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​About the Author  

SANKULAHUB writes emotionally rich, clean, contemporary-style romantasy and romance with tender chemistry, character-first stakes, and satisfying, hopeful endings. Each story leans into longing, trust, and the quiet courage it takes to choose love without losing yourself.
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For every heart that learned to speak the truth gently, and for every vow that became a doorway instead of a cage.
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Aveline Hartmoor is the Royal Oathkeeper, trained to read the tremor inside a promise and seal vows with living ink. She is calm on the surface, relentless underneath, and privately haunted by what an oath once cost her family.
Prince Stellan Arkwright is the heir who was taught that duty is a language and people are its punctuation. He can charm a room when he chooses to, but he trusts almost no one, and his disguise is not romance-playacting but an act of survival.

Queen Regent Seraphina Arkwright holds the court together with grace that looks effortless and choices that are anything but. She is protective of the crown and quietly suspicious of everyone who claims to serve it.

Lord Bastian Crownholt is the palace spymaster, polite as a blade, loyal to stability rather than to any single person. He listens like a prayer and remembers like a curse.

Lady Ysabet Carrow is a noble with a sweet voice and a sharp agenda. She knows the court’s hunger for scandal and feeds it in controlled portions.

Captain Calder Rooke commands the inner palace guard. He respects Aveline’s authority, dislikes secrets, and understands that sometimes the most dangerous enemy wears a familiar face.

Magister Oren Valis is the court’s vow-ward architect, a scholar of magical law who believes rules are holy until he must decide which rule saves the most lives.

Fiora Lenwell is Aveline’s closest confidante within the palace machinery, a clever assistant-scribe who notices details others dismiss and refuses to let Aveline carry every burden alone.
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The palace did not creak when it was nervous. It sang.
Aveline felt it in the stone beneath her boots as she crossed the Hall of Vows, the faint vibration traveling through marble and bone, rising into her teeth like a warning. The torches along the corridor burned clean and steady, but the air between them seemed to tighten with every step, as if the castle itself were holding its breath.

Tonight, the court would call it anticipation. Tomorrow, if the oath went wrong, they would call it history.

At the far end of the hall, the great oath-dais waited beneath an arch of carved lilies and interlocking crowns. Above it, the vow-wards shimmered like heat over summer road—nearly invisible until you knew how to look. Aveline knew. She had spent her life learning the exact color of a promise as it formed, the shape a lie tried to take before it broke.

A page in midnight livery met her at the dais, face pale, eyes too wide for palace training. “Oathkeeper,” he said, voice catching on the title. “They’re... they’re already here.”

“They?” Aveline kept her tone even. A nervous servant was a spark. Court panic was dry tinder.

The page was swallowed. “A petitioner. No name offered. They refused the registry clerk. They said they would speak only in front of you.”

Aveline’s hand tightened around the leather folio under her arm. She had been pulled from her chambers so quickly she could still smell the ink on her fingers. “That isn’t how vows are requested.”

“I know,” the page whispered, as if admitting it aloud might shatter the wards. “But Lord Bastian said—”

Of course he did.

Aveline stepped onto the dais. The room beyond opened wide and tall, a cavern of polished stone and stained glass that held light in its throat. The windows were dark now, reflecting only the torchglow and the ghost of her own outline.

And at the center of the hall, standing alone on the oathstone reserved for sovereign blood, was a figure in a half-mask.

Not the kind worn for a playful masquerade, not yet. This was carved of pale wood and painted the color of ash, covering one side of the face while leaving the other bare. The uncovered side was shadowed by a hood, but she could see the set of the jaw, the stillness of someone who had learned how to make silence look like authority.

Aveline stopped at the edge of the dais and let her senses widen.

Words carried shapes. Intent carried weight. Lies carried a faint sourness, like copper left too long on the tongue.

This stranger’s intent pressed against the wards with a careful, practiced restraint, as if he were trying not to startle something dangerous. His silence was not empty. It was measured.

“Step down from the oathstone,” Aveline said, her voice echoing cleanly. “That place is not for you.”

The figure lifted his head. The visible eye—dark, steady—found her at once. “It is,” he said. “Tonight.”

His voice was low, controlled, the kind that could convince a room to lean in without raising its volume. Aveline felt the wards respond, not in recognition, but in warning. The castle didn’t know him. The castle didn’t like surprises.

“You have not stated your name,” she replied.

“I won’t,” he said.

Aveline’s patience was not a thing she handed out simply because someone asked. She had earned it the hard way, by being the one person in a palace of performance who could not afford to pretend.

“If you refuse identification,” she said, “you will not be permitted to swear any vow under royal wards. That is not my preference. That is the law.”

A pause. She watched him breathe.

When he spoke again, the words came with a quiet precision. “If I give my name, I will die before midnight.”

The statement struck the hall like a thrown coin—small, metallic, impossible to ignore once it landed. Aveline’s instincts rose, sharp and immediate. It would be easy to dismiss it as melodrama. It would be easier still to pretend she hadn’t heard.

But her magic didn’t care about ease.

She reached inward, to the place where vow-sense lived, and tasted the truth in his sentence.

Fear, real and contained. Urgency. And beneath both, a thread of something colder: certainty.

He believed it.

Aveline didn’t move, didn’t let the page behind her hear the shift in her breathing. “You came to the Hall of Vows,” she said, “to tell me you will die if you speak your name.”

“I came,” he corrected, “because you are the only one in this palace who can make a promise mean something again.”

That was flattery with teeth. Aveline had heard kinder versions from dukes trying to charm her into looking the other way. She had heard crueler versions from nobles who wanted her power without her judgment.

Still, her vow-sense flickered at the edges of his statement. Not fully true, not fully false. He believed she mattered. He also wanted something.

Aveline shifted her folio to one hand. “If you intend to accuse the palace of treason, you can do it through proper channels.”

His uncovered mouth curved, not into a smile, but into a brief acknowledgment of her refusal to be impressed. “Proper channels are why we’re here.”

Aveline’s eyes narrowed. “Explain.”

