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​About the Author  

SANKULAHUB writes clean, emotionally immersive romance with strong character arcs, gentle humor when the moment allows, and heartfelt stakes that stay grounded in consent, respect, and hope. Each story is built to feel like a full journey, where tenderness is earned, trust is tested, and love becomes a choice that changes the characters from the inside out.
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For the ones who kept their soft heart even when the world demanded a harder one, and for the dreamers who still believe a promise can be made again, this time without fear.
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​Cast Snapshot
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Briony Ashford. A starglass artisan from the lower tiers of Asterveil who can hear a strange music inside fallen star-glass, and who has spent her life hiding a gift that the palace would either exploit or destroy.
Prince Lachlan Thorne. The heir of Asterveil, raised inside ceremonial perfection, bound by an ancient vow that punishes him for tenderness, and desperate to end a curse before it claims the last honest part of him.

Cassia Evermere. The palace’s quiet keeper of old magic and old stories, a woman who knows what bargains cost, and who watches Briony like someone recognizing a missing piece returning to the board.

Lady Eveline Hartwyck. A court favorite with a smile too controlled to be harmless, determined to secure her future at any cost, and skilled at turning public tradition into private leverage.

Tamsin Crowe. Briony’s closest friend, bold where Briony is careful, loyal enough to break rules for love, and sharp enough to notice the palace’s lies before anyone else admits they exist.

King Aldric Thorne. A ruler hardened by losses he refuses to name, guarding the kingdom’s stability with a grip that feels like protection until it starts to feel like a cage.
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The first crack sounded like a whisper. The second sounded like a warning.
Briony held her breath anyway, because the palace did not forgive the third.

Moonlight spilled through the narrow service window and struck the starglass on her workbench, turning the shard into a sliver of trapped sky. It glowed with that impossible, clean blue that only came from starfall. The kind of glass the palace claimed as property of the crown. The kind the law said no common artisan was allowed to touch.

The kind Briony had promised herself she would never hold again.

Her fingers were steady, but her heart was not. The corridor beyond the hidden workshop was quiet in the wrong way, as if the palace itself was listening. The great Sky Masque was tomorrow night, and servants were rushing everywhere, polishing, stitching, hanging banners that caught the light like water. The whole kingdom would be invited to watch the heir dance beneath a ceiling of mirrored crystal and pretend the old curse was only a myth meant to frighten children.

Briony knew better. She had heard the curse sing.

She leaned closer, the file poised, the breath in her chest shallow and controlled. She shaved a hair-thin layer from the starglass edge, shaping it with the patience of a person defusing a trap. The shard vibrated under the file, and the vibration crawled up her wrist like cold music.

It was the same sensation she had felt as a child, years ago, when she had found her first sliver of fallen glass in the gutters after a meteor shower and thought it was just pretty. She had brought it home, cleaned it, and watched it catch a gleam that did not belong to any lamp. Then the glass had answered her touch.

It had answered her.

She pressed her thumb to the shard now, testing. The starglass warmed. Not to the heat of skin, but to the heat of recognition. It pulsed once, like a heartbeat she could feel through bone.

Briony flinched. Not because it hurt. Because it meant the worst thing.

It meant the starglass still knew her.

A soft click came from the corridor.

Briony froze with the file midair. The starglass went still, as if it, too, had learned to fear footsteps. She swallowed carefully, listening, counting the distance between sounds the way people counted prayers.

Another click. Slower. Heavy. Not a servant rushing. Not a mouse.

A guard.

Her gaze snapped to the workshop door. It was a paneled door disguised behind a tapestry of the royal constellation, an old trick built into the servant wing before she was born. It had a hidden latch, a hidden hinge, a hidden promise that it would keep her safe if she kept it secret.

Briony’s palms were suddenly damp. She wiped them on her skirt without looking away from the door. She could not leave. Not now. Not with the starglass half-shaped, its edges sharp and unfinished like a confession.

Because if she did not finish tonight, tomorrow night would happen without it.

And tomorrow night was the why now that had chased her into this risk like a knife at her back.

The Sky Masque was more than a ball. In Asterveil, tradition wore jeweled masks, but tradition also wore teeth. Every five years, under the brightest winter moon, the heir was required to dance the First Promise waltz beneath the glass ceiling. The whole court watched. The whole kingdom whispered. And if the curse was hungry, the ceiling would crack.

It had cracked before.

Briony had been ten when she saw the first fracture creep across the palace dome like lightning trapped in crystal. She remembered the scream that rippled through the crowd, the way the music had stopped, and the way the heir at the time had swayed as if something inside him had been cut. People said he had fainted. People said it was the weight of the ceremony.

Briony had seen his eyes. She had seen the empty, stunned look of a person who had just lost a piece of himself and did not know what it was.

After that, her mother had pulled her close and whispered, with a fear that tasted like iron, Never let them know what you can do, Briony. Never let the palace see you.

Her mother is gone now. The warning had stayed.

The door handle turned.

Briony’s breath caught, sharp and small. She slid the starglass shard under a cloth, but the cloth could not hide the faint blue glow seeping through like moonlight through thin clouds. She blew out the candle beside the bench. Darkness rushed in, thick and panicked.

The door opened.

A sliver of corridor light sliced into the workshop and fell across the floorboards. Briony stayed crouched behind the workbench, the file clenched in her hand like a useless weapon. She heard boots step in. One. Two. The pause between them said the person was not searching randomly.

The person knew.

A silhouette filled the doorway, tall, broad-shouldered, and too still. A guard would have barked a warning, shouted for backup, already reached for a lantern.

This figure did none of those things.

The door closed behind him with a sound that felt like a lock clicking on her future.

Then the voice came, low and controlled, as if it was used to being obeyed even when it spoke softly.

“You should not be here.”

Briony’s blood went cold. She knew that voice. Everyone in Asterveil did. It lived in announcements from palace balconies, in ceremonial vows, in the clean, distant speeches that made the kingdom feel safe because the heir sounded so certain.

