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​About the Author  

SANKULAHUB writes romance that leans into devotion, emotional suspense, and the quiet choices that prove love is real. Every story is built for readers who want heart-first tension, clean low-heat intimacy, and a satisfying commitment payoff, with just enough mystery in the emotions to keep the pages turning.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Dedication

[image: ]


For every person who kept a promise when no one was watching, and for every person who learned to forgive themselves when they couldn’t.
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​Cast Snapshot
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Cora Whitlock is a map-restorer with storm-scarred hands and a promise she can’t put down, even when it costs her everything she thought she wanted.
Declan Voss is a vow-bound pathfinder who reads ruin-languages like prayers and carries a second promise he never speaks aloud, because speaking it might make it real.
Lysenne Ward is a lighthouse keeper at Lanternbreak Port, sharp-eyed and quietly protective, the kind of friend who tells the truth before it hurts more.
Rook Halver is a relic-broker with a charming smile and a careful distance from anything resembling loyalty, always watching for the moment someone else gets desperate.
Eamon Sable is the captain of a tide-skipper sloop that survives by sailing where sensible ships refuse to go, and he does not take passengers without a price.
Sister Anwen is a vow-archivist of the Tide Monastery, devoted to preserving promises on paper, even when people fail to keep them in life.
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​Introduction Scene
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The first time Cora saw the relic again, it was in the wrong hands.

It sat on a velvet pad inside a glass case that pretended it was safe, under a lantern that pretended it was daylight, in a backroom that pretended it was not the most dangerous place in Lanternbreak Port. The room smelled like salt and warm brass and the faint bite of storm-oil, as if someone had tried to scrub the ocean out of the air and failed.

Cora stood in the doorway and did not step farther, because stepping closer would make it real. She kept her fingers curled into her coat pockets until her knuckles ached, as if she could hold her pulse in place by force.

The relic was smaller than she remembered, or maybe she had grown heavier with all the days between then and now. A palm-sized disc of pale metal, rimmed with etched runes that looked like waves caught mid-gesture. At its center, an inlay of dark stone held a faint seam shaped like a crescent. The seam was the part that mattered. The seam was the lock.

Two promises, her mentor had said, and the voice of the relic will answer.

Cora swallowed and felt the familiar sting behind her eyes. She had not come here to grieve. She had come here to retrieve what she had failed to protect.

A man in a copper-buttoned vest leaned over the case with the reverence of a collector and the hunger of a thief. “You can look,” he told her without turning fully. “Looking is free.”

“Looking is never free,” Cora said. Her own voice sounded steadier than she felt, which meant she was already lying to herself a little.

The broker finally faced her, and his smile was polished enough to belong to a mirror. “Then you know the rules of this house. Touch costs. Carry costs more.”

“My coin is clean,” Cora said, because it was the only thing she could offer without exposing her real vulnerability. “Name your price.”

The broker’s gaze moved over her the way people in ports measured weather, assessing the storm you might bring with you. “Clean coins are boring coins. But I’m a generous man. For you, a discount. Tell me why the Tide Monastery is suddenly hiring map-restorers and sending them to my doorstep.”

Cora’s shoulders went still. “I restore charts for captains. That’s all.”

“That’s never all,” he said pleasantly. “Not tonight. Not with the Sky-Cleft Tide due at dawn.”

The words dropped between them like a weight. Cora felt the room sharpen. Lanternbreak Port was built on stilts and stubbornness. Everyone here understood tides the way they understood breathing. The Sky-Cleft Tide came once a century, a strange surge that lifted the sea high enough to bare the upper teeth of the Shattercoast ruins. For one day, pathways appeared that did not exist the rest of the century. For one day, doors that were sealed under water could be reached.

For one day, promises could be fulfilled, or broken forever.

Cora had been counting down to this tide for two years, ever since the vow had been placed into her hands like a living thing. She had thought she was ready. Standing in this room, she understood she had been wrong.

“I’m not here for monastery gossip,” she said. “I’m here for the relic.”

The broker’s smile warmed. “Ah. There it is. The truth.”

He slid a small key from his vest pocket and rolled it across his knuckles, making a show of his control. “You know what this is worth in a century-tide market. A relic like this doesn’t just open doors. It opens stories. It opens people up.”

Cora leaned forward despite herself. The lanternlight caught the seam at the relic’s center, and for an instant she thought she saw its pulse, as if it recognized her. Her throat tightened.

“I can pay,” she said, and hated how the words sounded like pleading.

“Can you,” the broker murmured, “or can you promise.”

Cora went very still. Promises were the one currency she did not have to spare. She had spent the only one she was allowed to spend, and it still sat inside her like a stone.

Behind her, a floorboard creaked.

Not the careless creak of a drunk stumbling into the wrong room, but a deliberate shift of weight. Someone had entered with the kind of quiet that was earned through practice.

Cora didn’t turn. Turning would show fear. Instead she kept her gaze on the relic and measured the change in the air, the way her mentor had taught her. There was a scent beneath the salt and brass now, something like crushed cedar and cold rain, and with it the faint pressure of restraint, as if the room had just agreed to hold its breath.

The broker’s eyes flicked past her shoulder, and his smile tightened in a way that made it look less like charm and more like calculation. “I told you, Voss,” he said, the easy warmth gone, “I don’t do threats in my house.”

A man’s voice answered from behind her, low and controlled. “I’m not threatening you. I’m reminding you.”

Cora’s skin prickled at the steadiness of it, and at the name the broker had used. Voss. She knew the Tide Monastery’s records well enough to know that the Voss family had once been vow-keepers, back when vows had teeth and people respected them.

Cora finally turned.

The man standing a few paces behind her wore a travel coat dark enough to drink the lanternlight. His hair was wind-tossed, not styled, and the faint shadow of salt stubble along his jaw made him look as if he’d slept where sleep was possible, not where it was comfortable. His eyes were what held her. Gray, clear, and unflinching, like a horizon you could trust even in bad weather.

He met her gaze as if he had expected her to look. As if he had known she would be here.

He wasn’t armed in any obvious way, but Cora had learned long ago that obvious weapons were for people who wanted to be seen coming. The danger in him was something else. It was discipline. It was for a purpose.

The broker sighed, adjusting his cuffs as though this were all an inconvenience. “Declan Voss,” he said, and the name carried a note of warning. “Here for the same thing you’re always here for. A path. A door. A story you can’t let go.”

Declan’s attention moved past the broker to the glass case, and Cora watched his expression change by degrees, the way light changes before a storm. He didn’t look hungry. He looked haunted.

“I don’t care about your games,” Declan said. “I care about the relic.”

Cora’s heart gave a hard, unhelpful leap. Her mentor had described vow-bound pathfinders as rare, and usually dead before they were old. Not because the world killed them, but because their own vows did. A vow that compelled you could be as gentle as a hand guiding you forward or as cruel as a chain tightening around your ribs.

