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​About the Author  

SANKULAHUB writes romance that leans into heart-first storytelling, slow-burning tension, and the kind of emotional honesty that arrives only after characters have earned it. Each book is designed to feel immersive, vivid, and tender without crossing into explicit territory, keeping the romance warm, meaningful, and reader-safe.

If you love stories where trust is a choice, courage is quiet, and love feels like a promise kept, SankulaHub welcomes you into these pages.
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For the readers who learned to keep their own secrets just to survive, and for the day those secrets finally found a gentle place to rest.
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Bryony Hartwell is the royal conservator of the Crown Glasshouse, trained to coax life from rare blooms and to read the old botanical scripts etched into crystal planters. She is careful, observant, and quietly stubborn, carrying a past accusation she never truly outran. In the court’s eyes, she is too soft to be dangerous and too silent to be trusted.

Thane Lockridge is the King’s Oathbound Inquirer, marked by a vow-magic that tightens whenever a lie is spoken in his presence. He is not cruel, but he has been shaped into a weapon that cannot look away from truth. He believes in justice the way some men believe in prayer, and he fears what might happen if his own heart becomes a loophole.

Queen Sabine Arclen rules a kingdom balanced on tradition and rumor, where loyalty is often measured in what people do not say. She appears composed, even when the ground under her throne shifts, and she protects her court like a mother protects a sleeping child. Her kindness has limits, and those limits are guarded by laws older than her crown.

Lord Merrick Vale is the Keeper of Seals, the official who maintains the vault of vows, contracts, and names that cannot be spoken without consequence. He speaks gently, smiles rarely, and sees the court as a machine that must keep turning, even if it grinds down the innocent.

The Crown Glasshouse is a living cathedral of crystal and iron, built beside the Rosewell Canal in the capital city of Edevane. In this place, roses are cultivated not only for beauty, but for witness, because some blooms remember what people try to forget.
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The first thing Bryony noticed was the silence.

Not the ordinary hush of the Glasshouse at night, when the city outside softened into distant wheels and rain, and the lanterns made puddles of gold along the crystal floor. This silence had weight. It pressed against the panes, thick as wax, as if the building itself were holding its breath.

She stood alone beneath the tallest arch, the one that curved like a ribcage over the oldest beds, and watched a single rose tremble without wind.

The rose had no thorns. It had never needed them.

Its petals were the color of faded blush caught behind glass, layered so finely they seemed more like memory than flower. In the center, where most roses guarded their hearts with tight spirals, this one held itself open, as if it had grown tired of pretending it had nothing to say.

Bryony’s fingers hovered above it, not touching. Touch meant acknowledgment. Touch meant the old rules stirred and listened.

Tonight, she could not afford listeners.

A thin line of frost traced the edge of the nearest pane, though the air inside was warm. The magic in the Glasshouse was always precise, always obedient, but something in it had changed in the last week, as if the building had begun to recognize a countdown.

Three nights.

That was all she had left before the coronation.

Three nights before the city filled with banners, before the chapel bells rang until even the poorest rooftops shook, before the court demanded celebration as proof the kingdom was stable and safe. Three nights before they marched through these doors with ceremonial torches and called it tradition.

Bryony swallowed, tasting iron where fear had bitten her tongue earlier and never quite let go. The court’s decree was folded in her pocket, crisp enough to cut.

By order of the Crown, the Witness Rose is to be destroyed before the coronation. The bloom is to be burned and the root dug up, so no seed remains.

They had signed it in elegant ink.

As if elegance made cruelty holy.

Bryony forced herself to breathe quietly. The Glasshouse was full of plants that could hear breath the way some people heard gossip. She had learned, over years of keeping her expression neutral and her voice gentle, that living things listened hardest when you tried to pretend you were calm.

She stepped closer.

The Witness Rose was known by a dozen names in old stories, but the servants called it something simpler, spoken in half-mocked superstition when they passed the Glasshouse doors.

The Rose That Kept the Secret.

Bryony had been a child the first time she heard the tale: a queen who loved the wrong man, a vow sealed into petals, a secret kept so faithfully it became a bloom that could outlast its own century. People said it was romantic, a legend meant to make young hearts flutter.

Bryony knew better now.

Romance was rarely safe. Love, in a court like this, was often the first thing punished.

She glanced toward the far corridor of the Glasshouse, the one that led to the service doors and the canal beyond. The lantern flames along the walls barely moved. No drafts. No footsteps.

Still, she had the sensation someone had entered her world without opening a door.

The rose shivered again, and this time Bryony understood. It was not trembling from the cold.

It was recognizing what was coming.

“I won’t let them,” she whispered, and hated how the words sounded like a plea instead of a promise.

She reached into her apron pocket and drew out a small cutting blade wrapped in linen. The blade was clean, sharp, meant for pruning. She had used it for years, and it had never once betrayed her hand.

Tonight, it felt heavy.

A terrible thought moved through her, slow and relentless: If the court was going to destroy the rose, she might have to cut it first, take it from their hands, hide it somewhere they would never search. She might have to do something that would look like betrayal from the outside.

And she was so tired of being seen from the outside.

The memory came uninvited, as memories did when you stood too close to old magic.

A corridor of stone. Voices like knives. Her father’s name was spoken with contempt. Her own silence was interpreted as guilt. She had been seventeen and terrified and determined, and she had learned in a single week that truth did not always protect you.

Sometimes it painted a target.

Bryony tightened her grip on the blade and leaned closer to the Witness Rose. Its scent was faint, not sweet like ordinary blooms, but clean, like rain on warm glass. It smelled like the moment after confession, when everything has been said and nothing has been forgiven yet.

“Help me,” she murmured, and this time she did not know if she was speaking to the plant, to the Glasshouse, or to whatever part of herself still believed secrets could be carried without breaking a person.

The lantern nearest her flickered.

Behind her, a latch clicked.

