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​About the Author  

SANKULAHUB writes clean, emotionally immersive romance that leans into tenderness, courage, and the quiet choices that change everything. With a focus on character-driven stories and hopeful endings, SankulaHub creates worlds where love stays respectful, devotion grows slowly, and every connection is earned through trust.
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​Dedication
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For every person who learned to speak softly because the world felt too loud, and for every person who learned to stay quiet because being heard once hurt. May you find the place where your truth is safe, and may the right heart meet you there.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Cast Snapshot
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Freya Calder is a traveling singer with a rare resonance in her voice that she has spent years hiding behind tavern tunes and borrowed stages. She looks fearless when she performs, but her bravery is the practiced kind, shaped by close calls and quick exits, and she carries a secret fear that if anyone hears what her voice can really do, they will never let her leave.

Ronan Mercer is a sworn warden of the Gates, trained to protect sealed passages that should never open again. He is disciplined, observant, and uncomfortably gentle for someone who lives with steel at his hip. He speaks rarely by choice, as if words are a door he does not trust himself to unlock, and his silence feels like a promise he intends to keep even when it costs him.

Maelis Voss is a scholar of old acoustics who believes the world can be repaired if someone is willing to pay the price. She is charming in public, careful with her expressions, and relentless in private. She does not chase power for vanity, but for a conviction that makes her dangerous, because she can explain any harm as necessary.

Sana Reed is a cartographer who maps sound the way others map shorelines, tracking how echoes change near awakened stone. She is bright, stubborn, and loyal with an intensity that feels like sunlight. She believes Freya’s voice is not a curse, and her certainty becomes a lifeline on nights when fear feels heavier than hope.
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​Introduction Scene
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Freya heard the Gate before she saw it.

Not with her ears the way she heard a crowd murmur or a fiddle string sing, but with something deeper that lived behind her ribs, as if the stone beneath the city had pressed its mouth to the world and whispered her name without using a word.

She should have turned around.

She told herself that as she slipped down the last set of steps and let the lantern’s glow skim over damp walls, over ropes of root and mineral veins that glittered like trapped starlight. She told herself it was foolish to follow the pull, foolish to come alone, foolish to trust a sensation that felt like music and panic braided together.

But the pull had started three nights ago, right after her set at the Candlewick Tavern. She’d been packing up, fingers still tingling from the last chord, when the air had shifted. Not cold, not warm, just wrong, like the moment before a storm decides where to break. Her voice, which usually settled back into her throat with relief after a performance, had stayed awake. It kept humming under her skin as she walked, as if a note had lodged inside her and refused to fade.

Tonight it had become unbearable.

The old tunnels under Brineharbor were meant for smugglers and maintenance men and children daring each other to run where the adults said not to. Freya knew them because she had lived the kind of life where back passages mattered. Where the quickest exit was worth more than the prettiest door.

She didn’t know this part.

The stairs ended at a landing of black basalt, slick with condensation. Water dripped somewhere out of sight. The sound should have been ordinary, but it landed in her body like a beat, steady and counting down.

Freya lifted the lantern and saw the arch.

It stood half-sunk into the stone, an enormous curve carved from the same basalt as the landing, but older than the city above it, older than the idea of Brineharbor as anything but rock and salt and wind. The surface was not smooth. It was etched with shallow grooves that spiraled in patterns that made her eyes ache if she stared too long, like the stone had been taught to hold a song and had never forgotten.

A Gate.

She’d heard stories, of course. Everyone had. The world was littered with relics that people pretended were myths until they met one in a dark place and felt their knees soften. Gates were the most frightening kind of relic, because they implied the world had more doors than anyone had admitted, and that some of those doors had been closed for a reason.

Freya swallowed, and her throat clicked dryly.

The grooves along the arch gave a faint shimmer, not light exactly, but readiness. The way a stage feels just before the curtain lifts.

Her lantern flame dipped, then steadied. The air tasted faintly metallic, like blood on a bitten lip, but she could see no danger. No moving shadows. No lurking figures.

Just stone, and the steady drip of water, and the sensation of being awaited.

“You’re imagining it,” she whispered to herself, because hearing her own voice helped. It anchored her to the simple truth that she was one woman with a lantern and a terrible sense of curiosity.

Her whisper bounced back wrong.

It came back warmer than it left her mouth, as if the stone had held it for a heartbeat and returned it softened. Freya’s pulse kicked. She took one involuntary step back, boot scraping on basalt.

The Gate answered.

Not with a voice, but vibration.

The grooves along the arch shivered. Dust loosened from crevices and drifted down like ash. Freya’s chest tightened so fast she had to grab her own collar as if she could pry space open.

She hadn’t sung. She had done nothing but breathe and whisper.

So why did it react?

The question struck so sharp that another question followed immediately, darker and more personal.

How long has it been listening to me?

Freya’s instincts screamed at her to leave, to run back up the stairs, to throw herself into the noisy safety of the city, where voices overlapped and no one listened too carefully to one singer’s tone.

Her feet didn’t move.

Because in the tremor of that stone, she felt something that made her brave and terrified at once.

Relief.

As if a part of her had been holding a note in silence for years, waiting for something to finally respond.

She lifted the lantern higher. The arch’s inner curve was filled with nothing but dark air, yet the darkness looked thick, like a curtain heavy enough to touch.

Freya’s throat tightened again. A memory surfaced, unwanted.

A small room. A man with too much cologne and too many rings. His hand clamped around her wrist, gentle as a lie.

Sing it again, he’d said, eyes gleaming like a gambler who thinks he’s found a loaded die.

She’d been seventeen, singing for coins in a side street because hunger made pride cheap. She’d given him a verse, only a verse, and the air around them had quivered. A locked cellar door nearby had unlatched with a soft click, like it had been waiting for her note all its life.

The man’s smile had widened until it showed teeth.

Freya had run.

