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​About the Author  

SANKULAHUB writes emotionally immersive romance stories where tenderness has teeth, hope has a price, and love is built through choices that feel human. Each book is crafted to deliver a complete emotional arc, clean romance intensity, and a sense of wonder that stays grounded in character, consent, and heart.
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​Dedication
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For every reader who has ever felt like part of their story went missing, and kept searching anyway.
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​Cast Snapshot
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Amity Calder is a runaway archivist with ink-stained fingers and a missing day she cannot remember, chasing a page that might explain why her life feels edited.
Caspian Vale is a vault warden trained to guard what the world is not meant to read, steady as stone until the vault responds to Amity like it has been waiting.
Orla Menden is Amity’s sharp-eyed friend and fellow book-runner, loyal enough to risk trouble and clever enough to leave a trail only Amity can follow.
Tavian Rook is the oldest living mapmaker of the archive-ways, a man who speaks like he is translating silence and seems to know what the vault takes in exchange.
Selwyn Greylock is a collector with polished manners and hungry patience, convinced that controlling missing pages is the cleanest way to control people.
Linnea Hartwell is a junior scribe with a brave mouth and shaking hands, caught between doing the “right” thing and doing the “safe” thing.
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The first sign the vault was awake was the smell.

Not mold, not dust, not the familiar dry-paper breath of libraries that had survived too long. This was sharper, like ink warmed near a flame. It threaded through the cracks of the stone stairwell as Amity descended, and it made the back of her tongue taste like old midnight.

She halted on the next step, hand flattening against the wall for balance. The stairwell was narrow enough that her shoulder brushed stone. Above her, the concealed hatch had sealed with a sigh of grit, shutting out the rooftop night and the faint city-lights of Aerolith. Down here there was only dark, and the soft, unreasonable whisper of pages turning where no wind should reach.

She told herself it was only the vault’s tricks, the same tricks it used on everyone who came too close. It wanted you to believe you were already inside it. It wanted you to hurry.

Amity did not hurry.

She pulled the small lantern from her satchel, the kind that held a pale shardstone glow instead of flame. The light came up gentle and steady, spilling across the steps in a milky oval. She could see her own boots now, scuffed, practical, wrong for a ballroom and perfect for a theft. She could see the tight curl of her glove where she’d stitched the seam herself after the last job went sideways.

This was not supposed to be a job, she reminded herself. Not the way Orla would call it, with that half-smile that meant danger and rent money.

This was a retrieval.

The difference mattered, if only to her.

She continued down, counting her breaths the way she had taught herself to do the first time she woke with that hollow in her head and realized an entire day was missing. Not forgotten, not blurred, but gone like a page torn clean from a book.

Eighteen steps. Nineteen. Twenty.

The stairwell ended in a landing and a door of black iron set into stone. No handle. No lock. Only a rectangle of metal that looked like it had been pressed into the rock while the rock was still soft. Across the door, someone had engraved a single line in a curling script.

Return what you took.

Amity stared at it until her eyes tried to blur the letters into something kinder.

“I did not take anything,” she whispered, because speaking the truth aloud was the only way she could keep it from slipping. “You took from me.”

The door did not open.

She reached into her satchel and drew out the object she had stolen three nights ago from a man who had smiled too warmly and called it a trinket. It fit in her palm like a small coin, though it was too heavy for its size. A disc of pale metal etched with a spiral of symbols that never stayed in the same arrangement for more than a blink.

The key did not look like a key. The vault did not like obvious things.

Amity pressed the disc to the center of the iron door. The metal drank the lantern-light for a heartbeat, then shivered. The spiral on the disc aligned, clicking into a shape that made her chest tighten in a way she refused to name.

The door inhaled.

Stone groaned. The iron softened, not melting, but bending like a muscle. A seam appeared where there had been none. A line of darkness widened.

Amity pushed, and the door swung inward on silent hinges.

The vault greeted her with a corridor made of books.

Not shelves, not stacks, not tidy aisles like the academies pretended knowledge should live in. The corridor walls themselves were bound spines, packed so tightly the leather and cloth looked like scales. Above, the ceiling arched in the same material, pages layered like stone tiles, every surface dense with words too small to read. The floor was smooth slate, and when she stepped over the threshold, a faint ripple went through it as if she’d disturbed water.

Her lantern glow spread, and the words on the nearest spines shifted. Some titles tried to rearrange themselves into familiar names. Some tried to form hers.

Amity held her breath and stepped fully inside.

Behind her, the iron door closed with the soft certainty of a book shut for good.

She did not turn around. Turning around in the vault was how people got lost. The vault loved the moment someone realized they could not leave the way they came.

She moved forward instead, keeping her lantern low and her other hand on the thin cord looped around her wrist. The cord was tied to Orla’s thread-mark, a scrap of braided silverleaf that would tug if Amity got close enough to the vault’s central arteries. Orla had pressed it into her palm earlier with a serious face and a voice that tried not to shake.

It opens tonight, Amit. Only tonight. If you do not go now, it will fold itself shut for another twelve years.

Twelve years was too long to wait for a missing day to come back.

The corridor stretched, then narrowed, then widened again. She walked past an alcove where a single book floated open, pages turning slowly without hands. The text on its pages was blank, but the margins were crowded with small, frantic handwriting, as if someone had tried to cram a whole life into the edges before the center got erased.

Amity did not stop.

She had a map in her mind, drawn from Tavian’s murmured directions and her own memories of the vault’s rumors. The Vault of Lost Pages did not hold ordinary books. It held pages that had been removed from reality. Pages that belonged to people, to histories, to promises, to names.

The page she needed was called The Seventh Day of Winterlight, though no one alive knew why it had that title. All Amity knew was that it was her missing day. Her blank space. The ache behind her ribs every time she tried to remember her father’s face and only saw the outline, not the details.

She had chased the rumor for two years. She had listened at taverns where smugglers drank. She had paid scribes to whisper what they’d heard in archive rooms after midnight. She had watched Selwyn Greylock shake hands with officials who claimed the vault was only a myth, and then leave those rooms with his coat pockets heavier.

She could not prove he had her page.

But she could prove he wanted it.

That is why now.

The corridor ended abruptly in a circular chamber where the floor dropped away.

Amity stopped at the threshold, heart doing a quiet, hard knock.

The chamber was a well. Not a pit of earth, but a hollow cylinder lined with shelves that spiraled downward out of sight. Hanging in the air above the drop were narrow stone bridges that connected to doorways cut into the curved walls at different levels. Iron gates sealed some doorways. Some were open, dark mouths breathing softly.

In the center of the well, suspended by nothing, floated a platform of black slate the size of a dining table. On it lay a single book.

Amity’s lantern-light caught the book’s cover, and for a moment she thought it was made of skin. Then she saw it was leather, stitched with a thread that gleamed like water.