Cora didn’t know what vow held him, but she could feel that he was held.

The broker’s smile returned in a smaller, sharper shape. “Then you two have something in common,” he said. “Which is adorable, really. Should I leave you alone for a moment to discover friendship.”

Cora glanced at Declan again. Friendship was a softer word than the air between them could bear. She read the angle of his shoulders, the way his hands stayed relaxed but ready. She read the small, careful distance he kept from everyone in the room, as if closeness had become a liability.

She thought of the relic’s rule. Two promises.

A chill moved along her spine.

Declan’s gaze flicked to her, and for an instant she saw the question there. Who are you, and why are you here, and what do you want from the thing I can’t stop wanting.

Cora lifted her chin. “I’m not leaving with empty hands,” she said to the broker, but she aimed the words at both men. “Not tonight.”

The broker tapped the glass case. “Then you’ll have to decide what you’re willing to risk. The tide comes at dawn. Every desperate person in Lanternbreak is making an offer. Some of them will offer blood. Some will offer souls. I prefer something simpler.”

Cora hated the way he said it, as if vows were merely paper you could fold to fit your pocket. “What do you want,” she asked, “besides the coin.”

The broker’s eyes glittered. “A signature vow,” he said softly. “One from each of you.”

Declan’s jaw tightened. “No.”

Cora’s stomach dropped. She had expected him to bargain, to threaten, to offer something clever. The blunt refusal told her the vow he carried was either too heavy to add to or too dangerous to tie to the wrong person.

The broker tilted his head. “Then the relic stays. And the century-tide passes. And whatever door you’re so afraid to miss remains closed.”

Cora’s breath caught, and she felt the pressure of her own promise rise like a wave. She saw her mentor’s hands, ink-stained and shaking, pressing the relic into her palms. She heard the whisper that had carved itself into her bones.

Return it to the lock site when the Sky-Cleft Tide comes. Seal what I could not seal. Do not let the breach wake again.

She had been too late once, and the guilt of that lateness had followed her across every map and every sea. She could not be late again. Not now. Not when the world offered only a single day.

Cora looked at Declan and forced the truth past her teeth. “I can’t miss this tide,” she said. “I won’t.”

Something in Declan’s expression shifted, not softened, but sharpened into understanding. As if he heard the vow beneath her words, the way a pathfinder might hear a hidden current under still water.

He glanced at the relic again, and then back to her. “That thing won’t open for one person,” he said quietly. “It never has.”

Cora felt the words like a key turning inside her. “How do you know that?”

Declan’s gaze held hers, steady and bleak. “Because I’ve tried.”

The broker’s smile widened at their shared realization. “See,” he said brightly, “friendship.”

Cora’s pulse thundered. Two promises. The relic demanded it. The timing demanded it. And the one man in the room who seemed as unwilling as she was to gamble with vows was also the one man who might be able to get her to the lock site alive.

Curiosity hooked into her chest in sharp, clean points.

Why had the relic surfaced now, on the eve of the century tide, after being gone for years.
Why did Declan Voss look at it like it had already taken something from him.
Why did she have the sickening feeling that her mentor’s promise was not the only thing the relic intended to test.
Cora drew a slow breath and made a choice that tasted like salt and fear. “If we’re both here for it,” she said, “then we’re both leaving with it.”

Declan’s eyes narrowed. “You don’t know what you’re asking.”

“I know exactly what I’m asking,” Cora said, and surprised herself by meaning it. “A shared mission. A temporary alliance. We get the relic. We get to the lock site during the Sky-Cleft Tide. We do what we came to do. Then we part ways.”

The broker leaned forward eagerly, like a man watching a storm finally choosing a direction. “And the vows,” he prompted.

Cora’s stomach tightened. Vows were dangerous. Vows were forever. She would not sign away her future to a relic-broker’s greed.

“No signature vows,” Cora said firmly. “Not to you.”

The broker’s smile faltered.

Cora kept going, voice low and steady. “But I will give you a contract,” she said. “Ink and witnesses. Coin plus a delivery promise, sworn to a monastery ledger, enforced by their archivists. If the relic is not returned to you within thirty days, you may claim my map-restorer license and post my name at every port. You’ll ruin my work. You’ll ruin my life. That should satisfy your appetite.”

The broker considered her, weighing consequences the way sailors weighed cargo. His gaze slid to Declan.

Declan’s expression was unreadable, but the tension in his shoulders had eased by a fraction, as if he respected the line she refused to cross.

“I want more,” the broker said.

“You want impossible,” Declan replied, and his voice held a finality that suggested he had said those words before and had meant them every time.

For a moment, the broker looked as if he might refuse out of pride. Then, from somewhere deeper in the building, a bell rang once, low and warning, the kind that signaled a gathering crowd.

Lanternbreak Port was waking up. The tide had pulled people out of their beds and into their hunger.

The broker cursed under his breath. “Fine,” he snapped. “Contract and coin. But you don’t leave with it unless you leave now. My door will not hold when the tide-mad starts pounding.”

Cora’s mouth went dry. Now. This is why now. This was the hinge of everything.

The broker unlocked the case and lifted the relic with gloved hands, careful as a man handling a live ember. As he placed it onto the velvet pad in front of them, the seam at its center flickered.

Cora felt it, a subtle tug in her chest, like a thread tightening.

Declan felt it too. His eyes sharpened, and he took one half-step closer without meaning to.

The relic’s seam brightened, and a thin line of light traced the crescent lock as if recognizing two separate heartbeats in the same room.

Cora’s breath caught. “It knows,” she whispered before she could stop herself.

Declan’s gaze stayed on the relic. “It always knows,” he said, and there was something almost bitter in the words, as if he hated that he was right.

Outside, the bell rang again, louder.

The broker shoved parchment and a pen toward Cora with shaking impatience. “Sign,” he hissed. “And go.”

Cora signed with a steady hand that did not match the wildness in her pulse. Declan added his name beneath hers with a quick, precise stroke, as if he had learned long ago not to give ink more space than necessary.

The broker snatched the paper and thrust the relic toward them. “Take it,” he said. “And may the sea swallow you before you come back to argue.”

Cora reached for the relic at the same time Declan did.

Their fingers brushed.

The seam flared.

For a breathless instant, the relic warmed beneath Cora’s palm like sunlight on metal, and a whisper moved through her mind in a language she did not know but somehow understood.

Together.

Cora jerked her hand back, startled, and Declan’s grip tightened instinctively, as if he could keep the relic from speaking by force.

His eyes snapped to hers. “Did you hear that?”

Cora’s throat went tight. “Yes.”

The broker stared at them, suddenly pale. “What did it do?”

Declan didn’t answer him. He looked at Cora like a man realizing the path ahead had just rearranged itself. “Whatever your promise is,” he said quietly, “it’s tied to mine now.”

