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​About the Author  

SANKULAHUB writes romance that leans into tenderness, emotional suspense, and the kind of magic that lives inside ordinary choices. Every story is built to feel immersive and human, with characters who earn their happy ending through honesty, repair, and brave love.
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​Dedication
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For every person who kept a family story alive even when it hurt, and for every heart that learned it could still begin again.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Cast Snapshot
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Meher Iyer is a conservation architect who trusts what she can measure, until an inheritance pulls her back to a courtyard she swore she would never claim as home. She looks steady from the outside, but she carries a quiet grief she has never named out loud.

Cassian D’Souza is a folklore linguist and oral-history collector who has spent his life listening to other people’s truths while refusing to speak his own. He is warm when he forgets to guard himself, and relentless when something precious is about to be erased.

Gargi Banerjee is the elderly caretaker of the courtyard and its last living “story-keeper,” sharp-eyed and unsentimental in the way only real tenderness can be. She has her own reasons for protecting the place, and she will not let anyone call it only a property.

Ritvik Mehta is the developer’s polished representative, good at smiling while pushing deadlines forward. He is not a villain with a knife, but he understands exactly how to make people feel small with paperwork.

Nilofer Khan is Meher’s closest friend, a restorer who believes in intuition the way Meher believes in blueprints. She can tell when someone is lying, and she refuses to let Meher shrink back into old habits.
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​Introduction Scene
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The first strike was supposed to be gentle. Meher told herself that as she stood beneath the open sky of the courtyard, her fingers wrapped around the wooden handle of a small hammer she had borrowed from a toolbox that still smelled faintly of oil and rain. The tool felt wrong in her hand, like a language she didn’t speak anymore, but the plaster in front of her looked worse for wear. It was cracked, damp at the edges, and stubbornly clinging to a wall that should have been breathing.

She had flown with a plan. She always had a plan. Clean score, tidy timeline, calm exit. Two days, one last signature, and then the courtyard would stop belonging to her in any way that mattered. It would become a file number, a transfer, a line in a ledger. Something finished.

But the courtyard was not finished.

The air held the heavy sweetness of wet jasmine. Somewhere above, a bulb buzzed like a tired insect. In the corner, a stone basin caught the last of the evening’s drizzle and turned it into a shallow pool that reflected the carved arches like a half-remembered dream. Every surface seemed to hold an old story, not in the romantic way travel magazines promised, but in the stubborn way grief settled into buildings and refused to leave.

Meher lifted the hammer again, aimed for the loose section of plaster, and hesitated.

A sound came from the entry passage, not footsteps at first, but the quick scrape of shoes on stone as if someone had nearly slipped. The courtyard gate had been locked from the inside. Meher knew because she had locked it herself, out of habit, out of some childhood instinct that said this place did not like strangers entering unannounced.

She turned sharply.

A man stood just inside the arched doorway as if the courtyard had decided to allow him through anyway. Rain darkened his hair. His shirt clung at the collar. He looked at the wall Meher was about to strike, then at the hammer in her hand, and something in his face tightened in a way that was too personal for a stranger.

“Don’t,” he said, voice low, like a warning that had already been spoken once before.

Meher’s spine went rigid. She did not lower the hammer. She did not step back either. She set her feet as if the courtyard itself might need defending from him, even though a moment ago she had been ready to chip at it.

“How did you get in?” she asked.

He glanced over his shoulder at the passageway, as though he also didn’t fully trust the answer. “The side latch is loose. It hasn’t caught properly in years.”

The certainty in that sentence hit her like a cold splash. Meher had not told anyone she was here, not even the friend who had begged her to take the inheritance seriously. No one should have known about the latch. No one should have known anything about this place except the caretaker who lived in the back room and the developer’s people who were coming tomorrow.

Meher lifted her chin. “This is private property.”

He finally looked directly at her, and the courtyard seemed to sharpen around that gaze. Not in a supernatural flash, not in a theatrical gust of wind, but in the way the world sometimes became too precise right before a mistake.

“I know,” he said. “That’s why I’m here.”

Meher let out a short laugh that held no humor. “That makes no sense.”

“It will.” He took one step forward, then stopped as if he had felt an invisible line under his shoe. “You’re about to break the seal.”

Meher stared at the wall again. The plaster looked ordinary. The crack looked ordinary. The dampness looked like any old dampness in any old building that had been neglected by people who preferred to forget.

“What seal?” she asked.

He nodded toward the section she had aimed for. “Under that plaster, there’s an inscription. It’s not decorative. It’s a binding line.”

Meher’s patience thinned, controlled and sharp. “If you’re trying to scare me into not renovating my own house, you’re late. This place is being transferred in forty-eight hours.”

His jaw flickered. “Then we’re running out of time.”

The way he said we made Meher’s grip tighten around the hammer. She hated when strangers acted as if they belonged inside her decisions.

“I don’t know who you are,” she said, “but you can leave.”

“I can’t.” His voice carried a strain that did not match his calm posture. “Not tonight.”

Meher took a slow breath, the kind she used in meetings when people tried to push her. “And why is tonight so special?”

He didn’t answer immediately. His eyes tracked across the courtyard walls, the arches, the small alcove where an old oil lamp sat unlit. When he spoke again, it was softer, but somehow heavier.

“Because the courtyard wakes on the first rain after the old festival day,” he said. “And tonight is that night.”

Meher’s mouth went dry. She told herself it was coincidence, that anyone could guess the season, that anyone could smell the damp and say rain. But the words of the old festival day pulled at something in her memory, a thread she had buried. A candle. A song. A woman’s voice humming like a lullaby that felt too tender to survive adulthood.

“You’re making that up,” she said, because she needed him to be wrong.

He looked at her then, not with triumph, but with a kind of reluctant honesty. “I wish I were.”