Bryony froze so completely she felt the air leave her lungs in one silent spill. Her instinct was to hide the blade, to smooth her expression into something harmless, but her body did not obey. It simply went still, as if the Glasshouse itself had placed a hand on her shoulder and said, Do not move.

Footsteps entered the corridor, measured, unhurried. Not the shuffling of a servant. Not the brisk impatience of a guard sent to do a rough task.

These steps belonged to someone who had learned to walk like certainty.

Bryony slowly turned.

A man stood in the archway, outlined by the dim lantern behind him. He wore a dark coat without ornament, the kind worn by officials who did not need to display power because power recognized them anyway. Rain glistened on his shoulders. His hair was damp, his face composed, and his eyes had the alert, watchful stillness of someone who had spent years listening for lies.

Thane.

Everyone in the palace knew his name. They spoke it like a warning, like a prayer, like an accusation that did not need proof. The King’s Oathbound Inquirer was not a guard, not a courtier, not a man you could charm into sympathy.

He was the person they sent when they wanted truth more than they wanted comfort.

Bryony’s pulse beat once, hard, against her throat. She did not step back, because stepping back would look like fear, and fear would look like guilt, and guilt would look like the story they already wanted to tell about her.

Thane’s gaze dropped to her hand.

The blade.

He did not react the way ordinary men would, with surprise or anger. His expression did not change at all, but something in the air shifted, the way it did before a storm decided to break.

“You’re alone,” he said, as if the fact mattered.

“I work better that way,” Bryony managed. Her voice sounded steadier than she felt.

His eyes moved past her to the rose. When he looked at it, the lanterns along the wall dimmed slightly, as if the Glasshouse itself drew inward.

Thane’s jaw tightened.

“So it’s true,” he said quietly.

Bryony’s fingers went numb. “What is true?”

“That the Witness Rose still blooms.” He took one step forward. “And that you’re standing over it with a blade.”

His words were not an accusation, not yet. They were the shape of one, waiting to be filled.

Bryony lifted her chin. “Do you intend to arrest me for gardening?”

Thane’s mouth might have twitched, but if it did, it was gone too fast to be trusted. He stopped a few paces away, close enough that she could see the faint mark at his throat.

A thin, pale line like a healed cut.

An oathmark.

Every child had heard stories about oathbound magic. Few people ever stood close enough to it to feel its consequences. Bryony had never been near Thane before tonight, and now she understood why servants avoided his path. The air around him felt tighter, like it demanded honesty the way lungs demanded oxygen.

“You received the decree,” Thane said.

Bryony did not flinch. “Everyone did.”

“That rose is to be destroyed before the coronation.”

“Yes,” she said, and kept her face smooth even as her stomach turned. “I can read.”

Thane watched her for a long moment, as if weighing the space between her words and the truth behind them. Then his gaze flicked again to the blade.

“Put it down,” he said.

Bryony’s hand tightened instead.

In the distance, thunder rolled across the city, low and slow. The canal water outside must have been swelling, pressing its dark body against the stone. Rain tapped the high panes like impatient fingers.

Bryony spoke before she could stop herself. “Did they send you to make sure it burns?”

Thane’s eyes sharpened, not with anger but with something more unsettling.

With disappointment.

“I was sent to ensure the court’s order is obeyed,” he said. “And to investigate why the order exists at all.”

Bryony felt a ripple of surprise, small but real. “You don’t know?”

“I know what the decree claims.” He took another step, slow, careful. “I don’t know what it’s afraid of.”

Bryony’s heart beat hard enough that she worried the Glasshouse would hear it and report it to the rose. She forced her voice into calmness. “The court fears many things.”

“Not like this.” Thane’s gaze held hers. “Not enough to destroy a legend on the eve of a coronation.”

Bryony’s mouth went dry. The why now was written everywhere, in the timing, in the secrecy, in the way the palace had started closing corridors and tightening guest lists and whispering behind tapestries. Something was happening beneath the ceremony. Something that had nothing to do with banners and bells.

Thane’s eyes narrowed slightly, as if he sensed her thoughts shifting.

“Tell me what you know,” he said.

Bryony let out a soft, humorless breath. “If I knew what you wanted, do you think I would be standing here alone at midnight?”

Thane’s oathmark did not glow, did not burn, but the air pulled taut anyway. Bryony felt it like an invisible thread around her ribs. The magic wanted her to speak plainly. The magic wanted him to hear the shape of truth.

She had lived too long learning how to survive without saying everything.

“I don’t know why they want it destroyed,” she said carefully. “But I know this rose is older than their fear. And if they burn it, something else burns with it.”

Thane’s expression shifted for the first time, the smallest crack in his control. “What?”

Bryony stared at the rose.

The secret was not hers to tell. It never had been. It was a thing planted into her life like a seed, something she had found by accident and then protected because she could not bear the thought of innocence being punished again.

Curiosity anchor number one, she thought bleakly. What does the rose know?

Thane waited, and the waiting carried its own threat. Not violence. Not cruelty.

But it is inevitable.

Bryony felt the blade tremble slightly in her grip. She lowered it a fraction, not in surrender, but because the rose’s petals had begun to move, opening wider, as if responding to the pressure in the air.

Thane’s gaze snapped to it. His throat worked as he swallowed, and Bryony saw it then, the thing he tried to keep hidden.

Fear.

Not of the rose. Of what truth might demand from him.

Curiosity anchor number two, Bryony realized. What is he bound to do when he finds the truth?

Thane stepped closer until he was at the edge of the bed, a single pace away from the Witness Rose. He did not touch it. He did not reach.

He simply looked at Bryony and said, very softly, “If you’re about to do something reckless, don’t.”

Bryony laughed once, under her breath, because the sound was almost painful. “Reckless is the only language this court understands.”

Thane’s eyes held hers. “Reckless people get killed.”

Bryony’s chest tightened, and she hated that his words landed with the weight of memory. She hated that she wanted to believe him.

Her gaze dropped, not to his hands, but to the faint dampness on his coat, the rain that had soaked him on the way here. He had come alone. Not with guards. Not with torches. Not with the court’s performance of obedience.