Cora’s pulse thudded in her ears. “It shouldn’t be,” she whispered.

Declan’s jaw flexed. “Relic doesn't care what they should be.”

The bell outside rang a third time, and this time it wasn’t a bell at all.

It was a fist against the front door, heavy and angry, followed by a voice calling for the broker by name.

Lanternbreak had arrived.

Declan stepped in close, not touching her, but close enough that Cora could feel the heat of him and the urgency in his restraint. “We leave,” he said. “Right now. If we stay, they take it. If they take it, we lose the tide.”

Cora’s mind raced, already mapping exits, already calculating distances. “Where,” she asked, and hated that her voice sounded like she needed him.

Declan’s gaze flicked to the relic, then back to her, and something like reluctant trust settled into his expression. “To a ship,” he said. “And to the lock site. But first we need a captain who owes me a favor.”

Another crash shook the door. The broker backed away as if the wood might splinter under his skin.

Cora looked down at the relic in Declan’s hand, at the crescent seam still faintly lit, like a promise that had just been noticed by something older than the sea.

Two promises, one relic.

And now, one path.

Cora met Declan’s eyes and made the turning-point choice that would drag her into everything that came next. “Then don’t let go,” she said, and stepped toward him as the door began to crack.
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​Chapter 1: The Tide-Woken Choice

[image: ]


The door gave way with a sound that wasn’t a crack so much as a surrender, wood bowing to pressure and hunger, and the moment the seam in the relic had flashed, the room had already shifted into something Cora recognized too well. A room could pretend it was private until the world decided it wasn’t. A port could pretend it was civilized until the tide made everyone honest.

Declan moved first. Not in a way that made him look like a hero, not in a way that asked for praise, but with the quiet inevitability of a person who had learned that hesitation was how you lost what mattered. He stepped into the space between Cora and the splitting door, angled his body like a shield without touching her, and extended his free hand toward her as if offering a fact rather than a request.

“Come with me,” he said.

Cora’s pride rose on instinct, sharp and protective. She didn’t like being told what to do. She didn’t like needing anyone. But the relic was warm in the air between them, awake in a way that made her skin feel too thin. The pounding from the hall carried a single clear truth. If she clung to pride tonight, she would lose the tide. If she lost the tide, she would lose the only chance she had.

She took his hand.

It wasn’t romantic. It wasn’t soft. It was a grip formed of urgency and direction, his palm callused, steady, and in the moment their fingers fully closed around each other, the relic’s seam flared again, not bright like before but firm, like a heartbeat returning to rhythm.

Cora’s breath snagged. Declan’s eyes flicked down to where their hands met, then up to her face, and for a split second his composure showed a hairline fracture, as if the relic had confirmed something he feared.

“Stay close,” he said, quieter now. It sounded less like a command and more like a warning meant for both of them.

The broker had backed away toward the far wall, his earlier confidence draining into something pale and resentful. He didn’t try to stop them. He didn’t need to. The crowd would do it for him, and he knew that, and Cora hated him for it.

Declan pulled her toward the back exit, a narrow door half-hidden behind a curtain of old charts. Cora caught one glimpse of a map drawn in careful ink, the kind that took weeks to restore, and her stomach tightened with a familiar ache. Maps were promised too. Someone had put their trust on paper and sent it out into the world, hoping it would bring people home.

The back door opened into an alley that smelled like wet rope and fish barrels and storm-lantern fuel. The noise from the front room surged behind them, voices overlapping, urgent, greedy, frightened. The century tide didn’t just lift water. It lifted whatever people had tried to keep buried.

Declan didn’t run the way desperate people ran. He moved fast, but measured, scanning corners, listening, making decisions on the edge of sound. Cora had walked ports her whole life and still found herself matching his stride without thinking. It wasn’t trust yet, not in the warm, tender sense of it. It was something more basic. It was recognizing competence the way you recognized a stable beam under your foot.

They turned left, then right, cutting behind a row of storage sheds. The wind off the harbor carried salt and a deeper note, something like an approaching storm even though the sky above Lanternbreak was clear. Cora’s throat tightened. She could feel the tide coming like you could feel thunder in your bones.

A shout rang out behind them.

Declan’s grip tightened. “Don’t look back,” he said, but Cora heard the tension under it, the calculation. He wasn’t afraid of a fight. He was afraid of time.

They reached the end of the alley and stepped onto a narrow walkway that ran above the lower docks, where water slapped the pilings like impatient hands. Lanternbreak Port was built in layers. The upper streets held shops and taverns and comfortable lies. The lower docks held truth, cold and wet and unavoidable.

Cora’s boots hit the planks and the wood shivered under her weight. Somewhere below, a bell buoy rang once, hollow and distant, and she remembered her mentor’s voice again, not in words this time but in the feeling of a hand pressing the relic into her palms. Not as a gift. As a burden. As an inheritance no one wanted until it was too late.

Declan guided her along the walkway, past stacked crates marked with tide symbols. Their hands stayed linked, and Cora told herself it was only because the crowd was behind them, only because the walkway was narrow, only because she needed to keep pace.

But the relic’s warmth kept pulsing in time with their steps, and that made it harder to pretend.

They reached a junction where the walkway split into two. Declan paused, head tilted as if he could hear the future in the creak of wood.

Cora’s chest rose and fell too fast. “Who’s calling after us,” she asked, keeping her voice low.

“People who think the relic can fix what they broke,” Declan said. “Or people who think it can open what they want to steal.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only one that matters tonight.”

He started down the right-hand path, and Cora followed, then stopped abruptly when a sharp, sudden pressure flared behind her ribs, like a hand closing around her heart.

She gasped and stumbled.

Declan turned instantly, eyes narrowing. “What is it?”

Cora tried to breathe through it. “I don’t know,” she managed. The pressure eased slightly as Declan stepped closer, their hands tightening again.

The pain faded the moment he was within arm’s reach.

Cora stared at him, cold realization sliding into place. “It’s distance,” she whispered.

Declan’s jaw went rigid, as if he’d expected this and still hated being right. “I told you relic don’t care what they should be.”

“Did you know it would do that,” she demanded, and the anger in her voice wasn’t really at him. It was at the relic. It was at the unfairness of being bound to someone she had met two minutes ago.

“I knew it could,” he said. “Not this fast. Not this... clean.”

Clean. The word made Cora’s stomach twist. Magic that was clean was usually magic that had been tested until it stopped leaving survivors.

Declan scanned the walkways ahead again. “We can’t split,” he said. “Not even as a distraction. If we do, it will drag us back together the hard way.”

Cora felt a sudden wave of claustrophobia. Forced proximity was one thing when it was a tavern rumor, a trope in sailor songs. It was another when it lived inside your ribs.