This was the vault’s heart.

She had expected guards. People always whispered that wardens kept the vault, that trained men and women patrolled the inner chambers, paid by councils who claimed they did not believe. But the well-chamber was empty except for the book and the faint, incessant sound of turning pages coming from everywhere at once.

Amity stepped onto the nearest bridge.

The stone under her boot gave a small tremor, like a string plucked. Words rose along the bridge’s surface in pale ink, forming sentences she could read only as they slid under her feet.

Tell us what you lost.

Amity’s throat tightened. She kept walking.

Halfway across, the bridge shuddered again, and the words changed.

Tell us who you are without it.

She almost laughed, the sound bitter and too loud for a place that listened.

“I do not know,” she murmured, and the vault seemed to brighten, like a creature pleased by honesty.

The platform waited. She reached it, stepping off the bridge onto slate that did not move. The book lay centered like an offering.

Amity approached slowly.

The cover had no title. No author. Only a blankness that felt deliberate, like a door with the sign torn off so no one could complain they had not been warned.

She set her lantern down beside it and reached out.

Her gloved fingers hovered a breath above the leather.

Then the air behind her shifted.

It was not a footstep. Not the scrape of stone or the whisper of fabric. It was the change in pressure you felt when someone entered a room and brought a different kind of silence with them.

Amity froze, hand still suspended over the book.

A voice came from the shadowed edge of the platform, calm as a sealed envelope.

“You should not touch that.”

Every muscle in her body went tight. She did not jerk around, because panic was an invitation in this place. She turned carefully, lantern-light swinging, and found a man standing at the platform’s rim where the bridge met slate.

He was tall, dressed in plain dark travel-clothes that looked too neat to be accidental. His hair was tied back, not for style but for function. His hands were empty, and yet the way he stood made Amity’s skin register him as armed.

She lantern lighted his face from below, shadows cutting his cheekbones into sharper lines. His eyes held the kind of steadiness that came from either discipline or exhaustion, and she could not tell which.

“I can say the same to you,” Amity replied, keeping her voice level.

His gaze flicked to the book, then back to her. “I am allowed to be here.”

“By whom,” she asked, because the question mattered.

His mouth twitched, not quite a smile. “By the vault.”

That should have been ridiculous, and yet the chamber did not protest. The air did not tighten. The platform did not tremor the way it had for her.

Amity felt the vault’s attention shift, like a lamp turning.

“You are a warden,” she said, not as a guess but as a piece snapping into place. She had heard rumors of them, the ones who walked the vault without losing their names. She had imagined uniforms, insignia, ornate keys hanging from belts like jewelry.

This man wore nothing that declared him.

He stepped forward a fraction, stopping at a respectful distance, as if he understood what corners did to frightened people. “Caspian,” he said.

It took Amity a heartbeat to realize he was offering only a first name, like a hand held out without forcing her to take it.

She did not give him hers.

Caspian’s eyes narrowed slightly, and something moved behind his calm. Recognition, maybe. Or calculation. Or a kind of careful sorrow.

The vault’s whisper grew louder, a soft roar of turning pages.

Amity’s fingers curled reflexively. “If you are a warden, then you already know why I am here.”

“I know why most people come,” Caspian said. “They want to rewrite their lives. They want a page that makes them feel cleaner.”

“I want the truth,” Amity said, and surprised herself with how sharply it came out.

Caspian’s gaze held hers. “The vault does not trade in truth. It trades in absence.”

Amity swallowed, steadying her breath. “Then I will pay.”

Something shifted in his expression, and for a moment his composure looked like a mask someone had worn too long. “You do not understand what you are offering.”

“You do not understand what I have already lost,” Amity shot back.

The vault’s chamber tremored, a low hum traveling through the slate under her boots. The book’s cover rippled as if something beneath it had stirred.

Caspian’s attention snapped to it, and his hand lifted slightly, instinctive, as if he wanted to reach for a weapon that was not there. “Step away from it.”

Amity did not. She could not. The book felt like the only solid thing in a life full of missing pieces.

“You are not going to stop me,” she said, and made herself sound steadier than she felt. “Unless you plan to drag me out.”

“I cannot drag you out,” Caspian replied. “The door is closed.”

Amity’s pulse ticked once, hard. She glanced over her shoulder toward the bridge. It was still there, still connected, still apparently usable, but the iron door she’d entered through was not visible from here. The well’s walls curved endlessly downward, swallowing light.

Caspian watched her realize land.

“We are both inside,” he said quietly. “That is why I told you not to touch it. The moment the vault decided you belonged to the heart-chamber, it closed the first exit.”

Amity’s mouth went dry. “You followed me.”

“I was already here,” Caspian said. “Waiting for tonight.”

“Why,” Amity demanded, because the vault opened only once in twelve years and no one waited for a myth without a reason.

Caspian hesitated. In that pause, Amity saw the tiniest fracture in his steadiness, like a hairline crack in glass.

“Because a page is missing,” he said.

Amity’s chest tightened. “Everyone’s missing something.”

Caspian’s gaze did not flinch. “Mine is in that book.”

The vault hummed again, louder, as if pleased by the collision of their confessions.

Amity stared at him, then at the book, then back. “If your page is in there, then why are you not taking it?”

“Because the last warden who opened it forgot his own name before he could close it again,” Caspian answered. His voice stayed controlled, but his eyes darkened, and Amity felt the weight of what he was not saying. “He walked out alive. He did not know who he was. He did not know who he loved.”

Love. The word landed like a stone dropped into still water.

Amity’s fingers hovered over the cover again, drawn by need. “I am not here to rewrite anything,” she said. “I am here to read what was taken from me.”

Caspian’s gaze flicked to her hand. “If you open it, the vault will demand an exchange.”

“I know,” Amity said.

“No,” Caspian corrected gently, and that gentleness scared her more than anger would have. “You have heard stories. That is not the same as knowing.”

Amity swallowed. “Then tell me.”

Caspian’s eyes held hers, and the vault’s whisper seemed to sharpen, as if the books themselves leaned closer.

“The vault takes what makes the page meaningful,” he said. “If you retrieve a day, it may take the person you were on that day. If you retrieve a promise, it may take away your ability to make promises again. If you retrieve a name, it may take the way someone says it.”

Amity’s skin went cold.

She thought of her missing day. The Seventh Day of Winterlight. The ache. The constant sense that she was standing on a floor with one plank missing.

“What did it take from you,” she asked before she could stop herself.

Caspian’s throat moved. For the first time, his gaze wavered, not away, but inward, like he was looking at something that hurt.

“It took a year,” he said.

Amity blinked. “A year of your life?”

“A year of my memory,” he clarified. “A year where someone mattered. A year where I chose something, and then the vault decided I was not allowed to remember what it cost.”