He had come like a man looking for something he did not want to find.

Curiosity anchor number three formed, sharp and unavoidable. Why did he really come alone?

Bryony’s voice came out smaller than she intended. “If you’re here to obey the order, you’ll need more than words.”

Thane’s jaw clenched. “I didn’t come to burn it tonight.”

Bryony’s breath caught. “Then why are you here?”

Thane hesitated, and the hesitation was the first human thing he had shown her. “Because someone tried to remove the seal from the Vault of Vows two nights ago.”

Bryony’s blood went cold.

The Vault of Vows was not a metaphor. It was a real place beneath the chapel, where the kingdom’s most binding oaths were held, written and sealed and protected by magic older than the crown. People did not touch those seals unless they wanted the world to notice.

“And?” Bryony whispered.

Thane’s eyes flicked again to the rose, as if seeing connections he wished were not there. “The seal they tried to break is tied to a name that should not exist.”

Bryony felt the Glasshouse tilt in her mind, as if the building itself had leaned in to listen.

Thane’s voice lowered. “And every trail I follow ends here.”

Bryony’s grip on the blade loosened. Her fingers went numb with something that was not just fear now, but a strange, hollow anticipation. The why now was no longer vague. It had a spine.

The rose’s petals moved again, slower this time, like a sigh.

Thane took a careful breath. “Bryony, if you know something, you need to tell me before the court decides you’re the easiest person to blame.”

He spoke her name as if it mattered, as if it belonged to a person and not a rumor.

Bryony stared at him, her throat tight. She had spent years being the easiest person to blame. The court loved simple villains. It loved quiet ones most, because quiet people had fewer allies.

She looked down at the Witness Rose, and finally, finally, she let herself touch it.

Her fingertip brushed one petal.

The petal was warm.

Not plant-warm. Not sun-warm. Human-warm, like skin after a held breath. Bryony felt the pulse of magic under the surface, an ancient rhythm that did not belong to any living rose. The bloom responded to her like it recognized her hand.

Then, without wind, without warning, the rose released a single petal.

It drifted downward, slow as a secret being chosen.

The petal landed in Thane’s open palm.

He had not reached for it. His hand had lifted instinctively, as if the rose had called to him without sound.

The petal did not lie still.

It darkened at the edges, a blush deepening into something almost like ink. Across its surface, a thin line appeared, as if written by a needle.

Thane’s eyes widened a fraction. His oathmark at his throat tightened visibly, pulling the skin just enough to show the magic had awakened.

Bryony’s stomach dropped.

Thane looked from the petal to her. His voice came out rough, stripped of polish. “It’s choosing.”

Bryony could not speak. The petal’s line was not a word she could read, not in any language she knew, but she understood its meaning anyway, the way you understand the look in someone’s eyes before they say goodbye.

The rose was binding him to the secret.

And binding her to him.

Thane’s hand closed around the petal slowly, as if afraid it might cut him. When he spoke again, the control in his tone had fractured.

“What did you do?” he demanded, and the question was not an accusation. It was fear.

Bryony’s voice shook, just once, before she forced it steady. “Nothing. I swear I did nothing.”

Thane’s gaze dropped to the rose again, and then he looked up toward the Glasshouse doors, as if he could already hear the court moving closer, drawn by the tug of old magic.

“We don’t have much time,” he said, and something in his eyes sharpened into a decision. “Whatever that secret is, they’re coming for it. And now they’ll think I’m protecting it.”

Bryony’s heart hammered. “You are.”

Thane’s jaw tightened, and for a moment he looked like a man standing at the edge of a cliff he never meant to approach. Then he met her gaze, and the oathbound certainty in him shifted into something more dangerous.

Choice.

“Then you’re coming with me,” he said. “Because if the court sees me holding this, they’ll demand answers. And you’re the only person here who knows how to keep this rose alive.”

Bryony’s mouth went dry. Leaving the Glasshouse at night with the King’s Inquirer was not just a scandal. It was a story. A story the court would twist until she could not recognize herself in it.

But staying meant the rose would burn.

And Thane’s hand, closed around that petal, was trembling slightly, as if the secret inside it had already begun to press against his vow.

Bryony swallowed and nodded, once.

Outside, thunder cracked louder, and somewhere beyond the crystal walls, the chapel bells began to toll an hour too early, as if the kingdom itself had sensed the coronation was no longer the most important event ahead.

Thane stepped closer, lowering his voice to a fierce whisper. “If you’re hiding something that could destroy the crown—”

Bryony lifted her chin, her fear turning sharp enough to resemble courage. “I’m not hiding what could destroy it.”

Thane’s eyes locked on hers.

Bryony finished, barely breathing. “I’m hiding what might save it.”

And in that breath-thin space between them, the Witness Rose trembled as if it had just heard the first honest promise of the night.
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​Chapter 1: The Night We Couldn’t Unchoose
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Rain had turned the streets outside the Glasshouse into ribbons of black shine, and the city smelled like wet stone and ironwork. Bryony followed Thane without asking where he was taking her, because asking would have meant admitting she believed he might answer kindly. She did not know him well enough for kindness. She only knew the stories people told, and the way the air tightened around him as if truth itself had learned his shape.

Behind them, the Glasshouse stood glowing and fragile, a crystal heart on the canal’s edge. Bryony kept glancing back anyway, as if the building might call her by name and she might actually turn.

Thane’s hand stayed closed around the fallen petal. He did not put it in his pocket. He did not hide it beneath his coat. He carried it like a thing that could burn through fabric, through skin, through whatever protection a man was foolish enough to trust.

“Slow down,” Bryony said, breathing thin in the cold. She hated that her voice sounded like fear. “If we run, we’ll look guilty.”

Thane did not slow. “If we walk, we’ll be caught.”

“They won’t expect you to run.”

“That’s why we run.”