A distant horn sounded beyond the courtyard walls. Somewhere outside, a scooter passed, tires hissing on the wet road. The city was alive and normal, and yet inside the courtyard the air felt cupped, held.

Meher lowered the hammer a fraction, just enough to show she was listening, not enough to show fear. “Even if that’s true, what do you want?”

He swallowed, and for the first time his confidence cracked. “I need one night. I need to document the inscription before anyone touches it. Before it’s covered, or broken, or sold to someone who thinks it’s just an antique charm.”

Meher’s laugh came again, sharper this time. “You want one night in a house you broke into.”

“I didn’t come to hurt you,” he said quickly.

“I didn’t say you did.”

He seemed to flinch anyway, as if the accusation had landed in a place he kept tender. “I came because this courtyard is not just stone and paint. It’s a living archive. It holds stories that were never written down. Stories that belong to people who never got to keep their names.”

Meher felt something twist in her chest at that last line, because it sounded like the kind of righteous speech she usually admired. But admiration was a luxury. Tomorrow, the developer’s team will arrive with their polite smiles and their firm deadlines. Tomorrow, she will sign away the last stubborn corner of her past.

“This is not a museum,” she said, though her voice had softened against her will. “And I’m not running a folklore charity.”

His gaze dropped briefly to the hammer, then to her hands. “You’re a conservator.”

Meher went still. “No.”

He lifted his eyes again, and now there was no doubt in them, only recognition. “You are. You don’t stand like someone who breaks things for satisfaction. You stand like someone who knows where the stress points are.”

Meher’s throat tightened. “Stop pretending you know me.”

His expression shifted, as if he had been waiting for that exact sentence, as if he had promised himself he would not cross a certain line and now he was standing right on top of it.

“I’m not pretending,” he said. “Meher.”

Her name in his mouth did not sound casual. It sounded memorable.

The courtyard seemed to inhale.

Meher’s hand twitched, and the hammer knocked softly against her thigh. She hadn’t told him her name. Not tonight. Not ever.

“Who are you?” she whispered, and hated how the question came out like something fragile.

He held her gaze, and something in him looked equally cornered. “Someone who shouldn’t be here,” he admitted. “Someone who promised himself he’d never step into this place again.”

Meher’s heart beat once, hard. A foolish image flashed through her mind, so quick it barely formed. A boy, younger than this man, standing under the same arches with rainwater on his eyelashes. A voice humming. A story that ended before it should have.

Her breath caught, not as a dramatic gasp, but as an unwilling surrender to memory.

“That’s impossible,” she said, because it was safer than believing.

His eyes moved across her face as if he was searching for proof he didn’t deserve to have. “You don’t remember me,” he said quietly.

It was not a question. It was a wound.

Meher’s anger flared, swift and protective. “I remember this place,” she snapped. “I remember enough.”

He nodded once, like he accepted the slap. “Then you remember the rule.”

Meher’s stomach tightened. “What rule?”

“The courtyard doesn’t keep stories for free,” he said. “It takes something. A truth. A promise. A confession.”

The word confession landed like a stone in water, sending ripples through her. It felt too close to what she had avoided for years, the thing she had never said to anyone, the thing she had convinced herself didn’t matter.

She straightened her shoulders. “This is ridiculous.”

He stepped forward again, careful this time, and Meher realized he was watching her more than the wall now, as if she was the fragile structure that might crack.

“If you strike that plaster tonight,” he said, “you’ll wake what’s underneath without understanding it. And if you wake it wrong, it won’t just be the wall that breaks.”

Meher’s mouth went tight. “Are you threatening me?”

“No,” he said. “I’m asking you to pause.”

Outside, thunder rolled, distant but unmistakable. The rain had stopped, leaving the courtyard air damp and expectant. The jasmine smell became stronger, almost dizzying.

Meher’s eyes flicked to the wall again. There was a faint outline in the dampness, a shape she hadn’t noticed before, like a shadow beneath the plaster. For a second, she thought she saw lettering. Not painted. Pressed.

Her skin prickled.

She looked back at the man. “If you knew this place, you’d know the caretaker lives here. You could have spoken to her. You could have come in daylight.”

His face tightened. “I did speak to her.”

Meher’s pulse jumped. “When?”

“Earlier,” he said. “She told me you were coming. She told me you’d try to fix things with a hammer because you’d rather break first than feel.”

The bluntness of that assessment made Meher’s eyes sting. She blinked hard, furious at herself for reacting.

“She said that?”

He hesitated, then nodded. “And she said if you saw me, you might finally listen.”

Meher’s laugh came out thin. “So this is a trap.”

He shook his head. “It’s a chance.”

“A chance for what?”

He looked away, and the movement revealed a small mark at the base of his throat, half hidden by his collar. It wasn’t a bruise. It looked like ink, like a faded imprint of a symbol.

Meher’s gaze snagged on it, and without knowing why, she lifted her free hand to her own collarbone.

There, beneath the edge of her necklace chain, her fingertips brushed skin that felt warmer than the rest. She pulled the chain aside.

A faint mark sat on her skin, too. The same curved shape, like a half-moon cradling a dot, as if someone had pressed a seal there long ago and it had never fully washed away.

Meher’s breath turned shallow. “That wasn’t there yesterday.”

He looked back at her, and for the first time his composure broke completely. “It’s waking,” he said.

Meher’s voice came out raw. “What is it?”

He swallowed. “A vow-mark.”

Meher’s mind raced, trying to label it, dismiss it, rationalize it. A rash. An allergy. A trick of light. But the mark felt real under her fingers, and the warmth of it pulsed like the courtyard itself had a heartbeat.

“Why do you have it?” she demanded. “Why do I have it?”

His gaze flicked to the wall again. “Because someone kissed the legend,” he said, and then, as if the words hurt, he added, “and the courtyard never forgot.”