He took a step forward, careful, as if he knew the wardline he was approaching. He stopped at the invisible boundary that separated the oathstone from the dais. Torchlight caught the edge of his mask, revealing a faint carved pattern—interlocking loops, like knots.

Vow-knots.

Her throat went dry. “Where did you get that mask?”

His gaze didn’t waver. “From someone who wanted me alive.”

That answer was another half-truth. Aveline felt it. It wasn’t evasive in the way liars were evasive. It was evasive in the way survivors were.

Aveline drew a slow breath through her nose. “You are not here for the ceremony,” she said. “You are here for a binding.”

“Yes,” he said. “A private oath. Sealed by you. Tonight.”

Aveline’s pulse pressed once, hard, against her ribs. “No private oaths are sealed in this hall. Everything sworn here becomes part of the court record.”

His gaze dropped to the folio in her hand, then back to her face. “Then we do it in your script,” he said. “Not theirs.”

Aveline felt the page behind her shift, a soft scrape of shoe on stone. She didn’t turn. The hall had ears. It always did.

“You keep speaking as if you know how my work is done,” she said.

“I know enough,” he replied, “to know that your ink can bind intention, not just words.”

Aveline didn’t allow her expression to change, but something in her stomach tightened. Very few people knew that. Fewer still understood what it meant. Most imagined magic as light and storms and spectacle. Her magic was quieter. More frightening.

Her ink didn’t sparkle. It was held.

“Who told you that?” she asked.

A beat. “Someone who broke an oath once,” he said, “and never forgave himself.”

The truth in that sentence was complicated. Aveline tasted regret, old and sharp. Not his regret. Someone else’s. Someone close enough that their guilt still stained his voice.

Aveline’s fingers cooled around the folio. “If you have evidence of wrongdoing,” she said, “bring it to the Regent.”

His jaw flexed. “The Regent cannot be sure who is loyal.”

“And you can?” Aveline asked.

“I can be sure,” he said, “that a treaty will be signed tomorrow that hands the kingdom’s throat to the first person willing to squeeze.”

The hall seemed to tilt a fraction. Aveline’s vow-sense flared—not at the drama, but at the conviction. He wasn’t spinning a story for attention. He was trying to stop something.

Aveline’s mind moved fast, sorting. Tomorrow was the Day of Veils, the annual court masquerade, the one night the nobility hid their faces while making public vows. It was tradition, yes. But this year it was also the hinge on which succession turned.

The late king’s final decree required the heir to swear a coronation oath under the vow-wards at midnight, masked and witnessed by the court, to prove both bloodright and consent of the realm.

If the prince failed to appear, the oath could not be sworn.

If the oath could not be sworn, the Regent would be forced to accept the council’s alternative: a political marriage treaty with the neighboring power, binding the crown to a foreign alliance through law and magic both.

Aveline had read the draft treaty. She had refused to seal it. Not because she opposed alliances, but because the text felt... hungry. Like a vow written by someone who believed consent was a technicality.

“You’re speaking about the treaty,” Aveline said.

“I’m speaking about what’s buried inside it,” he replied.

Aveline’s stomach tightened again. “Show me.”

“I can’t,” he said, “unless you bind me first.”

Aveline stared at him. “You want me to bind a vow for an unnamed stranger.”

“Yes.”

“That is either desperation,” she said, “or manipulation.”

His visible eye didn’t blink. “It’s both.”

The honesty of that landed in her like a small blow. Not because it was kind, but because it was rare.

Aveline stepped down from the dais, slow enough to keep the room steady, close enough to see the faint stubble along his jawline where the hood shadow broke. He smelled like cold air and something sharp—juniper, maybe—like someone who had ridden hard through winter streets.

She stopped at the wardline. “If I do this,” she said, “I do it in strict terms. You will swear to tell me the truth of what you know. You will swear not to harm me, directly or indirectly. And you will swear that you came to me because you believe the realm is in danger, not because you want a private advantage.”

His mouth tightened. “You want me to swear I’m not using you.”

“I want you to swear,” Aveline corrected, “that you understand what it means if you are.”

Aveline’s magic was not punished with theatrics. It was punished with consequence. A sealed vow was not a suggestion. It was a path. If you tried to step off it, the world resisted.

His gaze held hers. “Add one more,” he said.

Aveline waited.

He spoke carefully, like someone placing a hand near a flame. “Swear that you won’t reveal my identity until I consent.”

Aveline felt her spine go rigid. “Absolutely not.”

“If you refuse that,” he said, “you might as well hand me to whoever is waiting with a knife.”

Aveline’s vow-sense surged at the word knife, tasting not metaphor but literal threat. She didn’t doubt it anymore. Someone wanted this man caught. Someone wanted him to be silent.

And if that someone was inside the palace, then proper channels were not safe.

Aveline’s mind flashed, uninvited, to her mother’s last day. Not the execution itself—the palace had been merciful enough to do it quickly—but the moment before, when her mother had looked at Aveline across the tribunal and said, very softly, Don’t let them make your truth a weapon against you.

Aveline had been sixteen. She had believed the court was a place where law meant safety.

She had learned better.

Aveline looked at the masked stranger and made herself ask the question she hadn’t wanted to ask since the page’s trembling voice. “Where is the prince?”

For the first time, something in him faltered. Not fear. Not surprising. Something like grief caught behind discipline.

He didn’t answer.

Aveline’s vow-sense flared in the silence. Silence could be a lie, depending on what it hid. His silence tasted like a locked door.

“Answer,” Aveline said, and felt the words sharpen.

He leaned forward a fraction, voice dropping so low it felt like it belonged only to her. “If I tell you,” he said, “you are no longer safe in this hall.”

Aveline’s breath held. “So you admit he’s in danger.”

His gaze didn’t waver. “I admit,” he said, “that the throne is not the only thing someone intends to claim.”

Aveline had spent years learning to keep her face calm. Still, she felt the smallest chill slide under her skin. This wasn’t gossip. This wasn't a scandal. This was a plan.