They passed under a stone arch where water dripped steadily from the underside like a metronome, and Bryony’s shoes slid once on the slick cobbles. Thane’s free hand shot out without thought, catching her elbow, steadying her before she fell. The touch was brief, firm, and gone, but it left a small warmth that did not belong in the night.

Bryony found herself resenting that warmth. It confused her. It made her want to look for reasons not to trust him and then look again anyway.

“You said the court is coming,” she murmured. “How soon is soon?”

Thane’s gaze stayed forward, scanning the street as if the rain itself might be hiding witnesses. “They’ll notice the bell toll. They’ll notice the Glasshouse warding shift. They’ll notice the petal’s magic the moment it leaves the bloom. Someone will send someone. If it isn’t guards, it’ll be Merrick.”

Bryony’s stomach tightened at the name. “Merrick doesn’t come in person.”

“He does when vows are involved.”

Bryony wanted to ask how he knew that. She wanted to ask a dozen questions, because questions were safer than confessions. But the night was already full of things that wanted answers, and she could feel those wants clustering around them like unseen moths circling flame.

Thane veered sharply down a narrow lane between two shuttered bakeries. The lane smelled faintly of yeast and old sugar, and the rainwater carried a pale froth along the gutter. Bryony had walked these streets in daylight, when the market sang and the canal boats carried bright cloth. In the dark, everything looked like it had been stripped down to its bare intentions.

She realized, with a soft jolt, that Thane was choosing routes that avoided lamplight.

“You know the city,” she said.

“I know how to disappear in it.”

“That isn’t the same thing.”

Thane’s jaw flexed once. “It is as if disappearing is what keeps you alive.”

Bryony almost laughed, not because it was funny, but because it landed too close to her own life. She had been disappearing for years, just in quieter ways. She had learned how to make herself small in conversations, how to keep her face polite when people watched her for any sign of wickedness, how to let rumors slide past without snagging on her skin.

Tonight, there was no room left for me.

They emerged onto a narrow strip of canal walkway where the water moved dark and fast. In the rain, the canal looked like a long, restless ribbon, carrying reflections away before they could be recognized. Across the water, the rooftops of Edevane rose in uneven layers, chimneys breathing steam into the night. Somewhere above all of it, the palace sat like a watchful animal, its windows lit, its balconies lined with stone figures that pretended not to listen.

Thane slowed at last, just enough to let Bryony match him. He reached the end of the walkway and stopped under the shadow of a low bridge.

“Here,” he said.

Bryony stared at the bridge. “Here is a bridge.”

“It’s more than that.” Thane tilted his head toward the underside. “Stay close. Do not speak to anyone. If someone asks if you’re with me, you say yes.”

Bryony’s mouth went dry. “I thought you didn’t want us to look guilty.”

Thane’s eyes flicked to her, sharp. “If you say no, you become a stranger I dragged out of the dark. If you say yes, you become a witness to my choices. I can protect a witness. I cannot protect a stranger.”

Bryony did not like how quickly the logic made sense.

She followed him down two stone steps that led to a narrow door set into the bridge’s base, half-hidden behind a trailing vine that clung stubbornly even in winter. Thane pressed his shoulder to the door and pushed. It opened with a reluctant groan, as if it hated revealing what it concealed.

Inside, the air changed. It smelled of old rope, damp wood, and the faint, lingering sharpness of lamp oil.

Bryony blinked as her eyes adjusted. The space was a small boathouse tucked beneath the bridge, with a low ceiling and beams blackened by age. A single lantern hung from a hook, unlit. Two old skiffs rested upside down along one wall. A worktable sat in the center with a scattering of tools, and a pile of folded nets lay in a corner like sleeping animals.

“You keep a boathouse,” Bryony said before she could stop herself.

Thane closed the door behind them and slid a simple bar into place. The sound of it settling was final in a way that made Bryony’s heart thud harder than it should have.

“I don’t keep it,” he said. “I know it.”

That answer was somehow worse, because it meant he could step into hiding places as easily as other men stepped into a tavern.

He moved to the lantern and lit it with a practiced flick, shielding the flame with his hand until it steadied. The small light filled the boathouse with a dim gold, softening the edges of everything.

Bryony stood where she was, rainwater dripping from her coat onto the boards. She felt suddenly conspicuous, as if the walls themselves might whisper about her presence. The city noises were muffled here. The canal’s rush sounded closer, like breath against glass.

Thane finally opened his hand.

The petal lay against his palm, darker now than it had been in the Glasshouse. The thin line on it had deepened into something unmistakable, a script so fine it looked etched rather than written. Bryony leaned in, unable to help herself.

“It’s moving,” she whispered.

The line did not remain a single line. It shifted, as if the petal was remembering how to become a message.

Thane’s throat worked. “It’s not supposed to do that.”

Bryony looked up. “How would you know what it’s supposed to do?”

His gaze held hers, and for the first time she saw exhaustion beneath the careful control. Not the tiredness of a late night, but the deep strain of carrying a duty that never loosened its grip.

“Because I’ve been near vow-magic my whole life,” he said quietly. “And it never behaves like mercy.”

Bryony’s pulse steadied in a strange way. Mercy was the word she had not expected from him.

Thane set the petal carefully on the worktable, as if placing it down too hard might offend it. Then he stepped back, hands open, posture cautious.

“Look,” he said.

Bryony moved closer. The petal’s edges had curled slightly. The script had arranged itself into a shape that resembled a name, though she could not read it fully. It was as if the letters were formed from something older than language, something felt more than understood.

She lifted her eyes to Thane. “Is it a vow?”

His mouth tightened. “It feels like one.”

“Then why would it choose you?”

Thane’s gaze flicked away, not in guilt, but in the instinct of a man who did not want his own thoughts to be visible. “I don’t know.”

Bryony let the silence hang, because she knew the difference between a man who refused to answer and a man who genuinely couldn’t. Thane was the second kind, and that unsettled her more than the first.

She forced herself to speak. “You said someone tried to break a seal tied to a name that shouldn’t exist.”

