redemption, but for something gentler: continuity. Around them, children sing the melodies once forbidden, and the sea hums back, patient, listening.

The gods are gone.
The songs remain.
And somewhere in the shimmering distance, between ruin and dawn, between devotion and defiance, the tide gathers itself—ready to begin again.

— “Because even ruin remembers how to love.”
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Chapter 1: The City of Light
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The bell of First Light shakes the air, thin and bright, and the city remembers how to stand.

I open the shutters to a sky bleached raw by dawn. Heat presses from the white-stone square. Incense smolders in shallow brass bowls, their smoke trained to rise straight and obedient. The Church calls this order. The city calls it morning. I keep my breathing steady.

“Priest Aurel,” says the bailiff at my door. His voice carries the flat weight of a man repeating a script. “Patrols are in position. We await your blessing.”

Blessing. The word tastes like copper. “You’ll have it,” I answer, and I step out onto the steps of the Sanctuary of Radiance, whose columns have been polished so thoroughly they mirror the sky. The crowd below shifts with the careful hush of people who have been told their peace depends on the volume of their shoes.

I lift my hand, palm outward. The gesture is old. It lives in my muscles even when the doctrine has been rewritten around it. My throat tightens against a song that law has renamed treason. I do not sing. I speak.

“Thalorion,” I say, and the square holds its breath. “This morning we remember the quiet that keeps us.”

A murmur runs through them—relief, mostly. The Church replaced melody with litany and called it mercy. I can still feel the pitch of what should be here, a line of sound that ought to braid with the light and hold it.

I close my fingers slowly. The bell rings again—Second Light, thinner. The patrol at the square’s edge fans into its assigned arc. Children press against their mothers’ skirts. A fruit seller lifts his display with a grunt, sets the oranges so their sun-grain faces the street. The city begins to move.

I descend the steps. Stone cool under sandals. Heat on the shoulders. A guard salutes, fist to chest, knuckles rasping leather. “Walk with us,” the bailiff says; order itself always needs an audience.

We take the long street of vendors where awnings throw weak shade. A shrine to the old sea-gods has been seized and refaced—its shell mosaic replaced by flares of hammered sun. The artisan pretended not to notice that you can still see the shape of a spiral beneath the new plates if you look from the right angle. I do not look. Not yet.

“Any disturbance?” I ask, voice low.

“None,” the bailiff says. He doesn’t look at my mouth when he answers. People who remember the old ways avoid the mouths of singers the way they avoid the lip of a cliff.

A woman waves me closer. Her palms are stained with the purple of cut figs. “Priest,” she says, eyes bright with tired. “My boy coughs at night. The doctor says it’s common. It doesn’t sound common.”

“Bring him after midday,” I say. “We’ll listen.” She relaxes by a finger-width. It’s not the answer she wanted, but it’s a line to hold.

We pass the bookbinders’ lane. Threads glint in troughs of wax. A boy dips a needle and bites the thread clean with a crisp snip. He glances up at the bell-tower, then down at his work, then up again. He hums without voice—a breath in his nose, a pattern in his jaw, the idea of a melody that never enters the air. My skin prickles. I move on before I ask him the tune.

At the crest of the market road, the wind from the harbor reaches us. It carries brine and rope and oil and something else—the faint, low hum that lives inside stone when the sea presses hard at its base. I keep my face calm. I keep my feet moving. Songs are banned. The sea has not signed the edict.

“Priest,” the bailiff says, a warning or a kindness.

“I hear it,” I say. “I’m walking.”

He nods once. We don’t speak of it again.

By Third Light the city has settled into its rhythm. Hammers speak. Wheels answer. The patrols switch corners without ceremony. The bailiff salutes and peels away, his relief a tangible thing. I reenter the sanctuary through the servants’ door, find the long table laid with cold bread and a crock of sour olives, and take a heel to keep my hands occupied.