“Then how do we get away,” she asked.

Declan’s gaze cut to her. “We move like one choice,” he said. “No arguing in the open. No second-guessing on planks.”

Cora hated how sensible he was. She hated how much she needed that sense.

They moved again, faster, and Cora focused on the immediate. The feel of the boards beneath her boots. The cold air pulled at her hair. Declan’s hand anchoring hers.

Behind them, footsteps thudded onto the walkway.

Cora’s pulse spiked. She looked back despite his warning and saw three figures spilling out from the alley. Not armed, not violent in a way that made her think of blood, but urgent, reach-first, eyes fixed on Declan’s coat where the relic was hidden.

A woman shouted, “It’s ours, you hear me, ours,” and Cora’s heart lurched with a strange pity. She sounded like someone pleading with fate itself. Like someone who had watched a door close and decided this was the last hinge.

Declan pulled Cora left suddenly, down a shorter side ramp toward the lower docks. The planks here were damp, slick with sea-spray, and the scent of brine rose stronger. Cora’s stomach turned over. Heights never bothered her. Falling did.

As they reached the bottom, a gust slammed through the dock gap, and the relic’s warmth surged like a warning. Declan’s head snapped up.

A rope swung down from above, thick and frayed.

Someone dropped from the upper walkway to land in front of them, boots hitting the dock with practiced ease. A man with a scarf over his mouth, eyes bright with intent, hand already outstretched.

Cora froze.

Declan didn’t. He stepped sideways, putting himself between Cora and the man, and his voice dropped into something dangerously calm. “Don’t.”

The man laughed, a quick, breathy sound. “It’s just a relic,” he said, as if that made him harmless. “You can share.”

Cora felt Declan’s hand tighten around hers, not painful, but firm enough to remind her that the relic had already decided what sharing meant.

The man lunged.

Declan didn’t strike him. He didn’t need to. He twisted his shoulder, pivoted, and used the man’s forward momentum like a tide, redirecting him into a stack of empty fish crates. Wood clattered. The man stumbled, cursing, and Declan pulled Cora past him without breaking pace.

Cora’s breath came out in a sharp burst. “You didn’t hurt him.”

Declan glanced at her, quick. “We don’t have time,” he said.

It wasn’t morality. It was focused. And yet something in Cora loosened anyway. She’d met plenty of capable men who enjoyed reminding the world they were capable. Declan moved like someone who didn’t need the world’s permission to be dangerous and didn’t want to be.

They ran along the lower docks where boats knocked against each other softly, lines creaking. Lanterns swayed, casting amber light over water that seemed to be lifting, slowly, as if the sea was taking a breath before a shout.

A hand grabbed Cora’s sleeve from behind.

She flinched and twisted, and Declan turned with her in a single motion, yanking her free. The pressure in Cora’s chest flared again when she was pulled a fraction too far from him, sharp enough to make her hiss.

Declan noticed. His eyes narrowed, not at her, but at the invisible chain the relic had forged. He drew her closer, and the pain eased.

The person who had grabbed her—a young man, face slick with sweat, eyes wide—held up his hands quickly. “Please,” he said, voice cracking. “Just let me touch it. Just once. My sister—”

Declan’s expression didn’t soften, but his voice gentled by a degree. “No,” he said. “It won’t give you what you think.”

“You don’t know that,” the young man insisted, desperation shaking him. “You don’t know what it’s like to lose—”

Cora’s chest tightened. She did know. She knew too well. That was the problem.

Declan stepped closer, still holding Cora’s hand, and lowered his voice. “I do know,” he said, and something in his tone made the young man falter. “And that’s why I’m telling you. Let it go.”

The young man’s eyes flashed with pain, then fury. He shoved Declan’s shoulder, not hard, more insult than threat.

The relic’s seam warmed again as if it hated conflict, and Cora felt a strange tug in her stomach, a sense of being watched from inside herself. The relic wasn’t just binding distance. It was listening.

Declan didn’t shove back. He met the young man’s gaze and said, “Go home,” like a vow of his own, then pulled Cora forward again.

They reached a narrow pier that angled out toward a cluster of moored boats. One sloop sat at the far end, darker than the others, with a hull painted a deep gray-blue that looked like stormwater. Its mast was slim, its lines neat. It looked cared for in the way of things kept ready for escape.

Declan headed straight for it.

Cora’s lungs burned. Her fingers were numb from gripping his hand and the fear inside her chest. The shouts behind them had shifted, spreading, growing. Lanternbreak was turning into a mouth that wanted to swallow.

A woman stepped out from behind a coil of rope near the sloop’s gangplank, posture easy but eyes alert. Her hair was braided tight, her coat worn. In lanternlight, her face looked like someone who had spent years watching storms and learning which ones were lies.

She glanced at Declan, then at Cora, then down to their linked hands. Her brows lifted in quiet surprise.

Declan didn’t release Cora. “Lysenne,” he said.

Lysenne’s gaze held his. “I heard the bell,” she said. “And I heard the screaming. That’s usually your signal that you’ve done something you’ll regret.”

Declan’s mouth tightened. “I need a ship.”

Lysenne exhaled slowly. “You always need a ship.”

“Tonight,” he said, and something in his voice sharpened. “It’s not optional.”

Lysenne looked at Cora again, more carefully now. “Who is she?”

Cora straightened despite exhaustion. “Cora,” she said. It felt strange to offer only her first name after years of formal ledgers and license registries, but it also felt like choosing survival over pride. “I’m with him. For now.”

Lysenne’s eyes flicked to Declan. “For now,” she echoed, and the way she said it carried a quiet question. Since when do you bring anyone with you at all?

Declan didn’t answer it. He turned toward the sloop and raised his voice. “Eamon,” he called.

A man appeared on deck, wiping his hands on a rag. He was broad-shouldered, older than Declan by a decade at least, with a weathered face and eyes that had learned to laugh at danger so it didn’t have to laugh at him first.

He took one look at Declan’s expression and stopped smiling.

“Tell me you didn’t,” Eamon said.

Declan’s coat shifted slightly with his movement, and the relic’s warmth pulsed again, as if it had heard its name. Cora felt it like a heartbeat against her skin.

Eamon’s gaze sharpened. “You did.”

Declan stepped onto the gangplank, pulling Cora with him. The moment Cora’s foot touched the plank, the pressure in her chest eased, as if the relic approved of the direction. The sensation made her stomach drop. She didn’t like being guided by anything she didn’t understand.

Eamon’s eyes moved to Cora. “And who is this?”

“Necessary,” Declan said.

Cora’s cheeks warmed. Necessary wasn’t an insult. It wasn’t a compliment either. It was the kind of word you used when you didn’t want to admit the truth was more complicated.

Lysenne stepped closer, gaze narrowing. “Declan,” she said softly, and the softness made it more dangerous. “What did you bind yourself to?”