Amity felt the vault’s attention press against her like a fingertip.

Curiosity rose in her, sharp and unwanted. Someone mattered. Someone he chose. Someone he could not name.

“Why would the vault do that,” she whispered.

Caspian’s eyes lifted fully to hers again. “Because I tried to take a page without paying.”

Amity’s breath caught.

So he had been a thief once too, in his own way.

Or he had loved someone enough to risk rules.

The vault’s book sat between them like a third presence, patient, hungry.

Amity forced herself to focus. “If I open it,” she said, “and my page is inside, I will take it.”

Caspian did not argue. “Then you will pay.”

“I will pay,” she repeated, because saying it twice made it feel like courage instead of desperation.

Caspian took a small step closer, still leaving space between them. “Tell me your name,” he said.

Amity’s spine went rigid. “No.”

His gaze stayed calm, but something in it sharpened. “If you do not speak it now, the vault will try to pull it from you later. It will pull harder. It will tear.”

Amity’s fingers tightened. She could feel how true that was, not as logic but as instinct. The vault had already tried to spell her name along the bridge, coaxing it out of her like bait.

She met Caspian’s eyes. “You asked for my name,” she said carefully, “but you offered yours. Why?”

A faint, rueful exhale left him. “Because if the vault takes a name, it matters whose name it takes first.”

Amity felt her stomach drop, not with fear alone but with the sudden understanding that he was not protecting the vault’s rules. He was trying to protect her from the vault’s hunger by putting himself closer to the blade.

“Do not do that,” she said, voice rougher.

Caspian’s expression softened by a fraction, and the chamber felt smaller for it. “You are already here,” he said. “So am I. The only question left is whether we walk out remembering what we walked in for.”

Amity looked at the book. The leather seemed to pulse under her gaze.

“Why tonight,” she asked, because she needed her anchor. “Why is it open tonight?”

Caspian’s eyes flicked upward, as if he could see through layers of stone to the sky. “Because the vault is hungry,” he said. “Because the alignment above loosens its seams. Because it can trade more when the world is thin.”

Amity’s hand hovered over the cover again.

Then Caspian spoke again, low, like a secret he did not want the vault to overhear even though it already had.

“And because you have what it wants.”

Amity froze, every nerve lighting.

“What,” she whispered.

Caspian’s gaze pinned her. “The disc you used. That was not a trinket. That was a claim. Someone marked you as a route in.”

Amity’s mouth went dry. She thought of Selwyn’s smile. The way he had called it harmless. The way his eyes had lingered on her hands, on her satchel, on the ink stains he’d pretended not to notice.

“He set me up,” she breathed.

Caspian’s silence was answer enough.

The vault’s whisper surged suddenly, not louder but more insistent, like a crowd leaning forward for a reveal.

Amity stared at the book, and her anger flared hot and bright in her chest. Not just at Selwyn. The whole world treated knowledge like a weapon and people like the sheath.

“Then I will take what I came for,” she said, voice steadying into something harder. “And I will not let him have it.”

Caspian’s gaze held hers for a beat. Then he nodded, once, like a decision locking.

“Open it,” he said.

Amity drew a slow breath. She placed her gloved palm on the cover.

The leather was warm.

The book opened on its own, the cover lifting as if it had been waiting for her touch for a very long time.

Light spilled out, not lantern-light, but the pale glow of written words when they mean something. The pages inside were not paper but thin, translucent sheets that shimmered like trapped moonlight. Lines of text swam across them, forming and reforming, as if the book was searching for the right language to address her.

Amity leaned closer, eyes straining.

The first line that stabilized made her throat tighten so hard she could barely breathe.

Amity Calder, it read.

Her full name, written cleanly, exactly, as if the vault had always known it.

Caspian went still at her side.

Amity’s eyes dropped to the next line.

And then the world tilted.

Because the line beneath her name was not a date, not a chapter heading, not the title of her missing day.

It was a sentence.

On the Seventh Day of Winterlight, you promised Caspian Vale you would come back.

Amity’s breath left her in a silent rush.

She turned her head toward him so quickly the lantern-light jumped. Caspian’s face had gone pale, the calm finally cracking, not into panic but into something rawer, like a wound exposed to air.

“I did not,” Amity whispered, because she could not remember it, could not feel it in her bones the way she should if it were true.

Caspian’s eyes were locked on the page like it was a mirror showing a life he had been denied. “You did,” he said, voice low and strained, as if each word cost him. “Or you were supposed to.”

The vault hummed beneath their feet, pleased, alive, fed by their shock.

Amity’s fingers trembled on the page edge. The text shimmered, ready to shift again, ready to reveal more. Fear flared through her because she suddenly understood the real trap.

Her missing day was not missing because it was meaningless.

It was missing because it involved him.

A relationship-based secret. A choice. A promise. A connection someone had decided she should not remember.

Amity swallowed hard. “Why would I promise you anything,” she asked, and hated how small it sounded.

Caspian’s gaze lifted to hers, and the steadiness was gone now, replaced by a careful intensity that made her feel like the air between them had changed shape.

“I do not know,” he said. “But the vault does not invent. It preserves.”

Amity’s heart was hammered once, hard.

The book’s pages began to turn on their own, faster now, as if the vault sensed the moment it could demand payment.

Words blurred. A new line formed briefly, then vanished. Another flickered into place, too quick to read.

Amity felt panic rise. She tightened her grip on the book, trying to hold the page open.

Caspian’s hand came down on the opposite side, steadying it. His gloved fingers brushed hers for a fraction of a second, not intimate, not lingering, just contact with purpose, and the vault’s hum deepened like a satisfied purr.

“Do you feel that,” Amity whispered.

“Yes,” Caspian said, voice tight.

The slate platform shuddered. The bridges around them began to shift, stone groaning as if the well itself were rotating. One of the open doorways along the wall snapped shut with a clang. Another opened, breathing cold air.

Amity’s lantern rolled slightly. She caught it before it tipped into the drop.

The vault was rearranging its exits.

Caspian’s eyes snapped toward the nearest bridge. “It is sealing routes,” he said.

Amity’s mouth went dry. “Because we opened it.”

“Because it wants payment,” Caspian corrected.

The book’s text stabilized again, as if presenting terms.

To take the page, you must leave a page.

Amity’s hands went cold. “A page from where.”

The answer formed beneath it.

From your story.

Amity stared. The words seemed to pulse.

Her mind flashed with the emptiness of her missing day, the way her life had already been cut once. The thought of choosing another absence made her stomach twist.

Caspian’s voice came low. “If you give it a page, it will take something specific,” he said. “A memory. A promise. A name. Something it can bind.”

Amity looked at him, anger and fear tangling. “And if we do not pay.”

The vault answered for him.

