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Author's Note

	 

	While Hymn of Memory is ultimately about reclaiming a life you once thought forgotten, sometimes you have to hit rock bottom before you climb up to do so. As such, this book contains references to suicide and suicide ideation in addition to themes revolving around grief and death. Please take care when reading!

	 

	
I.

	Memories of Fire

	 

	Morgan drew his fingers softly across the death shroud covering the deceased and sparks of memories ignited against his touch. There were more bodies in Rosenburg's morgue than he'd initially thought. Many of them weren't whole; rather, mounds of what once was a person beneath the cloth, the extent of the damage hidden from view. Thankfully, the room didn't smell like death; someone had burned incense to mask it and instead, the tart aroma of cedarwood and rose covered everything.

	He'd seen the fire all the way from his spire in Blackburn's priory and while Rosenburg was always alight in the night, twinkling in the distance, the fire had burned brighter. Morgan remembered with vivid clarity how the golden embers rose into the sky and joined the stars before finally fizzling out. He'd been fascinated. At least, until the city got it under control. Then it was a cloud of smoke darkening the sky.

	Normally, he wouldn't have made the trek to Rosenburg. His sole purpose was with Blackburn, the town built around his priory, but the city's own Divine, Marcella, was in solitude for another few days and solitude was never broken.

	So, here Morgan was.

	Marcella had come to Blackburn many times when he'd first become Divine five years ago; she'd demonstrated how sendings were done and offered him her vast patience when he'd cried during the process. He supposed he owed her.

	The two coroners were giving his clergy escorts—Morgan didn't remember their names; who volunteered switched so often, he'd stopped trying—the details of the dead. Who they'd been, their history, and if they'd left any family behind. Morgan tuned the words out. What mattered right now was their memories.

	And the soul contained therein.

	Memories clung to the remains, trapping the soul in the carnal flesh. Trapped for too long and the soul would break and truly die, leaving a void. Divines were meant to help rend the soul free to guide it through the veil and into the Lord of Night's graces for its eventual rebirth. Without Divines, the whole process of rebirth ceased and Morgan didn't like to consider the ramifications.

	The whole process felt truer when Morgan could physically touch the skin. It was intimate and real that way, but the head coroner immediately warned him against pulling the shroud back when he reached to do so. She probably worried about the grisly sight and didn't want to frighten Morgan. He was young, after all; much younger than Divines should have been.

	He'd deal with the shroud. 

	Splaying his hands gently against the remains to steady himself, he leaned close to the dead. The cloth veil covering his mouth—a barrier to protect him according to scripture—fell against the remains and he paused. This close, the smell of charred flesh overpowered the incense and made him want to recoil, but he'd smelled worse; he'd deal with it like all Divines did.

	Gathering a deep breath, he pressed his lips against the veil and shroud. He exhaled as evenly as he could, letting his breath rustle his veil, and closed his eyes. An invitation to the memories within. They never took long to respond; their body had ceased to answer them and the memories simply saw him as an extension of their own selves and rushed to be heard.

	The memories caressed his face, traced his eyes, and whispered to him until he saw a life not his own. Always fleeting. Always fragmented. Someone was loved here; someone was scared there. Snapshots remaining after death, some only surface deep. Memories that must have meant something to the deceased, even if Morgan would never understand it on a superficial level.

	The fire came as a roaring blaze. Stark and real, it licked across his skin like it danced. The panic surged next; the knowledge of no escape. The world blurred and fuzzed as smoke choked his lungs. Morgan's chest tightened, his eyes watered, and he forced himself to keep breathing. He was not in the fire; there was no smoke coiling in his lungs. He was simply an observer. He gently told the memory it was done, it was over, and the memory stuttered. The fire grew cold and distant until it was nothing more than a flicker in the dark. And the memory released him.

	Even the soul had realized it: they'd died. 

	Morgan straightened his spine, pulling the soul from the remains with deft fingers as though it was a trail of thread. It glittered as it gathered in his hands, becoming a pool of liquid, and like always, it hummed a primordial hymn no one could capture although clergy always tried. Only Divines could see souls like this; they were gifted golden eyes from the Lord of Night along with his celestial touch. To anyone watching, Morgan would be holding and staring at nothing. If they ever looked, at any rate; Morgan learned very quickly no one liked watching the process. Even now, the coroners and his escorts had turned away. 