A plan timed to a masquerade, when faces were hidden and vows were public and the right death could look like fate.

Aveline lifted her folio and opened it. The page inside was blank, waiting for ink. Her quill sat tucked into the spine, its metal nib catching torchlight.

“This is not what I was called for,” she murmured, more to herself than to him.

“No,” he said softly. “You were called because you’re the only person left who can’t be bought with a smile.”

Aveline hated that he was right.

She looked past him, letting her gaze sweep the shadows near the columns. The hall looked empty. That meant nothing. Lord Bastian’s spies could be anywhere. The palace could listen through its own stone.

Aveline lowered her voice. “If I bind you,” she said, “and you’re lying, you will suffer. You understand that.”

“I understand,” he said.

“And if you are telling the truth,” she continued, “you will still suffer. The court does not forgive people who disrupt its plans.”

His visible eye flickered—something like relief, strangely. “Then we agree about the court.”

Aveline inhaled once, steady. “Step forward,” she said.

He moved, crossing the wardline.

The vow-wards above them reacted immediately. Not with welcome. With alarm. The air tightened. Torch flames leaned inward as if pulled by a sudden gravity.

Aveline felt the ink in her folio stir, alive in a way it only became under true intent. Her fingers trembled once. She stilled them.

“What is your vow?” she asked.

The masked man’s shoulders lifted with a breath. When he spoke, his voice was rawer than before, the control thinning at the edges.

“I swear,” he said, “by blood and by crown and by the life I intend to keep, that I will tell you the truth of what I know about tomorrow’s oath. I swear I will not harm you. I swear I will not use you to gain power for myself. And I swear I will not reveal what you tell me in confidence unless the realm’s survival demands it.”

Aveline’s eyes narrowed. “That last clause is a loophole.”

“It’s a reality,” he said quietly. “Write it differently if you can.”

Aveline’s quill hovered. The hall’s singing grew louder, vibrating in her bones. She could feel the wards pressing, impatient, as if they wanted her to refuse.

Her magic did not like uncertainty. It liked clarity.

Aveline began to write.

The ink appeared dark at first, then deepened into a blue-black sheen as it drank his intention. Each word settled onto the page like a stone placed carefully in a river. The vow-wards above shifted, aligning, their glow tightening into a thin, bright lattice.

Aveline wrote the clause without the loophole. She wrote the terms with precision. She wrote his consent into the binding like a thread through fabric.

When she reached the final line, she paused.

The name.

A vow required a name. It always had. The wards needed a point of contact with reality, something to tie consequences to.

Aveline’s quill hovered above the page, and the hall seemed to lean toward her, waiting.

“I can’t seal this without a name,” Aveline said.

The masked man’s jaw tightened. “Then write it as ‘the petitioner.’”

Aveline shook her head. “That binds nothing. That binds a concept. The wards will reject it.”

He exhaled, slow. “Then—”

Aveline’s vow-sense caught something at the edge of his desperation, something he hadn’t said aloud but was pushing toward her like a plea.

If I give it to you, don’t make me regret it.

Aveline lifted her eyes to his. “If you trust me,” she said, “you will give me a name that the wards accept. Not necessarily the name the court knows. But something true enough to bind.”

His visible eye searched her face like he was reading her the way she read ink. “True enough,” he repeated.

Aveline held still.

Finally, he reached up with one hand and pressed two fingers to the edge of his mask, right over the carved vow-knots.

“I was given many names,” he said, voice rough. “Most of them are titles.”

Aveline’s pulse beat once, hard.

He swallowed. “Bind me as Stellan.”

Aveline’s hand went cold.

Stellan was not a name spoken lightly in this palace. It was the heir’s name. It was written into decrees and carved into the king’s final will. It was whispered in prayers. It was cursed in secret.

Aveline stared at him, and the hall’s singing rose into a thin, dangerous pitch.

“This is a trap,” she said.

“It’s a gamble,” he corrected. “A trap would be certain.”

Aveline’s mind raced. If he was lying, binding that name would be catastrophic. If he was telling the truth, refusing might doom the realm.

She thought of the treaty. The midnight oath. The way the draft text had tasted like hunger.

She thought of her mother’s warning.

Aveline lowered her gaze to the page and wrote the name.

The moment the ink formed the final stroke, the vow-wards flared.

Not a gentle glow. A surge, bright enough to paint the hall in white-blue light. The torches guttered and then steadied, as if humbled. The marble beneath them warmed, and Aveline felt a pressure in the air like the palace had placed a hand on her shoulder.

The masked man sucked in a breath, not in pain, but in shock—like he had expected resistance and found recognition instead.

Aveline’s stomach dropped.

The wards had accepted him.

Aveline’s eyes snapped to his wrist, where the edge of his sleeve had shifted during the flare. For a heartbeat, a mark shimmered beneath the skin: a thin sigil like a crown stitched with knots.

Visible only to her, because she was the one who had bound the vow.

Aveline’s voice came out quiet. “You’re—”

“Not safe,” he cut in, urgent now, the calm finally broken. “Not here. Not with that mark awake.”

Aveline’s hands tightened on the folio. “If you are who you just made me bind,” she said, “then why are you in disguise in your own hall?”

His visible eye held hers, and for the first time she saw something unguarded there—fear, yes, but also a fierce, weary determination.

“Because if I walk into tomorrow’s masquerade as myself,” he said, “the oath at midnight becomes my execution.”

Aveline’s throat went tight. “Who would dare?”

His gaze flicked past her shoulder, toward the shadows near the columns. “Someone who already dared,” he said. “Someone who knows the vow-wards better than they should.”

Aveline felt the hall’s singing change again, shifting into something sharper, almost frantic.

Her vow-sense flared at the edge of the room.

A presence.

Not the page behind her. Not a servant. Something deliberate.

Aveline didn’t turn, but she could feel the weight of eyes on her back like a knife held just close enough to be felt.

Stellan’s voice dropped, urgent and intimate. “Aveline,” he said, and she froze—because he had said her name without being told.