Then you will remain.

The well-chamber tremored again, harder. The bridges shifted, and the one they had come from cracked down the middle, stone splitting with a sound like a spine breaking. It did not collapse yet, but it sagged, suddenly untrustworthy.

Amity’s breath hitched. “We are running out of time.”

Caspian’s jaw tightened. He stared at the book, at the line that linked them, at the promise she could not remember.

Amity felt something sharp in her chest, not romance, not softness, but the fierce, unwilling pull of a mystery that had her name in it.

“What page does it want,” she whispered.

The book’s ink shimmered, and the answer came like a blade sliding free.

The page that holds your first meeting.

Amity’s vision blurred for a second.

If the vault took that, if it erased the moment they first met, then even if she retrieved her missing day, she might never understand why it mattered. She might walk out with words in her hands and emptiness in her heart, unable to connect them.

Caspian’s voice turned hoarse. “It is trying to cut the thread between us,” he said.

Amity looked at him, truly looked, and felt the strange terror of realizing she did not know him but somehow was already attached to him. Not by fate. Not by a cute coincidence. By an act someone had chosen to erase.

The vault wanted to keep them from becoming real again.

Amity’s fingers tightened on the page. “No,” she said, and the word tasted like rebellion.

Caspian’s eyes flicked to her, a spark of something like relief or disbelief.

Amity drew a breath, forcing her thoughts into a line. “If it wants the page of our first meeting,” she said, “then we give it something else.”

Caspian’s brow furrowed. “It does not accept substitutes easily.”

“Then we make it,” Amity said, and surprised herself with the steadiness in her voice. “We write a new page.”

The vault’s hum sharpened, almost offended.

Caspian stared at her. “You cannot write inside the heart-book.”

Amity’s gaze dropped to the translucent pages. The ink shimmered like it was listening. “Maybe I can,” she said. “Maybe that is why Selwyn marked me as a route in. Maybe he knows I can do something others cannot.”

Caspian’s eyes narrowed. “How would he know?”

Amity’s throat tightened. “Because I have ink in my blood,” she admitted, the secret tasting dangerous. “Because when I was apprenticed in the lower stacks, they used me to restore torn texts. They called it a gift. They called it a tool. They never asked what it did to me.”

Caspian’s gaze softened, not pitying, just seeing. “And it took a day from you,” he murmured.

Amity’s fingers shook. “Yes.”

The vault’s text shifted again, impatient.

Choose.

The bridges groaned. Another doorway snapped shut.

Caspian’s voice dropped. “If you try to write, and it resists, it will take anyway.”

Amity met his eyes. “Then hold the book steady,” she said. “If you want your missing year back, help me do this.”

Caspian hesitated only a heartbeat, then nodded. He moved closer, both hands bracing the book, anchoring it against the vault’s tremors.

Amity pulled off her glove with a quick tug. Cold air kissed her skin. She reached into her satchel with her bare hand and drew out a slim ink-needle, the tool of her old apprenticeship. It was not metal. It was bone-white and warm, as if it remembered being alive.

Caspian’s gaze flicked to it. “That is a dangerous thing to carry.”

“So is an empty life,” Amity said, and placed the needle tip lightly against the page beneath the vault’s demand.

The page did not tear. It did not bleed. It shimmered, resisting her like water resisting a blade.

Amity pressed harder, and felt the needle catch, as if finding grain in wood.

Her breath went tight. She began to write.

Not a fancy script. Not a spell. Just words that felt right in her mouth.

We choose to remember.

The ink flared silver for a heartbeat, then sank into the translucent sheet.

The vault’s hum turned sharp, angry.

The platform lurched.

Amity’s stomach dipped, but she kept writing, hand steadying on sheer will.

We choose the truth, even when it hurts.

Caspian’s grip tightened on the book, knuckles whitening. He leaned in, voice low near her ear, not touching, not claiming, just present.

“Do not stop,” he said.

Amity swallowed and wrote the final line, the one that made her hand tremble because it turned the vault’s game against it.

We choose to find the missing day together.

The ink sank deep.

For a heartbeat, everything went still.

The vault’s whisper cut out, as if the entire archive held its breath.

Then the book’s text rearranged, not into acceptance, but into a new demand.

Then swear it with a name.

Amity’s blood ran cold.

Caspian exhaled slowly. “It wants a name as proof,” he said.

Amity’s mind raced. If she offered her name, the vault could twist it, take it, make her leave without knowing who she was. If Caspian offered his, it might strip him of what he had left.

The bridges groaned again. The sagging bridge behind Caspian cracked further, a slice of stone dropping into the well with a distant, final sound.

Time was breaking.

Amity looked at Caspian. “What happens if we refuse,” she asked, though she already knew.

Caspian’s jaw clenched. “We remain.”

Amity stared at the book, at the demand glowing patiently.

She thought of her father’s outline without detail. She thought of waking with a hole in her life and everyone telling her it was normal to forget. She thought of Selwyn’s smile, of being used as a route, as a tool.

And then she thought of the sentence that had appeared under her name.

You promised Caspian Vale you would come back.

Amity did not remember promising.

But she could choose now.

She lifted her chin, voice steady. “Amity,” she said.

The vault hummed, hungry.

Caspian’s eyes widened slightly. “Do not give it more than you must.”

Amity’s throat tightened. She understood him then, the careful way he had offered only Caspian, not the rest. The vault wanted whole names. Whole claims. Whole selves.

She met Caspian’s gaze. “Then we both do it the right way,” she said. “Only what is needed.”

Caspian held her gaze for a long beat, and something unspoken passed between them, a fragile agreement made under pressure.

He spoke, low and clear. “Caspian.”

The book’s ink flared, and the vault’s hum shifted, no longer angry but intent, like a lock turning.

The translucent page warmed beneath Amity’s fingers.

The text stabilized into a verdict.

Bond accepted. The route opened.

The well-chamber tremored, and on the far side, a doorway she had not noticed before slid open, spilling a narrow beam of pale light into the dark. The air that poured out smelled like rain on stone, like outside, like a chance.

Amity’s chest loosened just enough for breath.

Caspian’s hand lifted slightly, careful, as if asking permission without words. “We move now,” he said.

Amity nodded, eyes still on the book. “And the page,” she whispered.

The book’s next line appeared, almost gentle.

Take it, and the vault will follow.

Amity’s stomach tightened again. Of course. Nothing came free.

She slid her fingers beneath the translucent sheet where the Seventh Day of Winterlight hid. The page lifted like a living thing, light as breath and heavy as a life. She tucked it against her chest instinctively, and the lantern-light flickered as if the vault had just turned its gaze fully toward her.

Caspian stepped back onto the trembling bridge, offering his hand across the gap without rushing her, palm open, not grabbing.