Prince Lachlan.

Briony rose slowly, keeping her shoulders square, forcing calm into her spine. She stepped out from behind the bench, hands open and empty except for the file. The corridor light caught the side of his face, and she saw the sharp line of his jaw, the neat control of his expression, and the mask of composure he wore as naturally as a crown.

But his eyes were not composed.

His eyes were fixed on the cloth on her workbench, on the faint blue glow leaking from underneath it. They held something like recognition, and something like dread.

Briony’s mouth went dry. “My lord.”

His gaze flicked to her hands. To the file. To the way her knuckles were white from holding on.

“You are shaping it,” he said.

It was not a question. It was the kind of sentence that carried an accusation even when the tone did not rise.

Briony swallowed. “I mend glass for the lower hall windows. I was asked to repair the servant wing lantern covers.”

He took one step forward. The air changed with it. Not because he was threatening her, but because his presence carried the weight of consequences.

“That is not lantern glass,” he said.

Briony held still. She refused to look at the cloth. She refused to look guilty. Her heart hammered like it wanted out of her ribs.

Prince Lachlan’s gaze lifted and met hers fully. It was the first time she had ever truly seen him up close. Not from a crowd. Not from behind a curtain. Close enough to notice the faint shadow of sleeplessness under his eyes. Close enough to notice the tightness at the corners of his mouth, like someone constantly biting back words.

Close enough to see something else.

On his right wrist, partially hidden by the cuff of his ceremonial coat, there was a thin line of pale scarring. It was shaped like a circle that had once been closed, like a bracelet that had once been tightened too far.

A vow mark.

Briony’s stomach sank. Her mother had told her the curse demanded promises. Briony had never understood how literal that could be until now.

The prince followed her stare, and his cuff shifted. He did not hide the scar. He did not expose it, either. He simply let the truth sit between them like a blade on a table.

“You know what that is,” he said.

Briony forced her voice to remain steady. “I know what people whisper.”

His eyes sharpened. “Whispers are safer than facts.”

“I have never had the privilege of facts, my lord,” Briony said before she could stop herself. The words came out with more bite than she intended, and for a heartbeat she feared she had just signed her own arrest with her tongue.

Something flickered in his expression. Not anger. Not surprising.

Interest.

He looked around the small hidden room, taking in the tools, the scraps of ordinary glass, the careful arrangement that said someone had worked here often enough to know it would not be found. Then he looked at her again, and his voice dropped even lower.

“Why are you doing this tonight?”

Briony hesitated. There was no point lying now. He had already named what she was holding. He had already closed the door behind him.

Because he did not want someone else to find her first.

She reached for the cloth and lifted it, revealing the shard. Under the corridor light, starglass looked like a piece of sky with a spine of silver fire trapped inside. It was beautiful in a way that made the chest ache.

Briony spoke carefully. “Because tomorrow night, when you dance under the dome, the curse will wake. And when it wakes, the glass will crack. And when the glass cracks, something will be taken.”

The prince did not flinch at her words, but a muscle in his jaw tightened, as if she had touched a bruise he kept hidden under ceremony.

“You are bold,” he said.

“I am terrified,” Briony replied. “Bold is what terror looks like when you cannot afford to run.”

He watched her for a long moment. The blue glow reflected faintly in his eyes, making them look colder than they probably were. Then he reached into his coat and withdrew something small.

A ring.

Not a jeweled ring. A simple band of clear crystal, almost invisible except for the way it caught light like a thin line of dawn. Briony’s breath caught. She had seen rings like that only in stories, worn by the original pact-makers of Asterveil, the ones who wrote magic into law.

Prince Lachlan held it out, balanced on his palm.

“I came here because my father’s advisers told me something I did not want to believe,” he said. “They said there is an artisan in the palace who can shape starglass without shattering it. They said she is reckless. They said she is desperate.”

Briony’s throat tightened. “They watch the servants that closely.”

“They watch the curse,” he said. “They watch anything that might stop it. Or feed it.”

Briony stared at the ring. Her instinct screamed at her to refuse, to back away, to run until the palace was only a nightmare behind her. But another part of her, the part that had listened to starglass sing since childhood, heard the ring hum faintly in the air.

It was calling.

“What is that,” she asked.

“A pact band,” he said. “An old tool. It binds two people to one promise. It enforces honesty in the terms that matter. It punishes deceit in the parts that would ruin us.”

Us.

The word landed like an unexpected hand on her shoulder. Briony’s pulse stumbled.

He watched her reaction, and the control in his face faltered just enough for her to see the truth beneath it.

He was frightened, too.

Not in the way a prince feared assassination or scandal. In the way a person feared losing themselves. In the way someone who had already lost something irreplaceable feared the moment it happened again.

Briony’s voice softened without permission. “You have done this before.”

His eyes did not leave hers. “Once.”

“And it failed.”

His throat moved when he swallowed. “It cost someone more than it should have.”

Briony’s chest tightened. She did not know the story, but she felt its weight. She felt the shadow of a person the palace had swallowed and refused to speak of.

Curiosity anchor one settled into her mind like a thorn. Who had been bound to him before. Where they were now. What the curse had taken.

The prince stepped closer, holding the ring out as if it was a peace offering and a trap in one.

“Tomorrow night is not only a ball,” he said. “The Sky Masque is the hinge. Either the curse breaks, or it locks tighter. We have one night to change what happens under that dome.”

Briony’s grip tightened on the file. “You think I can.”

“I think your starglass already answered you,” he said, glancing at the shard. “It does not answer everyone.”

Briony’s mouth went dry. Curiosity anchor two latched on. Why does it answer me?

The prince’s gaze shifted, just briefly, toward the corridor as if listening for something beyond the door. When his eyes returned to her, they were sharper.

“And I think someone in my court wants the curse to win,” he said quietly. “Because a broken heir is easier to control than a whole one.”

Curiosity anchor three slid into place with a cold certainty. Someone wants this.