Curiosity anchor snapped into place, hot and immediate. How does he know me?

Before she could speak, the torchlight at the far door dimmed, as if a shadow had passed in front of the flame.

Aveline heard the softest sound of boots on stone, measured, unhurried.

And then a voice from the darkness, smooth as velvet over steel.

“Oathkeeper,” Lord Bastian said. “How interesting to find you sealing vows after hours.”

Aveline’s blood cooled.

Stellan’s hand, still half-hidden by his sleeve, brushed the edge of her folio—not touching her, not claiming her, but steadying the page like he understood exactly how dangerous this record could be.

Lord Bastian stepped into the torchlight with a polite smile that never reached his eyes. “And you,” he said, gaze sliding to the masked man, “must be very confident to stand on royal stone without permission.”

Aveline’s mind moved fast, too fast. If Bastian took him, the vow would still exist. The wards had accepted it. That meant the palace would be remembered.

And if the palace remembered, others could sense it.

Aveline lifted her chin, forcing calm into her voice. “This vow is sealed,” she said. “It is lawful.”

Lord Bastian’s smile deepened a fraction. “Lawful,” he echoed, as if tasting the word. “Then you won’t mind telling me the petitioner’s name.”

Aveline felt the ink in her folio pulse, warm and alive, as if reminding her that truth had consequences now.

She could reveal him and possibly get him killed before midnight.

She could lie, and her own magic would punish her for it.

Or she could do the one thing the court least expected from its Oathkeeper.

She could choose a third path.

Aveline met Stellan’s gaze for a heartbeat, a silent decision forming between them like the first stitch in a seam.

Then she turned to Lord Bastian and said, steady and clear, “If you want the name, my lord, you’ll have to request it under the wards.”

Lord Bastian’s eyes narrowed, interest sharpening.

Stellan’s voice brushed her ear, barely audible. “If we walk out of this hall,” he murmured, “I need you with me.”

Aveline didn’t ask why. Her vow-sense already knew the answer.

Because the palace had accepted his oath.

And now the palace would demand the rest of it.

Aveline’s heart beat once, hard, as she realized the turning point she had just stepped into.

Tomorrow night, under masks and chandeliers, the crown would demand a vow at midnight.

And somehow, impossibly, she was now bound to the man who could make or break it.

She closed her folio with a soft snap that felt like a door locking.

“Then request it,” Aveline said to Lord Bastian, and felt the palace’s singing rise—warning and promise braided together—as the masquerade began a day early.
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​Chapter 1: The Name Under the Mask
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Aveline kept her folio pressed to her chest as if the leather could hide the warmth of the ink inside it. The vow had settled, sealed and awake, and she could feel it the way she could feel a storm charging behind distant hills. Not loud yet. Not here. But present, watching for the first crack where consequence could slip through.

Bastian’s gaze stayed on her hands. He was not looking at her face. He was not looking at the masked man’s stance. He was looking at the one thing in the hall that could not be talked down, bribed, or bullied once it existed.

Aveline had met plenty of powerful men in this palace. Most of them were convinced power meant being louder than the room. Bastian was worse. His power was the calm assurance that the room already belonged to him.

“You know the rules,” Aveline said, voice steady. “If you want a name recorded from a sealed vow, you request it under the wards with formal intent. You do not ask for it like a rumor.”

Bastian smiled as if she had offered him something interesting to chew on. “You are very protective tonight.”

“I am responsible,” Aveline replied.

His eyes flicked up to her at last, the look sharp beneath the softness. “The difference is often tone.”

Aveline did not let herself flinch at the casual cruelty of that. In the palace, the tone was how people murdered one another without spilling blood. The tone was how a woman could be stripped of authority with a compliment. The tone was how a truth could be made to sound like insolence.

Bastian’s gaze returned to the masked man. “You have placed yourself in a curious position,” he said. “On royal stone, after hours, with the Oathkeeper’s ink still wet.”

The masked man did not speak. Aveline felt his silence like a hand held out flat, telling her without words that he was letting her lead. That, by itself, made her suspicious. Men raised near thrones did not surrender the front of a room unless they were either trained to do it, or desperate enough to take the risk.

Aveline had already tasted desperation in him. She had not yet tasted manipulation. That did not mean it was not there. It only meant he had not needed it yet.

Bastian stepped closer, the torchlight catching the clean line of his collar, the polished edge of a signet ring. He stopped just beyond the dais, as if the wardline mattered to him, and Aveline’s instincts whispered that of course it did. People like Bastian were never careless around magic they did not control.

“I will request it under the wards,” Bastian said, voice almost indulgent. “If that will satisfy your adherence to form. But do not mistake ceremony for protection, Aveline. You are still in my palace.”

Aveline heard her own name in his mouth like a claim. She kept her chin level. “I am in the Hall of Vows,” she said. “And the wards do not belong to you.”

Bastian’s smile sharpened. “They belong to the crown.”

The masked man’s visible eye flicked to Aveline, and in that glance she felt a question. A warning. Aveline did not need the help to understand what Bastian had just done. He had moved the conversation from law to loyalty. From rules anyone could reference to ownership only certain people could define.

Aveline breathed in slowly, tasting torch smoke and old stone, and steadied herself on the one thing she could trust: words that meant what they said.

“If you intend to claim the crown’s authority,” she said, “then you will not object to me notifying the Regent that a formal request is being made. She has the right to witness any use of the wards in the Hall of Vows after hours.”

Bastian’s eyes narrowed. There it was, the smallest crack. Not anger, exactly. Annoyance. As if she had just reminded him she still existed as a person with rights, not a tool with ink.

Aveline felt the palace’s singing shift again, uneasy and alert. The vow-wards were listening. They always listened. They did not care about politics. They cared about intention.

Bastian’s gaze held hers. “Notify her,” he said. “Of course.”

His smile returned, pleasant again, and Aveline hated it more than any open threat.

She turned slightly, enough to catch the page’s eye, and said in a quiet, crisp voice, “Go to Seraphina. Tell her there is a formal ward request in the Hall of Vows. Tell her I require a witness.”