“Yes.”

“And now a petal has chosen you.” Bryony touched the edge of the worktable, careful not to touch the petal. “What if it’s the same name?”

Thane’s gaze snapped back to the petal, and something in him tightened, as if the idea had hooked into the oath around his throat.

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” he admitted.

Bryony studied him. She had expected arrogance, a man in love with his own authority. Instead she saw a man who looked like he had been waiting too long for the moment his duty finally turned on him.

“What happens,” she asked softly, “if the name is real?”

Thane’s voice lowered. “If the name is real, then someone has been erased from the kingdom’s vows. And if someone has been erased, the crown is already standing on a lie.”

The words were dangerous. They were treason-shaped without being treasonous. Bryony felt them settle into her chest like a stone.

She thought of Sabine, poised and watchful, loved and mistrusted in equal measure. She thought of the coronation, the city preparing to cheer as if cheering could keep the ground from cracking.

And she thought of the decree in her pocket, crisp and cruel.

“They want to burn the rose because it remembers,” Bryony said.

Thane’s eyes searched her face. “You know more than you’ve told me.”

Bryony’s mouth went dry. She tried to shape an answer that was both honest and safe, and found that those two things did not always overlap.

“I know enough to be scared,” she said. “And enough to know that if the court finds out I know anything at all, they will decide it’s my fault.”

Thane’s expression shifted, subtle but real. “Why would they think that?”

Because they already did, Bryony wanted to say. Because a girl with dirt under her nails is always easier to blame than a lord with a seal-ring. Because the court forgives power and punishes silence.

Instead she said, “Because I’m the one who tends the Glasshouse. Secrets always end up in the hands that keep the keys.”

Thane looked down at the petal again, then back at Bryony. “I won’t let them use you as a shield.”

Bryony’s laugh came out thin. “You don’t even know me.”

“I know enough.”

“No,” she said, sharper than she intended. “You know my role. You know my place. That isn’t the same as knowing me.”

For a beat, Thane didn’t answer. Then he stepped closer, not crowding her, but closing the distance enough that Bryony could feel the heat of him in the cold room.

“You’re right,” he said. “I don’t know you.”

His voice was careful, as if he was choosing each word around a trap.

“But I know what it looks like when someone has been blamed before,” he continued. “I know what it looks like when a person has learned to survive by saying less than they feel. And I know what it looks like when someone is standing between a decision and a disaster.”

Bryony’s throat tightened unexpectedly. She hated that he could see her. She hated it the way people hate being recognized when they have spent years avoiding it.

She forced herself to look away, focusing on the petal. “Then what do we do?”

Thane’s answer was immediate. “We go to Sabine.”

Bryony’s head snapped up. “No.”

Thane’s brows drew together. “She is the queen. If the court is moving against the rose, she needs to know.”

“She is the court,” Bryony shot back. “Even if she isn’t the hand holding the match, she is the room that allows the fire.”

Thane’s gaze hardened, but not in anger. In refusal. “You’re assuming she’s part of it.”

Bryony felt her nails bite into her palms. “I’m assuming she’ll choose the crown over a gardener. That isn’t malice. That’s how crowns work.”

Thane’s throat mark pulled slightly, and Bryony saw him swallow. His vow-magic reacted not to her words as a lie, but to the pressure of truth they carried. It tightened as if it did not like the shape of reality either.

“If you won’t go to Sabine,” he said, voice lower, “then where?”

Bryony’s mind raced. She could picture the palace halls, the velvet curtains, the smiling faces that measured loyalty by obedience. She could picture Merrick’s quiet hands on a seal, his gentle voice explaining necessity while the world became smaller for everyone else.

“There’s a place,” she said slowly, “beneath the Glasshouse.”

Thane’s eyes narrowed. “There are tunnels under half the city.”

“These aren’t city tunnels.” Bryony hesitated, then forced the words out. “There’s an old root chamber. It was built for the first conservators. Before the palace learned how to bind gardens to vows, people used to hide certain blooms from kings.”

Thane stared at her. “Why didn’t you tell me that before?”

Because telling you anything feels like handing you a blade, Bryony thought. Because men like you have always carried the right to cut.

She lifted her chin. “Because I didn’t know if you came to burn it.”

Thane’s jaw tightened. “I told you I didn’t.”

“You told me,” Bryony said, “and the world has taught me that men can say anything.”

Thane flinched, so small Bryony might have missed it if she wasn’t looking for weakness. Then he leaned closer to the table and set two fingers near the petal without touching it.

“I cannot lie,” he said quietly. “Not when the oathmark is awake.”

Bryony’s gaze flicked to his throat. The pale mark looked slightly raised now, as if the skin itself was listening.

“That sounds like protection,” she said.

“It’s a chain.” His voice was rough with something he didn’t let himself show often. “It doesn’t make me good. It makes me useful.”

Bryony studied him for a long moment. In the lanternlight, his face looked younger than the city stories had allowed, not boyish, but worn in a way that spoke of duties taken too early. The rain had left his lashes dark, his hair slightly mussed, and the sharpness of him felt less like cruelty and more like defense.

She realized, with a quiet shock, that the danger in him wasn’t only his position. It was his loneliness. A man bound to truth like this could not be anyone’s comfort. Comfort required soft lies. Comfort required people choosing feelings over facts. Thane lived in a world that didn’t allow him that choice.

Bryony’s anger dulled into something more complicated.

“All right,” she said. “We go back to the Glasshouse.”

Thane’s gaze snapped up. “They’ll be watching it.”

“They’ll be watching the doors,” Bryony corrected. “Not the roots.”

Thane’s eyes stayed on hers. “You’re sure this chamber exists.”

“I’ve been in it,” she said. “Once. Long ago.”

“Why once?”

Because you don’t return to a place that shows you what the kingdom has been hiding, Bryony thought.

She answered, “Because it’s sealed. And because it’s not meant to be used.”

Thane’s mouth tightened. “None of this is meant to be used.”