	To be fair, they weren't even supposed to be in the room. Priories had private chambers for a Divine's sending, but the bodies had been too fragile to move from the morgue. At the very least, the head coroner had tried to make the room as unobtrusive as possible. 

	Sure, it was still frigid, the steel mortuary drawers on one side reflected the too bright lights, there were large industrial sinks against the far wall not yet cleaned out, and the bodies had been placed on autopsy tables and gurneys in lieu of the typical wooden plinth. The whole room was crowded, but carefully spaced apart to give Morgan room as he moved, robes dragging behind him. The morgue certainly worked on such short notice, but he missed his sending room at his priory.

	Sending rooms were antiquated compared to the morgue; small and mostly wood with gold sconces for candles (his priory had begun to use little electric candles to help prevent any accidents), and his had starry curtains drawn across the walls to mimic a night sky. In the back of the room was a large stained-glass artwork of the Lord of Night, likely to remind Divines he was watching and waiting. Whether that was true or not, at least there Morgan didn't feel out of time as well as out of place.

	Thankfully, everyone here had the foresight to turn away and stay quiet, mimicking the hushed silence Morgan was used to during sendings.

	The soul nestled in his hands started to slip as Morgan's attention waned and he focused on it again, cupping his hands tighter. The melody it sang had grown quiet and slow, but the glow still pulsed like a heartbeat. Even it went slower the longer Morgan waited. It meant the soul was as ready as it ever would be to pass on. Morgan pressed it to his lips and breathed it in through his veil. 

	Divine bodies were holy, the mouth most of all. According to scripture, it was through the mouth the souls could pass through the metaphysical veil between worlds. He'd never questioned the process; it seemed to work, even if it was a little cannibalistic. He had sharp teeth for the same reason, but he'd never had to physically rend flesh apart to free souls. Maybe his precursors had, but thankfully, it had fallen out of fashion.

	Like all freed souls who acknowledged their deaths, this one went willingly. It passed through like a cold breath and dissolved down his throat. His vision swam with the sensation, colors glinting to life of the world unseen around them, and hands not his own reached inside, sending a shivering jolt through Morgan's entire body.

	Take this soul, Morgan prayed, lips silently mouthing the words behind his veil, and welcome them into your halls to be reborn.

	The presence took the soul and retreated, leaving fragments of memories the soul had held onto in its wake, and Morgan regained his composure. The Lord of Night—the Lord of the Dead, the one who saw the night chase away the day—was always prompt. Like he was as all-seeing and all-knowing as the texts depicted. Divines knew him intimately, or at least they were said to. If hands plucking the soul out of their throats was intimate. 

	Once his breathing had evened—once he felt some modicum of normal—Morgan let his gaze float over the rest of the gurneys in the room. 

	One down, at least half a dozen more to go. 

	Memories came and went, but some lingered, softly settling within him as they made room for themselves among his own. People he'd never known, people he'd loved and couldn't discern why in the fleeting glimpse, even those he'd hated for a reason he wasn't privy to. Every touch and breath invited the same until it became an exhaustive swirl of memories. Where one ended, another began, and the circle continued on and on.

	No matter how gentle everything was, it wore on his body. By the last set of remains, Morgan's knees wobbled, the bile in his stomach churned, and he couldn't lift his hands without trembling. A blinding headache threatened to bloom at the back of his head—not helped at all by the fluorescent electric lights—but deep breaths kept it mostly at bay. 

	Some Divines dealt with more dead at a time. Dealt with souls who simply refused to believe they were dead, and Morgan could hardly handle a single room.

	He hated it.

	When he finished, the moment of silent introspection was over. The morgue filled with the head coroner's chatter as she detailed everything she knew about the deceased, the remains, the family, the fire—anything even remotely relevant to the priory's logs. Thankfully, the assisting coroner rescued Morgan from having to feign interest and let him back into the adjoining office to rest in the cushioned rolling chair while his escorts dutifully transcribed everything relevant.

	His escorts were regular clergypersons of the priory. Morgan should have had actual attendants who were trained specifically to help him, but none of the recent ones had quite fit. Not that Morgan could remember who'd they'd been. So, this time, these two had volunteered as interim attendants, but in reality, they were merely escorts. Most of the clergy operated in the shadow of the Divine; it showed in what they wore. While the Divine's vestments consisted of a white robe with a gold trim, a black sash and red cord keeping it together in the middle, the clergy's were entirely black. Shadows, literally. Once, they had worn shrouds to mask their entire face, but that had fallen out of fashion because it plainly got in the way.