Briony felt the room tilt. The prince was offering her an explanation, and in it, a warning. If the palace wanted her gift, it could also want her silence. And if someone wanted the curse to tighten, then anyone who tried to stop it was a target.

Her mind raced through the practical dangers. She was a servant. She had no protection. If she bound herself to the prince with a pact band, she would step into court politics like stepping onto thin ice over deep water.

But if she did nothing, the dome would crack tomorrow. The curse would take something again. And Briony had seen what that emptiness looked like in a person’s eyes.

She had promised herself, long ago, that she would never be the reason a piece of someone disappeared.

Prince Lachlan waited, unblinking. The patience was not gentle. It was the patience of someone who had already decided what he needed and was simply giving her the dignity of choosing.

Briony forced herself to breathe. She set the file down on the workbench, slowly, showing him she was not a threat.

“What are the terms,” she asked.

His shoulders eased, almost imperceptibly, as if the question itself was a doorway opening. “You will finish shaping what you are making. You will bring it to me before the Sky Masque begins. You will stand with me under the dome when the First Promise begins, not as a servant, but as my pact-bound artisan.”

Briony’s stomach clenched. “And in return.”

“In return,” he said, “I will protect you from the court. I will ensure no one touches you, harms you, or forces your gift from you. I will also tell you the truth about the curse. All of it. Not whispers. Facts.”

Her heart pounded. It was a dangerous offer, because it sounded like what she had never been allowed: safety and truth.

“And if we fail,” Briony asked.

His eyes darkened. “Then the curse will take what it takes. But the pact band will ensure we do not fail because of lies.”

Briony stared at the ring. It looked harmless. It looked like nothing more than glass.

But she could feel the power in it. The quiet pressure of it, like a deep ocean waiting for a diver.

She thought of her mother’s warning. Never let them know.

She thought of the boy she had seen years ago, the way his eyes had looked hollow after the dome cracked.

And she thought of the starglass shard under her fingers, warm and aware, as if it had been waiting for this moment her entire life.

Prince Lachlan’s voice softened, and that softness frightened her more than any threat, because it sounded like a man speaking as a man, not as an heir.

“I do not want to lose any more of myself,” he said. “And I do not want to become the kind of prince who survives by letting other people pay the price.”

Briony’s throat tightened. She saw the vow mark on his wrist again, and her mind pictured it not as a symbol of power, but as a wound that never quite stopped hurting.

She lifted her chin. “If I do this, you do not get to use me as a tool.”

A flicker of something like relief crossed his face. “Agreed.”

“And you do not get to decide my risk for me,” she added. “You will tell me the truth even when you think it will scare me away.”

His gaze held hers. “Agreed.”

Briony took a slow breath. She reached out and held her hand open, palm up.

Prince Lachlan placed the ring in her palm. The moment it touched her skin, it warmed, and a faint note sounded in the air, like glass humming under a bow.

Briony’s fingers curled around it. It felt heavier than it should have, like responsibility made tangible.

“What do I do,” she asked.

“Put it on,” he said.

Briony looked at him. “Which finger?”

He hesitated, a rare pause that made him look suddenly less like a prince and more like a man standing at a cliff edge.

“Any,” he said. “It will choose the bond it needs.”

Briony’s pulse stuttered. She slid the ring onto her index finger, the safest choice, the least intimate. The crystal band settled against her skin like a cool promise.

For a heartbeat, nothing happened.

Then the starglass shard on the bench flared bright.

Light shot through the workshop, blue and clean, filling every corner as if the room had become the inside of a star. Briony gasped and tried to yank the ring off, but it tightened just slightly, not painful, only firm, like a hand closing around hers.

Prince Lachlan’s breath caught. His own vow mark flared under his cuff, the scar glowing faintly through fabric.

The air between them changed. It thickened. It seemed to hold a thread that had not been there before, a thread Briony could almost see, drawn from her ring to his wrist, invisible and undeniable.

The starglass shard sang.

Not with sound. With sensation. With meaning.

Briony swayed, a sudden wave of images rushing into her mind like water breaking through a dam. A ballroom beneath a cracked dome. A prince with bloodless lips whispering a promise he did not want to make. A woman’s laugh, bright and then gone. A hand dropping a starglass slipper that shattered like a tiny sky.

Briony’s knees weakened. She gripped the edge of the bench to steady herself. The images dissolved as quickly as they came, leaving only one certainty behind.

The curse had tasted her. The palace magic had been noticed.

Prince Lachlan moved instantly, not touching her, but stepping close enough that his presence braced her, as if he understood boundaries even when he was desperate.

“Are you hurt,” he asked, voice tight.

Briony shook her head, breath ragged. “It showed me something.”

“What,” he demanded.

Briony swallowed, trying to hold the images in her mind long enough to translate them into words. “A slipper,” she whispered. “Starglass. It broke. Someone laughed. Then someone... disappeared.”

Prince Lachlan’s face went very still. His eyes sharpened with a pain so quick and contained it looked like discipline.

He knew that laugh. He knew about the disappearance.

Briony’s heart thudded, slow and heavy. She had just touched a memory that did not belong to her.

The ring on her finger warmed again, as if approving of the truth being spoken aloud.

Prince Lachlan exhaled through his nose, controlled, but the control looked like it cost him. “Then the pact is awake,” he said.

Briony stared at him, fear and awe tangled together. “It chose us.”

His gaze held hers. “It did.”

Silence stretched. Somewhere far away, the palace bells began to chime in the late hour. One. Two. The sound carried through stone and glass like a heartbeat counting down.

Briony looked at the starglass shard on the bench, still glowing faintly. She looked at the ring on her finger. She looked at the prince’s wrist, where the old scar now pulsed with new light.

Tomorrow night is coming. The dome would either crack again, or it would not. Either way, Briony could already feel the kingdom shifting, as if the palace had adjusted its attention and was now staring directly at her.

Prince Lachlan’s voice dropped, urgent and quiet. “Finish shaping what you started. Do not leave this wing until you do. If anyone comes, you tell them you were summoned by me.”