Declan’s jaw flexed. “Not by choice.”

Cora bristled. She hadn’t chosen either. And yet the relic’s seam had flared when their hands had met, as if choice had been irrelevant the moment their need aligned.

Behind them, the dock erupted in louder shouts. More footsteps. The sound of a plank snapping somewhere. A bell buoy rang again, frantic now, as if even the water was warning them.

Eamon swore under his breath and looked out toward the port. “They’ll come down here,” he said. “They’ll try to swarm the pier.”

Declan’s gaze stayed forward. “Can you sail?”

Eamon glanced at the sky, at the way the air seemed to thicken. “I can,” he said. “But the tide—”

“The tide is the point,” Declan cut in.

Eamon’s eyes narrowed, then shifted to Cora. “What are you chasing,” he asked her, and she heard the edge of skepticism. Captains didn’t like passengers with secrets. Secrets sank ships.

Cora’s throat tightened. She could lie. She could give him half-truths. But the relic was listening, and something in her refused to start this part of the promise with a lie. Her mentor’s vow had been inked in her bones. If she betrayed it with dishonesty, what would be left of her.

“A lock site,” she said, voice steady. “Exposed only during the Sky-Cleft Tide.”

Eamon’s expression shifted from skepticism to something like weary understanding. “Of course,” he muttered. “It’s always a lock site on a century-tide night.”

Lysenne’s eyes flicked to Declan. “And you’re going,” she said, as if confirming what she already knew.

Declan nodded once.

Lysenne looked back at Cora, studying her like a horizon. “And you,” she said. “What happens if you don’t get there?”

Cora’s chest tightened. She could have said the world would end. That would have been dramatic and possibly true in some distant, complicated way. But the truth that mattered was smaller and heavier.

“If I don’t get there,” Cora said, “then I break the last promise I made to someone who trusted me.”

Lysenne’s gaze softened, just slightly. “Ah,” she said, as if she had heard a familiar language at last. “That kind.”

Eamon moved with sudden urgency. “Get aboard,” he snapped. “Now. Lysenne, cast off the forward line. Declan, stern.”

Declan’s grip on Cora’s hand loosened, just a fraction, and immediately the pressure in her chest flared, a hot warning.

He swore under his breath, a rare crack in his composure, then tightened his hold again. “We do it together,” he said to her, quick and low.

Cora nodded, though frustration prickled. “I’m not a child,” she whispered.

Declan’s gaze met hers. “I know,” he said, and there was something in his eyes that made Cora’s anger falter. A recognition. A respect. As if he had always wanted to meet someone he didn’t have to save, only someone he could move with.

They stepped fully onto the deck. The sloop shifted under their combined weight, lines creaking, water slapping the hull. Cora’s stomach turned as the pier drew a fraction away.

Eamon shouted something down to the dock, and Lysenne moved with swift competence, freeing a line with a practiced flick. The boat shuddered. The pier’s lanternlight shifted.

A figure appeared at the end of the pier, raising an arm, shouting something Cora couldn’t hear over the sudden rise of wind. More figures poured in behind him, bodies forming a surge.

Cora’s mouth went dry. She didn’t want to be chased. She didn’t want to be hunted. She wanted to restore maps in quiet rooms and pretend the world could be fixed with ink.

But the relic’s seam warmed again, and she felt the pull of the promise like a tide in her blood. It didn’t matter what she wanted. Tonight, it mattered what she had sworn.

The sloop lurched as Eamon pushed the rudder, angling them away from the pier. Lysenne hauled a rope. The sail caught wind with a snap that made Cora flinch.

The pier began to slide away.

One of the pursuers leaped forward, hand outstretched, and for a terrifying moment Cora thought he might catch the rail. Declan stepped between, braced, not striking, just blocking, his body a wall.

The man’s fingers scraped the wood and missed.

He fell back onto the pier with a cry of frustration. The crowd surged and shouted after them, words dissolving into noise.

Cora’s breath left her in a shaky rush she hadn’t realized she was holding. Her knees threatened to give out, and she tightened her grip on Declan’s hand just to stay upright.

Declan glanced at her. “You’re shaking,” he said.

“I’m breathing,” she shot back, too sharp, because fear always made her tongue turn into a blade.

Declan didn’t react. He only nodded once, as if he understood that breathing was the first victory. Then his gaze lifted toward the dark line of water beyond Lanternbreak, where the Shattercoast began, an expanse of floating ruins and broken stone that rose and fell with tides like the bones of a sleeping beast.

Eamon set the boat into a steady course. “Tell me where,” he said, and his voice had changed. No more jokes. No more weary humor. The sea had become serious.

Declan answered before Cora could. “The upper teeth,” he said. “The ruin-ring that surfaces first.”

Eamon’s eyes narrowed. “That’s not a place,” he said. “That’s a rumor sailors use to scare boys into listening.”

“It’s real,” Cora said, and her voice felt steadier now that the pier was behind them. “It’s mapped in fragments. I’ve restored enough to know the shape.”

Eamon’s gaze cut to her. “You restore maps,” he said, and there was something like suspicion again. “Then you know what happens when a map is wrong.”

Cora swallowed. “Then people die,” she said simply, because she refused to hide behind softer words. “But tonight, the peril doesn’t have to be graphic to be real. The ruins shift. The tide makes paths that vanish. The lock site will only be reachable for a short window.”

Eamon grunted as if the word window was an insult. “Everything worth chasing in this world is always a window,” he muttered.

Lysenne moved to stand near Cora, eyes on the horizon. “You said the relic spoke,” she said quietly, not to Eamon, not to Declan, but to Cora. “I saw your faces back there.”

Cora’s stomach tightened again. She hadn’t imagined it. She hadn’t been alone in hearing it. Together. The word still echoed in a part of her she didn’t have a name for.

“Yes,” Cora said softly.

Lysenne’s gaze stayed forward. “Does it always speak?”

Declan’s hand tightened around Cora’s again as if answering with his body before his mouth did. “Only when it wants to,” he said.

“That’s comforting,” Lysenne murmured.

“Nothing about relic is comforting,” Declan replied.

Cora stared at the sea, trying to steady her mind. The water ahead was darker than the harbor, and the wind carried an edge that raised gooseflesh on her arms. Lanternbreak faded behind them, its lights shrinking, the crowd’s noise dissolving into distance.

Cora should have felt relief. Instead she felt the weight of being committed. Every mile away from Lanternbreak was a mile closer to the lock site, and the lock site was the place where promises stopped being ideas and became consequences.

Declan shifted slightly, still not letting go. Cora could feel the heat of his arm through his coat. He stood close enough that their shoulders almost brushed. She told herself it was only because the deck was narrow and the sea unsteady. She told herself it was only because the relic demanded it.

But her body didn’t care about her reasons. Her body registered his presence as a constant, a steady point in a world tilting.