A sharp sound rang through the boathouse, faint but distinct, like metal against stone.

Both of them went still.

Thane extinguished the lantern with one swift motion, plunging the room into darkness.

Bryony’s breath caught, and she had to clamp her lips closed to keep the sound from escaping. The dark pressed in, sudden and total, broken only by a thin seam of dim light under the door. Outside, rain continued to fall, but now Bryony heard something else beneath it.

Footsteps.

Slow, careful.

The kind of steps people used when they were certain they were about to find someone hiding.

Thane’s hand found Bryony’s wrist, not gripping hard enough to hurt, but firm enough to make her still. He leaned close, his mouth near her ear.

“Do not speak,” he breathed.

Bryony nodded once, though he couldn’t see it.

The footsteps paused outside the boathouse door.

A voice spoke, muffled by wood, but familiar in its smoothness. “Thane.”

Bryony’s skin went cold. She knew that voice.

Merrick.

Thane did not answer.

The voice continued, gentle as a velvet blade. “You were seen leaving the canal walk. It’s late for official errands.”

Thane’s fingers tightened around Bryony’s wrist, the smallest increase in pressure. A warning. A plea. A promise. Bryony couldn’t tell which.

Merrick’s voice softened further. “Open the door.”

Thane leaned toward the seam of light, as if measuring what could be seen. Then he spoke, voice steady, controlled, loud enough to carry.

“I’m alone.”

Bryony’s stomach dropped, not because she believed he was betraying her, but because she knew what his oath would do if he lied.

She felt it before she saw it. A tightness in the air, a sudden pull toward Thane’s throat. Even in the dark, she could sense the oathmark reacting, not like a flame, but like a constricting hand.

Thane’s breath hitched once, quiet and sharp, and Bryony realized with a shock that he had forced the words out anyway.

Merrick paused outside.

Then he said, still soft, “If you are alone, open the door.”

Thane did not move.

Bryony’s heart hammered in her ears. If Thane couldn’t lie, and he had just spoken a lie, what did that mean? Was he capable of breaking his oath? Or was he simply letting it choke him rather than letting Merrick take her?

Thane’s hand slid from Bryony’s wrist to her fingers, lacing briefly, a silent instruction. Stay. Trust this. His skin was warm even in the cold dark, and his hand trembled faintly, as if his body was fighting something inside it.

Merrick’s voice sharpened by a fraction. “Thane. You have been entrusted with the kingdom’s truth. Do not make yourself a problem.”

Thane’s answer came out low, strained. “I am not making myself anything.”

There was a quiet sound outside, like a seal-ring tapping wood.

Then Merrick said, “You are holding something that does not belong to you.”

Bryony’s breath stopped. He knows, she thought. Somehow he knows.

Thane’s hand tightened around Bryony’s fingers again, and in that tightness Bryony felt his decision harden. He was not opening the door.

Merrick sighed, as if disappointed by a child.

“I will give you one more chance,” he said. “Open the door, and we will speak privately. Sabine is worried. The city is restless. There is no need for drama.”

Drama, Bryony thought. As if burning a witness rose before a coronation was a simple administrative task.

Thane’s voice came out colder now, the strain still there, but wrapped in steel. “If Sabine is worried, she can speak to me in daylight.”

Merrick’s tone remained calm. “The coronation is in three nights. There is no daylight left for certain matters.”

Silence stretched. Rain ticked against the stone. Bryony’s fingers were half-numb, but Thane’s hand kept her tethered to the moment, as if he was anchoring her as much as she was anchoring him.

Then Merrick spoke again, softer, almost kind. “You cannot protect her from the truth.”

Bryony’s blood turned to ice. He had said to her. Not the petal. Not the rose. Her.

Thane’s grip on Bryony’s hand tightened hard enough that it bordered on pain. His voice came out hoarse.

“You don’t know who is in here.”

Merrick’s laugh was quiet. “Thane, I know you. You wouldn’t risk your oath for a stranger. You wouldn’t choke on a lie unless you believed the lie was necessary.”

Bryony’s chest tightened. Choke. So Merrick had heard it, sensed it, and knew what Thane had done.

Merrick continued, tone still soft, as if speaking to soothe a frightened animal. “Open the door. Let me take the burden off your hands.”

Thane didn’t answer.

Bryony realized, with a slow, terrifying clarity, that Thane’s silence wasn’t only a strategy. It was survival. His oath was tightening with every breath, punishing him for the lie he had already spoken.

And he was enduring it.

For her.

The realization did something dangerous inside Bryony. It made her want to step forward and confess, just to spare him. It made her want to place herself between him and the oath, as if her body could absorb what he was paying.

It made her feel, for the first time in years, like her choices mattered to someone else.

Bryony squeezed Thane’s hand once, a small signal in the dark. I’m here. I’m not leaving you alone in this.

Thane’s fingers squeezed back, shaky.

Outside, Merrick’s voice turned slightly firmer. “Very well.”

There was a scrape of metal. The bar on the door shuddered as if tested by force.

Thane’s breath came fast, controlled, and Bryony sensed him shifting, preparing. Not for violence. For flight.

His mouth came near her ear again. “When I move, you move,” he whispered. “Do you understand?”

Bryony nodded, then remembered he couldn’t see. “Yes,” she breathed, barely sound.

The door shuddered a second time.

Thane’s hand released hers, and Bryony’s heart lurched at the sudden emptiness. Then his palm pressed against her shoulder, guiding her back into deeper shadow near the overturned skiffs.

The door shuddered again.

Then, abruptly, it stopped.

Silence.

Bryony’s lungs burned from holding breath too long.

Merrick spoke, voice smooth as ever. “I will return with guards.”

The footsteps retreated, slow, unhurried, as if Merrick knew exactly how little time they had and enjoyed letting them feel it.

Only when the footsteps faded into the rain did Thane light the lantern again. The small flame bloomed, revealing his face.

Bryony startled.