Meher’s stomach rolled. “That’s insane.”

He took a cautious breath. “Meher, I don’t want to be the person who tells you your life is tied to a story. I know how that sounds. But if we don’t understand what the courtyard is asking for tonight, you won’t get to choose how this ends.”

Meher’s hands shook, and she hated him for noticing. She lowered the hammer fully now, not because she trusted him, but because something in her didn’t trust the courtyard either.

“Tomorrow,” she said, forcing steadiness, “the developer’s team will arrive. They’ll take measurements. They’ll take control. I will sign the papers and this place will be out of my hands.”

He stepped closer, voice urgent but gentle. “Then tonight is the only night you still have a say.”

Meher stared at him. “Why do you care?”

He held her gaze, and the answer in his eyes was too big for an easy lie. “Because I heard your mother’s stories here,” he said quietly. “And I promised I’d keep them safe.”

The world narrowed to that sentence. Meher felt the courtyard tilt under her feet, as if the stone itself had shifted.

“My mother,” she whispered, “is gone.”

“I know,” he said, and his voice broke on the last word like he was also losing something again.

Meher’s throat tightened so hard it hurt. She wanted to ask him how. She wanted to demand proof. She wanted to throw him out and lock the gate and pretend the mark on her skin was nothing.

But the courtyard answered for him.

The old oil lamp in the alcove flared to life without a hand touching it, a single steady flame as calm as a held breath. At the same time, the courtyard gate behind him swung shut with a heavy, final sound that echoed through Meher’s bones.

Meher spun toward it. The latch clicked into place on its own.

She rushed to it, tugged hard, and found it sealed as if someone had barred it from the other side. She fumbled for the key in her pocket, hands clumsy with panic, and jammed it into the lock.

It wouldn’t turn.

“Stop,” he said behind her, voice tense.

Meher whirled. “You did this.”

His eyes were wide, and the fear in them was real. “I didn’t.”

The lamp flame threw gold over the carved walls, and in that shifting light the damp plaster seemed to peel back, not physically, but in Meher’s perception, revealing faint lettering beneath, lines that curled like script and then straightened as if they were reading themselves aloud.

Meher’s pulse thundered. “What is happening?”

He took a slow step toward her, hands open, as if he didn’t want to startle her. “The courtyard heard you,” he said. “I heard you say you’d sign it away tomorrow.”

Meher’s eyes stung. “It’s a building.”

“It’s a promise people kept for generations,” he said. “And promises leave marks.”

Meher’s voice rose, sharp with panic. “Open the gate.”

He shook his head once, almost apologetic. “It won’t open until it gets what it wants.”

Meher’s mouth went dry. “And what does it want?”

His gaze held hers, and the lamp’s steady flame made his eyes look too honest to escape.

“A confession,” he said. “From you. Or from me. Or from both.”

Meher’s breath shuddered. She wanted to deny it, laugh, rage, bargain. But the warm mark on her skin pulsed again, and with it came a memory so sudden she had to grip the gate to stay upright.

A woman’s voice, soft and tired, telling a story not to entertain, but to survive. A boy’s silhouette under the arch, listening like the story was food. A child’s hand, Meher’s hand, pressed to the stone threshold as if promising something she didn’t understand.

Meher looked at the man again, and the question she had avoided for years finally shaped itself in her mind.

Who are you to my mother’s stories, and why did you come back now?

He seemed to read the question in her face, because his shoulders sagged. When he spoke, his voice was quiet in a way that felt like surrender.

“I came back,” he said, “because I’m tired of being the kind of man who only loves from a distance.”

Meher’s chest tightened, the words hitting somewhere deep and old. She did not yet know what he meant, not fully, not safely.

But the courtyard had locked them in together, and the lamp burned like it had all night to wait.

Meher swallowed hard, her fingers still gripping the gate key that refused to turn.

“Then start telling the truth,” she said, voice shaking but steady in its demand. “Right now.”

And the man’s gaze held hers like the first page of a story that refused to be edited anymore.
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​Chapter 1: The Confession The Courtyard Demanded
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The key felt colder than it should have, as if the metal had been dipped in the kind of night air that lived inside old wells. Meher held it between her fingers and tried again, slower this time, with the patience she usually reserved for stubborn locks and stubborn men in meetings. She pressed her thumb against the ridged head, turned, and listened for the familiar give of a mechanism agreeing to work.

Nothing.

The key refused to move, and the silence that followed was not ordinary silence. It was a listening silence. It sat in the courtyard like a held breath, thickened by rain and jasmine and the steady, impossible flame in the alcove.

Meher forced herself to look away from the lock before she did something reckless, like snap the key in half just to prove she could break what wouldn’t obey. She turned instead and faced Cassian, and for a moment the anger in her chest steadied into something sharper, something clearer.

“This is your idea of a conversation,” she said. “Lock me in and tell me to confess.”

Cassian stood a few paces away, hands still open at his sides as if he had been caught doing something he had promised himself he wouldn’t. The lamplight caught the rain along his hairline, and it made him look less like an intruder and more like someone dragged in by the same force that had dragged her.

“I didn’t lock it,” he said again, but his voice carried less insistence now and more dread, like he was hearing the courtyard’s rules being recited and recognizing them one by one.

Meher laughed under her breath, not because anything was funny, but because it was the only sound that kept her from hearing her own heartbeat. “Then who did it?”

Cassian’s gaze flicked toward the arches, the carved stone, the walls that seemed to glow faintly as if the dampness had turned into skin. “The courtyard,” he said.

Meher’s jaw clenched. “It’s stone.”

“It's a stone that remembers,” Cassian replied, and his tone held something that made her stomach tighten, not fear exactly, but a quiet unwilling belief. “And it's a stone that’s been fed the truth for a long time.”