Briony’s mouth went dry. “And if they do not believe me.”

He lifted his hand, and for the first time, he let his cuff fall back enough for her to see the vow mark fully. In the dim light, it looked like a pale bracelet burned into skin.

“They will,” he said. “Because by morning, the court will know I have made a decision.”

Briony’s pulse spiked. “What decision?”

Prince Lachlan looked at her as if he could already see the scandal, the fury, the danger, and the only path through it.

“That you are no longer invisible,” he said. “And neither is the pact.”

The words hit like a door slamming open.

Briony’s instincts screamed to run. Her heart, traitorous and curious, leaned forward instead, toward the crackling light of possibility and peril.

Prince Lachlan turned to the door. His hand paused on the latch, and he looked back at her one last time, the blue glow catching the edge of his expression.

“Briony,” he said, and the fact that he used her name without asking for it made her blood go cold and hot at once. “If we do this, the curse will try to separate us. It always does.”

Briony swallowed hard. “Then we do not let it.”

For the first time, something like a real smile threatened his mouth, not warm, not easy, but honest. It vanished as quickly as it came.

He opened the door. Corridor light spilled in again, ordinary and sharp, and the palace noise returned in a distant hush.

Before he stepped out, he said one final sentence, and it was the turning point that changed everything.

“By dawn,” he murmured, “you will be announced as my chosen pact-maker, and the court will either bow or break.”

Then he was gone, and the door closed behind him, leaving Briony alone with starglass humming on the bench, a crystal ring warm on her finger, and a kingdom that had just begun to notice her.

Outside, the bells finished their chime.

Inside, the starglass sang like a countdown.
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​Chapter 1: The Price of Being Seen
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Briony stayed motionless for a long minute after the door shut, as if stillness could undo what had just happened. The workshop felt smaller now, not because the walls had moved, but because the air had changed. The palace knew. The starglass knew. And the ring on her finger held a warmth that did not belong to her body, a steady pulse like a second heartbeat that refused to let her pretend this was only a dangerous night and not the beginning of a life rerouted.

She looked down at her hand. In the dim, the crystal band was almost invisible, a clean circle that could pass for ordinary glass if you did not know how it felt. It did not feel ordinary. It felt awake. When she flexed her fingers, the ring seemed to flex with her, as if it was not simply worn but listening, measuring her hesitation, weighing her courage. The starglass shard on the bench gave a faint answering glow, and Briony’s throat tightened with a familiar fear. When the glass answered her, it was never only beauty. It was always a consequence.

She forced herself to breathe deeper. She had been afraid before. She had been afraid since she was old enough to understand that fear could be useful, could keep you alive. But this fear had edges, sharp as fresh-cut crystal, because it came with a new sentence she could not stop hearing in her mind.

By dawn, you will be announced.

Announced means named. The name means visible. Visible meant being hunted by anyone who wanted what she could do, and hurt by anyone who feared what she might change. It also meant protected, if Lachlan was telling the truth. It meant facts instead of whispers. It meant she could stop the dome from cracking tomorrow night, if stopping it was still possible.

Briony turned back to the workbench, to the cloth and the blue glow seeping from beneath it. She lifted the cloth fully and stared at the shard. The light inside it was steady again, no longer flaring with visions, but the memory of those images clung to her skin. A slipper shattering. A laugh cutting off. A person vanishing like a candle snuffed in a gust.

Her hands trembled. She hated that. She had built her life on steadiness. On keeping her gift hidden beneath ordinary work, on letting the palace think she was just another pair of hands that could be replaced. Trembling felt like the opposite of hiding. Trembling felt like the truth.

The ring warmed.

Briony’s breath caught. It was not painful, but it was unmistakable, as if the band had leaned into her thoughts and agreed with them. She swallowed hard, then leaned over the bench and set her file to the starglass again. The first stroke was careful, almost reverent. The glass hummed under the metal, and the hum ran up her bones. The sensation used to frighten her when she was younger, when she thought the glass was alive in the way living things were alive. Now she understood it differently. Starglass held light the way old houses held echoes. It was memorable. It repeated. It called certain people by name without using words.

She worked in silence, letting the rhythm calm her. File, turn, check the edge against the lamplight that no longer burned. File, turn, check again. The shard was not meant to be a shard when she was done. It was meant to be a key of sorts, not for a door, but for a seam in the palace’s spellwork that had been tightened and tightened over generations until it had become a noose.

She had found the hidden seam weeks ago while repairing an ornamental window in the upper stairwell, a strip of old crystal framing that did not belong to the newer renovations. It was not part of the architecture. It was part of the magic. It had a shallow, waiting groove, a place shaped for something that had been removed long ago. When she had brushed it with her fingertips, she had felt the same cold music she felt now.

Missing piece, her mind had whispered then, though she had not known why. Bring the missing piece back.

She had gone home that night with her stomach knotted, thinking of the cracked dome, thinking of the heir’s hollow eyes from years ago, thinking of how the palace kept repeating the same ceremony and expecting the curse to suddenly stop being hungry. She had returned the next day with a scrap of starglass hidden in her apron and a promise to herself that she was either going to fix what she could, or die trying without ever knowing whether she might have saved someone.

The difference now was that she was not doing it alone. The difference now was that the heir himself had found her in the dark and offered her a pact band like a bridge built over a cliff.

Briony filed another thin layer away, smoothing the curve. She was shaping the starglass into a narrow crescent, a piece with a hollow that would cradle the existing crystal and lock into place. The craft was delicate. Too thin, and the piece would fracture the moment it was seated. Too thick, and it would not fit the groove at all, and any forced pressure would wake the spellwork in a violent snap.

Her heart slowed as she found the exact angle. Her shoulders loosened. She started to feel like herself again, like an artisan with work in front of her, a problem that could be solved with patience and precision. The glass responded with steadier hums, as if pleased.

Then a different sound cut through the night.

The hidden latch clicked.