She’d run so hard her lungs burned for days. She’d promised herself she would never sing like that again, never let her voice fall into the range that made things open, never let anyone look at her the way he had.

In taverns she sang bright, safe songs. In alleyways she hummed low, harmless melodies. She trained herself to stay in the middle of herself, where her sound was pretty but powerless.

It worked.

Until three nights ago.

Freya stared at the Gate and tried to speak again, but her voice came out thin.

“This isn’t for me,” she said, as if saying it could make it true.

The stone trembled, patient.

Not angry. Not forceful.

Patient.

Like it knew she would eventually stop lying.

Her skin prickled along her arms. She turned, intending to leave anyway, and that was when she noticed the mark on the landing.

A line scratched into basalt, faint but fresh. Not carved by time. Carved by a blade, maybe, or a chisel. It was a symbol she recognized from tavern gossip and sailor superstition, because the docks were full of men who feared unseen things and wore charms against them.

A ward line.

Someone had been here recently.

Freya’s breath caught. She held the lantern closer, and in the thin light she saw more. Several ward lines, spaced in a rough circle around the Gate, as if someone had tried to pen it in.

The lines were broken.

Not eroded. Not worn away.

Broken.

As if something had pushed through them from within.

Freya’s mouth went cold. She backed away until the back of her calf hit the first stair. Her hand tightened around the lantern handle so hard it hurt.

A sound rose behind her.

Not the drip of water. Not her own breath.

Footsteps.

Measured and quiet, not rushed, not careless. The sound of someone who knows the tunnels and does not fear them.

Freya spun, lantern swinging.

A man stood at the top of the stairs, just beyond the lantern’s strongest glow. He was tall and still, with a traveler’s cloak darkened by damp, the edge of it shifting slightly as if the air here moved differently around him. A sword hung at his side, plain and well-kept, not decorative. His hair was dark and pushed back from a face that looked carved by wind and restraint.

His gaze found her instantly, not the lantern, not the Gate.

Her.

Freya’s throat locked.

Because she recognized the look in his eyes.

Not hunger like the man from her memory.

Assessment.

He looked at her like she was a risk he had been trained to measure.

He came down the stairs without haste, each step placed carefully. He stopped a few paces away, close enough that Freya could see a thin scar near his jaw, pale against his skin.

He didn’t speak.

That should have been comforting. Silence usually meant a stranger had no questions.

But his silence felt deliberate, heavy with choice, as if words were a door he refused to open.

Freya forced her voice through the tightness. “I’m leaving.”

He watched her for another beat, then lifted a hand slowly, palm open, not reaching for her, not threatening. A gesture that said stay where you are without saying it aloud.

She hated how effective it was.

“Who are you?” she demanded, because anger was easier than fear.

His gaze flicked past her shoulder, toward the Gate. The faint shimmer along the grooves made his eyes narrow. He exhaled, and the sound was almost a sigh, almost a prayer.

Then he reached into his cloak and pulled out a small slate and a piece of chalk.

Freya blinked. “You can’t talk?”

He hesitated, and that hesitation answered more than any words. Not can’t. Won’t.

He wrote quickly, chalk scratching in the damp air.

You should not be here.

Freya’s laugh came out sharp. “Neither should you, apparently.”

He didn’t smile. He held the slate steady until she read, then flipped it and wrote again.

The Gate woke three nights ago.

Freya’s stomach dropped. Same timing as her humming under the skin. Same timing as wrongness in the air.

“Why?” she whispered, and hated how small it sounded.

He studied her, and something in his expression shifted, almost imperceptible, like a lock turning.

He wrote again.

It woke when it heard you.

Freya’s whole body went cold, as if the tunnel had exhaled winter onto her spine.

“That’s impossible,” she said, but her voice shook because the stone behind her trembled in agreement, as if pleased by the truth being spoken.

The man’s gaze softened for a fraction, and it made him more dangerous, because softness implied he understood what fear did to a person.

He wrote one more line, slower this time, as if he wanted the words to land gently.

If you sing it will open.

Freya pressed her tongue to her teeth until it hurt. Memories collided with the present, the old cellar door unlatched, the greedy smile, the promise she’d made herself.

“I won’t,” she said. “I don’t even know what you think you heard.”

He looked past her again. His shoulders tightened. The sword at his side shifted as he moved, metal whispering against leather.

The Gate answered his attention with another shiver, stronger, like a breath drawn in.

Freya turned her head just enough to see it without fully facing it.

The dark inside the arch had changed.

It wasn’t a curtain anymore.

It was deep.

A hint of distance, as if the air inside the arch led somewhere far away, somewhere with its own weight. The grooves along the stone glowed faintly now, like embers under ash.

Freya’s pulse slammed. “It’s doing that on its own.”

The man’s jaw clenched. He wrote quickly, chalk snapping slightly under pressure.

Not on its own. It is calling you.

Freya’s eyes stung with panic she refused to show. “Why me?”

He paused. For the first time his composure slipped, and a shadow crossed his face, something like old grief.

He didn’t write immediately.

When he did, his letters were sharper, as if he was angry at the truth.

Because the last Warden failed. Because the last Key died. Because the Gate remembers.

Freya stared at the words until they blurred.

Key.

That was what the man with rings had called her, laughing, as if it were flattering.

She’d thought it was just a nickname for a girl with a pretty voice.

She hadn’t realized it was a role.

A function.

A target.

Behind her, the Gate’s inner darkness rippled. The air in the tunnel shifted, the drip of water changing rhythm as if the whole space had tilted toward a new gravity.

Freya’s voice, traitorous and alive, thrummed in her throat without her permission. A note hovered there, ready, aching to become sound.

She pressed her palm to her own mouth, as if she could hold the note back physically.

The man stepped closer, careful, not touching her. His eyes held hers with a steadiness that felt like an anchor thrown in a storm.

He raised the slate again and wrote in larger letters.

Do not let it take your voice.