Amity stared at that hand for half a heartbeat, then placed her bare fingers into his glove. The contact was brief, practical, but it grounded her like a word underlined.

Together, they moved toward the open doorway.

Behind them, the heart-book shut itself with a sound like a decision.

And in the well beneath their feet, the Vault of Lost Pages began to shift, not to let them go, but to follow them into whatever came next.
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Amity did not understand how a page could feel alive until she ran with one pressed to her chest.

It was weightless and still it pulled on her, not like an object in her hands, but like a thought that refused to be set down. The translucent sheet warmed through her coat as if it were trying to climb into her ribs and settle there, becoming bone. Every few steps the ink on it shimmered faintly, as though the words were breathing.

Behind her, the heart-chamber sounded like a library waking from a long sleep. Not a single noise, but many layered together, the soft rush of turning pages, the low complaint of stone sliding, the distant click of doors deciding to become walls. The vault was not chasing them with feet. It was rearranging the world around them until “forward” became the only option left.

Caspian kept one hand at her elbow, not gripping, not dragging, but guiding her with the surety of someone who knew the difference between speed and survival. His other hand held the lantern Amity had nearly dropped, the pale glow cutting a thin path over the trembling bridge.

“Do not look down,” he said.

Amity did anyway, just once, because fear always tried to bargain with curiosity. Beneath the bridge, the well dropped into darkness lined with shelves that spiraled beyond sight. In that darkness she saw motion like ripples. Pages, loose as petals, lifting and falling as if something below were breathing them in.

Her stomach tightened. She looked away and forced her attention back to the beam of light ahead.

The doorway they’d opened still stood across the gap, spilling a narrow strip of pale radiance that smelled of rain on stone. The air beyond it felt different, cooler, as if it belonged to a place that could still be called outside. Even so, the light did not look like a simple exit. It looked like a choice . The vault could retract the instant it regretted offering it.

Amity’s fingers curled around the page beneath her coat. The urge to open it again burned behind her teeth. She wanted to read until her missing day stopped being a sentence and became a memory. She wanted to know what her own voice had sounded like when she promised Caspian anything at all.

But the bridge under her feet gave a sharp tremor, and that hunger had to wait.

The stone cracked with a sound that reminded her of a binding snapping, and Caspian’s hand tightened at her elbow.

“Now,” he said, urgency finally thinning his calm.

Amity ran.

The bridge sagged behind them as they reached the threshold, and the vault seemed to inhale, gathering itself. Caspian stepped through first, then turned back immediately, palm open in that same quiet offering, as if he understood that being asked was the only way Amity could feel like herself in a place designed to take.

She took his hand again. His glove was worn at the fingertips, softened by use. The contact lasted only as long as it took to pull her through, but something in her chest steadied, as if the vault’s hunger had to fight a little harder to reach her when she was not alone.

The moment Amity crossed the threshold, the doorway narrowed behind them, the pale light compressing into a line. She caught one last glimpse of the well-chamber’s vast curve, the heart-book shut like a clenched jaw, and then the slit of light snapped closed with the finality of a sealed archive.

They were not outside.

They were deeper.

The passage they’d entered was not a corridor so much as a sentence made of stone, long and narrow, curving away until the ends of it vanished. Its walls were layered pages, not bound into books this time but stacked like stone tiles, each sheet covered in faint writing that shifted when Amity’s lantern-light moved across it. The words did not form readable lines for more than a heartbeat. They slid and rearranged like restless thoughts.

Amity’s breath fogged in the cool air. She tasted ink and rain.

Caspian released her hand but stayed close, his shoulder almost brushing hers as they moved. He held the lantern slightly forward, scanning the path with the patient intensity of someone reading for traps.

Amity forced herself to slow her breathing. She could not afford panic here. Panic made you careless. Careless was what the vault fed on.

“What did you mean,” she said, voice low, “when you said the disc was a claim.”

Caspian’s gaze stayed on the shifting walls. “It is a key,” he answered. “But not only that. It tells the vault who brought you.”

“Selwyn,” Amity said, the name sharp on her tongue.

Caspian nodded once.

“And the vault listens to him,” Amity pressed.

“No.” Caspian’s mouth tightened. “The vault listens to hunger. Selwyn’s hunger is loud. It echoes.”

Amity’s grip on the page tightened under her coat. “If he can mark me as a route,” she said, trying to keep her voice steady, “then he can do it to anyone.”

“He has done it before,” Caspian said.

The words should have been simply informative. They were not. Something beneath them sounded like restraint stretched thin.

Amity looked at him sidelong, catching the line of his jaw in lantern-light. His calm was still there, but it was not effortless. It was held in place.

“You said you were waiting tonight,” she said. “For your missing year. For your page.”

Caspian’s eyes flicked to her, then away, as if the vault might be listening through her face. “Yes.”

“And you let me open it,” Amity said. “You knew what it could cost.”

“I knew what it would cost if you opened it alone,” he replied.

Amity felt a quick flare of something she did not know how to name. Not gratitude, not quite. Not trust. Something like the reluctant recognition that he had chosen to stand beside her in a place where choices were currency.

“The vault accepted our names,” she said, quieter now. “Just first names.”

Caspian’s expression remained controlled, but his shoulders shifted slightly, a tension settling in. “That was the smallest payment it would take.”

“And the bond,” Amity said. “It's called a bond.”

Caspian’s gaze sharpened. “It is not a vow,” he said, as if cutting off the wrong kind of hope before it could grow. “It is a tether. The vault uses it to track us.”

“To track me,” Amity corrected, bitterness leaking through.

Caspian’s steps slowed. He angled the lantern upward, illuminating a seam in the wall where the pages overlapped differently, where the writing pooled thicker, like ink gathering at a wound.

“To track the page,” he said. “You are holding what it wants to reclaim. It will follow the strongest thread. If the bond holds, it will follow both of us. If it breaks...” He did not finish.

Amity did not ask him to. Her mind supplied the ending anyway: if it breaks, it will choose whichever of them it can keep.

She swallowed. “Then we keep it from breaking.”

Caspian glanced at her again, and the look was so direct that it felt like a hand at her throat, not threatening, just honest. “Do you know how?”

Amity hesitated. She could still feel the ink-needle’s phantom pressure against the heart-page, the way the vault had resisted and then yielded when she wrote. She could still hear the demand: swear it with a name.

“I think it wants the truth,” she said, and surprised herself with the conviction in her voice. “Not the perfect truth. Not the kind that makes you righteous. The kind that costs.”

Caspian’s mouth twitched faintly, the closest he had come to a smile. It was not amusing. It was something like recognition.

The passage curved again and opened into a chamber that made Amity stop short.