	"I'm sorry," the head coroner said haltingly, drawing Morgan's attention. Though not addressed to him, his curiosity was piqued enough to lean back to peer into the room. "I know it's customary for the bodies to be brought to the priory for this… but…"

	The older of his escorts smiled sadly, his eyes crinkling behind his black-rimmed glasses. "Given the circumstances," he said as his partner finished her notes with a flourish, "the trip wasn't uncalled for. Marcella is in solitude and Blackburn isn't truly a long drive. Besides…" He cast a sad glance over the shrouds and Morgan resumed looking away. "They were extremely fragile."

	As they continued filling the silence with more inconsequential noise, something to chase away the death in the air no one wanted to confront, Morgan caught the glint of instruments on the desk. Some of them hadn't been cleaned yet and stained a steel tray. He and his entourage had arrived shortly after the city had finished harvesting what organs they could, so they must have just placed it where it would have been out of the way.

	Among the instruments was a clean scalpel off to the side. The blade gleamed beneath the light and Morgan couldn't take his gaze away. He ran his fingers delicately across the handle, careful to keep his sleeve from touching anything else. No one said anything or noticed. His pulse sped, a decision made, and he quickly slid the instrument into his sleeve. He'd sewn a pocket inside long before, just to carry something of his, but he hadn't used it yet. And now it was filled.

	Just as he retracted his arm, the assisting coroner was beside him with a glass of water. Morgan startled, drawing himself tighter, but all the man did was set the cup down for him. 

	Like the head coroner, he was older, but Morgan couldn't discern exactly how old. Skin a healthy tan, not many wrinkles in sight yet, and his hair was a vibrant brown with a dusting of gray within. His lips quirked into a tired smile as he made eye contact and Morgan quickly glanced away. Most weren't ballsy enough to look at the Divine directly. They were scared of death and he was death; no one wanted to face their mortality so brazenly. 

	The assistant looked away soon enough and balked at the tray of instruments. He quickly moved them away from Morgan's line of sight and cleared his throat. "I used to live up in Blackburn, you know."

	Morgan brought the cup under his veil and sipped. The water shivered its way down his throat, casting goosebumps across his arms. Despite the sensation, the heat of the flames lingered, searing into his skin as a phantom touch. Nothing real or alarming, just vestiges of memories.

	"Ah, where are my manners? My name is Charles," the assistant continued, mistaking Morgan's silence for a reason to keep talking. "My son still lives there, you know. The small town does better for him than here ever did."

	Compared to Rosenburg, Blackburn was hardly a town. More of a village. The priory was the oldest building there, up on a hill in the woods. The town had been built around it a long time ago to serve the needs of the Divine and the clergy therein. Since then, the town had grown, becoming something of its own. Though modernization was slow compared to Rosenburg, Blackburn stayed connected to the outside world. Many of the residents frequently traveled to Rosenburg for school, work, and whatever else the city had that they didn't. 

	"I met Divine Lilia briefly," Charles continued, his voice soft, but still breaking Morgan out of his thoughts again. "She was about my age now when she first became Divine. Well, maybe a year or so younger…" He trailed off and his sudden silence stuck out; he didn't want to say what he'd intended to. At least, not right to Morgan's face.

	Morgan was too young to be Divine. Barely even seventeen and already had five years of dealing with dead souls and memories. Everyone knew he was too young, but the Lord of Night's decision was absolute. Morgan's hair went white the moment the previous Divine died, denoting him as her successor. Unfortunately, his age meant Morgan hadn't been able to make his own memories—live—so he could understand the lives and nuances accompanying the memories before he welcomed them into death. The clergy expected Morgan to simply make it work and he supposed he did. Somehow.

	Charles continued rambling after the poignant pause and spoke about his son instead. He'd be about Morgan's age. What was left unsaid, of course, was if Morgan had been normal, they would have gone to school together. Maybe even been friends. All Morgan did was nod and sip his water. Charles didn't need a reply; he just wanted to talk away the guilt he felt putting Morgan through this. Like it was his fault. It wasn't.