The sanctuary smells of beeswax and soap. The walls are whitewashed to refusal. If you press your palm to the plaster you can feel the older stone sweat beneath; I press my palm and lift it before anyone can name the act.

Cloth whispers. Sister Elira steps from the vestry with a bundle of ledgers tied with red cord. “You forgot to eat,” she says without judgment, which is why I let her stay.

“I’m eating,” I say around an olive, which is not convincing.

She sets the ledger down. Her neat fingers press the cords flat. “They’ve brought more petitions to ban humming at night,” she says. “Apparently the old fishermen do it without noticing.”

“Habit keeps people alive,” I answer. “We can’t outlaw hands.”

“We’ve outlawed worse,” she says, and she meets my eyes. She never looks away. “I’ll draft a response we can live with.”

“Thank you.”

I take my place at the small desk under the window. The window faces the side street, not the square, a concession I negotiated with the architects on the pretense of ventilation. Air moves through it exactly when I need it, as if someone outside listens to my lungs and arranges the breeze.

I sign three permits, deny one, postpone another with an invitation to speak at dusk. I write a narrow reply to the magistrate who wants to seize a boathouse with a wall made from coral stones older than his grandfather. The pen scratches. The wax pools. The light shifts from white to pale gold.

A child’s laugh rings in the street, quick and high. I look up despite myself. A boy runs past the window with a stick in his hand. No harm in it. His feet slap stone, three beats and a catch. Under it, the sea hums. I set the pen down and press the heel of my hand to the left side of my chest until the ache recedes.

The day holds. Barely. It holds.

Night brings the sea closer.

The city’s light changes from blaze to lantern. The Church’s sun emblem glows in the tower window—glass filled with powder gold that drinks fire as if it were air. The sanctuary empties by degrees. The last supplicant leaves a braid of dried kelp on the threshold, wrapped in twine as if it is only a token of luck, not an offering to something we have renamed. I untie the twine and tuck the kelp into the drawer where I keep things we are not allowed to remember.

I close the outer door. I leave the window unlatched. The breeze lifts the edge of the curtain with a light hand. The city breathes slower. I sit on the low bench with my back to the wall, knees drawn, a position I learned in trenches and never quite unlearned. I listen.

The hum rises. It threads up through stone and wood and the frame of the window, a chord so soft it might be mistake. It never is. It picks the edges of my attention and smooths them. My body wants to answer. My mouth warms. I swallow and refuse the first note with the stubbornness of someone who has already paid for singing with blood.

Footfalls find the alley—no scrape, no jingle, a careful weight set heel-toe as if the cobbles might wake if stepped on wrong. I don’t stand. Standing would be ceremony. I keep seated and breathe.

The curtain lifts, and a shadow fills the window—bigger than the frame, a dark slice of night that smells faintly of salt and iron. Fingers grip the sill, quiet. Then he’s inside with a soft twist of shoulder, the way a man enters a room he has no right to be in and refuses to apologize for.

Kaelith straightens. The lamplight touches the hard line of his cheekbone, then the scar that cuts his eyebrow like a small white hook. His hair is darker out of water, nearly black; salt leaves it in rough points. He has not worn a uniform in months, but he moves like every inch of the room could be an angle of attack. He looks at my mouth and away.

“You left the window unlatched,” he says.

“I wanted air,” I say. My voice comes out normal. It surprises me.

He steps closer. Leather creaks. The bench dips when his knee brushes it. He stops within arm’s reach and does not take it. The habit is older than the Church.

“You keep order,” he says, as if tasting the word for rot.

“I keep the city from shredding itself while the Council decides what fear to name next,” I answer. “It isn’t the same thing.”

His mouth moves as if he might smile. It doesn’t complete the movement. “They call this the City of Light now.”

“I know,” I say.

“They burn lamps against what they refused to understand.”

“They outlawed music and then hired me to speak instead of sing,” I say. “If irony were bread, we’d never starve.”