It was a room built like a reading hall, with long stone tables arranged in neat rows, each table carved from a single slab and polished smooth as if by years of hands that no longer existed. Above, the ceiling rose in a high arch, and from it hung hundreds of thin strips of paper like ribbons. They swayed gently though there was no wind, each strip covered in writing so small it looked like thread.

At the far end of the room, a doorway waited. It did not glow. It was simply a dark opening framed by stone.

Between them and that doorway lay the tables, and between the tables lay a scattered trail of loose pages.

Not blank pages. Written ones. Hundreds of them, littering the floor like fallen feathers.

Amity’s breath caught. The instinct to reach down, to pick one up, hit her so sharply she had to curl her hands into fists to resist it.

Caspian moved a step in front of her, subtly blocking her path. “Do not touch anything you do not need,” he said.

Amity swallowed. “They are all... missing.”

“Yes,” Caspian said. “This is where the vault leaves what it has taken until it decides what to do with it.”

Amity’s throat tightened. “Like a hoard.”

“Like a stomach,” Caspian corrected softly.

The image made her stomach roll.

They stepped forward carefully, moving between the tables. The paper strips above them shifted, and for a heartbeat Amity thought they were whispering. Then she realized they were not whispering words. They were whispering names.

Some names she did not recognize. Some names sounded familiar in the way a stranger’s face sometimes felt familiar, like a memory you could not place.

One strip dipped lower as she passed beneath it, its edge brushing her shoulder like a cold finger.

Amity flinched, and the strip lifted again, swaying back into place.

The page under her coat pulsed warm, as if responding.

Caspian’s gaze snapped to her chest. “Is it moving?”

“It feels like...” Amity searched for language. “Like it does not want to be quiet.”

Caspian’s jaw tightened. “The closer we get to an exit, the harder it will pull.”

Amity’s hand slid under her coat, fingers pressing lightly against the page, trying to calm it the way she might calm a frightened animal. “What happens if it tears,” she asked.

Caspian’s voice dropped. “Then what you recovered will scatter back into the vault. And you will not recover from it again.”

Amity’s chest tightened. She could not lose it. Not now. Not after seeing her own name written so cleanly, after reading a promise that made her world tilt.

She took a slow breath, then another, trying to make her body obey her mind.

They reached the last table before the doorway. On it lay a single book, closed, its cover plain. It looked almost ordinary in this place, and that ordinariness made it feel more dangerous than anything else.

Caspian stopped. “We have not gone through that doorway yet.”

Amity stared at him. “Why?”

He nodded toward the book. “Because the vault placed this here.”

Amity’s eyes narrowed. “To tempt us.”

“To test us,” Caspian said, and there was something weary in his tone, like he had walked through this kind of test too many times. “It will offer you a shortcut. Or an answer. Or a comfort. It always does.”

Amity’s fingers tightened against the page beneath her coat. “I do not want comfort.”

Caspian’s gaze flicked to her face. “You want certainty.”

Amity swallowed, the truth of it stinging. “Yes.”

Caspian’s hand hovered over the book, not touching. “Then do not take it from the vault.”

He stepped around the table, giving the book a wide berth, and Amity followed. The doorway ahead remained dark, but she could feel air beyond it, faint and cool, like the breath of a long corridor.

As they approached the threshold, the paper strips above them began to sway more urgently. The whisper of names thickened into something like a plea.

Amity’s skin prickled. She kept her eyes forward.

The moment she stepped through, the world changed again.

The corridor beyond was narrower, and the walls were not page-stone here. They were mirrors.

Not polished glass, but panels of dark reflective surface that caught the lantern-light and threw it back in warped, uneven shapes. Amity saw herself fractured into multiple versions with each step: Amity with her hair loose, Amity with her coat torn, Amity with ink smeared across her cheek like a bruise. She saw Caspian beside her in each reflection, sometimes closer, sometimes farther, sometimes turned away.

The page beneath her coat warmed again, and the ink on it flared faintly through the fabric, a soft glow she could feel rather than see.

Caspian moved slightly closer. His presence at her side became a steady line in the shifting reflections.

“Keep walking,” he said.

Amity swallowed. “This corridor feels like it is... reading me.”

“It is,” Caspian replied. “It takes what you bring into it and offers it back as a bargain.”

Amity’s stomach tightened. “I do not want bargains.”

“Then do not look,” Caspian said.

Amity tried. She truly tried. But the mirrors caught her peripheral vision, and the vault was clever. It knew how to angle temptation.

In one panel she saw herself standing under a canopy of winter lights. Snow drifted down in slow spirals, soft and bright. People moved around her in blurred shapes, laughing, speaking, living. Her hands were bare, and in them she held something small and wrapped in cloth. She turned, and there was Caspian, closer than he was now, his face softer, his eyes fixed on her like she was the only stable thing in the world.

Amity’s breath caught.

The scene shifted before she could focus, like a page flipped too quickly. Another reflection offered her a different image: her own hand signing a ledger in a dusty room, her fingers stained with ink, her heart steady. A day she did not remember.

Her missing day.

The Seventh Day of Winterlight.

Amity stopped walking.

Caspian’s hand caught her arm immediately. “Amity.”

Hearing her name spoken in his voice did something strange to her chest. It made the name feel less like bait.

“I saw it,” she whispered, unable to stop herself. “I saw us.”

Caspian’s grip tightened. “Do not trust what it shows.”

“It showed my day,” Amity insisted, voice shaking. “It showed winter lights. It showed you.”

Caspian’s jaw clenched. “It shows what you want to chase.”

Amity’s throat tightened. “Then why did it feel like something I lost.”

Caspian’s gaze held hers in the lantern-light, and for a heartbeat his control wavered. Not panicking. Into something like pain.

“Because it is not only your day,” he said quietly. “If that promise is real, then that day is also the year it took from me.”

Amity stared at him. The idea landed with a heavy, sickening sense of inevitability. If her missing day had tangled with his missing year, then the vault had not been stolen from them separately. It had stolen the connection itself.

The corridor’s mirrors shimmered again, as if pleased that they were naming the wound.

Amity forced herself to move. She did not look at the mirrors again, but she felt them watching, felt the corridor trying to hook into her hunger and tug.

They walked faster.

The corridor curved and opened into a stairwell that climbed upward. Stone steps, narrow and uneven, spiraled toward a faint smear of pale light above.

Amity’s heart leaped painfully. “Is that—”

“It is an exit path,” Caspian said, but his tone carried no relief. “Not the only one. Not the safest.”

Amity’s hand pressed against the page beneath her coat. “Then why take it.”

Caspian’s eyes flicked upward. “Because the vault is closing routes behind us. The longer we stay, the more it learns what we care about. And the more it charges.”

Amity climbed, breath tightening with each step. The page warmed, pulsing softly like a heartbeat against her ribs. With each pulse she felt something else, faint but unmistakable: a tug at the back of her mind, like fingers trying to slip beneath the edge of a thought and peel it away.