Meher wanted to argue, to drag logic into the middle of this and make it do what it always did for her: solve, separate, shut down. But the warm mark on her collarbone pulsed beneath her fingertips like a small hidden bruise, and the lamp flame in the alcove stayed steady in a way no draft or accident could explain.

She forced herself to breathe slowly. She scanned the courtyard for another exit the way she would scan a building site for hazards. The entry gate was sealed. The arches led into rooms, some shuttered, some open to darkness. There was a narrow staircase along one wall, curling upward to a terrace.

Meher moved toward it, steps quick and controlled. She climbed halfway, testing the stone with each foot, and reached the terrace railing. The courtyard spread below her, a square of shadow and lamplight, the jasmine vine drooping in wet loops like a patient watcher. Beyond the roofline, the city moved on, indifferent and loud in the distance. She could see a line of streetlights, the flicker of vehicles, the normal world continuing without her.

She leaned over the terrace edge and looked for a way down.

The outer wall was higher than she’d remembered. Smooth in places, newly plastered in others. A fall would mean a broken ankle at best, something worse at worst, and she had no patience for injuries that would force her to ask for help.

Meher closed her eyes for a second, then opened them again, refusing to let panic get a foothold. She turned and went back down the steps.

Cassian had stayed where he was. He watched her return as if he had expected her to test every corner before she accepted what she was trapped inside.

“You can’t climb out,” he said.

Meher stopped a few feet from him. “Don’t tell me what I can’t do.”

Cassian’s mouth tightened, and for a second she saw something in him that looked like old frustration, the kind that came from trying not to fight with someone you cared about too much. He swallowed it down.

“I’m not trying to order you,” he said. “I’m trying to keep you from getting hurt.”

The sentence should not have landed as it did. Meher hated how quickly her chest reacted, how quickly a small part of her noticed the softness under his steadiness, the way his voice turned careful around her.

She pointed at the mark on her collarbone. “Explain that.”

Cassian’s eyes flicked there, and a flush rose faintly along his neck, not desire, not anything cheap or easy, but discomfort at being seen in a place he’d tried to hide. He lifted his hand toward his own throat, fingers hovering over his faded mark.

“It’s a vow,” he said. “It binds two people who have been named in the same story.”

Meher’s laugh came out harsher this time. “I don’t believe in binding stories.”

Cassian held her gaze. “You did once.”

The words struck in the exact place her anger was protecting.

Meher felt her breath catch, and her mind flicked back to the memory that had surfaced like a fish breaking dark water. A boy under the arch. A lullaby. A story told not for pleasure, but for survival. Her mother’s voice, soft and tired, shaping myth into refuge.

She hated that Cassian’s presence made that voice louder.

“You keep saying things like you know me,” Meher said, and she heard the tremor she couldn’t fully hide. “You keep using my name. You keep talking about my mother like she was yours too. Who are you.”

Cassian’s shoulders rose and fell with a slow breath. He looked toward the wall where the damp plaster still glistened. Under the lamplight, the faint pressed lines seemed clearer now, like writing trying to pull itself forward.

“I’m Cassian,” he said. “I’m the boy who sat in that corner and listened until my legs went numb because I didn’t want to miss the ending.”

Meher went still.

Cassian’s gaze stayed on the wall as if it was easier to tell the truth when he wasn’t looking straight at her. “I used to come here with someone who worked nearby. I used to find excuses to pass through the courtyard because the stories made me feel... safe. Like there was a reason the world had sharp edges, and a reason it could still be softened.”

Meher’s throat tightened. Her mind tried to rearrange time, to make him fit into the shape of the boy in her memory. The boy had been smaller, thinner, his eyes too serious for his face. Cassian was taller now, broader, his voice deeper, but the way he spoke about listening carried the same hunger.

“It can’t be you,” Meher said, because saying yes felt like opening a door inside herself that she had nailed shut.

Cassian’s jaw flexed. “I didn’t want it to be me either. I built a life far from this place. I told myself that whatever happened here was finished.”

Meher forced her voice into something crisp. “If you knew this courtyard, you knew my mother. Why didn’t you tell me sooner? Why show up like this.”

Cassian finally looked at her, and the honesty in his eyes was uncomfortably raw. “Because I didn’t think you’d remember me, and I didn’t think I deserved to be remembered. And because I thought if I stayed away, the stories would stay safe.”

Meher’s fingers curled into her palm. “You thought wrong.”

Cassian nodded once, as if he accepted the accusation. “Yes.”

The courtyard lamp flame flickered, not from wind, but like a response, a small impatient sign. Meher felt the warmth on her collarbone pulse again, stronger, and she sucked in a breath.

Cassian noticed. His gaze sharpened. “It’s asking,” he said softly.

Meher’s voice rose. “Stop talking like it’s alive.”

Cassian took one step toward her, then stopped again at that invisible line, as if the courtyard had drawn boundaries even between them. “Meher,” he said, and his voice softened around her name in a way that made her hate how deeply it reached. “I know you want this to be nothing. I know you want to sign and leave. But the courtyard won’t let you walk out until you pay it what it’s owed.”

“What does it think it’s owed,” Meher snapped. “My life.”

Cassian’s mouth tightened. “A truth.”

Meher stared at him. “You want a confession, you give one first.”

Cassian held her gaze for a beat that felt like stepping toward a cliff. Then he nodded, slow, deliberate, as if he had been waiting for permission to stop hiding.

“All right,” he said. “But not here.”

He turned his head toward the center of the courtyard, toward the stone threshold that cut across the ground like a seam. The seam ran between the oil lamp alcove and the wall with the hidden inscription, as if the courtyard wanted the truth spoken where light and writing could hear it.

“Come,” Cassian said.

Meher didn’t move. “Why should I.”

Cassian’s eyes didn’t leave hers. “Because if you don’t, it will take something else. It always does.”