Freya’s breath hitched. The words were not instruction anymore. They were warned. They were personal.

“You know what it does,” she whispered through her fingers. “You’ve seen it.”

His eyes flickered, and the smallest nod answered her.

Freya’s mind raced. If the Gate had been sleeping, then it had been quiet, harmless, a myth carved into stone. If it was waking, then whatever lay beyond it was not content to stay beyond.

And it had chosen her.

Curiosity, sharp and unwanted, cut through her fear.

What is behind it?

Her body answered with a tremor, as if it already knew the question was dangerous.

Another sound rose, faint at first.

A hum.

Not from her throat. From the Gate itself, a low resonance that vibrated the bones in her feet. The grooves glowed brighter, and the dark within the arch deepened until it looked like a night sky without stars.

The man’s hand dropped to his sword, not drawing, but ready.

Freya couldn’t look away.

The hum climbed, searching for harmony.

She felt it probe the edges of her restraint, like fingers finding a seam in fabric.

Her voice responded, involuntary, the note in her throat rising to meet it. Tears pricked her eyes, not from sadness, but from the sheer force of being pulled.

“No,” she rasped, forcing the word out like a stone.

The man reached out then, not to grab her, but to press two fingers lightly against her wrist where her pulse hammered. The contact was barely there, yet it startled her into stillness, as if his touch reminded her she was in her body, not inside the Gate’s song.

His gaze was fierce now, and in it she saw the shape of his own vow, the reason he lived in silence. He was not afraid of her voice.

He was afraid of what the world would do to it.

A new sound threaded through the hum.

Voices.

Not clear words. Not a chorus.

Something like distant pleading, like echoes of people calling through stone.

Freya’s stomach lurched. She stumbled back a half-step, and the man tightened his fingers on her wrist just enough to steady her.

The Gate pulsed, as if pleased by her reaction.

Freya’s mouth went dry. “That’s not me,” she said, desperate to separate herself from it. “That’s not my doing.”

He released her wrist and wrote quickly, eyes never leaving the Gate.

It needs you to finish the chord.

Freya shook her head, hair sticking to her damp forehead. “Then I won’t.”

The man’s chalk paused. He looked at her fully again, and something softened beneath the intensity, something that made her chest ache with the strange, terrible feeling of being seen.

He wrote one last line, and his hand was steady despite everything.

Then it will take you anyway.

Freya stared at the words, and the world narrowed to the truth inside them.

The Gate wasn’t just calling.

It was coming.

The hum swelled, and the note in Freya’s throat surged upward as if dragged by a hook. She clapped both hands over her mouth, eyes squeezing shut, fighting the sound with everything she had.

The Gate answered by pulling harder.

Freya felt her knees buckle. Panic flashed white behind her eyes.

Then, in the instant before the note broke free, the man moved.

He stepped between her and the Gate, body angled protectively, and drew his sword with a clean whisper of steel.

He didn’t swing at the stone. He didn’t threaten her.

He slashed the air in front of the arch, and the blade caught the lantern light, scattering it across the grooves like a thrown flare.

The Gate shuddered.

The hum faltered, just a fraction.

It was enough.

Freya gulped air, the note sinking back down, painful and reluctant. Her lungs burned. Her hands shook so badly she could barely hold the lantern upright.

The man’s shoulders rose and fell once, a controlled breath. He didn’t look at her yet. He watched the arch like it was a predator deciding whether to pounce.

The shimmer along the grooves dimmed slightly, but the darkness within did not retreat. It stayed thick and waiting.

Freya’s heart hammered so hard she could taste it.

The man finally turned his head, eyes meeting hers over the line of his blade.

In that regard was a turning point that landed like fate.

He wasn’t here to warn her and leave.

He was here to take her on the road, whether she wanted it or not, because staying would get her swallowed.

He lowered the sword just enough to speak without speaking. He lifted the slate and wrote, the chalk strokes clean and decisive.

Come with me now. Before it opens.

Behind him, the Gate pulsed once, like a heartbeat.

Freya looked at the arch, at the broken ward lines, at the deepening dark that felt like a mouth learning how to breathe.

Then she looked back at the man who lived in silence and had just cut the air itself to buy her a second.

Her fear and her stubbornness collided.

“So where do we go?” she whispered, and hated how her voice trembled, hated how it still wanted to sing.

His gaze held hers, steady as a promise.

He didn’t respond with chalk this time.

He simply stepped toward the stairs. In the shift of his cloak, in the set of his shoulders, Freya saw the shape of the journey waiting above them.

The Gate behind them hummed, patient as ever.

And Freya, lantern in hand, took her first step away from the only life she’d known, because the world had finally found the one sound it could not forget.
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​Chapter 1: The First Rule of Silence
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Freya did not remember deciding to climb the stairs. She only remembered the feel of cold air changing as she rose, the damp loosening from her hair, and the sound of the Gate receding behind them like a heartbeat refusing to be forgotten.

Ronan went first. He moved with the certainty of someone who had walked too many dangerous places alone and learned how to keep his body quiet. His sword was sheathed again, but his hand stayed near it, not gripping, just ready. Freya followed with the lantern held close to her chest, as if keeping the light close could keep her fear from spilling outward.

Halfway up, she looked back.

The darkness below did not look like an empty tunnel anymore. It looked like depth that could swallow names. The hum was softer now, muffled by stone and distance, but it still found her. It threaded through her ribs, searching for that trapped note in her throat, coaxing it like a lover with too much patience.

Freya forced her gaze forward.

At the top, the hidden door into the alley behind the tavern creaked open. Salt air slapped her cheeks. Night noise poured in, drunk laughter and a cart wheel clattering over cobblestone, a gull’s complaint from somewhere above the roofs. Ordinary sound, messy and loud, the kind she usually trusted because it made her feel invisible.

Tonight it only made her feel exposed.

