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​About the Author  

SANKULAHUB writes contemporary romance with heart-forward humor, clean emotional intensity, and characters who feel like real people on their messiest days. Each story is built to be comforting and addictive at the same time, blending laugh-out-loud awkwardness with a sincere belief that love should make you braver, not smaller.
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​Dedication
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For every person who has apologized for laughing too loud, taking up too much space, or wanting too much joy. You were never the problem. You were the proof that life is still trying to be lived.
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​Cast Snapshot
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Carys is a city noise inspector who believes she has to be perfect to be taken seriously, even though her body has never agreed to cooperate with her plans. She is smart, fast-thinking, and painfully aware of every room she walks into.

Merrick is an acoustics engineer with calm hands and a stubborn heart, the kind of man who can measure a sound wave and also notice the way someone swallows their feelings mid-sentence. He is opening a comedy venue for reasons he refuses to explain to anyone who might pity him.

Jolie is Carys’s best friend, a quick-witted legal mind with a soft spot for dramatic pep talks and late-night snacks. She loves Carys too much to let her hide behind self-deprecation.

Tobin is Merrick’s stage manager and chaos conductor, always carrying a roll of gaffer tape like it is a life philosophy. He believes every disaster can be fixed, preferably while cracking a joke.

Imani works inside city hall, close enough to the mayor’s office to hear the real motives behind every “public safety” announcement. She is polite on the surface, sharp underneath, and she knows exactly what Carys is walking into.

Hana is the venue’s money person, the one who smiles while delivering deadlines that feel like threats. She is not cruel, but she is not sentimental, either.
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The first thing Carys heard was laughter bursting through a wall that was not supposed to leak. It spilled into the alley behind the warehouse in bright, uncontrolled waves, the kind that made strangers slow their steps and tilt their heads like they were being invited into something fun against their will.

The second thing she heard was her own phone vibrating in her palm, as if it sensed she was about to have a very bad day.

She stared up at the new sign bolted above the side entrance, the paint so fresh it still looked wet in the cold air. Laugh Foundry. Two words that felt like a dare. Someone had strung warm bulbs along the brick, and they glittered with the kind of optimism Carys did not trust. Optimism was how you ended up on the evening news with a headline that used the word incident.

She shifted her clipboard higher against her ribs and tried to slow her breathing. In through the nose, out through the mouth, like Jolie had coached her, like the breathing alone could convince her body to stop betraying her. Tonight was supposed to be simple. She would walk in, take a reading, check the permits, confirm compliance, and leave.

She was not supposed to be the story.

A gust of wind pushed hair into her mouth. She spat it out, annoyed, and started toward the door with the brisk, professional stride she practiced in mirrors. She made it exactly three steps before her heel caught on a cable snaking across the alley.

Carys windmilled her arms, clipboard flying up like a surrender flag, and for one glorious second she thought she might recover. Then her shoulder slammed into the metal door, the handle yanked down, and the door swung open as if the building itself had decided to assist in her humiliation.

She stumbled inside.

Laughter hit her full in the face, loud and warm and immediate. A crowd turned, mid-giggle. The room was dim, lit by amber lamps and strings of bulbs, with a small stage at the far end and rows of mismatched chairs packed tight. Somebody had set up a sound board near the wall, and on the stage a comedian froze with a mic halfway to his mouth, eyes widening like Carys had wandered into his joke.

She caught herself on the edge of a table. Or tried to. Her hip bumped it, the table rocked, and a plastic cup skated toward the edge.

No. No, no, no.

Carys lunged, grabbed the cup, and in doing so knocked a small device off the table. It hit the floor with a sharp crack.

A silence spread across the room so fast it felt physical.

Carys stared down at the device, dread pooling in her stomach. It was a sound meter, the kind she carried in her bag, but this one was mounted with a little logo sticker and a red recording light that was still blinking.

Perfect. She had just assaulted their equipment on entry, like a bull with a government-issued clipboard.

“I’m sorry,” she blurted, voice too loud in the quiet. “I tripped. I didn’t see the cable. I can fix it. I mean, I can’t fix it, but I can, I can, I can document it and report it and...”

A man moved through the crowd toward her with the controlled speed of someone used to catching problems before they broke. He did not push. He did not hurry. He simply arrived, as if the room made space for him without being asked.

He crouched, lifted the sound meter, and checked it with a quick, practiced glance. Then he looked up at her.

Merrick. She did not know his name yet, but something about his face made it feel like she should. Dark hair, slightly messy like he had run a hand through it too many times. Calm eyes, the kind that made you feel caught without being judged. He wore a black shirt with rolled sleeves and a thin lanyard around his neck that held a badge.

Owner.

Carys’s throat tightened. Of course he was handsome. The universe had a vicious sense of humor.

“Are you hurt?” he asked.

The question landed strangely, because it was not what she expected. She expected anger. Accusation. A complaint about liability.

“I’m fine,” she said, too quickly. “I’m... I’m fine. I’m here for an inspection.”

His gaze flicked to her badge, then to the clipboard, then back to her face. “On opening night.”

There was no sarcasm in his tone, just a clean statement of fact, as if he were cataloging the variables in a problem.

Carys forced a professional smile, the one she used when people tried to argue with her about decibels like they were a personal opinion. “That’s right. I’m Carys. From city compliance.”

A beat passed. Merrick’s expression shifted almost imperceptibly, as if her name had brushed against a memory. It was subtle enough that Carys could have imagined it, but she had spent her whole life noticing the smallest signs that someone was about to decide she was annoying.

He rose to his full height, and unfortunately, he was tall enough to make her feel smaller without trying. “Merrick,” he said. “We weren’t expecting anyone until next week.”

Carys swallowed. “Your permit required a pre-opening confirmation. My office assigned it.”

His eyes slid past her, toward the door. The room was starting to exhale again, the audience murmuring, the comedian shifting awkwardly on stage as if deciding whether to keep going.

Tobin appeared at Merrick’s shoulder, materializing like an anxious gremlin with a headset. “Boss, do we stop the show or pretend this is part of the bit?”