Meher felt her skin prickle. The rational part of her wanted to scoff, to call this manipulation, to call him dramatic. But the oil lamp burned like a promise, and the gate lock had become a stubborn, unyielding thing, and the mark on her skin was warm enough to make her feel watched from the inside.

She walked toward the center seam, each step measured, refusing to let Cassian see her fear.

Cassian followed, but he did not close the distance. He stopped opposite her on the seam, leaving a respectful space between them, as if he understood that forcing closeness would turn her into stone.

The lamplight fell across his face, drawing the sharpness of his cheekbones and the tiredness beneath his eyes. He looked like a man who had slept too long with part of himself awake.

Meher crossed her arms. “Speak.”

Cassian swallowed. His gaze flicked down, then up again, and when he spoke, his voice carried a careful steadiness that felt practiced, like he had rehearsed this confession for years and still didn’t trust it to survive air.

“I left because your mother died,” he said.

Meher’s stomach dropped, fast and brutal, and she hated that her body reacted before her pride could stop it. She wanted to say her mother’s death was none of his business. She wanted to say there was no reason for him to disappear. She meant she had been the one to carry the weight, not him.

Instead, her voice came out thin. “Everyone left.”

Cassian’s throat worked. “I didn’t come to the funeral.”

Meher felt something sharp bloom behind her eyes. She blinked hard, angry at the tears she refused to let fall. “No,” she said. “You didn’t.”

Cassian’s hands curled slightly at his sides, like he was holding himself back from reaching for something he didn’t have the right to touch. “I was supposed to,” he said. “I wanted to. But I was a coward.”

Meher’s laugh came out jagged. “That’s a convenient word.”

“It’s the only honest one,” Cassian replied. “I told myself you wouldn’t want me there. I told myself I was just a boy who listened to stories and had no place in your grief. I told myself staying away was respectful.”

Meher’s chest tightened until breathing felt like pushing air through a narrow crack. “And what was it really?”

Cassian’s gaze steadied on hers, and the softness in it was unbearable. “Fear,” he said. “If I came back, I’d have to admit how much she mattered to me. And how much you mattered to me. And I didn’t know how to hold it without breaking.”

Meher stared at him, heart thudding. She tried to summon disgust, dismissal, something that would put a wall between them. But her memory betrayed her again with a flash of the boy’s silhouette, sitting too still, listening too deeply, as if her mother’s voice had been the only steady thing he had.

“You’re saying this now,” Meher said, voice low. “After years. After I built my life without this place.”

Cassian nodded, and his eyes shone with something he refused to let spill. “Yes.”

The lamp flame brightened for a moment, a small flare of approval. The courtyard air felt charged, like thunder waiting to drop.

Meher’s fingers tightened around her own arms. “Why now.”

Cassian glanced toward the gate, then back at her. “Because I heard it was being sold,” he said. “Because I heard the courtyard would be flattened and made into something that didn’t remember what it was. And because the last time I walked away from this place, someone died, and I told myself I would never leave another story unfinished.”

Meher felt her throat close. She didn’t want to be the person who said her mother’s death was not his to carry. She didn’t want to be the person who admitted that hearing him speak her mother into the air made her feel less alone in a grief she had starved of witnesses.

She swallowed hard. “That doesn’t explain how you knew I’d be here.”

Cassian’s expression shifted, and for the first time, guilt flickered plainly across his face. “Gargi told me.”

Meher’s jaw tightened. “Gargi.”

Cassian nodded. “She sent a message. She said you were coming. She said you’d try to fix things with your hands because you don’t know how to fix them with your voice.”

Meher flinched as if slapped. “She said that.”

Cassian’s gaze softened. “She loves you.”

Meher’s laugh sounded bitter. “She barely knows me now.”

Cassian didn’t argue. He just looked at her like he could see the thin places in her armor.

The courtyard responded again. A faint sound rose from the wall, not words, but the whisper of stone settling, like a book opening somewhere out of sight.

Meher turned her head toward the plastered section. The damp outline had changed. The lettering beneath it seemed sharper now, and for a moment it looked as if a line of script was pressing forward through skin.

Meher’s pulse spiked. “What is it doing?”

Cassian’s voice dropped. “Listening. Measuring.”

Meher forced herself to look at him again. “And what does it measure?”

Cassian hesitated. “Whether we’re lying.”

Meher’s skin went cold. “That’s impossible.”

Cassian’s eyes held hers. “So is the gate refusing to open.”

Meher stared at him, and something in her anger shifted. It didn’t vanish, but it rearranged itself into something else, something that felt like fear wearing a practical coat.

“You said it takes something else if we don’t,” Meher said. “What else?”

Cassian’s jaw tightened. “Sometimes it takes memory,” he admitted. “Sometimes it takes a promise and forces it out in a way you don’t choose. It can make you relive things you thought you buried.”

Meher felt her chest squeeze. “You’re saying it will punish me.”

“I’m saying it will demand payment,” Cassian said quietly. “The courtyard doesn’t understand fairness the way we do. It understands balance.”

Meher stared at the seam stone between them. In the lamplight, the seam looked darker, as if it had absorbed centuries of spilled words.

She inhaled. Exhaled.

“Fine,” she said, and the word came out like a blade. “Your confession is done. Now open the gate.”

Cassian didn’t move. His gaze stayed locked on hers. “It’s not done.”

Meher’s pulse jumped. “What do you mean?”

Cassian’s voice softened, but it carried a steadiness that made her skin prickle. “It wants yours.”

Meher’s laugh was short, sharp, defensive. “I’m not giving it anything.”

Cassian’s eyes held hers, and for a moment Meher hated him for not looking away, for not letting her hide behind sarcasm. “Meher,” he said. “You demanded the truth. That’s what it respects.”

Meher’s throat tightened. “This is ridiculous.”