	The fault was the Lord of Night's alone.

	Silence was a relief when the head coroner called Charles back into the room to finish moving the bodies into the mortuary drawers. By then, Morgan's escorts had come in and they left together with little fanfare. The city around them was winding down for the night, but it would never truly be silent like the morgue had been. Cars of all kinds rumbled their way down the street, engines loud along the evening breeze, and there was the distant chatter of a crowd a few streets over. The noise was a stark contrast to the silence of the dead.

	Life simply moved on from the devastating fire that claimed the poor souls caught within. Soon, after vigils and mourning, the fire itself would become a hazy memory, forgotten as the days wore on. Lost to the noise of the day-to-day. Only Morgan would remember it with vivid clarity.

	The cab Rosenburg had loaned them still waited on the street in front of the morgue and as soon as they emerged, its engine joined the chorus of the vehicles around them. All Morgan wanted was silence, but he refrained from complaining and climbed into the back to begin the drive home. Blackburn Priory had no vehicles of its own; it had no space for them. Although, it wasn't like Blackburn needed its own cabs; the town was too small. If Morgan needed to be brought into town for any reason, he wouldn't mind walking. As it was, most things needing his attention came to the priory for him. Rosenburg never minded loaning one of their cabs and a driver, at least, should the need arise.

	The cab wasn't wholly uncomfortable, just a little old. The driver was separated from them by a screen between the front and backseats and this driver didn't make much small talk. The back was fitted like an old carriage with two sets of cushioned seats facing one another. The clergy put their backs to the driver while Morgan settled in on the opposite side. He wasn't keen on being squished between them like they'd been on the drive there. 

	Darkened city buildings slid by, but nothing interesting stood out from the brief glance Morgan afforded them as they drove. It was only when they left the city limits did the buildings finally thin and Morgan lifted his gaze.

	Evening had stolen the blue out of the sky and the color melted into something like fire along the horizon. Even the gleam of the sun cut through the cab's front windows, burning into Morgan's eyes. The smell of concrete and gasoline finally gave way to the aroma of late summer as the air whistled through the opening in the window. The breeze cooled Morgan's face and he breathed in deep, welcoming the oncoming autumn air as it filled his lungs. It wouldn't be long before the leaves themselves transformed into their own medley of fire.

	Flames licked his arms, coating them, and he set his jaw, holding himself tighter. No. It was just a memory wanting to be remembered. He gently eased himself against the back of the seat, reminding himself the fire was not real—not to him anyway—and searched for a distraction beyond the hum of the cab. 

	His escorts spoke amongst themselves with soft murmurs of the day-to-day. They never made conversation with him. Hardly anyone did. If someone chanced it, it was like the coroner's assistant: rambling to mask nervousness stemming from being so close to Morgan. It came with being Divine. Too holy to relate to. Too holy to think they were owed a real conversation. Morgan had simply become used to it. He wouldn't even know what to say if someone actually tried engaging him in a genuine conversation.

	They wouldn't help. They never did.

	Perhaps listening had been distraction enough however; his robes were free of flickering flames and he relaxed.

	He caught his reflection in the window and frowned at how tired he appeared. Today was almost over, at least. Soon he'd return to the priory halls he knew so well. He closed his eyes and rested his head against the window, glad the glass was cool.

	My name is Morgan, he told himself and silently moved his lips beneath his veil, feeling the cloth brush against his lips. My mother's name is Cynthia. My father's name is Joseph. He breathed out, his pulse quickening. Those were their names. They had to be. My name is Morgan, he repeated, focusing deeper to get it right. My mother's name is Cynthia. My father's name is Charles. He bit his lip, lancing pain through it from his sharp teeth, and released it just as fast.

	No. His father's name was not Charles. It was Joseph. Memories muddied, fast and quick like they were taunting him with what was real and what was simply someone else's memory that had fashioned itself a place in Morgan's thoughts.

	My name is Morgan, he began again, gritting his teeth. My mother was a baker. She hummed to me when I was little. Her name is… His thoughts came up blank. Empty. His pulse pounded in his ears. He'd already lost what they'd looked like. Whenever he thought of them now, they were blank faces with features too fuzzy to discern. He couldn't even remember if he'd had siblings. He'd been told family would have been a distraction from his duties and maybe they'd been encouraged to leave Blackburn. Many times, when he was younger, he'd eyed those in attendance at sermons searching for them, but he'd never find them. Now, he had no idea what they looked like. Sounded like. Both were forgone memories in a sea of those not his own.