Merrick did not take his eyes off Carys. “Give me five,” he said calmly.

Tobin scurried away, muttering something about government ruiners.

Carys bristled, then immediately hated herself for bristling. She did not want to be the villain. She did not want to be perceived at all.

“I can be quick,” she offered. “I’m not here to shut you down. I’m here to verify your sound levels match your application.”

Merrick’s mouth twitched, not quite a smile. “And the part where you tripped into my building and broke my meter was a bonus feature.”

Heat flooded Carys’s face. “That was not an intentional feature.”

“Good,” he said, and now there was humor in his eyes, faint but unmistakable. “Because if it’s a feature, it’s a very loud one.”

She opened her mouth, ready with a defensive retort, then stopped. Loud. The word always found her. Teachers had used it. Managers had used it. Exes had used it like a warning label.

Carys forced herself to focus on her job. “I need to take readings from three points inside and one outside. Then I need to review your paperwork.”

Merrick nodded once, as if accepting the rules of a game he did not want to play. “Fine. But do it without interrupting the audience. They paid for tonight.”

The word paid made her stomach twist. There were real stakes here. Real people. Real money. Not just a line item on her spreadsheet.

She reached into her bag for her own meter, grateful for something she could control, and felt her phone vibrate again. This time it was not a random buzz. It was a call.

Imani.

Carys’s heart sank. City hall did not call you during an inspection unless they wanted you to do something unpleasant.

“I need to take this,” she said, already stepping back toward the wall.

Merrick watched her like he was reading a room. “Bad news?”

“Probably,” she admitted, because lying felt pointless when her face betrayed her thoughts anyway.

She answered, keeping her voice low. “Imani.”

Imani did not waste time. “Carys, I need you to listen carefully. The mayor’s office just received a formal complaint about Laugh Foundry.”

Carys’s pulse kicked up. “A complaint from who?”

“That’s the part we don’t have,” Imani said. “It came in through a channel that doesn’t show the sender. But it was marked urgent. And the mayor has been itching to prove the quiet initiative is real, not just a campaign slogan.”

Carys stared at Merrick across the room. He was standing still, arms loosely folded, pretending not to watch her. He was failing.

“I’m already here,” Carys whispered.

“I know,” Imani said. “That’s why you’re getting the call. Your director is upstairs right now. They want a decisive action they can point to. They want a stop order issued tonight if anything is even slightly out of compliance.”

Carys’s mouth went dry. “Tonight is their opening.”

“Then tonight is your why now,” Imani said, voice softer for a half second, as if she understood what this would do to Carys’s gut. “And Carys, one more thing. The director mentioned your name specifically. She said you owe the department a clean win after last year.”

Last year. The council meeting. The mic feedback that had squealed so loudly it sent a room full of donors covering their ears. The footage of Carys dropping the sound board in panic. The way the video had looped on social media with captions about incompetence and clumsiness, like she was a cartoon.

Carys squeezed her eyes shut for a heartbeat. “Imani, if I shut them down tonight, I would ruin them.”

“If you don’t, it might ruin you,” Imani replied. “And I’m not saying that to scare you. I’m saying it because you need to decide with open eyes. Your director is coming. She will expect paperwork in hand.”

Carys’s breath hitched. “She’s coming here.”

“Yes,” Imani said. “And Carys? Whoever filed that complaint wanted this to happen while the room was full. They wanted maximum embarrassment.”

The line sliced through Carys’s haze.

This was not random. This was a setup.

She ended the call, fingers trembling around the phone, and looked up to find Merrick standing closer than before. Not too close. Just close enough that she could see the concern he was trying to hide behind calm.

“What did they say?” he asked.

Carys wanted to be professional. She wanted to keep her face blank. But Merrick’s gaze held steady, and something about it made her feel like if she told the truth, he would not use it against her.

“They want me to issue a stop order,” she said quietly. “Tonight. If you’re out of compliance by even a hair.”

Merrick’s jaw tightened, the first real crack in his composure. “We’re not out of compliance.”

“You don’t know that,” she said, hating herself the moment it came out. “I haven’t finished reading.”

His eyes narrowed slightly. “Who complained?”

“They didn’t tell me,” Carys admitted. “It was anonymous. Which means someone wanted this to be public.”

Merrick glanced around the room, at the audience settling back into laughter as the comedian tried to restart the energy. He looked like a man seeing his dream through a new lens, one that showed how easy it could be taken away.

Carys’s stomach rolled. This was the moment where she was supposed to be decisive, cold, and official. The moment the department wanted her to prove she could be sharp, not clumsy. The moment her director would arrive expecting a clean narrative.

She heard the crowd laugh again, loud enough to rattle something inside her. She thought of the anonymous complaint and how it must have been written, careful and cruel, designed to crush.

Merrick’s voice lowered. “If your director comes and finds me mid-show, she’ll shut me down no matter what your meter says.”

Carys’s chest tightened because he was right.

She glanced at her clipboard, then at the door, as if she could already see her director’s silhouette filling it. Her hand moved on its own, flipping to the temporary compliance form in her folder. The one no one used unless they were desperate. The one that required her signature, her name, her responsibility.

Merrick’s eyes dropped to the paper. “What are you doing?”

Carys swallowed hard. “I’m making a choice.”

“What choice?”

The door at the back of the room opened again, letting in a slice of cold air and a sudden hush of attention.

A woman stepped inside in a sharp coat with an expression that had never apologized for being in any room.

Carys’s director.

Carys’s pen hovered over the line as the director’s gaze found her, then slid to Merrick, then back to Carys like a verdict forming.

Carys looked at Merrick, and for the first time his calm cracked into something raw, almost pleading. Not for sympathy. For fairness.

Her hand shook, but she pressed the pen down anyway.

And signed.
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​Chapter 1: The Form That Could Ruin Her
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Director Dawn’s presence changed the air the way a slammed door changed a hallway. It did not matter that the room was full of warm bulbs and people who had paid to laugh. Dawn carried fluorescent lighting with her, the kind that made every flaw visible. She stood just inside the entrance with her coat still on, eyes scanning the crowd, the stage, the sound board, and then Carys, as if Carys were the only measurement she needed.