Cassian didn’t flinch. “Then prove it. Say something honest and watch nothing happen.”

Meher stared at him, anger flaring. It would be so easy to spit out something cold and careless. It would be so easy to say she didn’t care about the courtyard, didn’t care about her mother’s stories, didn’t care about him.

But the moment she tried to shape those lies, her skin heated over the vow-mark, a sharp pulse like warning.

Meher’s breath caught.

Cassian noticed. His face tightened with concern. “It’s reacting.”

Meher’s voice shook. “Stop watching me.”

“I can’t,” Cassian said quietly, and the admission sounded like another confession he hadn’t planned. “Not when you look like you’re about to split yourself in half just to stay in control.”

Meher’s eyes stung, and she hated it. She hated this courtyard, hated this lamp, hated the way Cassian’s voice made the tightest parts of her feel seen.

She lifted her chin. “You don’t get to talk like you know what I’m carrying.”

Cassian’s eyes softened. “Then tell me.”

Meher’s laugh broke on the edge. “Why? So you can disappear again when it gets uncomfortable.”

Cassian flinched. The pain in his face was immediate and real, and it made Meher’s anger stumble. He took a slow breath, as if he was forcing himself not to retreat.

“I won’t,” he said. “Not tonight. Not again.”

Meher’s heart was hammered. She wanted to believe him just enough to let herself collapse, and she despised that want. She looked away from his face and stared at the seam stone instead, because stone was easier than eyes.

Her voice came out low, and she barely recognized it as her own. “I didn’t come here to remember,” she said.

The lamplight seemed to sharpen, as if the courtyard leaned closer.

Cassian didn’t speak. He didn’t rush her. He simply stood there, steady, like someone who understood that truth could not be dragged out without becoming a lie.

Meher swallowed. Her fingers curled around her own arms tighter, as if she could hold herself together through sheer force.

“I came here to end it,” she said, and the words landed heavy in the air. “I came here to sign the papers, hand over the keys, and leave. Because if I keep this place, it will become real again. It becomes... her again.”

Cassian’s gaze didn’t waver. But something in his face softened, like he was hearing a story he had been waiting for and dreading at the same time.

Meher’s throat tightened. “Everyone talks about moving on like it’s a door you walk through,” she said, voice shaking despite her effort. “But for me it was a wall. I built it brick by brick. I became someone who doesn’t look back. Someone who doesn’t fall apart. Someone who doesn’t need lullabies to sleep.”

Her breath hitched, and she hated that it did.

Cassian’s voice was barely above a whisper. “Meher.”

She flinched at her name, at how tender it sounded now. Something in her snapped into fury because tenderness was dangerous.

“Don’t,” she said. “Don’t soften it. Don’t make it poetic.”

Cassian didn’t argue. He only nodded, like he was letting her keep the shape of her pain without trying to decorate it.

Meher stared at the seam stone until her eyes blurred. “After she died,” she said, “people told me stories about her like they were gifts. They kept saying how kind she was, how she made everyone feel safe. And all I could think was, she didn’t stay. She didn’t stay for me.”

Cassian’s breath caught audibly.

Meher’s voice cracked. “I hate myself for thinking that,” she whispered, and the confession tasted like rust. “But it’s there. It’s been there for years. And every time I step into this courtyard, it comes back like it never left.”

The vow-mark burned, not painful, but insistent, like a thumb pressed to a pulse point.

The courtyard responded.

The oil lamp flame flared, and for a moment the lamplight spread across the walls like water. Shadows shifted along the arches, not random shadows, but shapes that held the impression of movement, as if people were walking there, as if someone had once stood in that exact corner and told a story into the night.

Meher’s breath stuttered.

Cassian turned his head slowly, eyes wide, watching the walls with a cautious reverence. “It heard you,” he said, voice rough.

Meher’s stomach rolled. “Make it stop.”

Cassian looked back at her, and something in him looked torn between awe and fear. “It won’t stop because it’s not hurting you,” he said. “It’s showing you.”

Meher shook her head hard, as if denial could shake the courtyard back into stone. “I don’t want to see.”

Cassian took one small step forward, not crossing the seam, just coming closer to it, as if he was willing to meet her at the edge without forcing her into him. “Then close your eyes,” he said gently. “And keep speaking. Give it the truth it wants, and it will let us out.”

Meher’s chest rose and fell too fast. She felt trapped, not only by the locked gate, but by the sudden proximity of her own honesty. For years she had treated truth like a sharp tool best kept in a drawer. Now the courtyard had dragged it into the light.

She closed her eyes.

Her voice came out quiet, shaken, stripped. “I blamed her,” she said. “Not in words. Not to anyone. But on the way I stopped coming here. So I stopped believing in stories. In the way I decided that loving something meant it would leave.”

The silence that followed was heavy and complete.

Meher opened her eyes again, and when she did, she saw something that made her knees threaten to buckle.

On the far wall, beneath the damp plaster, a line of script glowed faintly, as if the courtyard had lit it from inside. It was not modern paint. It looked pressed into stone long ago. The glow was soft, like moonlight on water, but the letters were clear enough to make her skin prickle.

Cassian stared at it, face tight with recognition. “It’s waking the inscription,” he whispered.

Meher’s mouth went dry. “Can you read it?”

Cassian’s gaze flicked to her, then back to the wall. “Some of it,” he said. “Not all of it yet.”

Meher felt the vow-mark pulse again, and this time, Cassian’s mark seemed to pulse in answer, visible beneath his collar as a faint warmth that moved under his skin.

Meher’s breath caught. “Why is it reacting to both of us?”

Cassian swallowed. His voice came out low, reluctant. “Because the vow isn’t just about the courtyard,” he said. “It’s about a story that was never finished. A story that needs two voices to complete.”