Ronan entered the alley and paused. He turned his head slowly, scanning, not like a man looking for trouble but like a man listening for it. His eyes lifted to the rooftops, then dropped to the street beyond. Only when he seemed satisfied did he motion her out with two fingers, a quiet, simple command.

Freya obeyed, and hated herself for it.

She shut the hidden door behind her. The lantern flame wavered and then steadied, as if relieved to breathe the open air. For a heartbeat Freya pretended she could go back to her rented room, bolt the door, and wake tomorrow to a normal life. She would perform, take her coin, keep her voice safe in the middle of herself.

But the Gate had already heard her.

It woke when it heard you.

Ronan’s slate words flashed in her mind, and with them the image of those broken ward lines like snapped threads.

Freya’s fingers tightened on the lantern handle until her knuckles ached. “You don’t get to tell me what to do,” she said, because anger was easier than the hollow terror pressing against her lungs.

Ronan glanced at her. There was no irritation in his eyes, no contempt. Only urgency. He reached into his cloak, pulled out the slate, and wrote quickly in the lantern light.

Not telling. Warning.

He held it out.

Freya read it, and the truth of it made her stomach pitch. “Fine,” she snapped, as if she were agreeing out of spite rather than fear. “Warn me. Where are you taking me?”

Ronan flipped the slate and wrote again.

Out of the city. Now.

Freya’s laugh came out jagged. “That’s not an answer. Out of the city to where?”

He hesitated for the first time, and Freya watched the hesitation move through his face like a shadow. Then he wrote again, slower.

To someone who can read what you are.

Freya’s throat tightened. The phrase what you are made her feel less like a person and more like a tool. She lifted her chin anyway. “I’m not a thing. I’m not a key. I’m not anything you can name and carry around.”

Ronan’s eyes held hers steadily. He didn’t argue. He just wrote one line and let it sit between them like a hard object.

Then prove it by choosing.

Freya stared. It was a strange thing to offer, choice, when he had just told her the Gate would take her anyway. But the offer felt real, and that made it dangerous. Because if she chose, she would have to admit she believed him.

She looked toward the mouth of the alley. Brineharbor’s main street lay beyond, bright with tavern lamps and movement. People. Witnesses. Noise.

Safety, she told herself.

But safety had never been the same as protection. Safety was often just the illusion you paid for with silence.

Ronan watched her, waiting, not moving closer, not blocking her. The stillness of him made her more aware of his presence. He was not trying to own her. He was trying to prevent something else from reaching her first.

Freya’s chest tightened with frustration that had nowhere to land. “Why won’t you talk?” she demanded. “You can write threats on a slate, but you can’t say one sentence?”

A flicker of pain crossed his eyes so fast she almost missed it. He lifted the slate and wrote, the chalk strokes clean and careful.

If I speak near a waking Gate, it can take my voice too.

Freya’s mouth went dry. “Can it do that?”

Ronan nodded once, sharp. Then he wrote again.

It learns by listening.

The idea hit Freya like a wave. A door that I learned. Stone that listened. A hunger that did not need teeth.

She swallowed hard. “So you decided silence was safer.”

He didn’t write immediately. He looked past her to the street again, eyes narrowing. His hand rose slightly, a signal for her to stay close.

Freya’s spine tightened. “What is it?”

Ronan didn’t answer with chalk. He simply angled his body, placing himself between her and the street. His stillness became a shield without touching her.

Then Freya heard it too.

Footsteps that did not belong to the drunken sway of late-night sailors. Quick, purposeful. More than one set. And beneath the footsteps, something worse, a thin, disciplined quiet, the kind of quiet that comes from people who have been trained to move without being noticed.

Freya’s pulse jumped into her throat. “Are they coming for me?”

Ronan’s gaze cut to hers, and the answer was written there. He reached for the slate anyway and wrote a single word.

Yes.

Freya’s stomach dropped. She took a step back into the alley, lantern trembling. “Who?”

Ronan wrote again.

Not mine.

That was somehow worse. If they weren’t his, they were something else. Someone else. People who had nothing to do with wardens and oaths and everything to do with what her voice could open.

Freya’s breathing turned shallow. In her mind she saw the man from years ago, rings glinting, the greedy shine in his eyes. She had spent so long running from that kind of look, believing distance could outpace desire.

But desire traveled. Desire hired feet. Desire learned the shape of rumors and followed.

Ronan closed his fingers around her wrist. Again, not hard, just enough to guide. He didn’t pull her. He directed, like he was giving her body a suggestion. Come this way. Trust me for ten steps.

Freya let herself be guided because terror made quick bargains.

They moved deeper into the alley, then through a narrow cut between buildings where the stone smelled of old fish and mildew. Ronan’s hand fell away as soon as she was moving in the right direction. It was a small detail, but it mattered. It told her he wasn’t using touch as control. He was using it as a rope offered across a gap.

They emerged into another lane, darker, quieter. Freya recognized it. Behind the fishmonger’s, past the shuttered cooper’s, where the cobblestones were uneven and the lamps fewer. She had used these lanes to slip away after performances when the wrong kind of attention lingered at the tavern doors.

Ronan glanced back toward where they’d come. The footsteps were louder now, closer. Freya could hear voices too, low and sharp, not carrying words clearly, but carrying intent.

Her throat tightened with the old reflex to disappear. “If they’re looking for me, they’ll just keep looking,” she whispered.

Ronan wrote while walking, his chalk moving with practiced speed.

Then we keep moving faster than their certainty.

Freya almost laughed, because the line sounded like something a romantic hero would say in a song, but Ronan’s expression was too grim for poetry. He was not enjoying this. He was counting minutes.

“Where are we going,” she insisted again. She hated the tremor in her voice.

Ronan paused at a corner where two lanes met and listened. He stepped left, then right, testing the sound of the city like a man testing a lock. Finally he chose right. He wrote while moving.

To the old chapel by the cliffs.

Freya’s stomach lurched. “The one that burned?”

Ronan nodded once.