Thane was pale. A faint sheen of sweat stood on his forehead despite the cold. His jaw was clenched so hard the muscles jumped. One hand had gone to his throat, fingers pressing lightly over the oathmark as if he could loosen it by force of will.

“You lied,” Bryony whispered.

Thane’s eyes flicked to her, sharp with something that might have been anger at himself. “Yes.”

“You said you couldn’t.”

“I said I cannot lie,” he corrected, voice rough. “Not without consequence.”

Bryony stared at him, heart pounding. “What consequences?”

Thane swallowed, and Bryony saw pain flash across his face, quick and involuntary.

“It tightens,” he said. “It punishes. It reminds me who owns my mouth.”

The words should have made him sound like a weapon. Instead they made him sound like a man caught in a cage.

Bryony’s throat tightened. “Why would you do that for me?”

Thane’s gaze dropped to the worktable.

The petal.

While they’d been in the dark, the petals had changed again. The curled edges had folded inward, shaping itself into a small, delicate twist, like a ribbon made of rose-skin. The script on it had deepened, forming clearer symbols.

Thane’s voice came quieter. “Because Merrick wasn’t here for a flower.”

He reached toward the petal, hesitated, then lifted it carefully between thumb and forefinger. The moment he touched it, the oathmark at his throat pulled again, not in punishment this time, but in recognition, as if the vow inside the petal was speaking directly to the vow inside him.

Bryony stepped closer, drawn despite herself.

“What does it say?” she asked.

Thane’s eyes stayed fixed on the petal. “It doesn’t say.” His voice softened into something almost reverent. “It points.”

He turned the petal slightly, and Bryony saw it.

The script had arranged itself into a simple map-like curve, a line bending around a circle, then ending in a mark that looked like a small crown pierced through with a thorn.

Bryony’s breath caught. She knew that symbol. She had seen it etched into the oldest planters in the Glasshouse, the ones nobody used, because the old magic clung to them and made servants uneasy.

“It’s the root chamber,” she whispered.

Thane’s gaze snapped to hers. “You’re sure.”

“Yes,” Bryony said, voice trembling. “That mark is the old conservators’ seal. It isn’t used anymore. The palace replaced it when they took control of the vows.”

Thane’s mouth tightened. “Then that’s where we go. Now.”

Bryony’s fear surged again, sharp and bright. “Merrick will be watching the Glasshouse.”

“He’ll watch the doors,” Thane said, echoing her earlier words. “Not the roots.”

Bryony hesitated. “If we go back and we’re caught—”

Thane’s eyes held hers, and there was something in them that felt like a vow not spoken aloud. “If we’re caught, it won’t be because you hesitated.”

Bryony’s chest tightened with a strange, painful warmth. It looked too much like being trusted.

She swallowed. “Then we need to move.”

Thane extinguished the lantern again and opened the door, careful, listening. The rain outside sounded heavier now, as if the sky had decided to drown the city before morning. They slipped out into the night and moved along the canal walkway, keeping to shadows.

As they walked, Bryony felt the city differently. Every shuttered window seemed like an eye. Every lamppost felt like a witness. The palace above looked less like a home and more like a mouth full of teeth.

Thane led them along the canal, then up a narrow stair that climbed between two stone walls slick with moss. They emerged onto a quiet street lined with old rowhouses and closed shops. No one was out. Only the rain and the occasional distant clatter from a night patrol.

They moved quickly but not carelessly. Bryony noticed Thane’s attention shifting constantly, not frantic, but precise, as if he had trained himself to sense danger before it announced itself. It should have reassured her. Instead it reminded her that he lived like this always, even when he wasn’t fleeing.

At the next corner, Thane stopped abruptly and pressed Bryony back against a wall.

A patrol passed, two guards in dark cloaks, lanterns swinging. Bryony’s breath caught, but Thane’s hand settled briefly against her shoulder, steadying her without words.

The guards spoke quietly to each other as they walked, their voices blurred by rain.

When they were gone, Thane leaned closer, his mouth near Bryony’s ear again.

“You’re shaking,” he murmured.

Bryony hated the honesty of her body. She forced her voice steady. “I’m wet.”

Thane’s breath was warm against her skin. “That isn’t what I meant.”

Bryony’s throat tightened. She did not have the strength for softness. Softness had a cost.

She tried to pull away, but Thane’s hand stayed on her shoulder, not restraining, just present. The touch was infuriatingly gentle for a man everyone feared.

“Bryony,” he said quietly, “I need you to trust me for one night.”

Trust. The word felt like stepping onto ice and pretending it would hold.

Bryony met his gaze. “And then what?”

Thane’s eyes searched hers, and for a beat he looked almost lost, as if the future was a road he had never been allowed to imagine.

“Then,” he said, voice low, “we survive whatever truth this rose is trying to drag into the light.”

Bryony exhaled slowly. She wanted to tell him that truth didn’t always save people. Sometimes it only made them easier to destroy.

But Thane already knew what truth could do. He wore it on his throat.

“All right,” she whispered. “One night.”

Something in Thane’s face softened, so faintly it almost didn’t happen. Then he stepped back and continued forward.

They reached the Glasshouse by a route Bryony had never taken before, slipping through a narrow side garden where winter herbs grew in raised beds, their scents muted but alive. The Glasshouse loomed ahead, glowing as it always did, but tonight the light seemed strained, as if the building was holding itself together through sheer stubbornness.

Thane paused behind a hedge and studied the main entrance.

Two figures stood near the doors, cloaked, lanterns in hand.

“Merrick didn’t wait for guards,” Thane murmured.

Bryony’s pulse spiked. “He came back.”

Thane’s jaw tightened. “He expected me to run here.”

Bryony swallowed. “Then we don’t go through the doors.”

She led Thane along the outer wall, past the tall panes where shadowy plant shapes pressed against glass like sleeping giants. The rain streamed down the windows in restless lines.

They reached a low section of wall where ivy climbed thickly. Bryony knelt, fingers searching beneath the leaves until they found a small iron latch hidden under the growth.