She hated that. She needed that. Both things could be true. That was the problem with being human.

Eamon glanced at Declan. “You’re quiet,” he said, and it sounded like an accusation. “What aren’t you saying?”

Declan’s gaze stayed fixed on the horizon. “I’m saying enough.”

“No,” Eamon said, and his voice hardened. “You bring a stranger aboard my ship on a century-tide night, tied to a relic that makes people lose their minds, and you think ‘enough’ is going to keep us afloat.”

Cora bristled at the word stranger, not because it was untrue, but because it made her feel small. She had crossed seas alone. She had stood before monastery archivists who would rather bury her than admit their own fear. She had lived with guilt and still gotten up every morning to keep the promise.

She wasn’t a stranger to hardship. She was only a stranger to these people.

Declan finally looked at Eamon. “If I tell you,” he said, “you’ll try to talk me out of it.”

Eamon’s eyes flashed. “And maybe I should.”

Declan’s jaw flexed. “You won’t succeed.”

Eamon’s expression shifted into something like anger layered over concern. “You’re not invincible,” he said. “You’re just stubborn.”

Declan’s gaze flicked to Cora, then away again. “So is she.”

Cora’s cheeks warmed despite herself, a reluctant spark of something like recognition. Declan had seen her stubbornness as strength, not inconvenience. That was new. That was dangerous.

Lysenne watched them with quiet intensity. “You two look like the sea just tied a knot,” she said. “And you’re still deciding whether to cut it or learn how to pull it together.”

Cora’s throat tightened. She didn’t want a knot. She wanted a straight line from here to the lock site and then a clean ending. But the endings never came clean. Not when promises were involved.

The wind strengthened, and the sloop leaned slightly as it cut through darker water. Ahead, the first broken stones of the Shattercoast rose like teeth from a sleeping mouth. Some were barely above water, slick and shining. Others floated, impossibly, held up by magic that had outlasted the hands that made it.

Cora stared. Even after years in Lanternbreak, the sight still made her feel small. The ruins were a reminder that the world could break and still remain, jagged, refusing to be forgotten.

Declan turned his head slightly, and Cora realized he was listening. Not to the sea’s obvious sounds, but to something beneath them, a pattern she couldn’t hear. He looked like a person reading invisible ink.

“What,” Cora asked, unable to keep the question inside.

Declan’s gaze returned to the horizon. “The paths,” he said.

“You can hear them.”

“I can feel them,” he corrected. “Like pressure changes. Like a door before it opens.”

Cora swallowed. “And the relic,” she asked. “Does it help?”

Declan didn’t answer immediately. The pause was heavy with thought, with memory. When he finally spoke, his voice was low. “It helps,” he said, “and it takes.”

Cora’s stomach tightened. “What did it take from you?”

Declan’s hand squeezed hers, not a warning this time but something steadier, something like a promise he couldn’t quite say. “Not tonight,” he said.

Cora should have been angry. She should have demanded answers. But the way he said it wasn’t dismissive. It was protective. As if he knew that if he opened that door now, it would swallow them both before they reached the lock site.

Cora nodded once. “Then tell me something else,” she said. “Tell me why it chose us now.”

Declan’s gaze flicked to her, and for a heartbeat she saw something raw beneath the control. Fear. Not of the sea. Not of the crowd. Fear of meaning.

“It chooses need,” he said quietly. “And it chooses timing. And it chooses the people who will suffer either way.”

Cora’s throat went tight. That felt too true.

The relic’s warmth pulsed again, and Cora felt it shift, as if it had heard her questions and approved of the direction. A strange hum moved through the air, subtle enough that Eamon didn’t react, but Cora felt it in her bones.

Declan felt it too. His posture changed, sharpening.

“Hold steady,” he called to Eamon.

Eamon narrowed his eyes. “Why.”

Declan didn’t answer. He stepped closer to the bow, pulling Cora with him. The deck slanted beneath their feet, and Cora’s stomach rolled.

The ruins ahead shifted, not physically moving but revealing themselves as the tide lifted, as if the sea was peeling back a veil. A narrow channel opened between two floating slabs of stone, water dark and fast beneath.

Cora stared, breath held. “That wasn’t there,” she whispered.

Declan’s gaze was fixed. “It is now.”

“How do you know it’s safe,” Cora asked, and she hated the tremor in her voice.

Declan’s jaw tightened. “I don’t,” he said. “But I know we don’t have time to circle.”

Eamon’s voice rose from behind them. “That channel will scrape my hull.”

“It won’t,” Declan said, and there was a certainty in him that made Cora’s skin prickle. Not arrogance. Recognition.

Cora looked down, and the relic’s seam was faintly lit beneath Declan’s coat, a crescent glow like a moon caught under fabric. It was guiding them.

Cora didn’t like being guided. She didn’t like trusting magic. She trusted ink and paper and measured lines.

But the sea didn’t care what she trusted. The tide didn’t care. The relic didn’t care.

Declan glanced at her. “If you panic,” he said, “tell me. Don’t hide it.”

Cora swallowed. “I don’t panic,” she said, and immediately knew it was a lie.

Declan’s mouth twitched, not quite a smile. “Good,” he said softly. “Then you won’t mind telling me when you do.”

The tenderness in the words hit Cora harder than the wind. It was small, almost nothing, but it made her chest ache because it implied something she hadn’t allowed herself to want tonight. Being seen without being judged.

Cora’s eyes stung. She blinked hard, furious at herself. She couldn’t afford softness. Not with the lock site ahead. Not with the promise pressing into her ribs.

Eamon guided the sloop toward the channel, sails straining. The boat tilted, wood groaning, and Cora’s hand tightened around Declan’s until her fingers hurt.

They slipped between the floating stones with inches to spare. The water here churned, pulling at the hull like a living thing. Cora held her breath. Her mind flashed with images of splintered wood, of drowning, of the relic sinking into black water where she would never reach it.

Declan’s grip remained steady. He moved closer, enough that their shoulders brushed at last, and Cora felt the contact like a spark, not of desire, but of grounding. Real. Present. Humans.

The sloop cleared the narrowest point, and suddenly the water widened into an open pocket among the ruins, calmer, darker, as if sheltered by ancient stone.

Eamon exhaled a curse that sounded half like gratitude. “All right,” he said. “You were right.”

Declan didn’t respond. He was staring at a particular slab of ruin-stone ahead, a piece shaped like an arch that rose from the water at an angle. The arch’s underside glimmered faintly with old runes, barely visible in lanternlight.

Cora’s heart stuttered. “I’ve seen that pattern,” she whispered. “On fragments. In monastery records.”

Lysenne stepped closer to look. “What is it?”

Cora’s mouth went dry. “A marker,” she said. “A wayfinding sign. It means... threshold.”