“People say it’s cursed,” Freya muttered.

Ronan wrote without looking at her.

Better cursed than watched.

They moved with the city’s rhythm at first, slipping between late-night wanderers, turning when crowds thickened, pausing when a drunk stumbled too close. Freya tried to make herself breathe normally, tried to make her face look like she belonged on these streets. She had done it a thousand times, blending into noise.

But tonight she felt Gate's hum beneath it. A second pulse beneath the city’s pulse. Her voice stayed awake, like a dog straining at a leash.

At the next intersection, a group of men stepped into the lamp glow. Freya saw their silhouettes first, broad shoulders, coats too heavy for the mild night. They stood wrong. Not like locals. Not like sailors. Like hired blades trying to mimic the looseness of ordinary life and failing.

One of them looked straight at Freya.

Not at Ronan. At her.

Freya’s chest went tight. The man’s gaze slid over her mouth, her throat, as if measuring the sound inside her before she made it. The look was not hunger exactly. It was a calculation. It was possession without touch.

Freya’s stomach churned. She took a half-step back.

Ronan shifted immediately, stepping in front of her, breaking the line of sight. His body became a wall, simple and absolute.

The men started forward.

Ronan didn’t draw his sword. He didn’t need to. He lifted his slate where the lamplight caught it, and with his other hand he produced something Freya hadn’t seen before, a small metal ring etched with shallow lines, worn smooth as if it had been held a thousand times.

He turned the ring slightly, and the lamplight fractured oddly, bending around it. Not bright magic, nothing showy. Just a subtle wrongness, like looking through glass.

The nearest man hesitated.

Ronan’s eyes stayed steady, and in that steadiness Freya saw something she hadn’t expected. Authority. Not the loud kind. The kind that comes from standing between dangerous doors and the world, day after day, until the world begins to believe you belong there.

The men exchanged glances. One took another step anyway, testing.

Ronan’s hand tightened around the ring. The air between them seemed to thicken, and Freya felt a pressure in her ears, like the start of a storm.

The man stopped, swore under his breath, and backed away half a pace. The others faltered too.

Freya’s heartbeat pounded. “What is that,” she whispered.

Ronan did not answer. He did not have time. He simply turned, guiding her with a sharp motion down a side street before the men regained their nerve.

They ran.

Not a dramatic sprint that would draw every eye, but a fast, purposeful pace, weaving between carts and closed stalls, feet striking stone in quick rhythm. Freya’s lungs burned. The lantern swung, light jumping across walls.

Behind them, shouts rose. Not loud, not public. Controlled. Instructions.

Freya’s fear sharpened into something else, something fierce. “They know me,” she breathed, and it felt like a curse. “They knew where to look.”

Ronan wrote while moving, the slate held close to his chest, chalk moving without slowing his stride.

Rumors travel. So do buyers.

Freya’s throat tightened with sudden nausea. Buyers. The word turned her skin cold. Her voice was coined to them, a tool to pry open what had been sealed.

Her voice throbbed in her throat as if reacting to the thought, as if it could feel being priced.

She pressed a hand to her neck. “How do I stop it,” she whispered, half to him and half to herself. “How do I stop the sound from responding to the Gate?”

Ronan glanced at her hand at her throat. For a heartbeat his gaze softened, almost gentle, and that gentleness did something strange to Freya. It made her want to lean into it. It made her want to confess how tired she was of guarding herself.

Then he looked away and wrote quickly.

You do not fight it with force. You fight it with truth.

Freya nearly stumbled. “That makes no sense.”

Ronan wrote again.

It responds to what you are hiding.

Freya’s mouth went dry. She wanted to argue, to deny it, to say her voice was just sound and sound could not know secrets. But the Gate had listened like a creature. It had reached for the note she kept buried. It had pulled hardest when she panicked, when she lied to herself.

Truth, Ronan had written.

Freya ran harder, as if speed could outrun the implication.

They reached the cliff road, where the city thinned and the salt wind grew stronger. The old chapel sat ahead, a broken silhouette against the night sky, its roof half-collapsed, its windows hollow. People avoided it, not because of curses, but because broken places made them think too much about what could break in them.

Ronan vaulted a low stone wall and held out a hand briefly, palm up, offering not command but help. Freya hesitated only a heartbeat before taking it. His grip was firm, warm through her damp glove, and he released her as soon as her boots hit the other side.

They crossed the chapel grounds quickly, stepping over fallen stones and weeds gone wild. The front doors hung crooked, charred wood splitting like old bones. Ronan slipped through first, then turned and motioned her in.

Inside, the air smelled of ash that never fully left, even years later. The moonlight painted pale shapes across the broken pews. Somewhere above, wind moved through the ruins, making a sound like distant breath.

Freya’s heartbeat was still racing, but the moment they crossed the threshold, something eased. The city noise dulled. The wind’s sound became clearer. The pressure in her throat shifted, as if her voice could finally breathe without the Gate tugging at it.

Ronan noticed. He looked at her sharply, then at the chapel walls, as if measuring.

Freya whispered, “It’s quieter in my chest.”

Ronan wrote, his chalk strokes smaller now.

Old stone here. It muffles.

“Muffles what.”

Ronan’s gaze lifted to the broken window arches, then back to her.

Listening.

Freya shivered. She stepped deeper into the chapel, lantern light shaking across the floor. “So you brought me here because it’s a place the Gate can’t hear me.”

Ronan nodded once, relief flickering across his face so quickly it almost looked like pain.

Freya’s anger surged again, sudden and sharp. “Then why didn’t you do this sooner. Why let me walk around for three nights with that thing pulling at my throat.”

Ronan held her gaze. He didn’t flinch. He wrote slowly, as if choosing words that wouldn’t break something.

Because you came alone tonight. That means it is stronger than your fear.

Freya’s breath hitched. The truth stung. She had followed the pull. She had walked into the dark. Part of her had wanted to be answered.