Briony jerked upright, the file half lifted. For a breathless second she expected Lachlan again, returning with more urgency, or a guard, or worse, someone she could not reason with. She watched the tapestry, and watched the faint shift in the panel behind it.

The door opened only a hand’s width, and a face appeared in the crack. A familiar freckled face, eyes wide with panic, hair shoved beneath a servant’s cap like she had dressed in the dark and run.

“Tamsin,” Briony breathed, and relief and dread hit her at the same time.

Tamsin slipped inside and shut the door behind her with careful hands. She turned, took one look at the starglass on the bench, and went pale. Then her gaze snapped to Briony’s hand.

“What did you do,” Tamsin whispered, the words fierce and shaking. “What did you do, Briony?”

Briony should have lied. She should have hidden her hand, hidden the ring, hidden the starglass under a cloth and pretended this was only repair work and Tamsin was overreacting. But the moment the thought formed, the ring cooled so suddenly it startled her, like ice pressed to skin. Not painful. Warning.

Briony exhaled and let the truth sit in her mouth like something too hot to swallow. “He found me,” she said softly.

Tamsin’s eyes flashed. “Who.”

Briony raised her hand a little, letting the corridor light catch the crystal band. “Lachlan.”

Tamsin stared, then swore under her breath, then pressed her palms to her own cheeks as if trying to keep her thoughts from spilling out. “No,” she breathed. “No. Briony, no. You cannot be in his sight. Do you know what they do to people who are useful? Do you know how the court eats them?”

“I know,” Briony said, and felt the ring warm again, approving the honesty even as it made her throat ache. “I know. That is why I never wanted this.”

Tamsin stepped closer, lowering her voice further. “Then why are you wearing that?”

Briony looked down at her hand. “Because tomorrow night,” she said, and her voice shook despite her effort, “the dome will crack again if nothing changes.”

Tamsin’s expression faltered, the anger giving way to something like fear. She glanced at the bench, at the shaped crescent. “Is that what you’ve been doing? For weeks. You’ve been working on this.”

Briony swallowed. “I found a seam. A place where something is missing. The starglass reacts to it. It is like the palace was built with a lock, and the key was taken away.”

Tamsin’s eyes went glossy, and Briony recognized the look. It was the look of someone who wanted to believe in salvation but had lived too long in a world where hope was usually punished.

“And you think this is the key,” Tamsin whispered.

“I do not know,” Briony admitted. The ring warmed, and she hated that the band could make her feel seen even when she did not want to be. “But I know the curse is real. I saw it when I was a child, and I saw it again tonight.”

Tamsin’s gaze sharpened. “Saw it how.”

Briony hesitated, because there were parts of tonight that felt private in a way she could not explain. Not private like romance, not yet. Private like a wound. Private like memories that did not belong to her.

“I touched the starglass,” she said, choosing careful truth. “It showed me something. A moment. A break. A person disappearing.”

Tamsin’s face tightened. “The old story.”

Briony looked at her. “You know more than you have ever told me.”

Tamsin blinked, then looked away. “I know what servants hear. I know what they whisper when the nobles stop listening. I know there was someone once. Someone close to the heir. Someone who vanished from the palace records like they were never born.”

The ring cooled, and Briony realized the sudden chill was not aimed at her. It was aimed at the shape of the sentence. Whisper. Records. Vanished. Half-truths circling a truth without touching it.

Briony watched Tamsin, and a strange thought rose in her chest. The pact was not only between her and Lachlan. The magic in the ring seemed to hate evasion in general, as if it was sharpening her senses toward honesty like a blade being honed against stone.

“Tamsin,” Briony said gently, “why are you here right now.”

Tamsin’s shoulders lifted and fell. “Because I saw a guard near the servant wing,” she whispered, urgent again. “And because Cassia asked me to find you.”

Briony’s heart jumped. “Cassia.”

Tamsin nodded quickly. “She was waiting by the old pantry, like she knew you’d be here. Like she knows everything. She told me to run and bring you to the north stairwell when you were done.”

Briony stared. Cassia had always felt like a rumor with a heartbeat, a woman who moved through the palace with quiet authority that did not come from rank but from knowledge. Briony had seen her only a handful of times, usually at a distance, usually near old doors that no longer opened.

“She knows,” Briony murmured.

Tamsin swallowed. “She knows about the starglass. I think she has always known about you. And Briony, she looked at me like she was watching the edge of a storm.”

Briony’s skin prickled. She looked at the crescent on the bench. It was almost finished. Almost. The last smoothing mattered. The last polish would determine whether it slid into the seam like it belonged there, or whether it caught and snapped.

She leaned forward and resumed filing, hands steadier now. Tamsin hovered on the other side of the bench, eyes darting to the door every time the palace creaked.

“You cannot trust him,” Tamsin whispered, quieter than fear but deeper. “He is a prince. Even if he means well, he lives in a world where people like us are tools.”

Briony’s throat tightened. She did not know what to answer, because she did not know what to believe. Lachlan’s eyes had not looked like a man shopping for tools. They looked like a man standing on the edge of something and trying not to fall.

“He offered me protection,” Briony said carefully.

Tamsin gave a short, bitter laugh. “Protection is the prettiest cage.”

Briony’s chest ached, because she knew Tamsin was not cruel. Tamsin was terrified on her behalf. Tamsin had been loyal in a world that rewarded loyalty with exhaustion.

Briony finished the final curve and lifted the crescent up to the faint light. The starglass caught it and scattered it in a clean halo. The piece looked like a sliver of moon cut from the sky, except the light inside it was not moonlight. It was starlight, steady and sharp, as if refusing to be softened.

Briony ran her fingertip along the edge. Smooth. No burrs. No hidden fractures. The hum inside it deepened, satisfied.

The ring warmed, and Briony felt a strange tenderness rise in her chest. Even the magic wanted her to succeed.

She wrapped the crescent in soft cloth, then slid it into a narrow leather pouch she kept for tools. She tied the pouch closed and tucked it under her apron as if it were only a file or a chisel. The weight against her stomach felt like a secret heart.