He breathes out once, a short exhale that might be laughter if laughter had edges. “Do you sleep?”

“When the sea lets me.”

He hears it then—the hum. His jaw goes still, a hunter listening for the last footstep. “It’s louder,” he says.

“Every night,” I say. “Just under the noise. Just enough to keep me honest.”

He studies the window as if he could fight sound with posture. “The patrols?”

“They didn’t hear it,” I say. “Or they chose not to.”

His gaze returns to me with the care of a hand that knows where to touch and where not to. “You look thin,” he says.

“You look wet,” I answer.

“Harbor work.”

“You’re a general.”

“Not tonight.”

Silence lays its palm over us. The lamplight softens. The city murmurs at the edges—the clack of a cart wheel, the soft three-tap signal of a guard changing post, a woman scolding a cat with affectionate irritation. When my breath hitches, his hand tightens on the windowsill once, then lets go. The movement says more than words. It always has.

“I saw your mother,” I say, because the truth requires an exit and this one is gentler than most. “Across the market. She bought salt. She did not look at the tower.”

“She doesn’t look up anymore,” he says.

“Does she know you come here?”

He considers it. “She knows I don’t stay where I should.”

“Kael—”

He lifts a hand and stops me with a light shake of his head. The motion says: not that name, not here, not when the walls listen. I shrink the syllable inside my mouth and it tastes like a promise I don’t know how to keep.

He looks at my hands. I set them palm-down on the bench to keep them from moving. He knows the trick. He lets me have it.

“You cannot keep singing in your sleep,” he says, quiet.

“I’m not,” I say. I feel heat bruise my cheeks despite myself. “I breathe louder. That’s all.”

He steps in, close enough that his breath ghosts my temple. The air cools where it touches sweat. He doesn’t touch me. He never needs to. “When you turned, you took the city with you,” he says. “You don’t owe it your lungs.”

“Someone has to hold the tune,” I say.

“There is no tune,” he says. “Not here.” He glances toward the harbor. His voice lowers, and the low pulls at the base of my spine. “Out there, maybe.”

“Out there is where they listen hardest,” I say. “Where they think they hear miracles and come running with the name of a god in their mouth like a fire they want to carry.”

He watches my face. He reads the thing I didn’t say and refuses to be kind about it. “Eryndor is gone,” he says.

“I know,” I say, and the word has to scrape its way out.

He looks away so I can breathe. We have learned that mercy tastes like the other man watching the wall instead of your eyes.

A clatter in the street snaps both our heads around—someone dropping a pail, then a soft curse. We relax by degrees. My heart slows. His shoulders settle. The hum rises a fraction, as if annoyed to be ignored.

“I can keep watch at your window,” he says, like a man volunteering for a post he hates.

“You’ll be seen,” I say.

“I am very good at being elsewhere,” he says, almost a joke. “For a man who is always too much where he stands.”

“What does that mean,” I say, too quick.

“It means,” he answers, and his eyes flash with apology he does not voice, “I miss when this city did not require us to choose between breathing and obedience.”

My throat tightens. I don’t ask him to stay. I don’t ask him to go. I shift my foot and his boot almost touches mine and doesn’t. The almost is a hammer. I take the strike and remain upright.

“Will you come tomorrow?” I ask, because I am weak where he is concerned and we both know the list of my weaknesses by their first names.

He tilts his head, listening to something outside the room. “If the sea lets me,” he says.

“Don’t make it a god,” I say.

“I make nothing a god,” he says. “Not anymore.”

We stand there until the lamp gutters. He moves then—no noise, only heat leaving the room. He pauses on the sill and turns as if to speak, and the words do not come. His eyes say what they always said when he could not afford a sentence: later. I nod once, very small.

He vanishes into the alley’s dark.