Freya’s hands shook. She set the lantern on a broken stone slab that might have once been an altar. Its light steadied the space between them.

Ronan watched her closely, not like the men in the street had watched. Not like a buyer. Like someone trying to keep her from falling.

Freya swallowed hard. “Who are you,” she asked again, softer this time. “Not what you do. You. Why do you care if the Gate takes me.”

Ronan’s jaw tightened. He looked away for a heartbeat, as if the question struck something tender. Then he wrote a short line, and his chalk snapped slightly at the end.

Because I failed once. I will not fail again.

Freya’s chest tightened with a sudden, unwanted compassion. She stared at him. “The last key.”

Ronan didn’t nod. He didn’t deny.

He simply held the slate, and in that stillness Freya felt the shape of grief he refused to speak aloud.

A sound came from outside. A muffled shout carried by the wind. Footsteps on grass. More than one. The men had followed them to the chapel grounds.

Freya’s pulse spiked. “They found us.”

Ronan’s expression sharpened. He put the slate away and drew his sword, not swinging, just ready. He moved to the side of a broken window, peering through the jagged frame.

Freya stood frozen, throat tight. The old instinct to run battled the new reality that there was nowhere to run that the Gate could not hear.

Ronan glanced back at her and motioned, urgent, toward a narrow doorway at the side of the chapel, half-hidden behind collapsed stone. Freya moved toward it, the lantern clutched again, heart hammering.

The doorway led into a cramped room that might have once been a sacristy. The ceiling was low. The air tasted of damp stone and old soot. There was a back exit, a narrow door warped by fire, leading out toward the cliff path.

Freya reached for the door handle and stopped when Ronan’s hand touched her forearm lightly.

He shook his head.

He pointed upward.

Freya frowned, then heard it. Above the ceiling, footsteps. Someone moving across the collapsed roof beams, using height and shadow. The men were not just floored.

Freya’s stomach dropped. She looked at Ronan, panic rising.

Ronan’s gaze held hers, steady as a vow. He pressed the slate into her hand quickly and wrote just two words.

Stay silent.

Freya stared. “I am silent.”

Ronan’s eyes flicked to her throat.

Not your mouth, they said. Your truth.

Freya’s breath caught. The Gate responds to what you are hiding. If she panicked, if she lied to herself, if she tried to force her voice down, would it surge again, would it open something even here.

Outside, a voice called, low and persuasive. “We know you’re in there. Just come out. No one has to get hurt.”

Freya’s skin went cold at the familiar shape of the lie. No one has to get hurt, the world always said, right before it hurts you anyway.

Ronan’s jaw tightened. His grip on the sword remained controlled. He didn’t rush, didn’t act like a man eager for violence. He looked like a man calculating the least harmful path.

Another voice, closer now, drifted through the broken chapel. “You can’t keep her. She’s not yours.”

Freya’s stomach turned. Not yours. Words reduced her to property in a single breath.

Something hot flared behind her ribs. Rage. Humiliation. A fierce refusal.

Her voice surged in her throat, a note rising instinctively. For a terrifying instant Freya felt the air in the room change, as if stone itself leaned in to listen. Not the Gate, but the old chapel stone, the ruined beams, the very cliff under them.

Freya clapped a hand over her mouth, eyes wide.

Ronan stepped closer immediately, and this time he did touch her, not her wrist but her shoulder, firm and grounding. His touch was steady, not possessive. It said, I am here. Breathe.

Freya’s eyes stung. She shook her head, breath coming fast.

Ronan held her gaze, and his expression changed in a way she did not expect. It softened into something almost tender, but with a warning threaded through it, like kindness sharpened by experience.

He lifted his free hand and, slowly, with clear consent in the motion, he placed two fingers lightly against the base of her throat, just above her collarbone. Not pressing. Not restraining. Anchoring.

Freya froze.

The touch was intimate in a way nothing else had been. Not romantic, not heated, but intimate as in close, as in truthful. It made her suddenly aware of the fragile place where her voice lived, and how alone she’d been in guarding it.

The note in her throat did not disappear, but it steadied. It stopped climbing. It stopped clawing.

Freya stared at Ronan, shaken by the simplicity of it. The way her body responded to him as if it recognized him.

Soulmate resonance, she thought wildly, and then hated the thought because it sounded like a fairytale excuse for weakness.

Ronan’s eyes held hers, unwavering. He removed his fingers immediately, as if he knew the line between help and control and refused to cross it.

Then he raised the slate again and wrote a single sentence.

Let the fear pass through. Do not feed it.

Freya swallowed hard, forcing air into her lungs. She let fear exist without turning it into song. She let rage exist without turning it into sound. It was agonizing, like holding back tears in public, but she did it.

Outside, the voices moved again. Footsteps scraped on stone. Someone tested a chapel door. The warped wood groaned.

Ronan angled his head, listening. Then he wrote quickly.

They brought a listener.

Freya’s blood ran cold. “What does that mean?”

Ronan’s chalk moved fast.

Someone trained to find resonance. To follow your sound even when you do not sing.

Freya’s stomach dropped. A listener. A person who could hunt her without ropes or knives, just by sensing the wrongness in the air when her voice stirred.

Freya’s hands shook around the slate. “Then I can’t even breathe too loudly.”

Ronan’s gaze softened again, a brief flash of empathy. Then he wrote something that made her heart stutter.

You can breathe. You can speak. But only when you mean it.

Freya stared at the words, and something in her chest cracked open. She had spent years speaking around truth, singing around pain, using sound as a disguise. Maybe the Gate had heard that too. Maybe it had heard the gap between what she sang and what she was.

A sudden crash echoed through the chapel.

The main doors gave way.

Freya flinched. Ronan moved instantly, stepping to the sacristy doorway, sword raised. His body placed itself between her and the intrusion without hesitation.

Freya’s throat tightened again. The old instinct screamed at her to sing, to throw sound like a weapon, to make doors open and chaos happen so she could run.