Carys’s hand tightened around the clipboard. The pen felt heavier now that Dawn could see it.

Dawn walked forward with measured steps, never rushing, never looking uncertain. She stopped beside Carys and angled her head toward the comedian, who had paused again, watching them with a strained smile that said he understood the difference between heckling and government.

“Is this the venue,” Dawn asked quietly, “or a daycare for adults.”

Carys forced her face into calmness. “It’s a comedy club. They’re in the middle of an opening set.”

Dawn’s gaze flicked to Merrick, then back to Carys. “And you decided to conduct an inspection in the middle of it.”

“I didn’t choose the timing,” Carys said, and then wished she had phrased it differently because Dawn’s mouth tightened as if timing was exactly what Carys had failed at most of her life.

Dawn extended a hand. “Your notes.”

Carys didn’t move fast enough, because her brain was doing that thing where it ran through every possible consequence at once. She slid the clipboard over anyway. Dawn’s eyes dropped to the top page.

The provisional form.

Dawn’s brows rose with a slow kind of disbelief. “What is this?”

Carys swallowed. “A temporary compliance continuance.”

Dawn looked up sharply. “You signed it.”

“Yes,” Carys said, and the word came out steady only because her fear had settled into something colder and more stubborn. “I signed it so we can complete readings properly without shutting down a room full of people based on an anonymous complaint.”

Dawn’s eyes did something that was not quite anger and not quite pity. “An anonymous complaint is still a complaint.”

“It is,” Carys agreed. “And I’m here, in real time, to verify whether it has merit.”

Dawn’s attention dropped again to the form. “A continuance requires venue acceptance.”

Carys felt heat crawl up her neck. She had known that. She had known it and still she had signed, because if she had paused for even a second longer, Dawn would have walked in and issued the stop order with a pen that never shook.

“I’m getting it,” Carys said.

Dawn’s voice lowered, and it was worse that way, because it meant she cared enough to be precise. “You are not getting anything. You are standing in a room full of customers, on a live night, with a broken meter on the floor and an unsigned form that makes you personally liable for this venue’s compliance. Why.”

Carys glanced at Merrick before she could stop herself. He stood a few feet away, still and alert, as if he were listening without listening. His eyes met hers, and there was a question there that felt private despite the crowd.

Why did you do it?

Because someone wanted this to be public, Imani had said. Because someone wanted maximum embarrassment. Because Carys knew what that tasted like.

Carys cleared her throat. “Because shutting them down based on a complaint with no sender is bad procedure and bad faith.”

Dawn’s gaze sharpened. “Do not quote the procedure to me like you discovered it yesterday.”

Carys flinched, but she did not look away. “Then let me prove it with actual readings. If they’re out, we take action. If they’re in, we document it and move on.”

Dawn held the clipboard between two fingers like it offended her. “And if they are barely out.”

“Then we give a remedy window,” Carys said, hearing her own confidence and wondering where it came from. “We put conditions in writing. We require immediate adjustments. We keep the public safe and we don’t destroy someone’s livelihood for a technicality.”

Dawn’s expression softened by a fraction, which somehow made Carys more nervous. “You sound like you want to protect them.”

Carys forced herself to breathe. “I want to do the job correctly.”

Dawn’s eyes flicked to Merrick again, assessing him with a look that could have audited a soul. Then she stepped toward him, heels quiet on the floor. Merrick did not move back. He simply waited, hands relaxed at his sides, the way people looked when they had learned to keep calm around authority.

“Are you the owner,” Dawn asked.

“Yes,” Merrick said.

“I’m Director Dawn,” she replied. “You are operating tonight under the possibility of a stop order.”

Merrick nodded once. “I gathered.”

Dawn lifted the clipboard. “My inspector signed a temporary continuance. It is not valid without your signature. It also puts her at risk. I would like to understand why she thought that was necessary.”

Merrick’s gaze slid to Carys. “Because your complaint came in anonymously.”

Dawn’s eyebrows rose. “She told you that.”

“Yes,” Merrick said, without hesitation. “And because if you shut us down in front of a room full of people, you don’t just close a building. You stain it. They don’t come back to a place that got shut down on opening night.”

Dawn’s jaw tightened. “That is not my problem.”

“It becomes your problem if the complaint was weaponized,” Merrick said. His voice stayed level, but there was steel under it now. “Because then you’re helping someone do harm using your office.”

Carys’s stomach clenched. It was too bold. It was also exactly what she had been thinking.

Dawn studied him in a long, quiet beat. Then she looked back at Carys. “You are going to do your readings now. Immediately. If you find any noncompliance, you will document it and you will not sugarcoat it.”

Carys nodded. “Yes.”

“And,” Dawn continued, “if you find compliance, you will still document the complaint and the conditions under which you issued this continuance. Because if the mayor’s office asks me why this venue stayed open tonight, I will not say, because my inspector felt sorry.”

Carys’s throat tightened. “Understood.”

Dawn stepped closer to Merrick again. “Sign it if you accept the conditions. If you don’t, I can still shut you down, and it will be clean and fast and very public.”

Merrick’s eyes narrowed slightly, then he reached for the pen. His hand did not shake. He signed on the line that made him responsible for every decibel in the building.

Carys exhaled in a way that almost hurt.

Dawn took the clipboard back and tapped the paper once. “If this goes wrong, it will not be the venue that suffers first. It will be you, Carys.”

Carys held Dawn’s gaze. “I know.”

Dawn pivoted toward the entrance again, looking at the room with clear distaste. “Finish your job. I’ll be in the back.”

As Dawn walked away, the comedian on stage cleared his throat and tried to revive the room. “So,” he said into the mic, forcing cheer, “anyone else here ever feels like their boss is watching them.”

A nervous ripple of laughter spread. Carys felt herself flush again, because she could feel the crowd’s eyes sliding back to her, curious now, like she had become part of the show.

Merrick leaned in slightly, lowering his voice. “Do you always make an entrance that is dramatic?”