I close the window softly. The latch engages with a dull click. The room exhales his absence and pulls the sea in to take the space. I sit on the bench and lay my hand on the wall, palm flat. The old stone thrums under the new plaster. The hum threads up, eager now, unembarrassed. I let it wash my skin and not my throat.

The bell of Last Light taps the air, once, a token. The city sleeps badly.

I try.

The night deepens until all the edges blur. The hum shifts. It lengthens, then curls back on itself, then opens as if a mouth. I sit up too fast. The room tilts and rights.

Out beyond the square, past the stalls and the ropewalk and the dye works, the sound rises: a child, singing.

Not a lullaby. Not a market tune. The first four notes lance clean through the plaster of doctrine and the scaffolding of my sermons and the neat rows of the ledger. They land. They open something that refuses to close.

Eryndor’s melody.

Thin as a reed. True as cut glass. Far and unafraid.

I stand in the dark with my hand on the wall and do not breathe.
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Chapter 2: The Forbidden Hymn
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The melody rides the morning before the sun gets its grip.

I step onto the harbor road and hear it pass through bodies like a draft under a door. A whistle here, a half-breathed line there, the ghost of Eryndor’s notes sidled into the market’s noise. The air tastes of brine and ash. Ropes rasp against wood. Patrol boots scrape stone.

“General,” says Bailiff Teren, falling in beside me. His armor creaks, ill-fitted. “We’ve pulled three boys for questioning. They say it’s just a game.”

“It isn’t,” I say. My voice keeps low to avoid catching on the tune’s edges. “Who started it?”

“Rumors say an urchin near the dye-works,” he answers. “Small. Fast.”

I scan the street. Vendors lift their awnings with hooked poles. Steam from fish cauldrons fogs the first hour. Somewhere a girl laughs on the off-beat—two beats, then a pause that makes room for the next phrase of a song she doesn’t dare sing aloud. I mark the pause. I follow it.

We cut through the thread-lane. The binders’ needles flash. The humming is mouthless—throats moving without sound, lips still. It’s the sea passing under the city’s feet, given shape. It moves faster than a command can catch.

“Arrests will make it worse,” I say. I do not slow.

“Arrests are what the Council understands,” Teren says. “They’ve drawn up orders.”

“We will target the source, not the echo.” I keep my hands open. Fists make children run.

We make the dye-works at the turn of Third Light. Vats sweat heat. The air stings with mordant. Boys with stained arms heft paddles longer than they are tall. I tip my chin to a foreman. “We’re looking for a child who starts games.”

“They all start games,” he says. His teeth are purple. “What kind of game brings soldiers?”

“The kind that teaches four notes,” I answer. “Quick. Clean. Older than your vats.”

He looks at my mouth, wary. He hears the shape of what I won’t speak. He jerks his head toward a lane behind the vats. “There’s a little one back there. Crate for a bed. Fast as a rat. Sells scraps for bread.”

I nod once. The heat pushes against my skin. I move down the lane.

The boy is there where the foreman said he’d be, bare feet tucked on a broken crate, back to a wall, one hand wrapped around a bruise-blue apple as if a spell could keep it from being snatched. He watches my boots first, then my hands, then my face. His eyes are too large for his skull. He doesn’t flinch.

“What’s your name,” I ask.

He weighs the word like I’ve offered a coin. “Mair,” he says, which could be true or a test.

“You taught a tune,” I say. I let the sentence sit. I don’t ask. Asking makes the lie.

He rubs the apple’s skin with his wrist. The sound is soft. “I only showed how to breathe,” he says. “Everybody knows how.”

“Where did you learn the breaths,” I ask.

He looks past me toward the harbor. His shoulders lift and fall once, like a wave too small to name. “I sleep under the stairs near the old net-house,” he says. “The stone sings. I answered it wrong the first time. Then I answered it right.” He shrugs. “Now the other boys want to try.”

“Wrong how,” I push, gentle.

“It hurt,” he answers. His thumb digs into the apple. “Then it didn’t.”