Declan’s gaze stayed fixed. “It means the path begins,” he said.

Cora’s chest tightened with fear and relief in equal measure. They weren’t lost. They weren’t guessing. They were being led.

And the thought made her sick with dread, because being led meant someone, something, had a destination for them that might not match what they thought they wanted.

The relic’s warmth surged again, stronger than before, and Cora felt it in her throat, like an invisible hand lifting her chin toward the arch.

Declan swore softly. “It’s waking fully,” he said.

Cora’s voice came out rough. “What happens when it wakes?”

Declan turned his head just enough to meet her eyes. In the gray light, his gaze looked tired and fierce at once. “It starts collecting what it’s owed,” he said.

Cora’s stomach dropped. “Owed,” she repeated. “We didn’t agree to owe it anything.”

Declan’s expression didn’t change, but something in his eyes softened in a way that made Cora’s breath catch. “Relic don’t ask,” he said. “They recognize.”

The word hit Cora like a blade. Recognize. As if her promise had been a beacon. As if his vow had been a hook. As if the relic had been waiting for two people who would do the right thing even when it hurt, because people like that were easier to bind.

A shout rose behind them, distant now but still audible across the water. Lanternbreak wasn’t done with them. Boats moved in the far distance, lanterns bobbing like angry fireflies.

Eamon looked back, face hardening. “They’re following,” he said. “Not close yet, but they will be.”

Cora’s chest tightened again. “We can’t outrun every desperate person in a port,” she said.

Declan’s gaze returned to the arch. “We don’t have to outrun them forever,” he said. “We only have to outrun them until the lock is sealed.”

“And if we can’t seal it,” Cora asked, the fear in her voice slipping through despite her pride.

Declan didn’t answer immediately. He looked at her then, truly looked, and Cora felt the intensity of it like a hand on her ribs. He wasn’t measuring her as a stranger. He was measuring her as a partner he didn’t want and didn’t know how to refuse.

“If we can’t seal it,” he said finally, “then we make sure the relic doesn’t fall into hands that will tear the world open for personal mercy.”

Cora stared. “That’s not an answer,” she whispered.

“It is,” Declan said, voice steady. “It’s just not the one you want.”

Cora’s throat tightened. She wanted certainty. She wanted an ending that didn’t involve sacrifice. She wanted her mentor’s faith to be rewarded, not punished.

But the sea wasn't rewarded. It only demanded.

Lysenne touched the rail lightly, eyes on Cora. “What promise are you carrying,” she asked, quiet enough that Eamon couldn’t hear.

Cora’s chest constricted. The promise felt like a stone in her throat. She didn’t want to speak it aloud. Speaking made things real, and real things could break.

Declan’s hand tightened around hers, a silent reminder that hiding wasn’t an option anymore. Not from the relic. Not from the path. Not from the man beside her whose vow was now tied to her ribs.

Cora swallowed. “I promised to return it,” she said, voice barely above the wind. “To bring it to the lock site during the tide and seal what was left unsealed.”

Lysenne’s gaze softened, and for an instant Cora saw compassion there, not pity. Respect. “And if you fail,” Lysenne asked gently, “what happens.”

Cora’s eyes stung. She blinked hard. “Then whatever was kept sleeping might wake,” she said. “And the guilt will be mine, whether I deserve it or not.”

Declan’s gaze stayed forward, but his grip on her hand shifted, not tighter, but more supportive, as if he was anchoring her against the weight of her own words.

Lysenne exhaled slowly. “That’s a heavy promise,” she said.

Cora managed a brittle laugh. “I didn’t choose light ones,” she replied.

Declan finally spoke to Lysenne without looking away from the arch. “What about mine,” he said, voice low. “What do you think mine is?”

Lysenne didn’t respond right away. She studied him, then glanced at their linked hands again. “You carry a promise that makes you think you don’t deserve anyone else,” she said quietly. “And now the relic has made that impossible.”

Declan’s jaw tightened. Cora felt the tension ripple through him like a wave.

Cora’s throat went tight again, and she hated herself for the sudden, unwanted curiosity. What promise could make a man look at a relic like it had already stolen something from him. What vow could make him so controlled, so unwilling to let anyone close.

She looked at him. “Declan,” she said, and saying his name felt more intimate than she expected, even though it was only a name. “What is your promise?”

Declan’s gaze flicked to her. For a heartbeat, the mask of composure slipped, and she saw something raw and frightened beneath. Not fear of being hurt. Fear of hurting.

He opened his mouth, and Cora felt the world hold its breath.

Then the relic flared.

Not in warmth this time. In heat. Sharp, sudden, searing.

Cora gasped, pain lancing through her chest as if the relic had reached inside and squeezed. Declan hissed and jerked, and their hands tightened reflexively, both of them pulled toward each other like magnets snapping into place.

The pain eased the moment their bodies were close enough that their shoulders pressed fully.

Cora’s breath came in ragged bursts. “It punished us,” she whispered, horrified.

Declan’s voice came out rough. “It corrected us,” he said. “It doesn’t want separation. It doesn’t want to be avoided.”

Cora swallowed hard, shaking. “It’s forcing the truth.”

Declan’s gaze locked onto hers, intense and grim. “It forces proximity,” he said. “Truth is just what happens when you can’t run.”

The words landed like a curse and a promise at once.

Eamon shouted from the helm. “Hold on,” he called. “The water’s changing.”

The open pocket among the ruins began to shift. The calm surface wrinkled, then tightened into lines, currents pulling in opposing directions. The century tide was lifting fast now, and with it the paths of the Shattercoast were rearranging like a living maze.

The arch ahead glimmered brighter.

Cora stared, breath shallow. “Why is it lighting,” she whispered.

Declan’s gaze was fixed, his face set into something like resignation. “Because we’re late,” he said.

Cora’s heart slammed. “Late,” she repeated. “We can’t be late. The tide—”

Declan’s eyes flicked to her. “We’re not late to the lock,” he said. “We’re late to the first gate.”

Cora’s mouth went dry. “There’s a gate.”

Declan’s gaze returned to the arch. “There’s always a gate,” he said softly. “Relic doesn't give you a straight road. They make you earn the right to walk it.”

The arch’s runes flared, and the water beneath it darkened, then cleared, revealing a submerged stone pathway rising slowly like the back of a waking creature. The path surfaced in segments, slick and narrow, connecting ruin to ruin.

Cora’s breath caught. It was beautiful in a way that felt brutal.

Lysenne’s voice was tight. “That path won’t stay,” she warned.

Eamon’s hands tightened on the helm. “And my boat can’t ride it.”

Declan looked at Cora. The look wasn’t a question. It was a shared realization, heavy and unavoidable.

“We go on foot,” Cora whispered.

Declan nodded once. “Together,” he said.