	It didn't really matter, Morgan supposed. Without recognizing them, he wouldn't know where to start with searching for them. Besides, if they cared, wouldn't they have tried to talk to him by now? 

	Yet still, he held onto their names because it was all he had. Their details wouldn't come. Nor would the corrections. All that came to him were the memories drowned out by fire. People he'd never met. Lives he'd already sent through the veil waiting for one last chance to be real to someone. The images lingered, overcoming his own like always. 

	Every single day, something slipped away from him, stripping him from being Morgan. 

	"Your Holiness?" the younger clergy asked, her voice sweet and melodic. She and her partner had ceased speaking. Morgan wasn't sure how long ago. She furrowed her eyebrows in worry. "Are you all right?"

	"The fire was a lot," the other said, even as Morgan opened his mouth to answer for himself. "I can send for some milk tea to help soften the images when we return."

	"No," Morgan said, his own voice foreign to him. "No. I'm only tired. That's all."

	His escorts watched him a moment before they shared a quick glance. A silent conversation with a single look. They pitied him, even if they'd do nothing about it but suggest he forget it. The priory's milk tea wouldn't help; Morgan had no idea what it was made of, except it was a milky texture with a taste too subtle to pin down. Every time he drank it, the world became too fuzzy and distant, making memories painfully hard to reach. 

	It never helped.

	"I'll send some up anyway," the older escort said softly. "You can drink it, or you can leave it."

	The younger one nodded. "For now, sleep! It's a long ride."

	It always was.

	Morgan rested against the window again, letting the ghost of summer rustle through his hair, and closed his eyes. He wouldn't sleep; if he did, memories would resurface as dreams, molding him into someone he never was. Instead of succumbing, he repeated his mantra to himself again. Searching deep for the names which had long since escaped.

	My name is Morgan.

	One day, Morgan feared when he awoke, he wouldn't even remember his own name and no one would care. 

	
II.

	The Head Prior

	 

	The moon had ascended high in the sky by the time they entered Blackburn. Everything was shuttered until the morning with few homes still illuminated with lamps or flickering televisions. The streetlights led the cab through the empty streets and up the dark path to the priory on the hill in the woods. The priory was mostly dark as well with only electric candles left lit in the windows as invitation for any weary traveler (not that such a thing was common nowadays). Although to Morgan, it made the whole building look more haunting than inviting.

	Though the priory had dormitories for dedicated clergy, the days they were used had come and gone. The clergy now commuted to and from Blackburn and the only time the dormitories were used was when out of town clergy visited. Of Blackburn's staff, there was a handful during the day of which Morgan's escorts were part of and then the night crew made up of mostly housekeepers. While Morgan's days were filled with contemplation and his Divine duties, he wasn't quite sure what the clergy filled their time with when there wasn't a pressing matter. He'd never had reason to ask.

	As it was, only Morgan and the Head Prior had permanent lodgings in the priory itself. Morgan's was at the top of the priory's spire like all other Divines before him; it kept the Divine separated and sacred. The Head Prior, meanwhile, had his space in the empty dormitory alongside anyone that may have been visiting. It kept him near and available.

	Wherever he slept, the priory was home and home meant sleep.

	Until Morgan stepped inside with his attendants and the night clergy on duty let them know the Head Prior wanted to speak to them upon their return. 

	The Head Prior's office was above the chapel room used for morning and evening services. It allowed him to always be near the main room of worship just in case. 

	The entire place was dimmed for the night except for his office. It was a blaze in the dark, burning into Morgan's eyes as he followed his escorts inside and took another moment for his vision to readjust. 

	Morgan hadn't been in the Head Prior's office too often; if the prior wanted to speak to him, he generally came to Morgan's room instead. Morgan disliked his office. It was too clean, too neat, and always felt as though he was putting on a front for anyone who came in. The lights suspended from the ceiling hummed with electricity, boring into Morgan's skull as his earlier headache from the sending crawled back, and he quickly focused on anything else to keep it at bay. 