Thane watched her hands. “You’ve done this before.”

“Once,” Bryony said, voice tight. She pulled the latch and a small service panel swung inward with a quiet click, revealing a narrow crawlspace beneath the Glasshouse floor.

Cold air breathed out from it, carrying the scent of soil and old stone.

Thane looked at the opening, then at Bryony. “After you.”

Bryony’s stomach twisted. Going first meant being vulnerable. It meant trusting that the man behind her would not decide she was too dangerous to keep alive.

She forced herself to move anyway.

She slid into the opening and crawled forward, the stone cold beneath her palms. The space was tight, dark, and damp. Her breath sounded too loud. Behind her, she heard Thane follow, steady and silent.

After several feet, the crawlspace opened into a small chamber with a low ceiling and a rough stone floor. Bryony rose carefully, brushing wet ivy from her sleeves. Thane stood behind her, taller in the cramped space than the room wanted to allow.

Bryony reached for a lantern mounted on the wall and struck it alight with trembling hands. The flame flared, and the chamber revealed itself.

Old roots ran along the walls like veins. The stone here was carved with faint patterns, spirals and petals, symbols older than any current palace seal. The air was warmer than the crawlspace, thick with soil scent, as if Glasshouse's heart had been buried here and still beat.

Thane’s gaze swept the carvings. “This is vow-magic.”

“Yes,” Bryony whispered. “This is where it started.”

At the far end of the chamber stood an iron door shaped like a half-bloom, its surface etched with the same conservator seal Bryony had seen on the petal. A keyhole sat at its center, not ordinary, but ringed with a shallow groove that looked like it had been designed for something living rather than metal.

Bryony stepped closer, heart pounding. “This is it.”

Thane’s hand went to his coat, and he pulled out the petal, still folded like a ribbon. In the lanternlight, the script on it looked darker, almost like it had drank in the night.

As he approached the door, the oathmark at his throat tightened again, but differently now, not punishment, but pull. The petal seemed to tug toward the groove, as if it knew exactly where it belonged.

Bryony’s mouth went dry. “It’s going to open it,” she whispered.

Thane held the petal up, hesitated, then glanced at Bryony. “If this goes wrong—”

“It already has,” Bryony said softly.

Thane’s gaze held hers, and for a moment the space between them felt like a bridge suspended over something deep. Bryony could feel the weight of what they were doing, the way choices hardened into consequences.

Thane turned back to the door and laid the petal into the groove.

The petal did not sit like a petal.

It flattened, then sank slightly into the groove as if the iron was soft for it. The script flashed once, faint but visible, and the air in the chamber shifted, tightening, listening.

Then the iron door trembled.

A low sound rose, not a creak, not a groan, but something like a breath drawn after a long silence. The carvings on the walls seemed to darken, as if remembering their purpose.

Bryony’s heart hammered so hard she felt it in her hands.

Thane did not move away. He stood close, shoulders tense, gaze fixed on the door, and Bryony realized he was ready to take the consequence of whatever opened.

The door clicked.

Slowly, it swung inward.

Cold air spilled out from the darkness beyond, carrying a scent that did not belong to soil or stone.

It smelled like pressed roses, old paper, and something painfully human, like tears dried into fabric.

Bryony’s throat tightened, and she felt suddenly like a child again, standing outside a story that was about to swallow her whole.

Thane stepped forward, lantern raised. The light spilled into the space beyond and revealed a narrow stair descending into a deeper chamber.

On the first step, written in the same old conservator script carved into the walls, was a single line.

Bryony stared, breath catching.

She could read it.

Not because she had ever seen it before, but because the words felt like they had been planted in her long ago.

Thane read it aloud, voice hoarse.

“The rose keeps the secret until the oathbound brings it home.”

Bryony’s pulse stumbled.

Thane turned to her slowly, lanternlight cutting sharp lines across his face.

Home.

The word hit like a bell.

“What does it mean?” he asked, and the question wasn’t only about the inscription. It was about him. About why the rose had chosen him. About why the petal had tolerated his hand.

Bryony swallowed, fear and something softer twisting together in her chest.

Before she could answer, a distant sound echoed through the crawlspace behind them.

A latch clicking.

Footsteps sliding on stone.

The boathouse voice, smooth and patient, drifting through the dark like a promise.

“Bryony,” Merrick called, not loud, not angry, simply certain. “You don’t have to hide in the roots. Come back upstairs. Sabine wants to speak with you.”

Bryony’s blood turned cold.

Thane’s eyes hardened, but his throat mark tightened again, reacting to the pull of the coming confrontation.

Merrick’s footsteps drew closer.

And in the open doorway behind Thane, deeper in the root chamber, something moved in the darkness, as if whatever the rose had kept secret had finally noticed it was no longer alone.
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​Chapter 2: The Stair That Remembered
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Merrick’s voice floated through the crawlspace like it belonged there, calm and patient, as if the roots had been built for him. Bryony stood in the lantern glow with the open iron door at her back, and she felt the room tighten around that single sound. The old chamber did not like being spoken into by strangers. It felt like a throat closing, a body deciding what it would allow.

Thane moved first. Not forward, not toward Merrick, but toward Bryony, shifting his body so he stood between her and the crawlspace entrance without making it look like protection. He did it the way men did things when they refused to admit they cared. A half step. A slight angle. A shadow that became a shield.

Bryony’s heartbeat was loud in her ears. It made her want to speak, to fill the space with something safer than fear, but she remembered what he’d said in the boathouse. When he moved, she moved. When he chose, she followed.

Merrick’s footsteps drew nearer. “Bryony,” he called again, soft as a hand on a shoulder. “You don’t have to hide.”

Bryony almost laughed at the word hide. The chamber itself was a hiding place made by people who understood what the crown did to anything it couldn’t control. Hiding wasn't a weakness. It was history.

Thane’s mouth was a thin line. His fingers flexed once at his side, as if he was fighting the urge to
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