Teren shifts behind me. The armor whispers disapproval. “We should take him,” he says. “Teach the others not to follow.”

I turn my head and look at the bailiff until his mouth closes. Then I squat to bring my eyes level with Mair’s. Stone presses cool through the back of my knee. The tune sits in the street like a waiting dog.

“Do you sing it?” I ask.

He scowls, quick. “No.” The scowl doesn’t cover the flash of pride. “I show how to stand. Where to put your teeth so your chest doesn’t trip. That’s not singing.”

“It’s enough to be punished,” Teren says, because he has to say something that fits his job.

Mair’s knuckles whiten on the apple. I watch his breath shorten. Fear makes people loud or it makes them still. This one goes still. He’d be a good scout.

“Who gave it to you?” I ask, last try. “A man? A woman? A sailor? A priest?”

He shakes his head with the careful slowness of someone who’s learned not to give away what keeps him warm. “The wall,” he says. “The stairs. The sleep between cold and colder.”

The Church calls that blasphemy. The sea calls it honest. I push to standing. The weight of choice finds its place between my ribs. I know how to carry it. I have for years.

“General,” Teren says. “Orders.”

“I heard,” I say. “Bring him. Quietly.”

Mair doesn’t run. He calculates the angles and sees none that lead away. He tucks the apple into his shirt. He stands so the crate doesn’t scrape. When I reach, he flinches at the air, but he doesn’t pull back. I lift him onto my hip, light as a coil of rope. His bones press. He smells of mordant and sleep.

We move.
Between one street and the next, the city takes the count and carries it for us.
By Fourth Light the song threads every lane. Hawkers save their voices for prices and let their throats mark the rests. Fishwives beat scales from skin in a rhythm that nearly fits the hymn and then refuses to. Babies hiccup on the notes as if born remembering. The air warms. The guards get rigid. Prison doors swing and catch and swing.

We take the back alleys toward the Sanctuary of Radiance. I don’t need to knock. Aurel feels footsteps like weather. The servant door opens before my hand lifts.

He stands there framed in shadow and window-light, linen rolled to the elbows, ink on the side of his finger, breath quiet. He reads the boy pressed against my chest, then me. The reading pins me like a blade pinning parchment. I hold his gaze for one beat, then two. The third beat shakes.

“Come in,” he says. His voice is clean. It carries like water poured from a height.

Teren hovers at the threshold. “Priest Aurel,” he says. “Orders—”

“Leave them with me,” Aurel says without looking at the bailiff. “I’ll write the compliance report.”

Teren looks at me for a cue I don’t give. He shifts his weight. Leather complains. “I’ll post two at the gate.”

“You’ll post none,” I say, and I don’t raise my voice. “If anyone asks, the boy is in custody.”

He swallows the argument. He leaves. The door shuts. The sanctuary breathes once, long.

Aurel doesn’t reach for the child. He lowers himself to Mair’s eye level as if meeting a prince. “You’re safe for now,” he says. “What do you need?”

“Bread,” Mair says, honest as rain.

“Then bread.” Aurel rises. His shoulder brushes mine on the way to the cupboard. Linen brushes leather. Heat moves between us. We don’t react and reaction fills the room.

He sets a heel on the table, tears two pieces, hands one to Mair, one to me, as if I need the reminder that I still own a mouth. Mair eats in fast small bites that don’t waste crumbs. He stares at the saintless wall like it might open.

“Who taught you?” Aurel asks. His tone is a hand at the back, steadying, not pushing.

“The wall,” Mair answers again with less bravado, more bone. “The stairs. The cold place in the night where sound hides.”

Aurel’s mouth tightens and then smooths. He accepts the truth without defending it aloud. He lifts a clay cup from the shelf, fills it, sets it in Mair’s hand, making sure fingers close around it before he lets go.

“You cannot hum here,” he says. “Not even by accident.”