“I am done,” she whispered.

Tamsin let out a breath, then grabbed Briony’s wrist suddenly, gripping too hard before she softened her hold. Her eyes were wet. “If something happens,” she said, voice trembling, “if they hurt you, I will never forgive myself.”

Briony squeezed her hand back. “They will not,” she said, though she did not know if it was true. The ring warmed, but not with full approval. It warmed the way it warmed when she spoke what she wanted to be true.

They slipped out of the hidden workshop together, moving through the servant corridors like shadows. The palace at night was a different creature than the palace by day. In daylight it glittered, polished to impress. At night it breathed, creaked, whispered through vents and hidden passages. Tapestries seemed to lean in as they passed. Lanterns burned low, casting long shapes that could be people if you let your fear paint them that way.

As they reached the north stairwell, Briony saw Cassia waiting at the base of the steps, hands folded calmly in front of her. She wore no jewelry that marked her rank, no bright embroidery. She looked like someone who could disappear into any crowd if she wished. Yet the very stillness of her felt like a claim. The palace did not swallow her. She belonged to it in a deeper way.

Cassia lifted her gaze and looked at Briony’s hand.

The ring warmed again, almost in greeting.

Cassia’s mouth tightened, as if she had expected this and still disliked the cost. “So it has begun,” she said softly.

Tamsin stepped closer to Briony, protective. “What do you want from her?”

Cassia’s eyes flicked to Tamsin with something like respect. “I want her alive,” she said simply. “And I want the kingdom to stop eating its own children.”

Briony’s throat tightened. “You know what is happening.”

Cassia’s gaze returned to Briony. “I know what has been happening for a long time. I know the curse is not a story. I know the dome is not merely decoration. And I know you were marked by starglass the day you first touched it.”

Briony’s stomach dropped. “How.”

Cassia’s expression softened by a fraction. “Because starglass has a sound when it recognizes someone, and the palace hears it if you know how to listen.”

Briony thought of the hum under her file. Thought of the way it had flared when the ring touched her skin. “Why me,” she whispered.

Cassia’s eyes held hers. “Because you do not only shape the glass,” she said. “You hear it. You speak back with your hands. Starglass does not obey force. It obeys resonance.”

Briony’s breath caught. Resonance. Like harmony. Like two notes that belonged together. Like a pact.

Cassia turned slightly, gesturing them up the stairwell. “Come,” she said. “We do not have time for the long version. We have the rest of the night at most.”

They climbed in silence, stepping lightly. The stairwell smelled of old stone and cold air, and as they rose, the palace sounds faded. Briony’s heart pounded harder. She realized they were heading toward the upper levels, toward areas servants were not meant to enter unless summoned.

At the top of the stairs Cassia pushed open a narrow door that led into a passage Briony had never seen. The corridor beyond was dim, lined with dark wood and tall windows that looked out over the sleeping city. Snow dusted the rooftops, and the winter moon hung low, bright enough to make the streets look like they were paved with silver.

Cassia walked ahead, her steps unhurried. Tamsin followed close behind Briony, still tense, eyes scanning every shadow.

“Where are we going,” Briony whispered.

“To the place the palace pretends does not exist,” Cassia replied without looking back.

They reached a door carved with constellations. Cassia pressed her palm to the center. The carvings glimmered faintly, then the door sighed open as if it had been holding its breath.

Inside was a small observatory, old and quiet. A wide circular room with a domed ceiling painted with stars. Dust lay on the edges of shelves, but the center of the room was clean, as if someone came here often. A telescope stood by the largest window, angled toward the winter sky. The air smelled of ink and cold metal and something faintly sweet, like dried lavender tucked into old paper.

Briony stepped in, drawn despite herself. The room felt like a sanctuary. It also felt like a trap, because sanctuaries in palaces were usually built for someone else.

Cassia closed the door. “We are safe for a few minutes,” she said.

Tamsin crossed her arms, still bristling. “Why bring her here.”

Cassia looked at Briony. “Because the first test must happen before dawn,” she said. “And because the ring will not allow half-truths, which means you will both stop protecting her with silence.”

Tamsin’s expression tightened, as if she had been struck. “I protect her by keeping her small.”

Cassia’s gaze held steady. “Small things break easily. Especially when hungry magic is involved.”

Briony swallowed. “What do you know about the ring?”

Cassia’s eyes moved to it again. “Enough to be afraid,” she said, and her voice softened. “Enough to be grateful it chose you and not someone who would use it as a weapon.”

Briony’s breath caught. “It chooses.”

“It chooses,” Cassia confirmed. “The pact band is not a leash. It is a mirror. It binds the kind of promise that cannot survive lies. It will press on the places where you avoid truth. It will pull heat into honesty. Cold into evasion. Not to punish you, but to keep you from destroying yourselves with fear dressed as silence.”

Briony felt her throat tighten. She thought of her mother, of years of hiding, of pretending she was ordinary because the world punished extraordinary girls. She thought of how fear had shaped her life like a file shaping glass, shaving down every bright edge until she fit into corners.

“If it is a mirror,” Briony whispered, “then what does it reflect?”

Cassia’s gaze grew heavy. “The cost,” she said. “Always the cost.”

Briony reached into her apron and pulled out the leather pouch. Her fingers shook as she untied it. She unwrapped the cloth carefully and revealed the starglass crescent.

The room brightened instantly, as if the piece carried its own dawn. Light caught in it and scattered across the painted ceiling, making the stars overhead seem to shimmer.

Tamsin stared. “Briony,” she breathed, and the fear in her voice softened into wonder despite her effort.

Cassia nodded once, satisfied. “You finished,” she said.

Briony held the piece up, turning it so the light ran along its curve. “It is meant to fit a groove in the upper stairwell frame,” she said. “An old seam. I do not know what it does, only that the starglass reacts like it has been waiting.”

Cassia stepped closer, but did not touch it. “It is a skylock,” she said quietly.