Meher’s throat tightened. “Two voices,” she repeated. “Mine and yours.”

Cassian nodded, and his eyes held hers with a gravity that made the air feel heavier. “Yes.”

Meher’s anger flared again, protective and hot. “Then tell me the part you’re not saying.”

Cassian’s jaw tightened. His gaze flickered, then up again. “There’s something I haven’t told you,” he admitted.

Meher’s pulse hammered. “What.”

Cassian’s breath came slow, strained, like he had to force each word past a barrier built over years. “Your mother,” he said softly, “didn’t just tell stories here. She made a promise. And she named you in it.”

Meher felt the world tilt. “What promise?”

Cassian’s eyes shone, and his voice became quieter, almost pained. “A promise that if the courtyard ever woke for you, you would not face it alone.”

Meher’s throat went tight with a sound she refused to make. “That’s impossible,” she whispered, because the alternative was unbearable. The alternative was that her mother had seen this coming. The alternative was that her mother had expected Meher to be trapped by truth someday, and had tried to leave her a way through it.

Cassian’s voice trembled, just slightly. “She asked me to be the second voice.”

Meher stared at him, frozen. “You,” she whispered.

Cassian nodded once, and the nod looked like surrender. “Me.”

Meher’s chest clenched so hard it hurt. Anger surged, grief surged, disbelief surged, all tangled together.

“You vanished,” Meher said, voice rising. “You left. You didn’t come back. You didn’t even—”

Cassian’s eyes flashed with pain. “I know,” he said, and the words broke raw. “And I’ve hated myself for it. But the promise didn’t vanish just because I ran. It waited. It stayed in the stone. It stayed in the story.”

The lamp flame flared again, brighter, and the courtyard walls shimmered with moving shadows, as if the courtyard was impatient now, as if it wanted the next truth.

Meher’s hands shook. “So what,” she whispered. “You think you can walk back in and play hero in my life because my mother asked you to.”

Cassian flinched like she had struck him. He took a slow breath, and when he spoke, his voice was steady but heavy with emotion. “No,” he said. “I’m not here to play hero. I’m here because I’m tired of running. I’m here because the only thing worse than failing that promise is watching you carry this place alone while it’s torn apart.”

Meher stared at him, and something in her cracked—not completely, not into forgiveness, but into a small opening where curiosity and pain could breathe.

“And what does the promise demand,” she asked, voice low, trembling. “What does it want from me?”

Cassian’s gaze flicked toward the glowing inscription. “It wants the truth you’ve never spoken,” he said. “And it wants the truth I’ve never spoken.”

Meher’s breath stuttered. “What truth?”

Cassian looked at her then, fully, as if he had run out of places to hide. His voice dropped, intimate without being inappropriate, intense without crossing any line.

“The reason I left wasn’t just grief,” he said. “It was you.”

Meher’s heart slammed against her ribs. “Me.”

Cassian nodded, eyes shining. “I was afraid of how much I wanted to stay near you,” he admitted. “Afraid that if I stayed, I’d start reaching for a life I didn’t believe I deserved. Afraid that if I loved you openly, I’d ruin you, or ruin myself, or ruin the last safe place your mother gave us.”

The words landed in Meher like heat and ice at once, and she couldn’t decide what hurt more: hearing them or realizing a part of her had always wondered if that boy under the arch had grown into someone who remembered her too.

Meher swallowed hard. She forced her voice to stay steady. “And now.”

Cassian’s breath shook. “Now I’m here,” he said. “And the courtyard is asking for what I refused to give it back then. A confession.”

Meher’s pulse hammered. The lamplight brightened again, and the inscription glowed more clearly, as if the courtyard was pulling the next line toward the surface.

Meher’s skin burned over the vow-mark.

She looked at Cassian, and for the first time since he stepped through the arch, she felt something shift beneath her anger: a fear of what would happen if she let herself believe him, and a fear of what would happen if she didn’t.

Outside the courtyard walls, the city still moved on. Inside, the air held still, waiting.

Meher took a slow step closer to the seam stone, close enough that the warmth of the lamp brushed her cheek. Cassian didn’t move toward her, but his focus sharpened, like he was bracing himself for impact.

“What is it going to make us do,” Meher asked, and her voice came out quieter than she intended.

Cassian’s eyes flicked to the inscription again. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “Not exactly. But I know this. The courtyard doesn’t accept half-truths. If we try to trick it, it will take the truth anyway.”

Meher’s throat tightened. “Then we tell it,” she whispered.

Cassian’s breath caught. “Meher—”

She cut him off, eyes fixed on the glowing script. “Not because I trust you,” she said. “Because I want the gate open. Because I want my life back.”

Cassian nodded once, like he accepted the conditions without protest. “All right,” he said. “Together.”

Meher stared at the wall, at the first line of the inscription now visible beneath the damp plaster. The letters looked like they were waiting for sound, waiting for the right voices to wake them fully.

Cassian shifted slightly, not closer, but aligned, like he was positioning himself beside her in a story he had been trying not to enter.

Meher’s breath went shallow. “Read it,” she demanded.

Cassian’s eyes tracked the line, and his voice lowered as if the courtyard required respect. He spoke carefully, sounding out the words like they were older than the air. “It says,” he murmured, “‘When the legend is kissed, the door will not open—’”

Meher’s stomach clenched.

Cassian continued, voice tightening. “‘—until the two bound hearts speak the truth that changed them.’”

The words hung in the courtyard like a sentence carved into skin.

Meher’s mouth went dry. “Two bound hearts,” she whispered.

Cassian’s gaze met hers, and the tension between them turned electric, not with desire, but with a frightening intimacy neither of them had chosen. “Yes,” he said softly.

Meher’s vow-mark burned.

The lamp flame flared.

And from somewhere deep in the courtyard walls, a new sound rose, like stone turning its attention fully toward them.