The page hesitated, looking terrified to move.

Bastian tilted his head. “Go on,” he murmured, a gentle push that carried the weight of command.

The page fled.

Aveline waited until the footsteps faded into the corridor before speaking again. “Now,” she said, “state your request.”

Bastian did not step onto the wardline. Instead, he lifted his hand slightly, as if testing the air. “I request the petitioner’s name,” he said. “For record and verification.”

The moment the words left his mouth, the wardline flickered. Not bright, but definite, like a thin seam of light drawn across stone.

Aveline felt the wards accept the request. Not because it was righteous, but because it was properly formed. She hated that, too. Magic could be as indifferent as law.

She looked down at her folio and felt the vow within it stir. The ink wanted to answer. The ink wanted to be true.

Aveline’s stomach tightened.

Truth was not always safe.

She lifted her eyes to Bastian. “The request is noted,” she said. “But access to sealed names requires consent from the bound party, unless the vow itself contains a clause permitting disclosure.”

Bastian’s gaze slid to the masked man. “Then we will ask.”

Aveline turned to the masked man, careful not to show anything on her face. “Do you consent,” she asked, “to your name being disclosed to Bastian under the wards?”

The hall seemed quiet, as if even the torches were listening.

The masked man’s jaw worked once. “No,” he said.

The wardline flashed faintly.

Aveline felt a flicker of relief and fear at once. Relief that he had chosen the cleanest path. Fear because she could already sense where Bastian would push next.

Bastian’s smile did not move. But something in his eyes cooled. “Then the Oathkeeper will refuse my request.”

“I will,” Aveline said, “because the wards will not permit disclosure without consent.”

Bastian’s gaze held hers. “Unless you determine that the realm’s security requires it.”

Aveline’s spine tightened. “That is not an exception in oath law.”

“It is,” Bastian said, voice silk over stone, “when the petitioner has placed themselves on royal stone with royal ink.”

Aveline’s fingers pressed harder into the folio. He was trying to force the situation into a category that would grant him authority. He was trying to make her choose between protecting the wards and protecting the crown, as if they were separate things.

Aveline kept her voice calm. “You are reaching,” she said.

Bastian’s smile widened slightly. “And you are resisting.”

Aveline did not answer. She refused to give him the satisfaction of calling her difficult, stubborn, emotional. She had learned long ago that the palace loved to describe women’s boundaries as temperament.

The masked man shifted a fraction, and Aveline felt him near the edge of moving, as if he might step between them. She did not want that. Not yet. Not with Bastian watching. Not with the vow-mark awake beneath the man’s skin.

Aveline said quietly, “We wait for Seraphina.”

Bastian’s gaze flicked toward the corridor. “We do,” he agreed.

And then, with deliberate patience, he asked, “Why did you seal the vow at all?”

The question was not for truth. It was for weakness. It was a blade looking for the soft place between her ribs.

Aveline made herself meet his eyes. “Because I believed the request was made in good faith,” she said, choosing each word like a stone placed in a path. “Because I believed the matter concerned the realm’s stability. And because the wards accepted the binding.”

Bastian’s gaze sharpened. “The wards accept many things.”

“They accept intent,” Aveline replied.

Bastian’s voice softened, almost kind. “Then perhaps you should ask yourself what intent you just invited into your ink.”

Aveline felt that land where he wanted it to land, in the place where her authority met her fear. She refused to let it show.

Before she could respond, footsteps approached from the corridor. Not hurried. Measured. The sound of someone who knew that making others wait was a kind of power.

Seraphina entered the hall like a candle flame entering a dark room. Not loud, not rushed, but instantly present. She wore a simple gown for the hour, deep blue with a high collar, her hair pinned back without ceremony. Her face was calm. Her eyes were not.

Behind her, Calder moved with the quiet alertness of a guard who had already taken stock of every shadow.

Seraphina’s gaze landed on Aveline first, then slid to Bastian, and then to the masked man on the oathstone. Something flickered behind her composure, quick as lightning behind clouds.

“What is this,” Seraphina asked, voice steady.

Bastian bowed. “A formal ward request, Regent.”

Aveline inclined her head, not a bow, not defiance. “A petitioner requested a private binding,” she said. “I sealed it under lawful terms. Bastian requested disclosure of the petitioner’s name under the wards. The petitioner refused consent.”

Seraphina’s gaze sharpened on Aveline. “You sealed a private binding in this hall.”

“I sealed a binding,” Aveline corrected gently. “Private only in the sense that its terms are not public. The wards were used properly.”

Seraphina’s eyes moved to the masked man. “And this petitioner will not state a name to the court.”

The masked man did not bow. He did not speak. He stood very still, as if motion itself was dangerous.

Seraphina’s voice remained even. “Bastian,” she said, “step back from the dais.”

Bastian obeyed instantly, which told Aveline more than it should have. He was not afraid of Seraphina. He simply knew the value of appearing obedient when the room turned.

Seraphina looked at Aveline. “Why did you accept him,” she asked, “if he would not identify himself.”

Aveline felt every eye in the hall on her. Calder’s watchful focus. Bastian’s interest. The masked man’s steady presence.

Aveline chose honesty without surrender. “Because he claimed he would die before midnight if he spoke his name,” she said. “And because my vow-sense read his fear as true.”

Seraphina’s expression did not change, but something in her eyes tightened. “Before midnight,” she repeated.

Aveline heard the unspoken connection in that phrase, the one the whole palace pretended not to be obsessed with. The coronation oath. The masquerade. The heir’s appearance.

Aveline saw Seraphina’s gaze flick to the vow-wards above, then back to the masked man. She was thinking fast. Aveline could almost feel it, the way the Regent’s mind would be mapping possibility and danger in the same breath.

Seraphina said, “Petitioner.”

The masked man’s visible eye met hers.

Seraphina’s voice remained calm. “Step down from the oathstone and remove your mask.”

The hall seemed to tighten again. Aveline’s stomach dropped.