Carys’s mouth opened, then closed. The remark should have annoyed her. Instead, it loosened something in her chest, because it was the first time since Dawn arrived that anyone spoke to her like a person and not a problem.

“I didn’t plan to,” she muttered. “The cable attacked me.”

Merrick’s eyes flicked down toward the doorway, where the cable still lay like a tripwire. “We can move it.”

“We can. We should have already.” Carys heard the edge in her own voice and softened it immediately. “I’m going to start reading.”

“Tell me where,” Merrick said. “I’ll keep people from walking into you.”

Carys looked at him, startled by the simplicity of it. No, I’ll get in your way. No, you made this mess. Just, I’ll help.

She pulled her meter from her bag and held it carefully, as if it were something fragile that might also betray her. “I need one reading by the stage, one by the back wall, and one by the bar. Then outside by the alley.”

Merrick gestured toward the stage with a small tilt of his head. “Come on.”

They moved along the wall, keeping low, careful not to disrupt. Carys could feel laughter vibrating through the floorboards, a living sound with no clean edges. The meter’s display jumped as the comedian hit a punchline and the crowd burst again. Carys watched the numbers, her brain shifting into the part of her that did not panic. Sound was physics. Physics did not care if you were clumsy. Physics rewarded accuracy.

She held the meter up, waited for the average to settle, and scribbled the reading on her clipboard. Then she made herself double-check. She had learned the hard way that one missed decimal could become a headline.

Merrick hovered close enough to shield her from passing knees, but not close enough to crowd her. When she shifted to catch a cleaner reading, he shifted too, like they had practiced.

At the second point near the back wall, a server brushed past and nearly clipped Carys’s elbow. Carys jolted, meter wobbling.

Merrick’s hand shot out, steadying her forearm with a brief, careful touch. His palm was warm through her sleeve. The contact lasted half a second, but it landed in her body like a question.

“You’re fine,” he murmured, as if he could tell her nerves had flared. “Hold it steady. You’ve got it.”

Carys’s throat tightened. It was a ridiculous reaction to two seconds of kindness, but she had spent so much of her life bracing for eye rolls that reassurance felt like an unfamiliar language.

She finished the reading. The numbers were close, but not over. Close enough that she would not relax, but not enough to justify Dawn’s stop order.

At the bar, Tobin appeared again like he had been summoned by stress. His headset sat crooked, hair sticking up at the crown. “Is this good or bad,” he whispered, eyes darting between Carys and Merrick. “Because I can fake a power outage if we need to.”

Carys blinked. “Please don’t fake a power outage.”

Tobin’s face fell. “Okay, but I just want you to know I could. I have the skill set.”

Merrick gave him a look that said, not now. “Keep the crowd steady. Ask the comedian to keep the mic at his mark.”

Tobin nodded fast and scuttled off again.

Carys took the final interior reading, then glanced toward the back. Dawn stood near a doorway, arms crossed, gaze fixed on Carys like a weight. It made Carys’s stomach twist, but it also anchored her. She was here. She was doing the job. She was not running.

“I need outside,” Carys said quietly.

Merrick led her toward the side door. The cold air hit her face like a slap as they stepped into the alley. The laughter inside dulled instantly, turning into a muffled pulse through brick.

Carys took the exterior reading and watched the number settle. It was still within range, though again, close. The kind of closeness that demanded intelligent choices, not pride.

Merrick watched her watch it. “Well.”

“It’s within,” Carys said. “But you’re riding the edge.”

His shoulders loosened by a fraction. “I can work with edge.”

Carys almost smiled despite herself. “That’s not the point.”

“What is the point,” he asked, and there was something in his voice that felt less like banter and more like sincerity dressed up as a question.

Carys stared at the meter. She could say, the point is you’re safe. She could say, the point is I did my job. But the truth was layered and messy.

“The point,” she said carefully, “is that someone wants you to fail.”

Merrick’s eyes narrowed. “Because of the complaint.”

“And because of the timing,” Carys added. “Anonymous. Urgent. Opening night. A room full of witnesses.”

Merrick’s jaw tightened. “I don’t make enemies.”

Carys let out a short, humorless breath. “Everybody makes enemies. Sometimes they just call themselves concerned citizens.”

Merrick leaned back against the brick, the warmth from inside still clinging to him. In the alley light, his calm looked less effortless, more deliberate, like a choice he made every day.

“Why did you do it,” he asked again, softer now. “The form. You didn’t know me.”

Carys’s pulse thudded. She could tell him the safe version, the version that would not make her sound like a wounded animal. She could keep it professional.

But she was tired of being professional at the expense of being honest.

“Because I know what it feels like,” she said, voice low, “when a room turns on you and it becomes a story you can’t control.”

Merrick’s gaze sharpened with recognition that made her chest ache. “Last year.”

Carys froze. The words slid into place like a lock turning.

He had seen it.

She tried to laugh it off, but it came out thin. “Everyone saw it.”

Merrick’s expression shifted, and she saw regret in it, like he hated that he knew. “I didn’t watch it to laugh.”

Carys’s throat tightened anyway. “Most people did.”

He shook his head once, slow. “I watched it because I recognized the sound.”

Carys blinked. “The sound.”

“Feedback,” he said. “The squeal. The panic. I’m an acoustics guy. I hear the problem before I see the person.” He paused, eyes steady on hers. “And then I saw the person. You were trying to fix it while everyone stared. You weren’t incompetent. You were alone.”

Carys’s chest felt too tight for air. She had spent months replaying that night, imagining what she looked like, how she sounded, how her hands had trembled as if the sound itself had grabbed her bones. She did not expect anyone to remember it with empathy.

“I was alone,” she admitted, the words barely audible.

Merrick’s gaze didn’t move. “You don’t have to be tonight.”

The sentence was simple. It still landed in her like a crack in a wall she had been leaning on for years.

Before she could respond, the door behind them opened, and Tobin’s head popped out. “I’m not interrupting anything emotional, am I.”

Carys jerked back like she had been caught doing something wrong. Merrick’s mouth tightened, but Carys could see the faintest amusement.