“I don’t hum,” Mair says, insulted at the category. “I show where to put the breath.”

Aurel glances at me, one quick dark gleam. “Do you,” he asks, mild.

“He does,” I say. The words sit heavy. “He showed half the marketplace how to stand.”

Aurel exhales through his nose, measured. “Then the marketplace already knew what to do once they stood.” He cuts his eye toward the window. “The arrests?”

“Starting,” I say. “If the orders hold, they’ll fill the night with iron before Second Last.”

“Can you call them off?” His voice drops. The drop raises the hair at my nape.

“I can muddy their maps,” I answer. “I can move the patrols to the ropewalk and the northern cistern and leave the market to its own breath.”

“Do that,” Aurel says. He lays his palm on the table to steady something I cannot see. “I’ll keep the child until the noise shifts.”

“We cannot keep him,” I say, because I must be the one who says the hard words when he does not.

“Yes,” Aurel says, and the yes means he already knows and is doing it anyway. “We can keep him for now.”

Mair watches our mouths like he’s reading a game with no board. He licks his thumb and picks a crumb from the wood, then looks at the window, then at the door. He knows what a sanctuary is even if he’s never named it.

“Can you be quiet in your sleep?” Aurel asks him, the practical detail that will decide whether we live through the night.

“Yes,” Mair says, too quick. Then, smaller: “Maybe.”

Aurel nods once. He doesn’t punish honesty. He turns to me with that calm that cuts. “The hymn is older than our pens,” he says. “It will pass where it wants. We can choose how much blood it drags.”

“I choose no blood,” I say.

“You would if it saved him,” he answers. He does not blink.

Heat presses behind my eyes. I turn away first. He looks at my shoulder. Mercy again.

Outside, the hymn redraws the map faster than orders can.

News travels faster than men. By the time we set Mair in a storage alcove with a pallet and a jug, the outer court murmurs. People arrive in ones and twos with husks of fear under their tongues. A woman leaves a bag of stale dates at the step and doesn’t meet Aurel’s eyes. A boy brings a coil of string and sets it down as if it might keep a door shut.

I send runners with altered orders. The palace scribes will not love the ink I spill for them later. I do it anyway. Patrols drift to the edges of the city like smoke spread thin. The markets pulse. The hymn splits and recombines and slips away.

Aurel works without speaking. He moves the way a blade moves when it knows the path through a body. He checks Mair’s pulse with two fingers, light. He sets water where a child can reach. He locks nothing.

“You should report him,” I say when the boy sleeps, small breaths, mouth open, one dirty foot out from under the blanket. I say it because if I don’t put the worst on the table, it eats me in the night.

Aurel folds a cloth and sets it near the jug. “Then report him,” he says. “Write your clean lines. I’ll break the seal when they come to take him and say I never saw the message.”

The calm makes me bite back a sound. I walk a short line along the wall, counting scuffs under my palm. “If they search, they’ll find him.”

“Then we teach the walls to keep secrets,” Aurel says. “Or we move him before dusk to a place you won’t ask me about.”

“Do you have such a place?”

“Yes,” he says. No explanation. He watches me until my anger cools enough to be useful.

“Who taught him truly?” I ask. The words slip. “Was it the sea, or was it—”

“Don’t finish that,” Aurel says, soft. “You know my answer and I know yours.”

We stand too close. The room registers it. The air tightens. The hum under the plaster finds the bones of my ear and taps. I look at Aurel’s mouth and away.

“Arrests will continue,” I say. “Even if I muddy the maps. They like the sound of chains.”

“You like the sound of quiet streets,” he says back without heat.

“Not at this price.”

He studies me. He sees the guilt I carry like a second spine. He doesn’t take it and he doesn’t add to it. “There is a difference between choosing quiet and choosing silence,” he says. “You have never chosen silence.”

I reach for a reply and find none that doesn’t cut him. I swallow the blade. He notices the swallow. My throat works. His eyes drop to it and lift.