She looked at Ronan’s back, broad and steady. She looked at the angle of his shoulders, the way he held himself like a promise he intended to keep.

And in that moment, Freya made a choice.

Not the choice to flee. The choice to trust.

She stepped close behind him, the lantern lifted, and whispered, not to the men, not to the Gate, but to Ronan, the sound barely more than breath.

“Tell me your name.”

Ronan’s shoulders went still. For a heartbeat he didn’t move, as if the question hit somewhere deep.

Then, without turning, he wrote on the slate with one swift motion and held it where she could see over his arm.

Ronan.

Freya stared at the name. Simple. Solid. Not a title, not an oath, not a role. A person.

She whispered it once, very softly, letting it be true. “Ronan.”

The air changed.

Not dramatically. Not like thunder.

But Freya felt it in her bones. A tiny alignment, like a chord settling into place. Ronan’s breath caught, just barely, and Freya realized he felt it too.

A voice echoed from the chapel nave. “There. I heard it.”

Freya’s stomach turned to ice.

The listener.

Ronan’s head snapped toward the sound, and for the first time his composure cracked into something fierce. He motioned to Freya sharply, toward the back door, and then he did something she didn’t expect.

He raised his chin, faced the darkness beyond the sacristy doorway, and opened his mouth as if he might speak.

Freya’s heart slammed.

If I speak near a waking Gate, it can take my voice too.

But this was not the Gate. This was a chapel. And still, he hesitated, as if the act of speaking itself was a risk he’d trained his body to fear.

Ronan’s throat worked. A sound scraped at the edge of existence, almost a word, almost a vow breaking.

Freya reached out without thinking and touched his arm lightly, a mirror of what he had done for her. An anchor, not a demand.

Ronan glanced back at her, eyes dark and steady. In that look Freya saw the cost of his silence.

He did not speak.

Instead, he stepped forward into the chapel nave, sword raised, drawing attention to himself. He wanted them to focus on him.

Freya’s chest tightened with something fierce and unfamiliar. Gratitude. Awe. At the beginning of devotion she did not want to owe anyone, because owing had always been dangerous.

She forced herself to move.

She slipped out the back door into the night wind, boots hitting the cliff path hard. The sea roared below, black and endless. The lantern flame fought the gusts.

Behind her, inside the chapel, voices rose, sharper now, and the sound of steel whispering from sheath.

Freya ran along the cliff path, heart pounding, throat tight. She kept her breathing controlled, kept her fear from turning into sound. She thought of Ronan’s slate words. Only when you mean it.

Ahead, a figure emerged from the shadows, stepping onto the path as if they had been waiting for her.

Freya skidded to a stop, the lantern lifted.

The person was a woman, hair tied back, cloak snapped by the wind, eyes bright and focused. She held a rolled parchment under one arm and a small instrument case under the other, as if she had come prepared for both maps and music.

She looked at Freya’s face, then at Freya’s throat, then at the lantern shaking in her hand.

“You’re the one,” the woman said softly.

Freya’s blood went cold. “Who are you?”

The woman’s expression softened, but her urgency did not.

“My name is Sana,” she said. “And if you heard a Gate call your voice, then we have already lost time we cannot get back.”

From inside the chapel, a shout rose, and then another sound, lower, more dangerous.

A hum, faint but unmistakable, threading through the wind from far behind them.

Freya’s stomach dropped as she realized the truth.

Even out here, even with the sea between, the Gate was still listening.

And somewhere in the city behind them, it had begun to sing back.
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​Chapter 2: The Map That Hears Back
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The wind off the cliffs did not feel like ordinary cold. It felt alive, as if the sea had lifted its hand and was pressing salt against Freya’s face to make sure she stayed awake. Her hair whipped across her mouth. The lantern flame bent low, fighting to survive, and the light it threw across the path looked thin and restless, like it was frightened too.

Sana stood a few steps ahead, planted steady as if she belonged to this exposed edge of the world. She held herself with the calm of someone who had walked in storms on purpose, not by accident. Even so, her eyes kept shifting, not wildly, but constantly, reading shadow and distance like words on a page.

Freya’s heart still hammered from the chapel, from the shouts inside, from the slice of steel sound she could not stop imagining. She tasted fear like metal. She tried not to picture Ronan alone in there, moving between broken pews and fire-black walls, taking the attention so she could run. Her chest ached with it, and the ache made her angry, because it was too soon for him to matter like that.

The hum behind them came again, faint but unmistakable, threaded through the wind like a low note held under a song. It did not sound like the sea. It did not sound like the city either. It sounded like something that had learned what it wanted and was practicing how to call.

Freya swallowed hard. “That is the Gate.”

Sana’s gaze flicked to Freya’s mouth, then to her throat, as if she could see the note trembling there. “It is the wake song of it,” Sana said quietly. “It is not the Gate itself. It is what the Gate sends ahead, like a hand reaching before a body follows.”

Freya’s fingers tightened around the lantern handle. “You said you heard me.”

Sana nodded. “I heard you say his name. The air changed when you did.”

Freya’s stomach clenched. She looked back toward the chapel, a broken silhouette against the night. “He is still in there.”

Sana’s face tightened, not with impatience, but with calculation. “If we go back now, we go back blind.”

“I am not leaving him,” Freya snapped, the words coming out sharper than she meant, because if she softened the truth she might break.

Sana didn’t flinch. She stepped closer, just enough that Freya could see her pupils widen slightly in the lantern light. “You think I came out here to talk you into abandoning him.” Her voice stayed low, anchored. “I came because he asked for a map and I owe him one. I came because he believed he might need an exit that the city cannot provide.”

Freya stared at her. “He asked you.”

Sana’s mouth tightened. “Not with words.” She tapped the instrument case under her arm, then lifted her free hand and made a small motion with two fingers, a gesture Freya recognized because Ronan had used it in the alley. Simple direction, quiet instruction. “He has ways. He leaves signs for those who know how to read them.”