The masked man did not move.

Aveline felt the vow-mark under his sleeve pulse faintly, as if reacting to the demand. The binding did not require him to obey Seraphina. It required him to tell Aveline the truth. It required him not to harm her. It required him not to use her. It required him not to reveal her confidence unless the realm’s survival demanded it.

Nothing in the vow compelled him to unveil.

Seraphina’s eyes narrowed, the first sign of steel beneath the grace. “Calder,” she said.

Calder took one step forward.

Aveline’s voice cut in, sharper than she intended. “No.”

All three of them turned to look at her.

Aveline felt heat rise in her face, not embarrassment, not shame, but the fierce, sudden certainty that if Calder laid a hand on the masked man, the hall would become a trap. For him. For her. For the oath itself.

Aveline steadied her tone. “If you force removal,” she said, “you risk the wards reacting. The vow-mark is awake. If it flares, anyone attuned to vows will sense it.”

Seraphina’s gaze stayed on Aveline, a silent question beneath the command. Are you protecting him? Are you protecting the crown? Are you protecting yourself?

Aveline answered with the only truth she could offer. “I am protecting the hall,” she said. “And I am protecting the integrity of the wards. If you want his identity, request it properly. If you want to question him, do it without turning this place into a spectacle.”

Bastian’s smile returned, small and satisfied. Aveline could almost hear him thinking, and there she is, stepping out of line.

Seraphina’s gaze flicked briefly toward Bastian, then back to Aveline. “You are unusually certain,” she said.

Aveline forced herself to breathe evenly. “Because my magic is certain,” she replied. “The wards accepted him.”

Seraphina’s eyes went very still. “Accepted,” she said, as if the word itself carried weight.

Aveline did not say anything else. She did not say what she knew. Not here. Not with Bastian in the room. Not with the palace listening.

Seraphina stood quiet for a long moment. Then she said, “Calder, clear the hall.”

Bastian’s head lifted. “Regent—”

Seraphina’s gaze cut to him. “Clear the hall,” she repeated, and the politeness in her voice was gone.

Calder moved first, and the page who had been hovering at the far door came forward with a second guard. They began ushering out the few attendants who had gathered, and Aveline realized with a twist of unease that she had not noticed them at all. Of course the palace had gathered an audience. It always did, hungry for any crack in the facade.

Bastian did not leave.

Seraphina looked at him. “You too.”

Bastian’s smile did not move. “The petitioner sealed a vow in the Hall of Vows,” he said. “That concerns the crown.”

“It concerns my crown,” Seraphina replied. “And you will wait outside.”

For a heartbeat, Aveline thought Bastian might refuse. Not openly, not dramatically, but with some clever form of compliance that was really defiance.

Then Bastian bowed. “As you command.”

He left with measured steps, and the doors closed behind him with a soft, final sound that made Aveline’s shoulders loosen by a fraction.

Only then did Seraphina turn her full attention to the masked man again.

“Now,” Seraphina said quietly, “tell me why you are here.”

The masked man’s visible eye flicked to Aveline first, and Aveline felt the weight of his vow. He could tell the truth to her. He could tell it to Seraphina only if he chose to. And if the truth involved Aveline’s confidence, the vow would resist him unless he believed the realm’s survival demanded it.

He spoke, voice low. “Because if I appear as myself tomorrow,” he said, “I will not survive the midnight oath.”

Seraphina’s face did not change, but Aveline saw the smallest tightening around her eyes, the kind that happened when someone swallowed fear and refused to let it own them.

Seraphina’s voice came out steady. “That is a grave claim.”

“It is a true one,” the masked man said.

Seraphina’s gaze shifted to Aveline. “Did your vow-sense read him as truthful?”

Aveline’s mouth went dry. She hated that she was about to step into a web no one could see. She hated that her words would become weapons in hands she did not fully trust. She hated that she already cared more than she wanted to.

“Yes,” Aveline said. “His fear is true.”

Seraphina held Aveline’s gaze for a beat, then looked back to the masked man. “If you are who my mind insists you might be,” she said, “then you understand that secrecy will not be tolerated.”

The masked man’s voice did not waver. “I understand,” he said. “But secrecy is the only reason I am alive to speak to you.”

Aveline watched Seraphina’s hand, the way her fingers curled once and then relaxed, as if she had almost reached for a chair that was not there. The Regent suddenly looked very human, stripped of ceremony and surrounded by the reality of what it meant to hold a crown together with bare hands.

Seraphina exhaled slowly. “Aveline,” she said, “what exactly did you bind?”

Aveline’s heart beat once, hard. She could not show the folio here. Not yet. Not without choosing sides. Not without consequences.

She chose a narrow truth. “A vow of disclosure,” she said. “A vow not to harm. A vow not to use me for personal gain. A vow of confidentiality with strict limits.”

Seraphina’s eyes sharpened. “You allowed confidentiality.”

“I allowed consent,” Aveline replied, and kept her voice gentle. “Within the bounds of oath law.”

Seraphina’s gaze dropped to the folio. “May I see it.”

Aveline swallowed.

If she handed it over, she might protect the realm, yes. But she might also hand Bastian an opening, because nothing Seraphina knew stayed fully within Seraphina’s hands. The palace had ways. The palace always had ways.

And if the name inside the ink was what Aveline believed it was, then that folio was no longer just a record. It was a living target.

Aveline’s fingers tightened around the leather. “Not here,” she said, before she could talk herself out of it.

Seraphina’s gaze lifted, and for a moment Aveline thought she might snap. She did not. Seraphina simply stared as if weighing Aveline’s refusal and deciding what it meant.

“Where,” Seraphina asked.

Aveline forced herself to be practical. “My chambers,” she said. “Or the oath archive. Somewhere shielded.”

Seraphina’s eyes flicked to Calder. “Take them,” she said, and Aveline heard the careful choice in that word. Not him. Not you. Them.

Calder nodded once. “As you wish.”

The masked man shifted, and Aveline felt him near the edge of movement again. He was not panicking. He was calculating. He was listening for the footstep that would mean Bastian had not truly left.