Cora’s pulse thundered. She looked at the shifting stones, at the dark water between them, at the lanterns bobbing in the distance where other boats were beginning to appear. Lanternbreak was coming. Desperation was coming. The tide was coming like a deadline with teeth.

Cora tightened her grip on Declan’s hand, not because the relic demanded it, but because in this moment she needed the steadiness of another human who understood that promises were real and that fear didn’t excuse you from keeping them.

Declan’s gaze held hers, and in it Cora saw something she hadn’t expected to find tonight. Not romance, not yet. Something more fragile and more dangerous.

Belief.

“Tell me,” Cora said, voice shaking but firm, “that you won’t leave me out there when the relic starts demanding more than we can give.”

Declan’s expression tightened, pain flashing behind his eyes as if the question hit a bruise he carried. Then he spoke, and his voice was quiet but absolute.

“I won’t leave you,” he said. “Even if I’m the reason it hurts.”

The words landed in Cora’s chest like a vow, and the relic warmed again as if it had been listening, satisfied.

Eamon brought the sloop close to the first stone segment, careful, steady. Lysenne moved with ropes, anchoring them to a jutting ruin piece with quick hands.

Cora stared at the path, breath caught, the sea’s cold air filling her lungs.

Declan stepped closer, still holding her hand. “When we step onto that stone,” he said, “the relic will know we accepted the gate.”

Cora swallowed. “And then,” she asked.

Declan’s gaze flicked to the glowing runes. “Then it will test the promises,” he said.

Cora’s heart pounded. She looked at the path again, at the first slick stone waiting just beyond the rail, and she felt the story’s true edge sharpen beneath her feet. Not the edge of violence. The edge of choice.

She met Declan’s eyes. “We do it,” she said, and her voice didn’t wobble this time.

Declan nodded. “We do it,” he echoed.

They stepped toward the rail together, the relic warm against the night, the century tide rising like a living countdown. Just as Cora lifted her foot to cross onto the first glowing stone, the arch above them flared suddenly brighter, and a single word whispered through her mind again in that same impossible language she somehow understood.

Prove.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 2: The Gate That Listens
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The first stone was colder than Cora expected, slick with sea-spray and humming faintly under her boot as if it held a pulse of its own. The moment her weight settled, the glow along the arch above them brightened, and the word that had whispered through her mind seemed to echo again, not as sound but as pressure.

Prove.

Declan stepped onto the stone beside her without hesitation, as if he’d already decided that fear wasn’t allowed to slow him down tonight. Their hands stayed linked, not romantic, not gentle, but necessary in a way that made necessity feel like a third presence between them. The relic’s warmth shifted against his coat, and the seam’s heat steadied, as if it approved of their bodies moving in the same direction.

Behind them, the sloop rocked against the tethering rope. Eamon held it as close as he dared, jaw clenched, eyes fixed on the narrow stretch of stone that was surfacing in short, uncertain segments. Lysenne stood near the rail with a coil of rope at her feet, watching Cora and Declan with the tight attention of someone who understood that the sea didn’t care what you promised. The sea only cared what you did.

“Stone paths lie,” Lysenne called softly, not quite shouting, but loud enough to carry. “If it shifts, don’t jump. Don’t rush. Let it show you what it wants.”

Cora nodded without looking back. Nodding was all she could spare. Her attention was on her feet, on the next stone segment rising ahead, and on the way the air tasted sharper here, as if the ruins had their own weather.

Declan angled his body slightly toward her, a protective instinct made precise by experience. “When it moves,” he said quietly, “move with it. Don’t fight the tide.”

Cora’s throat tightened. “That sounds like the kind of advice people give right before they drown.”

Declan’s mouth twitched in a way that wasn’t quite a smile. “No,” he said. “It’s the kind of advice people give after they survive.”

Cora wanted to ask how many times he’d needed to survive. She wanted to ask how many promises had been carved into him by the sea. But the arch above them flared again, and the next stone segment lifted higher, water sliding off it in sheets that looked like torn glass.

Cora forced herself forward, stepping onto the second stone as it steadied. It was held. The hum beneath her boots deepened, and she felt the relic respond like a heartbeat choosing a faster rhythm.

Declan stayed close enough that their shoulders nearly brushed, close enough that the presence of him became a constant measure of distance. It should have made her feel trapped. Instead, it made her feel less alone in a place that looked as if it could swallow solitude whole.

They moved in short, careful steps. Each stone rose, held, and then wavered as if deciding whether to remain. The pathway wasn’t a straight line. It curved, angled, threaded between floating slabs of ruin-stone like a needle finding a seam in torn cloth.

In the third segment, the stone shifted under Cora’s foot. Not enough to throw her, but enough to remind her that the path was not solid ground. Her stomach clenched, and she tightened her grip on Declan’s hand without meaning to.

He looked down at their linked fingers, then back at her face. “Tell me,” he said.

“I’m fine,” she replied automatically, too quickly.

Declan didn’t argue. He only adjusted his stance so his weight counterbalanced hers, steadying the shared center of them. “You don’t have to be fine,” he said, voice low. “You just have to stay honest.”

Honest. The word should have been simple. It wasn’t. Honesty was a door you opened, and once it swung wide, you couldn’t pretend you didn’t see what was inside.

Cora swallowed and nodded once. “Then I’m not fine,” she admitted, and the admission tasted like salt and relief. “I hate not knowing whether the next step will hold.”

Declan’s gaze stayed on hers for a beat. “Good,” he said softly. “That means you’ll watch where you put your foot.”

Cora almost laughed, sharp and breathless. “That’s not comfort,” she whispered.

“It’s the only kind I can afford,” he replied, and there was something in his voice that sounded like history.

They reached the base of the arch.

Up close, the runes carved into its underside were not decorative. They were dense, deliberate lines, older than ink, older than common language. Cora felt her skin prickle as if the stone recognized her attention and leaned toward it. The arch’s glow deepened into a pale, steady light that made the water beneath seem darker by contrast.

The relic warmed suddenly, and this time Cora didn’t just feel it as heat. She felt it as a tug behind her ribs, a request that was also a demand.

Declan stopped, pulling her to a halt with him. His gaze lifted, scanning the arch’s runes as if he could read the intention behind the stone’s silence.

Then the relic spoke again.

Not aloud. Not as a voice in the air. It threaded through Cora’s mind like a single sentence written in a hand she didn’t recognize but somehow understood anyway.

Two vows. One path. Prove the weight.

Cora’s breath caught. Declan went still beside her, and she knew he heard it too by the way his fingers tightened around hers, not in pain, but in recognition.

“It’s testing us,” she whispered.

Declan’s jaw flexed. “It always does,” he said. “The gate listens before it opens.”

Cora stared at the arch, heart pounding. “How do we prove anything to stone,” she asked. “It’s not alive.”

Declan’s gaze didn’t leave the runes. “It is
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