Meher felt the gate behind her click—not open, not unlocking, but changing, as if the courtyard had just tightened its grip for the next demand.

Cassian’s face went pale, eyes fixed on the inscription. “Meher,” he whispered, voice strained.

“What,” Meher snapped, heart racing.

Cassian lifted his hand slowly and pointed toward the wall, toward the glow that had shifted into a new line of writing emerging beneath the first.

Meher followed his gesture, and her breath stopped.

A second line was forming, brighter and clearer than the first, as if the courtyard had just decided what it wanted next.

Cassian’s voice came out rough, barely audible. “It’s adding a condition,” he said.

Meher’s chest tightened. “Read it.”

Cassian stared at the new line as if he wished he could unsee it. Then he swallowed and spoke, his voice breaking on the last word.

“It says,” he whispered, “‘The truth must be spoken as a vow—’”

Meher felt her blood turn cold.

Cassian’s eyes lifted to hers, full of dread.

“‘—and the vow will bind them before the gate will open.’”
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​Chapter 2: The Vow That Would Not Let Go
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Meher stared at the new line of glowing script until her eyes began to ache, as if pain might change the meaning of the words. The courtyard had taken something invisible and made it unavoidably plain. A vow. Binding. Before the gate would open.

She turned to Cassian with a hard, incredulous look that felt like the only thing keeping her upright. “That’s not a condition,” she said. “That’s a trap.”

Cassian didn’t argue. He looked shaken in a way that made him seem younger, like the boy who listened in corners had never fully left him, only learned how to wear adult steadiness over old fear. “It’s... not optional,” he said quietly.

Meher’s laugh came sharp, then died before it could finish. “Nothing about tonight has been optional.”

She walked away from the seam stone, dragging her own breath with her like it was something heavy. The courtyard felt smaller than it had minutes ago, not because the walls had moved, but because the choices inside it had narrowed. She crossed to the gate again and pushed her palm against the iron bars, pressing like she could force the lock into remembering its job.

On the other side was the normal world. A road, distant headlights, the faint rumble of the city refusing to care about her private nightmare. She called out once, not with a name, not with a plea, but with a raw sound that came from the back of her throat.

No one answered.

The gate did not even pretend to tremble.

Meher withdrew, her fingers curled into a fist. She wanted to strike the bars. She wanted to strike the wall. She wanted to strike anything that would give her the relief of impact. Instead, she stood still and felt the warm mark on her collarbone pulse like a small, stubborn heartbeat that belonged to someone else.

Behind her, Cassian’s footsteps approached carefully, as if the courtyard itself had become a sleeping animal he didn’t want to startle. He stopped a respectful distance away.

“Meher,” he said.

“Don’t,” she snapped, not looking at him. “Don’t say my name like you have the right.”

Silence gathered between them, thick as damp cloth.

Cassian’s voice came again, softer this time, as if he was choosing each word with hands that shook. “Then tell me what you want me to call you.”

Meher turned at that, fast and sharp, anger flaring at the audacity of tenderness. But when she met his eyes, she saw he wasn’t trying to win. He was trying to stay present. It was the kind of effort that made her furious because it made her feel something other than contempt.

“My name is fine,” she said. “It’s your presence that isn’t.”

Cassian took the hit without defense. He nodded once, like he’d expected it, like he’d rehearsed surviving her anger as part of the penance he’d assigned himself.

Meher forced her gaze back to the glowing inscription, to the wall that had become a judge. “A vow binds people,” she said, voice tight. “That’s what vows do. I don’t swear with strangers. I don’t make vows with men who vanish. I don’t make vows because a building demands it.”

Cassian’s breath sounded shallow. “I’m not asking you to bind yourself to me,” he said quickly, and there was urgency under the calm. “I’m asking you to bind yourself to the truth. The courtyard might accept a vow to protect the inscription, to keep the stories intact. A vow to—”

“To what,” Meher cut in. “To become the kind of woman who stays in a place that makes her ache.”

Cassian fell quiet, as if he had no safe answer.

Meher felt the high, bright edge of panic press against her ribs. She hated that panic, hated how it made her voice sound unsteady if she didn’t clamp down hard enough. “Tomorrow there will be people here,” she said. “Ritvik will come with papers and smiles and his polite voice that makes you want to agree just to stop listening. He will stand right outside this gate and tell me I have minutes to decide, because that’s how men like him win. And if this gate doesn’t open, my choice becomes... nothing. I become nothing.”

Cassian’s gaze sharpened at the name. “Ritvik,” he repeated, like he’d tasted it. “He’s coming tomorrow.”

“Yes,” Meher said, and the word was a clipped blade. “Because I told him tomorrow. Because I promised him I would sign.”

Cassian flinched, not at the promise, but at the weight behind it. “You promised because you wanted it over,” he said.

Meher’s laugh came out hollow. “I promised because I didn’t want to feel.”

Cassian held her gaze, and the steadiness in his eyes felt like a hand on a bruise. “Then the courtyard is doing what it does,” he said, voice rough. “It’s refusing to let you skip the part where you tell the truth.”

Meher’s throat tightened. She wanted to deny it. She wanted to insist she’d already told enough truth for one night. She wanted to say her grief was not a tax the courtyard was allowed to collect.

But the warm mark pulsed again, sharp enough to steal her breath for a second. She found herself pressing her fingers to it instinctively, like a child holding a scraped knee.

Cassian noticed, his eyes flicking to her hand. His own fingers rose to his throat, hovering, then dropping as if he’d been burned by the idea of touching himself while watching her. “It’s getting stronger,” he murmured.

Meher’s jaw clenched. “I don’t care.”

Cassian’s voice became softer, almost pleading. “You do.”

Meher whipped her head up. “No.”

Cassian didn’t back down, but he didn’t push either. He simply
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