In the alcove, Mair shifts and moans once. Aurel moves first. He kneels, palm to the boy’s hair, light pressure, steady. The child eases. My chest hurts in a way that has nothing to do with the tune.

“Keep him alive,” I say. The order is to myself.

“I intend to,” Aurel answers, and his voice is the kind that keeps people where they stand.

The hours learn our names and refuse to slow.

By Last Light the city edges toward panic and worship and can’t pick. Teren sends word that the magistrate wants a public example. I send word back that we have one—an empty crate at the dye-works where a dangerous boy once sat—and the magistrate can punish wood if it helps him sleep. Teren does not write again.

I adjust the guards at the outer lanes. I place two at the ropewalk who owe me favors and two at the granary who prefer debt to zeal. I arrange the night so that if someone searches the sanctuary, they will do it at an hour when the alley floods with gout-water and they’d rather be anywhere else.

Aurel lights one lamp and leaves the others dark. The sanctuary looks like a mouth with a single tooth. The smell of beeswax sits under the sharper smell of my wet cloak. He doesn’t ask me to leave. I don’t force the point of staying.

“You’re turning,” he says finally. “Not your coat. Your body.”

“Yes,” I say, because I don’t lie to him when I can help it. “Toward what hurts less.”

“Report me,” he says. He watches me while he says it. The watching strips the sentence of any disguise.

“I could,” I say. “It would set a line the Council could follow.”

“It would set a line you could follow,” he answers. “When they ask you to be more officer than man.”

I let the lamplight warm my knuckles. The skin there is scarred in a lattice of old work. “What would you do if I wrote it?”

“Burn the paper,” he says. He does not blink. “And keep the child.”

I laugh once. It sounds like a break in a shield. “You always choose the difficult mercy.”

“No,” he says. “I choose what keeps breath moving.”

He steps closer. Heat shifts. We don’t touch. The urge punches through the careful distance and makes my muscles shake. I breathe through it. He hears the shiver in the inhale. He doesn’t call it anything.

“Tomorrow,” I say, because I need a word that isn’t plea. “Meet me at the net-house stairs at Gray Light. If the wall taught him, I want to hear what you hear.”

He nods. The nod unlocks something behind my ribs. It hurts and it helps.

We stand. The boy sleeps. The city hums. The lamp gutters and recovers with a soft lick.

I move to the door. My hand finds the latch. The metal cools my palm. Aurel doesn’t ask me whether I will do my duty. He knows I brought the question with me like a knife.

“You want me to choose the city,” I say without turning. The wood drinks my voice. “Or the boy. Or you.”

“I want you to choose without lying about the cost,” he says.

I breathe in. The sea breathes out. The pressure equalizes for one steady second.

“You always choose love,” says Kaelith—and leaves the door unlocked.
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Chapter 3: The Ash Prophecy
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The scroll arrives wrapped in salt-stiff linen and the smell of smoke.
Sister Elira sets it on my desk without ceremony. Her fingers linger a fraction too long on the linen knots, as if the binding could hold back how the city is changing.
“From the vault beneath the western transept,” she says. “Catalog marks say it predates the ban by three dynasties.”

Heat clings to the room; the morning has no patience. I press two fingertips to the linen. Grain rough. Damp in the seams.

“Who requested retrieval?”

“The Council,” she answers. “They want proof the hymn means ruin.” Her mouth flattens. “They want you to say it does.”

“Of course they do,” I say. I reach for the knots. The linen yields with a grit-sound that sets my teeth on edge.

Elira watches my hands. “I can stay,” she offers, knowing the cost of witnesses.

“Post at the door,” I answer. “If anyone asks, this is a water census.”

She inclines her head. Leather soles whisper. The latch settles once, then quiet.