Aveline looked at Seraphina. “If Bastian is involved,” she said quietly, “this needs to be discreet.”

Seraphina’s eyes went still. “You believe Bastian is involved.”

Aveline did not answer directly. She could not, not without exposing what she had not yet fully understood. So she offered the truth she could defend. “I believe someone in this palace has learned too much about vow-wards,” she said. “And Bastian is the person who knows where every secret tends to live.”

Seraphina’s expression tightened, a brief flicker of pain. Then it smoothed again into control. “Then we move quietly,” she said.

Calder gestured toward the side corridor that led out of the Hall of Vows into the older wing, where servants’ passages threaded through stone like roots.

“Stay close,” Calder told them, voice low.

Aveline stepped down from the dais. The masked man fell into stride beside her, not too close, not too far, as if he understood exactly how proximity could be read in the palace. His presence on her shoulder felt like a question she could not yet answer.

They moved through the corridor in silence at first. The palace around them seemed to settle into a wary hush, torches burning lower in the old wing, stone colder underfoot. Aveline’s mind kept replaying the ward flare, the way the vow-mark had shimmered beneath his sleeve, the way the castle had accepted him with that sudden, undeniable certainty.

Accepted him.

Aveline’s magic was not fooled easily. It could be tricked, yes, by clever wording, by technical truth, by the way people hid intention inside beautiful language. But bloodright was not a poem. Bloodright was a thread the wards recognized without being told.

She should not have written that name.

And yet, if she had not, she might have doomed everything.

Her thoughts spiraled, and she forced them into order. One step at a time. One truth at a time.

They reached a narrow stairwell and climbed, Calder leading, Seraphina behind them. The masked man moved quietly, no wasted motion. Aveline found herself watching his hands as they brushed the wall once for balance, careful not to touch any carvings, as if he knew which stones were warded and which were merely decorative.

That knowledge made her uneasy.

“How do you know my name,” Aveline asked suddenly, the question slipping out before she could soften it.

The masked man’s visible eye flicked to her. “I heard it,” he said.

“From whom.”

He hesitated for the first time since the vow sealed, and Aveline felt the vow tug at him, a gentle insistence. She saw his throat move as he chose words that would not snap that thread.

“From someone who mentioned you,” he said. “Not tonight.”

Aveline felt heat rise in her cheeks, not from embarrassment, but from frustration. It was not a lie. It was not enough.

Seraphina’s steps paused a fraction behind them. “You are already withholding,” Seraphina said, voice low and sharp.

The masked man did not turn. “I am being careful,” he replied. “Because I do not know who listens.”

Seraphina’s silence after that was heavy. Aveline could feel the Regent’s anger like a tight wire. The crown did not like being kept in the dark, even when darkness was the only shelter.

Aveline forced herself to keep walking.

They emerged into a corridor lined with shuttered windows and framed portraits, faces of ancestors staring down with painted certainty. The palace’s old wing smelled faintly of beeswax and dust, the smell of history preserved too tightly.

Calder stopped at a door marked with a small brass emblem, the symbol of the Oathkeeper’s office. He glanced down the corridor both ways, then opened it.

Inside, the room was modest by palace standards, but it was Aveline’s, and that mattered. Shelves lined the walls with ledgers bound in dark leather. A writing table stood beneath a lamp with a glass shade, its wick unlit. A narrow couch sat near the hearth. The floor was covered in a simple rug, the kind chosen for quiet comfort rather than display.

Fiora was there, standing near the writing table with her hands braced on the edge as if she had been about to run. Her eyes went wide when she saw Seraphina, then widened further when she saw the masked man.

“My lady,” Fiora breathed, and then caught herself and corrected, “Regent.”

Seraphina’s gaze flicked to Fiora. “You,” she said, and Aveline could hear the relief beneath the authority. The Regent trusted Fiora, at least enough to allow her presence. “Lock the door.”

Fiora moved immediately, sliding a thick iron bolt into place. The sound was solid, final.

Calder stayed by the door, hand resting near the hilt at his hip. He was not trying to intimidate. He was simply ready. Aveline found herself grateful for that readiness, even as she resented needing it.

Seraphina looked at the masked man. “Now,” she said, voice quiet. “Remove it.”

The masked man’s gaze slid to Aveline again, and Aveline felt the strange pull of being asked without words. Do you want this?

Aveline did not, not like this. Not with Seraphina watching, not with Calder poised, not with Fiora holding her breath like the room itself might break.

But this was not about want. It was about the realm. It was about whatever midnight meant in his mouth.

“Do it,” Aveline said softly, and hated the tremor she heard in her own voice.

The masked man lifted his hand. His fingers paused at the edge of the mask, and for a heartbeat Aveline saw something raw flicker through him. Not fear of being seen. Something deeper. Like stepping into the open after years of living behind walls.

He removed the mask.

Aveline’s breath caught, not in shock at his face, but at the sudden, brutal clarity of what she had done. Without the mask, he looked younger than his voice had sounded, though his eyes held the exhaustion of someone who had carried too much for too long. His features were familiar in the way all monarchies were familiar, stamped into coins and portraits and the careful, flattering paintings hung in halls.

Stellan.

Not a rumor. Not a possibility. Not a name in ink. A person, standing in her room, real enough that she could see the faint shadow of a bruise near his jaw as if someone had tried, not long ago, to take him down without leaving obvious marks.

Seraphina stared at him, and for the first time her composure cracked completely. It lasted only a breath, but Aveline saw it. Grief. Rage. Relief so sharp it looked like pain.

“Stellan,” Seraphina whispered.

Stellan’s mouth tightened. “You were not supposed to see me like this,” he said, voice low.

Seraphina’s eyes flashed. “You were not supposed to vanish,” she said.

Aveline felt the air go taut between them. Not romantic. Not tender. The tension of two people bound by duty, by family, by a crown that did not care how tired they were.