	The prior's wooden desk took up much of the room and upon it was another lit lamp, illuminating the scrolls from past sendings Morgan had done earlier in the year. With them was an old telephone, a rotary card file, and a typewriter. Flanking the opened window behind the desk were bookcases, each one perfectly arranged with histories, scriptures, and whatever else the Head Prior thought important enough to display. Everything was neat, had its place, and made Morgan feel out of place himself.

	The Head Prior sat at his desk and despite how late it was—maybe he'd stayed in his office all evening waiting for their return—he was still dressed in his clergy finery; black like all the others, but his had been decorated with golden fastenings that practically gleamed underneath the light, setting him apart.

	As soon as they were settled in, Morgan's escorts began speaking. They told the Head Prior what the coroner had said and rattled off what they had written in their notes. Like before, Morgan tuned them out; all of it would be there for him tomorrow and right now, sleep beckoned. Instead of nodding off right then and there and earning the Head Prior's disdain, he searched for another distraction.

	He slipped his hands into his sleeves and his thumb brushed the handle of the scalpel hidden away. For some reason, he hadn't expected it to still be there. And even more, no one knew he had it. The thought alone made his pulse quicken, especially when why he'd wanted it crossed his mind. No. He left it alone and placed his hands back in his lap. 

	My name is Morgan, he mouthed to himself in lieu of anything else. My mother's name is—

	"I'd like to speak to His Holiness alone, actually," the Head Prior interrupted Morgan's mantra and he jerked his attention back to the room. His escorts stared at the prior, as confused as he was, and the air between them weighed heavy. 

	A private audience so late, especially one after a sending as grisly as the one Morgan had endured was odd. Keeping the Divine away from rest was odder still.

	The older escort recovered first, readjusting his glasses. "He needs rest," he said slowly, like he was testing the waters of insubordination. His partner cast her eyes downward and collected her notes from the desk. He was on his own. "It has been a very long day."

	"I don't intend to keep him long," the Head Prior said, raising his eyebrows. "You can wait outside and once we're finished, you can take him to his room and tuck him in."

	Even though Morgan desperately wished they'd stay, it wasn't like they could. The Head Prior's word was absolute and if he wanted to talk to Morgan, well, he would. Everyone always said he had the Divine's best interests at heart, though Morgan wondered if the sentiment was true. He was sure the Head Prior actually disliked him for the simple fact Morgan had the audacity to be a child when he was made Divine, making the Head Prior's job harder.

	Not like Morgan had a say in that.

	His escorts made their leave without any further protest and as the door closed, Morgan studied the Head Prior. He hardly ever saw the man as it was and now that he was fully awake, starkly in reality instead of the fuzzy half-dream threatening to pull him under from how exhausted he was, he figured he should at least try to commit some of the man to memory. 

	The Head Prior had the position when Morgan became Divine and given his age, perhaps he'd had it since the beginning of the previous Divine. He was middle-aged with pale skin age had pulled taut. His eyes were a dark brown, never anything that invited warmth and his hair was just as dark, nary a gray strand in sight, but it had begun to recede. Curiously, his eyebrows were a pale blond; perhaps he dyed his hair because it had turned lighter with age, making it more white than blond. White hair was strictly for Divines, but most people could tell when it was the white locks of divinity versus hair simply gone white with age. Perhaps it was simply vanity so he didn't appear as old, although Morgan wasn't sure why he even bothered—

	"Your Holiness?" the Head Prior's voice crashed through Morgan's thoughts once more, pulling him back, and he tilted his head as Morgan met his gaze. He must have said something that warranted an answer.

	Morgan swallowed. "Yes?" he said, his voice still weaker than he wanted.

	There was a slow inhale, but the man didn't outright sigh. Morgan was sure if he'd been anyone else, the Head Prior would have already announced his annoyance. Being the Divine had its perks for once. The Head Prior instead brought his hands together on the desk and laced his fingers together. "I was asking you: what did the memories show you?"

	"Fire. Lots of it." Morgan frowned behind his veil and the Head Prior hesitated, like he'd been expecting something more. Growing uneasy under the man's stare, Morgan shifted in his chair. His pulse raced thinking of what he could have missed. Nothing. It was just lives consumed by fire. He cleared his throat. "W-What is it you want, Prior…?"

	Though Morgan intended otherwise, he'd ended with a pause, searching for the name he'd long since lost to the haze of memories. He shut his mouth, hoping it wasn't noticed.