Briony’s heart jumped. “You have a name for it.”

Cassia’s expression stayed controlled, but something like sorrow passed through her eyes. “I have names for many things this palace has tried to forget.”

Briony’s grip tightened on the starglass. “What does it lock?”

Cassia looked toward the domed ceiling of the observatory, toward the painted stars. “It locks the First Promise into truth,” she said. “The dome is not only glass. It is a spellwork lattice woven through crystal. The dance tomorrow night is not only a ceremony. It is a renewal of binding magic. The curse feeds when the renewal is false.”

Briony’s blood ran cold. “False how.”

Cassia’s eyes returned to her. “When the promise is forced,” she said. “When the promise is performed instead of chosen. When the heir stands under the dome and repeats words because the kingdom expects them, while his heart is broken into silence by things he has never been allowed to name.”

Tamsin made a small sound, like she had been punched in the chest. “So the curse punishes him for... what. For being human.”

Cassia’s mouth tightened. “For being trapped,” she said.

Briony’s throat tightened. She thought of Lachlan’s eyes. The tightness around his mouth. The vow mark. “What does the skylock do,” she asked.

“It gives the spellwork an anchor it has not had in generations,” Cassia replied. “It allows the lattice to hold steady when the curse tries to fracture it. But only if the promise beneath it is true in the way it must be true.”

Briony’s pulse thudded. “True meaning what.”

Cassia’s gaze sharpened. “Chosen,” she said. “Freely chosen. Not demanded by a throne. Not required by tradition. Not bartered for stability. The dance tomorrow night can become a trap, or it can become a turning. The skylock can help, but it cannot replace consent. It cannot replace honesty.”

Briony’s hand trembled around the starglass. “And how does a prince freely choose anything,” she whispered, “when his whole life is duty.”

Cassia’s voice lowered. “That is why the pact band chose you,” she said. “Because it binds two people into a promise that must be chosen again and again. Because it pulls you toward the kind of truth that can crack cages.”

Briony’s chest tightened, and she realized her fear was shifting into something else. Anger, maybe. Grief. The ache of seeing how the palace devoured softness and called it necessary.

A knock sounded at the observatory door.

Briony jolted. The starglass flared brighter in her grip, then dimmed, as if reacting to her spike of panic.

Cassia did not move quickly. She simply turned her head toward the door, listening. Another knock, softer, controlled.

Cassia walked to the door and opened it.

Lachlan stepped in.

He looked different in the observatory’s quiet light. Without a crowd, without ceremony, without the need to perform certainty, he seemed younger and older at once. Younger because his expression was less rigid. Older because there was exhaustion in his eyes that no prince should carry. His gaze went immediately to Briony’s hand, to the starglass crescent. His shoulders eased by a fraction, as if he had been holding his breath for hours.

“You made it,” he said.

Briony’s throat tightened. “Yes.”

His eyes flicked to the ring on her finger, then to Cassia. “You brought her here.”

Cassia met his gaze without bowing. “You moved too quickly,” she said. “But perhaps the night required it.”

Lachlan’s mouth tightened. “The night required her,” he replied.

Briony felt heat rise in her cheeks, not from romance exactly, but from the strange weight of being named as necessary. Useful. Chosen. All words that could become cages if she allowed them.

Lachlan stepped closer, stopping at a respectful distance. His eyes stayed on the starglass. “Is that the piece,” he asked.

Briony nodded. “Cassia called it a skylock.”

Lachlan’s gaze sharpened. “Then you know what it is.”

Cassia did not flinch. “I know enough,” she said. “And I know you have not told her everything.”

The ring on Briony’s finger cooled. Not sharply, not like ice, but like a shadow passing over light. Briony’s stomach tightened. The band was reacting to the air between them. To withhold truth.

Lachlan’s eyes flicked to Briony’s hand, and something like frustration crossed his face. “It reacts,” he murmured.

“It will,” Cassia said. “Because the band does not care about your rank. It cares about your honesty.”

Briony’s throat tightened. She looked at Lachlan. “You said you would tell me facts,” she said quietly.

Lachlan held her gaze, and for a moment he looked like a man trying to decide whether honesty would ruin her or save her. Then he exhaled slowly. “Yes,” he said.

He stepped closer, still not touching her, but close enough that she could see the fine lines of fatigue near his eyes. “The curse does not only crack glass,” he said. “It takes memory. It takes pieces of a person, and it erases them in ways the court pretends are illness or weakness.”

Briony’s chest tightened. “The heir years ago,” she whispered, remembering the hollow stare.

Lachlan’s jaw tightened. “Yes.”

Tamsin’s breath caught behind Briony. “So the old story is true,” she whispered, barely audible.

Lachlan’s gaze flicked to her, then back to Briony. “It is worse than the story,” he said. “Because the story makes it sound like magic happened once, long ago, and the palace has been brave ever since. The truth is the palace has been repeating the same mistake and calling it tradition.”

The ring warmed in a slow steady way, as if the band was leaning into this honesty, anchoring it.

Briony’s voice came out soft. “Why does it happen? Why does it take.”

Lachlan’s eyes darkened. “Because the First Promise was corrupted,” he said. “Long before I was born. It was turned from a vow of love into a vow of control. The curse is the consequence of that corruption. It punishes false renewal, and the court keeps forcing renewal because they cannot imagine another way to hold the kingdom together.”

Briony’s throat tightened. “And you,” she said, and the question trembled between fear and compassion, “you are the one they keep offering to do it.”

Lachlan’s expression did not change, but something in his gaze softened, so briefly it felt like a secret. “Yes,” he said.

Briony felt tears sting her eyes, and she hated that vulnerability rose so fast. She was not someone who cried easily. But this was not about her only. It was about a boy shaped into a prince, then bound with a vow mark that punished tenderness. It was about a palace that was necessary.

She lowered the skylock slightly, holding it against her palm like a fragile promise. “What happened to the person who vanished,” she asked, and her voice shook. “The one I saw in the starglass.”