Stellan’s gaze slid to Aveline again, and Aveline realized he was using her as a tether. Not because he wanted to hide behind her, but because her vow had made her a fixed point. The palace could lie. People could lie. The ink could not.

Seraphina swallowed, forcing herself back into control. “Explain,” she said. “Explain now.”

Stellan stepped closer to the table and set the ash-colored mask down gently, as if it might shatter. Then he looked at Aveline and said, “May I speak in front of them.”

It was not permission for words. It was permission for trust.

Aveline met his gaze. “Fiora is mine,” she said. “Calder is hers. If you cannot trust them, you cannot be here.”

Stellan exhaled slowly. “Then I will trust them,” he said, and Aveline heard how much it cost him to say it.

He turned to Seraphina. “Someone is altering the text of the oath,” he said. “Not the ceremonial vow. The warded layers beneath it. The parts that do not get read aloud.”

Seraphina’s face went very still. “That is not possible.”

“It is possible,” Stellan said, and his voice carried the weight of certainty that made Aveline’s vow-sense stir again. “Because I found the draft you refused, the one that felt wrong. I compared it to what Oren signed off on. They are not the same.”

Oren’s name hit Aveline like a cold splash. Oren was careful. Oren was the ruler. Oren was the kind of man who would rather starve than bend a line of law.

Seraphina’s gaze flicked to Aveline. “You refused the treaty,” she said.

“Yes,” Aveline replied. “It tasted like coercion. Like consent written as a technicality.”

Stellan nodded once, grim. “It is worse than that,” he said. “The version that will be sworn tomorrow contains a tether. If I complete the midnight oath as written, the crown does not simply bind me to duty. It binds me to a person.”

Seraphina’s mouth tightened. “To whom.”

Stellan’s eyes went dark. “That is what I am trying to find out,” he said. “Because the name is not in the public text. It is hidden in the ward layer, like a hook.”

Aveline felt her palms go cold. A hook. An oath could be written like a trap, yes, if someone knew enough. It could be shaped to pull toward someone’s will. It could turn a king into a puppet while still looking like law.

That was not treason with knives. That was treason with ink.

Seraphina’s voice went very quiet. “How did you find this?”

Stellan hesitated. Aveline felt the vow tug at him, reminding him of the terms he had agreed to. Tell the truth of what you know about tomorrow’s oath.

He looked at Aveline, then said, “Because someone tried to make me sign it early.”

Seraphina’s eyes narrowed. “Who.”

Stellan shook his head slightly. “If I say it without proof, it becomes an accusation that will not survive daylight,” he said. “And whoever is behind it will move faster.”

Seraphina’s gaze hardened. “You are asking me to accept a threat to my crown without a name.”

Stellan’s voice tightened, the calm thinning. “I am asking you to accept that I do not have the luxury of being wrong,” he said. “If I step into that hall tomorrow and swear what they have written, I will not just lose my crown. I lose myself.”

Aveline felt the last words settle into the room like ash. Lose myself. Not die. Not fall. Lose himself. It sounded like the truest fear a man like Stellan could have, raised to believe his mind belonged to the realm before it belonged to him.

Fiora made a small sound, one hand lifting to her mouth, then lowering again as if she had remembered she was not allowed to react.

Calder’s jaw tightened. He looked at Seraphina, then at Stellan, as if seeing the heir in flesh after days of uncertainty had snapped something inside him into place.

Seraphina did not move. But her eyes glistened for a brief instant, and Aveline realized with a quiet shock that Seraphina had been holding herself together with sheer will. The crown did not give a woman room to be afraid. It demanded she become fearful.

“Aveline,” Seraphina said, voice low, “show me the vow.”

Aveline’s fingers tightened around the folio. She could feel everyone watching her. She could feel the palace beyond the walls, the way it always pressed close.

She wanted to refuse. She wanted to keep the ink in her hands and be the only one who could decide what truth meant. That impulse was selfish and also wise. In the palace, the difference between selfishness and survival was often who was telling the story.

But Seraphina was the Regent. If this went wrong, Seraphina would be the one to carry the blame. Seraphina would be the one to face the council, the nobles, the foreign envoys, the public vows. Seraphina would be the one to stand in front of the realm and pretend she had always known exactly what she was doing.

Aveline took a slow breath. Then she placed the folio on the table and opened it.

The ink shimmered faintly on the page, the words looking ordinary until you knew how to see them. Aveline watched Seraphina’s eyes scan the lines, her face tightening as she read the terms.

Then Seraphina’s gaze stopped on the name, and the room seemed to go very quiet.

Aveline watched Seraphina’s throat move as she swallowed. When she spoke, her voice was controlled, but the control had edges. “You bound him as Stellan.”

Aveline held Seraphina’s gaze. “Because the wards required a name. And because the wards accepted it.”

Seraphina’s eyes flicked to Stellan, and in that look was a tangle of emotions Aveline could barely name. Anger that he had forced this. Relief that he was alive. Fear that the binding had made him traceable. A kind of fierce protectiveness that did not fit the palace’s image of her but was clearly real.

Stellan said, quietly, “I needed her binding.”

Seraphina’s voice sharpened. “You needed her binding,” she echoed. “Or you needed her protection.”

Stellan’s gaze held Seraphina’s. “Both,” he admitted.

Aveline felt her stomach twist. That word, admitted, mattered. It meant he was not pretending he was above dependence. It meant he was aware of what he was asking from her. That did not make it safe. But it made it honest.

Seraphina closed her eyes for a brief moment, then opened them again. “All right,” she said. “We do this the only way we can.”

Calder straightened slightly. “Your orders,” he said.

Seraphina looked at him. “No one learns he is here,” she said. “Not the council. Not the servants. Not Bastian. Not yet.”

Calder nodded once, expression grim. “Understood.”

Seraphina turned to Fiora. “You will remain with Aveline,” she said. “If anyone asks, you are assisting her with treaty review.”

Fiora nodded quickly. “Yes, Regent.”

Seraphina’s gaze returned to Aveline. “And you,” she said, “will show me exactly what you sensed in the treaty
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