“What,” Merrick asked.

Tobin stepped fully into the alley, shutting the door behind him. “Director Dawn is pacing like a shark. Also, Hana is here.”

Carys’s stomach sank. “Hana from the venue.”

Tobin nodded. “The money person. The one who smiles like she’s counting your sins.”

Merrick’s eyes closed for a beat, as if he were gathering patience. “Why is she here now?”

Tobin shrugged. “Because she has a sixth sense for disaster. Also, she said something about your lease clause.”

Carys’s eyebrows rose. “Lease clause.”

Tobin nodded again. “A clause that says if the city issues a stop order during opening week, the landlord can terminate. She is currently using the word "terminate " like it’s a hobby.”

Carys felt her lungs tighten. That raised the stakes sharply. It was not just embarrassment. It was not just a cancelled show. It was the entire venue.

Merrick’s jaw flexed. “She’s exaggerating.”

Tobin’s face went solemn. “I don’t think she’s exaggerating. I think she’s delighted.”

Merrick pushed off the wall. “I’m going in.”

Carys followed without thinking. The cold air had made her cheeks numb, but inside, warmth rushed back over her skin as they reentered the club. The audience was laughing again, the set back in motion, but the mood behind the scenes felt like a wire pulled tight.

Dawn stood near the back, still in her coat, speaking in a low voice with a woman in a tailored blazer. Hana. Her expression was pleasant, but her eyes were sharp as paper cuts.

Carys’s heart thudded harder as she approached. Dawn turned, gaze immediately dropping to Carys’s clipboard.

“Readings,” Dawn said.

Carys held it out. “Within range. Close, but within.”

Dawn took the clipboard, scanned the numbers, and her mouth tightened. “Close is not comforting.”

“It’s compliant,” Carys said, and she surprised herself by keeping her voice steady. “We can add immediate conditions to ensure it stays within.”

Hana’s smile widened, as if she enjoyed watching Carys negotiate for oxygen. “Conditions,” Hana repeated. “How quaint.”

Merrick stepped closer, voice calm. “What are you doing here?”

Hana turned her smile to him like a weapon. “I came to witness your opening. Isn’t that what people do when they’ve invested money.”

“You invested because you wanted the venue,” Merrick said.

Hana blinked, still smiling. “Everyone wants something. I prefer to want profit.”

Dawn looked between them. “I’m not interested in your relationship.”

“Then don’t be,” Hana said brightly. “Be interested in the clause. The one you don’t know about because Merrick didn’t share it with you, because Merrick believes problems vanish if he refuses to name them.”

Merrick’s eyes hardened. “Hana.”

Hana held up her hand, still pleasant. “If the city issues a stop order tonight, the landlord can end the lease. Immediately. It would be a shame for the city to be blamed for destroying a small business.”

Carys felt her stomach drop. That was the trap. Not just a complaint. A mechanism that turned a single decision into a demolition.

Dawn’s eyes narrowed. “Is that accurate?”

Hana’s smile didn’t change. “I read contracts for sports.”

Carys looked at Merrick. His face had gone still, but not surprised. He had known. He had just hoped it would never come to this.

Carys’s throat tightened. “Director Dawn,” she said, “there is no basis for a stop order. The readings are compliant.”

Dawn tapped the clipboard. “Barely.”

“Then give me authority to set immediate conditions,” Carys said, and her voice shook on the last word because she knew she was stepping beyond her lane. “Let me put the remedies in writing and supervise them tonight. If anything spikes, we document and correct in real time.”

Hana’s eyes glittered. “You want to babysit a comedy club.”

Carys glanced at her. “I want to do my job.”

Merrick’s gaze snapped to Carys, and she could feel his attention like pressure. He was hearing what she wasn’t saying.

I’m willing to stay. I’m willing to be responsible. I’m willing to take the risk.

Dawn studied Carys in a long beat that made Carys’s pulse pound in her ears. Then Dawn looked at Merrick.

“Do you accept the conditions,” Dawn asked.

“Yes,” Merrick said immediately.

Dawn’s gaze sharpened. “Do you accept them because you understand them, or because you’re desperate.”

Merrick didn’t flinch. “Both.”

Hana’s smile turned sharp. “How romantic.”

Merrick ignored her. “Tell us the conditions.”

Dawn returned her attention to Carys. “You want authority. Fine. You will remain on site until close. You will supervise sound levels. You will require mic discipline on stage, limit peak amplification, and you will make adjustments if your readings approach threshold. You will file a report by morning.”

Carys swallowed. “By morning.”

“Yes,” Dawn said. “Because the mayor’s office wants a narrative. You will give them one that includes compliance, conditions, and the complaint’s anonymity.”

Carys nodded, though dread rolled through her. Morning meant she would not sleep. Morning meant she would deliver a report with hands that trembled from exhaustion. Morning meant every mistake would be easier.

“And,” Dawn added, voice lower, “if you fail, you fail alone. I will not carry this decision for you.”

Carys held her gaze. “I understand.”

Dawn turned toward Hana. “You can stop posturing. There will be no stop order tonight.”

Hana’s smile tightened at the corners. “How unfortunate.”

Dawn looked back at Merrick. “If you break the condition, I will not hesitate. Is that clear.”

Merrick nodded. “Clear.”

Dawn finally removed her coat, as if accepting she would be here longer than she wanted. “Where is your control booth?”

Tobin appeared instantly, as if he had been waiting behind a wall. “Right this way. Also, I just want to say, I love government drama. It makes my childhood feel seen.”

No one acknowledged that. Tobin led Dawn toward the sound board anyway.

Hana lingered, eyes still on Merrick. “You’re letting her stay,” she said softly, as if it were an accusation.

Merrick’s voice stayed calm. “She’s doing her job.”

Hana’s gaze slid to Carys. “And you,” she said, “are betting your career on a venue you tripped into.”

Carys felt her cheeks heat. “I’m betting my career on compliance.”

Hana’s smile returned, polite and satisfied. “Good luck. I hope you enjoy the sound of your own heartbeat when it’s the only thing in the room.”