	"Augustus," the Head Prior said.

	"P-Pardon?"

	"That's my name. Augustus." He enunciated the syllables slowly, as if it would help. Morgan gently bit down on his lip, trying to hide his annoyance. "Come now. We've been through this numerous times."

	Too many times to count. Scant memories of conversations and being reminded of his name in the same fake, playful tone. It grew increasingly withered and annoyed each time because Morgan couldn't remember something so simple. It probably hurt his pride. Not like it mattered; Morgan didn't want to remember. Their lives hardly intersected in any meaningful way as it was. Remembering his name meant another name Morgan wanted to keep might slip away. 

	Besides, it wasn't like anyone had ever said Morgan's name. They probably didn't even remember it. All he was to them was the Divine. 

	Nothing more.

	Still, Morgan sighed, releasing his agitation with the breath, and nodded. "Prior Augustus," he repeated quietly. "I am very tired. What is it you need from me?"

	Prior Augustus leaned back, studying Morgan with narrowed eyes. Morgan quickly looked at anything else. From the clock ticking in time with Morgan's heartbeat, to the priory heraldry hanging from the ceiling against the wall to the side, and then to the open window behind Prior Augustus. 

	"All I want are the details."

	"And you will have them when I write them." Annoyance leaked into Morgan's voice despite his best efforts. After every sending, one of the duties of the Divine was to transcribe the memories still lingering after the Lord of Night took the deceased's soul. It was said to help the Divine let go of memories that weren't theirs. It didn't always work. When Morgan finished, he handed it off to the clergy scribes who would transcribe a copy for the families and the original would be locked in the priory vaults as a record of who lived and passed in Blackburn. The ones from the fire would be shipped to Rosenburg when they were finished.

	"Forcing the memories won't do any good," Morgan continued. "All I see right now is fire and all I feel is terror. Nothing else."

	Prior Augustus paused, jaw clenched. A tinge of annoyance he could hardly hide. "Yes," he said, dragging out the word. "Beyond the terror, however, did any of those you sent feel… guilt about the fire itself?"

	Morgan straightened and stared directly at Prior Augustus. He finally realized what the man was trying to do: figure out if it was arson. Theoretically, a trained and seasoned Divine could sift through lingering memories in such a way to find motive and intent. Why he expected Morgan to be able to do it, however, left Morgan confused.

	"I was told," Prior Augustus continued, keeping eye contact, "the building was a small café. They all should have been able to get out."

	There was pounding on locked doors. For some reason, they wouldn't open. The sound reverberated through Morgan, stark and real like Prior Augustus' own door was rattling from fists. His lungs seized, struggling to draw in air as he smelled smoke. His throat was raw from screaming and no one answered but more screams. The inferno had grown too fast, igniting all the wood inside faster than it should have if it had been an accident.

	"All I wanted to do," Prior Augustus' voice was the bridge back and Morgan focused on it. Not the way the room was sparking around him. Not the screams inviting themselves into his mind because they wanted to be remembered. "Was to be of help to the Rosenburg detectives who are sure to come down anon expecting answers." The room was still warm, even without the flames. "If you could just tell me who set the fire—who locked the doors…"

	All Prior Augustus wanted was the glory. Even Morgan could plainly see that. Solve it before the Rosenburg detectives could. It would prove to someone the Blackburn Priory had a Divine worth a damn. Marcella might have been able to do it; she knew her divinity inside and out and had perfect guile and poise every time Morgan had seen her. Not like him. If only she hadn't been in solitude. If only she had been there to see to the bodies herself. 

	The room had grown so much warmer. Fire licked around his chair, but he dared not stare at it directly. Doing so would only show Prior Augustus he was unraveling. The chair turned to ash beneath the flames, but somehow, he and the cushion stayed perilously afloat, even as the fires danced across his sleeves next. The wooden floorboards took the flames farther until they caught the priory heraldry. It went aflame, growing bright and golden behind Prior Augustus. 

	Flames that weren't real. Not here. Never here.

	"No," Morgan said and Prior Augustus' jaw tightened again, but his face remained impassive. "I do not believe I feel anything you are insinuating." Morgan twisted his hands together, trying not to watch the fire as it traced itself across the ceiling beam above them. "Nor am I willing to entertain any more thoughts on the matter because it would only color my perception of their memories."
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