Freya’s throat tightened. The idea of Ronan reaching out without speaking made something twist in her chest. It made his silence feel less like distance and more like sacrifice.

Another gust of wind rose, and the hum under it sharpened, as if it had heard her thoughts and liked them.

Freya stepped closer to Sana. “If you know him, then you know what he is facing. You know what those men are.”

Sana’s eyes went to the chapel again. “Not his,” she said, echoing the slate message, as if the words had traveled faster than Freya understood. “They are not wardens. They are not oath-bound. They are hired for certainty.”

The phrase made Freya’s skin crawl. “And the listener.”

Sana’s expression hardened. “That is the problem. A blade can be outrun. A listener makes the chase feel like fate.”

Freya’s breath came shallow. She pressed her fingertips to her throat again, a habit now. “Then tell me what to do.”

Sana’s gaze softened for a heartbeat, and Freya hated that she wanted the softness. She hated that tonight had made her reach for other people like a starving thing reaches for bread.

“We need stone that dampens,” Sana said. “We need an old mineral that holds sound inside itself. The chapel does that. There are other places that do it too, along this coast. Sea caves. Old stairs cut into cliff rock. There is a wayhouse not far from here, built from the same deep stone. A man named Jasper keeps it.”

Freya’s mind snagged on the name. Jasper. A wayhouse. The kind of place where travelers disappear into anonymity, where questions are paid for with coins and answered with silence. It sounded like safety, but safety had a price.

Freya’s gaze returned to the chapel. “And Ronan.”

Sana inhaled slowly. “Ronan is not dead.”

Freya’s stomach twisted. “You do not know that.”

Sana’s eyes narrowed slightly, and for a second her calm looked like steel. “I know what he is trained for. I know what he can endure. And I know he would not have let you run if there was no chance he could follow.”

A shout carried on the wind from the chapel. It wasn’t close enough to catch words, but it was sharp enough to make Freya flinch.

Freya’s fear surged, and with it the note in her throat rose, eager, hungry, like it thought sound was the answer to everything.

The hum in the distance answered immediately, as if delighted by her panic.

Freya clenched her jaw. She forced her fear down, not by lying to herself, but by admitting it. I am scared. I am furious. I am not leaving him. The honesty steadied her more than denial ever had.

Sana watched her face closely, and something like approval flickered there. “Do you feel it,” Sana asked. “How it responds when you fight yourself.”

Freya swallowed. “Yes.”

“Then do not fight yourself,” Sana said. “Choose. Even if your choice is messy. The Gates do not care about perfection. They care about the truth.”

Freya stared at her. “Why do you know so much about them?”

Sana’s mouth pressed into a thin line. “Because I spent years mapping coastlines for ships that never thanked me, and then I realized the world has other routes. Routes that do not show on water charts. Routes made of echo. Routes made of stone.”

Sana opened her instrument case just enough to show what lay inside. It was no violin or flute. It was strange. A set of slender metal forks of different lengths, a small mallet, and strips of dark mineral polished smooth like river stones.

Freya’s pulse jumped. “That is what you use to listen.”

Sana nodded. “Sound is not only heard. It is felt. Stone remembers what touches it. If you know how to ask, it answers back.”

The thought made Freya’s skin prickle. “And my voice.”

Sana’s gaze returned to Freya’s throat. “Your voice is not louder than other voices. It is not prettier. It is not even more skilled. It is simply aligned. It hits the world at the angle that makes old locks loosen.”

Freya’s mouth went dry. “So I am the key.”

Sana’s expression tightened. “You are a person. But the world will try to make you function. That is why he brought you out here. That is why I am here.”

Freya’s chest tightened with a rush of something that felt like gratitude and resentment tangled together. “He did not bring me. He saved me for a moment and then let me run while he stayed behind.”

Sana’s eyes flicked again toward the chapel. “And you are still running,” she said softly. “You are running with your body while your heart is sprinting backward.”

Freya’s throat ached. She hated that Sana was right.

The wind shifted, and the hum under it sharpened again, closer now, as if it had decided to follow their path along the cliffs. The sound was faint, but it made Freya’s bones feel too open, as if her body had become an instrument the world could pluck.

Freya’s hands began to shake. “If that hum is moving,” she whispered, “then it is not just a sound. It is something.”

Sana’s face tightened. “It is a call that travels. A resonance trail. A way for the Gate to keep track of you.”

Freya’s chest constricted. “Then it can find me anywhere.”

Sana’s gaze held hers. “Unless we put enough stone between you and the listening ear. Unless we keep you from feeding it fear.”

Freya swallowed hard. Her gaze snapped back toward the chapel again, and something inside her broke into a clear decision. “I am going back.”

Sana’s eyes widened slightly. “Freya.”

Freya’s voice came out low and fierce. “You said choose. I chose him. I choose to not leave him there.”

Sana’s mouth opened, then shut. The wind pressed against them both, and for a heartbeat Sana looked like she might argue, might try to pull Freya forward anyway. Then Sana exhaled, slow and controlled.

“Then we go back smarter,” Sana said. “We do not run straight at them. We go around. We use the cliff path behind the chapel. There is a broken window on the far side that opens into the nave.”

Freya stared at her, shocked. “You will help me.”

Sana’s eyes sharpened. “I told you. I owe him a map. I do not want that debt to turn into a grave.”

They moved along the cliff path in the dark, lantern lowered, letting moonlight do most of the work. Freya’s breath came tight, but she kept it steady. Each time fear rose, she named it silently and let it pass through her without turning it into sound. Sana walked just ahead, light on her feet, pausing often to listen. The metal forks in her case clinked softly with her movement, the sound strangely comforting because it was controlled, intentional.

As they neared the chapel again, voices drifted through the broken walls. The men were inside now. Their footsteps thudded across old boards and stone. The sound of searching. The sound of
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