The ring cooled sharply, and Briony’s breath hitched. The cold was not on her skin alone. It felt like the room itself was tightening.

Lachlan went very still.

Cassia’s eyes narrowed. “Tell her,” she said quietly.

Lachlan’s throat moved as he swallowed. “I cannot,” he said, and the moment he said it the ring on Briony’s finger tightened just slightly, not painful, but insistent, like a warning grip.

Briony’s heart hammered. “You promised facts,” she whispered.

Lachlan’s eyes held hers, and something raw moved behind his control. “I promised the truth,” he said. “And the truth is that if I speak her name aloud under the palace’s spellwork, the curse will hear it. It will pull at the memory harder. It will punish the weakness. It will punish me for wanting to keep her real.”

Briony’s breath caught. Her chest ached like it had been struck. “Her,” she whispered again.

Lachlan’s gaze flicked away for the first time, and when it returned, it looked like a man forcing himself to hold a blade by the sharp edge. “Yes,” he said.

The ring’s tension eased, as if the band accepted the shape of this truth. It was not complete, but it was honest in its limits.

Briony swallowed hard. “So you did this before,” she said, voice unsteady. “A pact.”

Lachlan’s jaw tightened. “Not the same,” he said. “Not with a band. Not with starglass. It was a vow made under pressure, performed with the court watching. It was supposed to stabilize everything. It did the opposite.”

Briony’s throat tightened. She understood, suddenly, why he had hesitated before offering her the ring. Why his eyes had looked dreadful when the starglass flared. He was not only trying to break a curse. He was trying to not repeat a loss that had already carved him hollow.

Cassia stepped closer, voice firm. “Then you will not repeat it,” she said. “Not if you stop treating her like an instrument and start treating her like a person who can choose.”

Lachlan’s gaze snapped to Cassia. “I am,” he said, clipped.

Cassia did not blink. “Then prove it,” she replied.

Silence held the room for a heartbeat. Briony’s pulse thudded loud in her ears. She could feel the ring like a quiet third presence between her and Lachlan, refusing to let their words become performance.

Lachlan looked at Briony again, and his voice softened. “You can walk away,” he said. “Right now. Before dawn. Before I open those doors and say your name. If you walk away, I will not send anyone after you.”

Briony stared at him. The offer sounded like mercy. It also sounded like a test.

Tamsin’s hand pressed briefly against Briony’s arm, a silent plea that meant run.

Briony looked down at the skylock. She thought of the seam in the stairwell, waiting. She thought of the dome cracking, of memory being eaten, of a prince being hollowed because the kingdom refused to imagine another way. She thought of her own life, built on hiding, built on making herself small enough to survive.

And she thought of what Cassia had said. Small things break easily.

Briony lifted her chin. “If I walk away,” she said, and her voice steadied as she spoke, “the curse still wakes tomorrow night.”

Lachlan did not answer, but his eyes said yes.

Briony’s throat tightened. “And if you announce me,” she continued, “I become a target.”

“Yes,” he said softly.

“And if we do this,” Briony said, the words trembling but clear, “I am not your tool.”

Lachlan’s gaze held hers. “No,” he said. “You are not.”

The ring warmed. Steady. Certain. As if it approved the line being drawn.

Briony swallowed. “Then I stay,” she said.

Tamsin made a small sound, like grief and pride tangled together.

Lachlan exhaled slowly, and Briony saw something change in his shoulders, as if he had been braced for refusal and now had to adjust to the weight of acceptance. He nodded once. “Then we test it now,” he said, eyes flicking to the skylock.

Cassia stepped back, giving them space without leaving. “Good,” she murmured. “Because the palace has ears.”

Lachlan gestured toward the window and the telescope. “The observatory is tied into the dome lattice,” he said. “Old magic. Old sightlines. That is why this room exists.”

Briony approached the window, holding the skylock carefully. The moonlight made it glow faintly. She could see the winter sky beyond, sharp with stars.

Lachlan moved beside her, still not touching. Close enough that she could feel warmth off him, the faint scent of cold air clinging to his coat. Close enough that her body noticed him even when her mind was trying to stay practical.

“Where does it go,” she asked.

Lachlan pointed upward, toward the domed ceiling of the observatory. “There,” he said, indicating a thin ring of crystal set into the painted dome, nearly invisible unless you looked for it. “That ring is a miniature echo of the palace dome. If the skylock resonates here, it will resonate there.”

Briony’s pulse quickened. She raised the skylock toward the crystal ring. As it neared, the hum inside the starglass deepened. The ring on her finger warmed. The painted stars overhead seemed to shimmer, as if the room was listening.

Briony held the skylock just beneath the crystal seam, not touching yet. “If it shatters,” she whispered, “it could slice.”

“It will not,” Lachlan said, quiet but steady.

Briony glanced at him. “How do you know?”

His eyes held hers. “Because you made it,” he said.

The words hit her harder than she expected. Not because they were romantic. Because they were faith, and faith was a dangerous gift in a palace full of doubt.

Briony looked back up and eased the skylock into the seam.

It slid in like it belonged.

A clean click sounded, soft as a breath. The crystal ring overhead lit with a faint blue glow that spread outward in a thin circle, like a ripple in water.

Briony’s breath caught.

The room changed. The air felt denser, as if the observatory had shifted from being a place to being a spell.

The skylock pulsed once, then steadied. The hum inside it became a low, calming note.

Lachlan exhaled, and Briony realized he had been holding his breath too. He lifted his hand slightly toward the ceiling, then stopped, fingers curling as if he wanted to touch the light and could not allow himself.

“It holds,” he murmured.

Briony’s chest tightened. Relief rose in her like warmth spreading through cold limbs. “It holds,” she repeated softly, and the ring on her finger warmed as if echoing her.

Then the crystal ring overhead flickered.

A hairline crack formed across it, thin as a thread.

Briony froze. Her heart slammed against her ribs. “No,” she breathed.

The crack did not spread. It hovered there, bright with tension, like glass considering whether
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