Then Hana walked away, leaving a scent of expensive perfume and quiet malice.

Carys stood frozen for a moment, then released a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. Her hands felt unsteady. She hated that Hana could see it.

Merrick leaned in slightly, voice low enough that only Carys could hear. “Are you okay?”

Carys almost laughed. It was a ridiculous question in the middle of this. It was also the first question anyone should have asked her all year.

“I don’t know,” she admitted. “But I’m here.”

Merrick’s eyes softened. “Then we make it work.”

Carys’s throat tightened. “We.”

Merrick didn’t look away. “Yes. We. If you’re staying, you’re not doing this alone.”

The warmth in her chest returned, unwelcome and addictive. She forced herself to focus on the meter, on numbers, on something that wouldn’t dismantle her with one look.

“Show me your sound board,” she said. “And your mic settings. I need to see how you’re running it.”

Merrick nodded. “Tobin.”

Tobin snapped into attention. “I’m listening. I’m always listening. It’s a problem.”

“Put her in the booth,” Merrick said. “And don’t argue.”

Tobin’s eyes widened. “I would never argue. I would only emotionally negotiate.”

Merrick gave him a look that ended the negotiation. Tobin sighed dramatically and ushered Carys toward the sound booth.

The booth was a small raised platform behind the bar, with a clear view of the stage. It smelled like warm electronics and spilled soda. A tangle of cables lay beneath the board like a nest. Carys stared at it with suspicion.

Tobin followed her gaze and lifted his hands. “Before you judge me, just know I love cables. They love me back. It’s symbiotic.”

Carys crouched carefully, mindful of her knees, and traced the cable path with her eyes. One was running too close to the walkway. The same one that had nearly taken her out. She pinched it between two fingers and tugged it out of harm’s way.

Tobin watched, impressed. “You’re like an angry librarian for sound.”

Carys snorted before she could stop herself. The sound surprised her. She hadn’t laughed since the complaint call. It came out rough and small, but it was laughter.

Tobin’s face brightened. “That’s it. We found her. She’s human.”

Carys stood, cheeks warm. “Show me the peaks.”

Tobin leaned over the board and pointed. “This is our mic. This is the master. This is the compressor that I pretend I understand.”

Carys took over with careful hands. Her fingers moved with a confidence she didn’t feel, but the sound made sense. She adjusted levels, set a limit, and tested quietly, watching the meter.

Merrick stood behind her shoulder, close enough that she could feel his presence, not close enough to touch. It was a careful distance, as if he understood she was a skittish animal that might bolt.

“You know this,” Merrick said quietly.

“I should,” Carys replied. “It’s my job.”

“No,” he said, and his voice was gentle but firm. “You know it the way someone knows something they love.”

Carys’s stomach flipped, and she hated herself for it. She kept her eyes on the board. “I don’t love it.”

Merrick didn’t push. “Then you’re very good at pretending you don’t.”

Carys swallowed and adjusted the limiter again. “If you keep the mic discipline tight, you’ll stay within range. But laughter spikes. You can’t control that.”

Merrick’s voice lowered. “I can control what we amplify.”

Carys nodded. “Exactly.”

Tobin watched, fascinated, as if he had never seen someone speak fluently. “I’m sorry I ever called you a government ruiner.”

Carys glanced at him. “You didn’t call me that to my face.”

Tobin’s eyes widened. “I would never. I have manners.”

Merrick’s mouth twitched. “He called you that to my face.”

Tobin pointed a finger at Merrick. “Betrayal.”

Carys felt herself smile despite the tension still coiled in her ribs. It was small. It was real.

The comedian on stage hit another punchline and the crowd roared. Carys watched the meter jump, then settle under the threshold. Relief washed through her like warm water.

“We’re holding,” she said.

Merrick exhaled quietly. “Good.”

Carys turned her head slightly, and her shoulder brushed his chest. The contact was accidental, almost nothing, but it made her body go still. She stepped away too fast, then cursed herself for making it weird.

Merrick didn’t react like it was weird. He just watched her with that calm attention that made her feel visible.

“I’m going to document these conditions,” Carys said quickly. “And I need you to sign the remedy plan.”

“Whatever you need,” Merrick said.

The words should have felt transactional. They didn’t. They felt like trust, and Carys was not used to trust that didn’t come with a joke at her expense.

She wrote the conditions out in careful, clean sentences. She made sure every word was defensible. She made sure her handwriting didn’t shake.

As she wrote, she felt Dawn’s gaze on her from behind. She didn’t look back. She refused to be pulled into the old spiral of proving she deserved to exist in the room.

Merrick signed the remedy plan without reading it, and that both annoyed and softened her at the same time.

“You should read what you sign,” Carys muttered.

Merrick’s eyes met hers. “I know what I’m signing.”

Carys’s pen paused. “What.”

Merrick’s voice lowered. “I’m signing that I trust you to do this fairly.”

Carys’s throat tightened. “You barely know me.”

Merrick’s eyes held hers. “I know what it looks like when someone is trying to do the right thing and everyone around them is daring them to fail.”

The words landed too close to her ribs. Carys looked down quickly, pretending she needed to cap her pen.

Dawn approached the booth, face unreadable. “I want a reading every twenty minutes logged,” she said, “and a written summary of any adjustments.”

Carys nodded. “I’ll do it.”

Dawn’s gaze stayed on Carys. “You will also take an exterior reading midway through the second set. If the alley reading spikes, I want to know immediately.”

“Yes,” Carys said.

Dawn’s attention shifted to Merrick. “You. If you pressure my inspector, if you charm her, if you try to make her feel guilty for doing her job, I will shut you down just for the pleasure.”

Tobin made a soft noise, like a delighted gasp, and then covered it with a cough.

Merrick’s expression stayed calm. “I’m not charming anyone.”

Carys felt heat flash across her face. She hated that her body reacted like that. She hated that Dawn could see anything.

Dawn’s gaze flicked between them, and the smallest hint of satisfaction crossed her face, as if she had found a lever she could pull.