She stumbled on a step, catching herself against the wall.

Caspian’s hand came to her back, steadying her without hesitation. “It is starting,” he said, voice low.

“What is starting,” Amity asked, though she already feared the answer.

“The payment,” Caspian said. “You took the page. Now the vault is trying to decide what it takes in return.”

Amity’s mouth went dry. “It already took my name,” she said, and hated how childish it sounded even to her. “It already took our bond.”

“It accepted those,” Caspian corrected. “Acceptance is not taking.”

The stairwell light above them flickered, not like flame, but like something blinking. For a heartbeat it dimmed, then returned.

Amity’s vision blurred slightly at the edges.

She stopped again, gripping the wall. “Something is slipping,” she whispered.

Caspian’s eyes sharpened. “What.”

Amity tried to answer, but her mind snagged. A word hovered just out of reach, the way a familiar title sometimes disappeared the moment you tried to speak it aloud. She squeezed her eyes shut, and the panic that rose was not loud or dramatic. It was cold.

“I cannot remember,” she said slowly, horror creeping in. “I cannot remember what I was thinking a moment ago.”

Caspian’s jaw went hard. “It is testing what it can take without you noticing.”

Amity’s hands trembled. “Stop it,” she whispered, not to Caspian, but to the vault itself. “I paid. I paid with my name and—”

Her voice caught. The bond. Their names. The ink. The promise.

The missing day.

Amity’s throat tightened so hard she could barely swallow.

Caspian stepped closer, blocking her view of the stairwell above, forcing her attention onto him. “Look at me,” he said.

Amity did, because the steadiness in his tone cut through her spiral.

Caspian’s eyes held hers. In them she saw no hunger, no bargain, no vault-trick. Only a man standing in the same danger, choosing to anchor her when he could have chosen to save himself.

“You need to give it something deliberate,” he said. “Something you choose. Otherwise it will take something you did not offer.”

Amity’s breath shook. “Like what.”

Caspian’s gaze flicked briefly toward her chest, toward the page. “The vault tracks the meaning,” he said. “If you want to protect the page, you have to strengthen the meaning around it. Make it harder for the vault to separate it from you.”

Amity swallowed. “How.”

Caspian hesitated, and that hesitation told her the answer would cost.

“Speak something true,” he said. “Something you would not say if you were safe.”

Amity’s mouth went dry. The vault had wanted truth earlier. Truth as currency. Truth as tether.

She felt the tug at the back of her mind again, gentler this time, like fingers stroking a loose thread before pulling.

Amity’s voice came out small. “I want my first meeting with you,” she said, and the words tasted like fear.

Caspian’s eyes darkened. “Yes.”

Amity’s fingers pressed against the page beneath her coat until it almost hurt. “I do not remember it,” she whispered. “I do not remember you. But when I saw that reflection... It felt like a loss. Like grief. Like I had been missing something without knowing what shape it was.”

Caspian’s expression shifted. Something in him softened, but he did not step closer. He did not take it. He stayed where he was, letting her have space even as he held the line.

“That is true,” he said quietly.

Amity’s breath shuddered. The vault’s tug paused, as if listening.

Caspian’s voice dropped further. “Tell me what you are most afraid of right now.”

Amity stared at him, startled by the directness. “That it will take the page,” she said.

“That is not the deepest fear,” Caspian said, gentle but unyielding.

Amity’s throat tightened. She could feel the vault waiting, patient and hungry.

Her voice came out rough. “That I will read it,” she admitted, “and still not feel it. That my missing day will come back as words, but not as mine. That's whatever I promised you... I will not recognize myself in it.”

Caspian’s gaze held hers, and for a heartbeat the stairwell felt quieter, as if the vault had leaned in.

“That is a deep fear,” Caspian said.

Amity swallowed hard. She forced herself to go further, because the vault would not accept a half-truth. “And I am afraid,” she whispered, “that if I do feel it, if I do remember, it will change everything. It will make me someone who cannot pretend I am alone anymore.”

The words hung between them, raw and unguarded.

Amity felt the tug at the back of her mind ease, not vanish, but loosen, as if the vault had accepted a portion of payment and paused to savor it.

Caspian exhaled slowly, as if he had been holding his breath for longer than the stairwell climb. His gaze stayed on her, and there was something in it now that had not been there before. Not possession. Not certainty. Something fragile and fierce, like hope that did not want to be named because naming it would give the vault something new to take.

“You are not alone,” he said, voice quiet.

Amity’s chest tightened. “I do not even know you.”

Caspian’s mouth twitched again, that faint almost-smile that carried no amusement. “You do not have to know me yet,” he said. “You only have to keep choosing to stay present long enough to learn.”

The stairwell light above them steadied, brightening by a fraction, as if the route itself had approved of that choice.

Amity swallowed, then nodded once. “We keep moving,” she said.

They climbed again.

As they neared the top, the air changed. The smell of ink faded slightly, replaced by damp stone and something sharper, like cold metal. The light above resolved into a narrow opening cut into a wall of pale rock. Beyond it was not the city or the rooftop. It was a small chamber, barely larger than a storage room, with a low ceiling and a single door set into its far wall.

The chamber looked almost mundane, and that mundanity made Amity’s skin prickle again.

Caspian stepped into it first, lantern held high. His gaze swept the corners, the ceiling, the seams where stone met stone.

Amity followed, the page against her chest warm and restless.

The door at the far end was iron, like the first one, but smaller. A line of writing had been carved into it in the same curling script.

Return what you took.

Amity’s stomach tightened. She had seen the phrase before. It felt like a refrain.

Caspian stared at it, then looked back at her. “This is a gate,” he said. “Not an exit.”

Amity’s mouth went dry. “A gate to where.”

Caspian’s eyes narrowed. “To the surface routes. To the places where Selwyn’s marks can reach.”

Amity’s fingers curled under her coat. “He will be waiting.”

Caspian’s jaw clenched. “Yes.”

Silence thickened. The vault’s presence pressed at the edges of the chamber, not loud now, but intent, like a listener behind a door.

Amity forced herself to breathe. “How do we open it?”

Caspian’s gaze returned to the carved words. “It will ask for proof,” he said. “It always does.”

Amity’s throat tightened. “Proof of what.”

Caspian’s eyes flicked to her chest again, to the page she carried. “That you understand what you took,” he said. “And that you are willing to carry the consequence.”

Amity swallowed. The page pulsed warm, as if reacting to being spoken about.

Caspian stepped closer to the door. He did not touch it yet. He held his hand a breath away, as if respecting the threshold.

Amity watched him, and the strangest thought rose through her fear.

He was not simply a warden guarding rules.

He was someone this place had already punished.

Someone who had returned anyway.