The linen falls away. The scroll itself is older than the whitewash, older than our new names for the same gods. Ash-gray skin. Threadbare edges. The wax seal bears a long-forbidden sigil: a curl like a wave-stroke lain over a sun. The wax is the pale of old bones. I do not let memory call it beautiful.

My thumb warms the seal. The wax resists, then breaks with a soft click. A line of scent lifts—char, brine, fennel—like the herb-waters they used to sprinkle before songs. I steady my breath. I unroll the first turn.

Text scrapes up from the vellum in iron-black strokes. The hand is crabbed, but the lines refuse to tremble. A scribe who wrote while the city burned and did not spill.

I read aloud in a voice that is not song, only breath 

“On the day the sea learns the city’s name, the Song of Ruin will teach the city its throat.
The bells will ring inside the bones of those who have forgotten, and when sound falters, light will forget its source.
Eryndor will be named.”
The word strikes like a thrown stone.

I do not close my eyes. I trace the margin with a fingernail to feel where the scribe’s breath faltered and then recovered. The vellum holds a faint sheen as if someone once wept here and the salt never left.

The next line waits. I do not make it wait long.

“The Song of Ruin is not sung. It is stood. It is the angle of the teeth, the pressure of the tongue, the shape the chest holds when the world wants to collapse.”

I exhale. I start again.

“It teaches the throat to answer the sea. The sea answers back.”

A gull slices past the window, the wing-sound a quick knife. I swallow air like a man thirsty in a house full of cups he cannot touch.

The door clicks once. Elira leans in. “They’re assembling,” she says. “Magistrate Harun, the First Vicar, two scribes. They want your first reading.”

“They’ll have it,” I say, though the edge of my voice frays. “Give me the length of one candle.”

Her eyes flick to the scroll and away. “One candle,” she echoes, and withdraws.

I bend again to the ink. The scroll speaks in turns, each paragraph a wound neatly bound.

“When the Song finds children, the city will pretend the sound is dust.
When it finds the old, the city will pretend it is sleep.
When it finds the one who emptied the temple of names, the city will call it apocalypse.
They mean the scribe who erased the gods from the hymnbooks, not the god himself.”
I shut my eyes for three heartbeats. The pulse pounds against the backs of my lids. The phrase hangs. The one who emptied the temple of names. I breathe once, long, and let myself know who they mean.

Footsteps in the hall. The burr of male voices. The sanctuary gathers its shoulders against intrusion.

I roll the scroll two turns farther. The vellum creaks like a thin ice sheet under a boot. A word glows faintly as if written with a different hand—just the tail of it, just enough to say there’s heat under the ash. I tilt the sheet to catch more light.

Ery—

The door opens without a knock. Magistrate Harun brings his heat and his iron-shaped certainty. The First Vicar slides beside him like a knife slid back into its sheath. Two scribes stand with quills already wet.

“Priest Aurel,” Harun says. “We require your assessment before we carry the scroll to the Forum.”

“You’ll carry my words with it?” I ask, not moving the scroll to hide the glow. “Or only what fits your sentence?”

“You will give us language we can use,” the Vicar says, smooth. He glances at the sigil on the broken seal and keeps his expression polite by force. “What does it call this melody the children mock us with?”

“The Song of Ruin,” I say. I let the name sit between us long enough to warp the air.

Harun brightens with the certainty of men who have just found their excuse. “There,” he says to the scribes. “Write: the priest confirms the nature of the blasphemy.”

“The text is older than your fear,” I say. “It does not call people blasphemy. It names a posture.”

“How convenient,” the Vicar murmurs. His ring clicks softly on the desk edge. “And Eryndor?”

“What about him?” I ask, and the word him tastes like an old wound.

The Vicar’s eyes narrow with the pleasure of pressing a bruise. “Does the scroll predict his return as instrument of destruction?”

I drop my gaze to the ink. It refuses to answer gently.

“It predicts that when we silence the craft of the divine, the body breaks first, and what we call gods are the echoes
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