Then Dawn stepped away again, leaving Carys with the sour taste of being watched.

Merrick leaned closer, voice low. “She’s trying to rattle you.”

Carys kept her eyes on the board. “It’s working.”

Merrick’s tone softened. “Then let’s give her a reason it doesn’t matter.”

Carys forced a small breath. “We do the job. Clean. Accurate. Boring.”

Merrick’s mouth twitched. “I don’t know if boring is possible in this building.”

Carys glanced at the stage, where the comedian had started a bit about online dating, and the crowd laughed again. The meter held. Relief returned.

“Do you always open venues like this,” she asked quietly, because she needed to pull her mind away from Dawn and Hana and the complaint.

Merrick’s gaze drifted to the stage. “No.”

Carys waited, and she surprised herself by waiting like she cared.

Merrick’s voice lowered. “I wasn’t planning to open a comedy club.”

Carys looked at him. “Then why are you?”

Merrick’s eyes held hers for a beat, then slid away. “Because laughter is the only sound I’ve ever seen change a room without hurting anyone.”

The answer was too honest to be casual. Carys felt it in her chest, that quiet ache that came when someone said something true and you realized you had been starved for it.

She wanted to ask more, but Tobin leaned in again, urgently. “We have a problem.”

Carys’s stomach dropped. “What.”

Tobin pointed toward the side entrance. “The landlord is here.”

Merrick’s eyes sharpened. “Now.”

Tobin nodded, face pale for once. “And he brought someone. With a clipboard. Like a rival species.”

Carys’s pulse spiked. Another authority. Another set of eyes. Another moment that could tip.

Merrick’s jaw tightened. “Where.”

Tobin gestured toward the hallway leading to the office. “Back there. He’s asking for you, Merrick. And he’s asking why the city is here. Hana is talking to him.”

Carys felt dread roll through her. Hana would not miss an opportunity to twist a narrative. She could already imagine Hana saying, the city is here because you’re out of compliance, because that sounded like leverage.

Merrick looked at Carys, and something passed between them that felt like a decision. “Come with me.”

Carys blinked. “What.”

“I need you there,” Merrick said. “If the landlord thinks we’re about to be shut down, he’ll use it.”

Carys’s throat tightened. “I’m not supposed to advocate.”

“You’re not,” Merrick agreed. “You’re supposed to tell the truth. And the truth is we’re compliant.”

Carys hesitated only a second, because the old version of her would have stayed in the booth and let men argue in offices while she became the scapegoat later.

She grabbed her clipboard and followed.

They moved down the hallway, past a door marked staff only, into a narrow office space that smelled of fresh paint and coffee. The landlord stood near the desk, a man with a stiff posture and a face that looked permanently unimpressed. Hana was beside him, smiling brightly, hands folded like prayer.

The moment Merrick entered, the landlord’s gaze sharpened. Hana’s smile widened.

“Here he is,” Hana said, voice sweet. “Our fearless owner.”

The landlord’s eyes flicked to Carys’s badge and then hardened. “Why is the city in my building?”

Merrick’s voice stayed calm. “Routine inspection.”

The landlord’s jaw tightened. “On opening night.”

Carys stepped forward before she could overthink it. “The venue is compliant,” she said clearly. “We are operating under documented conditions to keep sound levels within threshold. There is no stop order.”

Hana’s eyes narrowed slightly, still smiling. “No stop order yet.”

Carys kept her gaze on the landlord. “There will not be one, unless conditions are violated. That is on record.”

The landlord studied her like he was deciding whether she was credible. “And who are you?”

“Carys,” she said. “City compliance.”

Hana’s smile turned sharp. “The same Carys who had that incident.”

Carys felt the words hit her like a slap. The room tilted for a heartbeat, and she realized Hana had known exactly which nerve to press. Hana was not just malicious. Hana was informed.

Merrick’s eyes snapped to Hana. “Stop.”

Hana lifted her hands innocently. “What. It’s public. Everyone saw it.”

Carys forced herself to breathe. Her hands wanted to shake. She clenched them around the clipboard until the edges bit her palm.

The landlord’s gaze narrowed. “Incident.”

Carys’s voice stayed steady by sheer will. “Last year I handled a technical failure at a public event. It has nothing to do with this venue’s compliance.”

The landlord looked at Merrick. “Are you telling me my lease is secure?”

Merrick’s jaw tightened. “Yes.”

Hana’s smile didn’t move. “It’s secure if no one issues a stop order. That’s what the clause says.”

Carys met the landlord’s gaze. “There is no stop order. The readings are documented. I can show you.”

The landlord’s eyes flicked to the clipboard. “Show me.”

Carys held it out. The landlord took it, scanned the numbers, and his face didn’t soften, but it did shift from suspicion to calculation.

“These are close,” he said.

“They’re compliant,” Carys replied. “And we’ve implemented immediate limits. If you’d like, I can take an exterior reading right now in your presence.”

The landlord glanced toward the door, then back at Carys. “Do it.”

Hana’s smile tightened at the corners. Merrick’s gaze stayed on Carys with a quiet intensity that made her feel both supported and terrified.

Carys nodded once. “All right.”

She turned toward the hallway, clipboard in hand, and felt the room’s eyes on her back as if she were walking to a stage.

As she reached the side door, her phone vibrated again in her pocket.

A message from an unknown number lit up the screen.

It was a single line.

Tell Merrick the city won’t save him.

Carys’s blood turned cold, not with fear of violence, but with the sick certainty of being played. She stared at the words until they blurred, then locked her phone and forced her face into calm.

Outside, laughter burst again, loud and bright, as if the room had no idea how close it was to losing itself.

Carys stepped into the alley with the landlord and Merrick behind her, raised the meter, and prayed the numbers would not spike.

Because if they did, it would not just be the venue that fell.

It would be her, too.
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​Chapter 2: The Numbers Don’t Lie, But People Do
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The alley felt narrower with the landlord standing behind her, as if the brick had leaned in to listen. Carys held the meter at chest height and forced her wrist to stay steady. The cold air sharpened every sound into something too clear. A car door slamming down the block sounded like a verdict. A laugh through the warehouse wall sounded like a taunt.