“Caspian,” she said quietly.

He looked at her.

“What is your missing year,” she asked, voice careful. “Not the details. Just... what it took from you.”

Caspian’s throat moved. For a moment the calm seemed to pull tight over something turbulent beneath.

Then he said, “It was my reason.”

Amity frowned. “Your reason for what.”

“For staying,” Caspian said, and the words landed like a stone dropping into deep water. “For believing the vault could be anything other than a mouth that eats people’s lives.”

Amity’s chest tightened. She could almost see the shape of that loss in him, the way steadiness could become armor when you no longer trusted hope.

The iron door before them seemed to hum faintly, as if tasting the truth.

Amity took a slow breath. “Then maybe,” she said, voice low, “it opened tonight because it has something to give back.”

Caspian’s gaze sharpened. “Do not romanticize it,” he warned.

“I am not,” Amity replied, though her voice shook. “I noticed that it responded when we chose the truth. It responded when we chose together.”

Caspian’s eyes held hers. The air between them felt tight, charged by what was unsaid and what could become dangerous if said too soon.

Finally, Caspian turned back to the door. He placed his gloved palm flat against the iron.

The metal was silent for a beat.

Then words began to appear on its surface, ink rising from within the iron like a bruise blooming.

Name what you took.

Amity’s breath caught.

Caspian did not move his hand. He did not look at her, but his voice came steady. “A page.”

The door’s ink shifted.

Not the object. The meaning.

Amity’s hand slid under her coat and pressed against the page, grounding herself in its warmth. Her voice came out soft. “A day,” she said.

The ink paused, then flowed again.

And what did it cost?

Amity felt cold creep up her spine. She thought of the tug at the back of her mind, the way fear had sharpened into confession.

She swallowed. “It cost me my certainty,” she said, and heard the truth of it as soon as she spoke. “I thought I could live without what I lost by pretending it did not matter. I cannot.”

The door hummed, satisfied or hungry, she could not tell.

Caspian’s voice came low. “It cost me my distance,” he said. “I have been hiding inside my rules. Tonight I stepped out.”

The words hung in the chamber like a vow neither of them dared call a vow.

The ink on the door rearranged again.

Then return what you took.

Amity’s stomach clenched. “It is telling us to give the page back.”

Caspian’s eyes narrowed. “It is telling us to return something,” he corrected. “The vault speaks in riddles when it wants leverage.”

Amity swallowed. “What does it want?”

Caspian’s hand remained on the door, as if he could hold it still by force of will. “It wants you to prove you can choose something other than hunger,” he said. “It wants you to choose a return.”

Amity’s mind raced. A return. Not the page. Not the day. Something else.

Her gaze flicked to Caspian, and a thought struck her so sharply she almost recoiled from it.

The vault had tried to take the page of their first meeting.

Maybe the return it demanded was not giving something up.

Maybe it was giving something back that had been stolen.

Amity’s voice turned quiet. “It wants us to return the promise,” she said, and the words felt like a key turning in a lock. “Not to the vault. To each other.”

Caspian’s gaze snapped to her, and for a heartbeat his composure slipped. Not into fear. Into shock.

Amity swallowed, heart pounding. “If I promised you I would come back,” she said, “and the vault stole the memory of it from both of us, then maybe returning what we took means returning the intention. Returning the choice. Saying it again on purpose.”

The vault’s presence pressed closer, as if listening with its whole body.

Caspian’s throat moved. “Amity,” he said, and her name in his mouth felt like an anchor again.

Amity’s fingers tightened against the page beneath her coat. Her voice shook, but she forced it steady. “I do not remember the day,” she said. “I do not remember your face under those winter lights. I do not remember why I would promise you anything. But I believe the vault showed me something real enough to hurt. And I believe Selwyn wants that page because it connects us.”

Caspian’s eyes held hers. Lantern-light caught the edges of his expression, and in that light he looked less like a warden and more like a man who had been waiting for a door to open for far too long.

Amity drew a breath. “So I will say it now,” she whispered. “Not because the vault demands it. Because I choose it.”

Caspian’s hand on the iron door went still.

Amity’s voice turned firmer, despite the tremor in her ribs. “I will come back,” she said to him, directly, not to the door. “I will not take what I need and disappear into my own fear again. If we get out of here, and if you are still willing, I will find the missing day with you. I will not run from it.”

The chamber felt silent in the way a page feels silent before the ink sets.

Caspian stared at her, something intense and unreadable moving behind his eyes. Then he spoke, and his voice was quiet but absolute.

“And I will let you,” he said. “I will not stand behind my rules and call it safety. I will not treat you like a problem to solve or a danger to manage. If you come back, I will meet you. Fully.”

The iron door shuddered beneath his palm.

The ink on its surface rearranged rapidly, like a hand writing too fast.

Return accepted.

The seam of the door brightened with a thin line of pale light.

Amity’s breath left her in a shaky exhale. Relief washed through her, sharp enough to sting. She did not let herself believe they were safe. The vault did not give without teeth.

Caspian slowly lifted his hand. The door swung inward without a sound.

Beyond it was a passage sloping upward, the air colder, carrying a faint trace of city smoke and damp night. Not the open sky, but closer. Close enough to taste.

Amity stepped forward, then hesitated, her hand pressing again against the page under her coat.

The page was warmer than ever. Not pulsing now. Steady.

As if her confession had stabilized it.

Caspian glanced at her. “Is it holding?”

Amity nodded, swallowing hard. “For now.”

They moved into the passage together.

The slope climbed, and the stone underfoot changed, becoming less smooth, more worn, as if this route had been used by living feet. The air carried distant sounds now, muffled voices, a faint metallic clink that could have been a gate chain or a lantern hook.

Amity’s heart tightened. “People,” she whispered.

Caspian’s gaze sharpened. “Yes.”

They climbed more slowly now, listening. The voices became clearer, and with them came a sound that made Amity’s stomach knot.

A soft, pleasant laugh.

A laugh she recognized from three nights ago, from the man who had smiled too warmly and called the disc a trinket.

Selwyn.

Amity stopped, every muscle going rigid.

Caspian halted beside her, body angling slightly in front of hers without touching her. Not a shield, but a choice.

The passage ahead curved, and at the top of the curve a pale rectangle of light spilled down, steady and deliberate. A lantern’s glow.

Then Selwyn’s voice drifted into the passage like a letter slid under a door.

“Amity,” he called, tone gentle enough to make her skin crawl. “I knew you would find the route. You always did have a talent for retrieving what other people lose.”

Amity’s hand tightened against the page beneath her coat. Anger rose hot, threatening to burn through her fear.

Selwyn’s voice continued, smooth as polished wood. “Bring it to me, and you can walk out without paying the vault any further. We do not have to make this difficult.”

Amity
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