Merrick stood just to her left, close enough that she could feel his body heat through the draft, not close enough to touch. The landlord hovered behind them, hands in his coat pockets, eyes fixed on the meter like it was a slot machine he expected to rig. Hana had not followed outside, but Carys could still feel her in the building, a presence like perfume and pressure.

“Whenever you’re ready,” the landlord said.

Carys swallowed. Her phone felt heavy in her pocket, the locked screen hiding that message like a secret burn. Tell Merrick the city won’t save him. It wasn’t a threat of violence. It was worse in a quieter way. It was somebody saying, I can reach you whenever I want, and I know what matters to you.

Carys angled the meter toward the door seam where sound leaked most, then waited for the average reading to settle. The display jumped with a burst of laughter inside, then calmed. Jumped again. Calmed again. Her eyes tracked it the way her brain tracked the tightrope.

It was held under the threshold.

It was held.

Relief hit her so fast her knees almost went weak. She forced herself to take another reading, because she didn’t trust relief to be honest. The numbers stayed compliant.

She turned the meter slightly, checked again, then nodded once to herself and wrote the figures down with careful strokes. Her handwriting still wanted to shake, but she refused to give it that satisfaction.

“Compliant,” she said.

The landlord leaned forward, squinting at the display. “Barely.”

“Barely is still compliant,” Carys replied, and surprised herself with the steadiness in her voice. “We have conditions in place inside. Limits on amplification. The crowd’s laughter is the variable, but the output is controlled.”

The landlord’s gaze slid to Merrick. “If this goes wrong, it’s my building that becomes a headline.”

Merrick’s voice stayed even. “It won’t.”

The landlord’s mouth twisted like he didn’t believe promises anymore. “You say that certainty is a personality trait.”

Merrick didn’t bite. He simply looked at Carys. “Do we have enough room under the line?”

Carys glanced down at the figures she’d written. “Enough, if you keep the mic discipline tight and the limiter stays where I set it. If someone gets excited and cranks it, we’ll spike.”

Merrick nodded once. “Then no one cranks it.”

The landlord watched them with suspicion that shifted into something like reluctant acceptance. “I want a copy of the readings.”

Carys nodded. “I’ll include it in the report.”

The landlord’s eyes narrowed. “And the complaint.”

“Yes,” Carys said. “Anonymous. That matters.”

The landlord held her gaze for a beat longer than necessary, as if deciding whether she was capable of saying that in a room full of powerful people, not just in an alley. Then he exhaled and stepped back.

“Fine,” he said. “Keep it clean tonight.”

He headed toward the door, leaving Carys in the cold air with Merrick and the quiet hum of laughter behind the brick.

For a moment, neither of them moved.

Carys stared at the meter like it might change its mind. Her pulse still felt too loud in her ears. She could feel her own heartbeat and she hated how much it matched Hana’s smug prediction. The difference was, she wasn’t alone in the sound of it anymore.

Merrick spoke first, voice low. “You did that.”

Carys blinked. “I didn’t do anything. The numbers are the numbers.”

He shook his head slightly. “You held the line. You kept it factual. You didn’t fold.”

Carys forced a thin breath through her nose. The compliment should have warmed her. Instead it made her chest ache, because it reminded her how rarely anyone praised her for stability.

“I’m supposed to,” she said.

“People are supposed to do a lot of things,” Merrick replied. “Most of them don’t.”

Carys’s throat tightened. She shoved the meter into her bag with more force than necessary and zipped it shut, as if closing it could also close the fear.

Merrick’s gaze stayed on her. “What happened there? With Hana. She knew about last year.”

Carys’s fingers paused on the zipper. “It’s public.”

“She used it on purpose,” Merrick said, and his calm had edges now. “She wanted to throw you off.”

Carys’s mouth tasted like metal. “She succeeded.”

Merrick’s eyes narrowed. “You didn’t look off.”

Carys laughed once, short and sharp, and immediately wished she hadn’t. “That’s because I’ve had practice pretending I’m not falling apart.”

Something shifted in Merrick’s face, subtle but real, like her honesty had given him permission to stop pretending too. He glanced toward the door, then back at her.

“Come inside,” he said. “You shouldn’t be out here freezing.”

Carys hesitated. She should go back to the booth. She should log readings every twenty minutes. She should pretend she didn’t have an anonymous message sitting in her pocket like a thorn.

But she followed him anyway.

Inside, the warmth hit her again, along with the smell of spilled soda and popcorn and people’s perfume. Laughter rolled through the room in waves. It should have felt light. Tonight it felt like pressure, a ceiling that could drop if the wrong person got bored.

They moved through the hallway toward the office. Carys expected Merrick to go straight to Hana and demand an explanation. Instead, he stopped at the doorway, just out of the office line of sight, and looked down at her.

“You said someone wants me to fail,” he murmured. “You still believe that.”

“Yes,” Carys said.

Merrick’s jaw flexed once. “Then tell me what you know.”

Carys’s hand went to her pocket before she could overthink it. She pulled her phone out, unlocked it, and held the screen toward him.

Tell Merrick the city won’t save him.

Merrick’s eyes went still.

For a beat, Carys thought he might brush it off. Laugh. Pretend it didn’t land. He did neither. He stared at the words like they’d hit a soft spot he didn’t want anyone to see.

“Who sent it,” he asked.

“Unknown number,” Carys said. “It came in right before the reading.”

Merrick’s gaze lifted to hers. “Did it feel like it was meant for you.”

Carys’s throat tightened. “It felt like someone knew exactly how to make me feel responsible.”

Merrick held her gaze, and for a moment the noise of the club faded behind them. In the quiet slice of hallway, it was just him, her, and a message that tasted like manipulation.

“Don’t carry that,” Merrick said.

Carys laughed again, softer this time, and it came out wrong. “That’s easy for you to say. You don’t get audited for having feelings.”

Merrick’s expression tightened. “No. I get audited for everything else.”

Carys studied him. His calm didn’t look effortless anymore. It looked maintained
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