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The Great Hall had been built to remind everyone of one simple truth: power endured longer than people.

Its vaulted ceiling disappeared into shadow, supported by black stone arches carved with scenes of conquest and submission. Cold blue flames burned in iron braziers along the walls, their light reflecting off polished marble floors and gilded banners. Every sound echoed here—every breath, every whispered thought, every lie left unspoken.

Livia stood just below the dais and felt the weight of the hall settle into her bones.

She had stood in this place before. She had survived worse than hostile glances and silent judgment. And yet today, something felt different. Sharper. More dangerous.

As if the hall itself were holding its breath.

The court was gathered in full—nobles in layered silks and velvet, generals in ceremonial armor, envoys from neighboring kingdoms standing in careful lines along the outer edges. The High Council occupied their elevated seats, their faces carved into expressions of practiced authority.

At the center of it all, upon the obsidian throne carved from a single slab of ancient stone, sat King Renar.

The Cursed King.

He had not moved since the assembly began.

One arm rested casually against the throne’s jagged armrest, fingers adorned with rings etched in old magic. His crown—blackened gold set with dark blue gemstones—caught the firelight and reflected it back coldly. The faint glow of runes traced along his skin, ancient and alive, a reminder of the power bound to him and the curse that fed it.

Renar’s stillness was unsettling.

He was never still unless he was deciding something irreversible.

Livia felt his presence like a storm behind her ribs. Even when he did not look at her, she knew exactly where his attention was. It was a physical thing—heavy, unavoidable.

She had not been announced.

No herald had spoken her name. No title had been attached to her presence.

She stood where no one knew how to place her.

Not a queen.

Not a consort.

Not a prisoner.

Just a woman standing too close to the throne.

The uncertainty made her dangerous.

Livia clasped her hands together in front of her, forcing them to remain steady. Her heart beat too fast, each pulse echoing in her ears. She kept her chin lifted, her expression calm, even as she felt dozens of eyes slide toward her and then away again, uncomfortable, curious, calculating.

Who is she to him?

Why is she here?

How far does his protection reach?

She had asked herself those same questions more times than she could count.

The murmurs in the hall grew louder, impatience threading through the carefully maintained decorum. This meeting was meant to reassure the realm—to confirm stability, continuity, control.

Renar’s silence was doing the opposite.

At last, one of the High Councilors stepped forward.

“Your Majesty,” Lord Halven said, bowing just deeply enough to acknowledge the crown without diminishing himself. “The court awaits your word.”

Renar did not answer at once.

His gaze moved slowly across the assembled court, reading them with the same cold precision he applied to battlefields and borders. He saw fear behind jeweled smiles. Ambition behind loyalty. Relief where weakness hid.

Then his eyes found Livia.

The moment their gazes locked, the world narrowed.

Her breath caught before she could stop it.

There was no softness in his expression. No reassurance. Only that intense, terrible focus—as if she were the only thing in the room that truly mattered.

She felt stripped bare beneath it.

This is it, she thought.

She had begged him not to do this. Not here. Not publicly.

But Renar had never been a man who retreated from consequence.

He rose from the throne.

The sound of stone shifting against stone cut through the hall, sharp and final. Conversation died instantly. Even the blue flames along the walls seemed to flicker in response, magic stirring uneasily at his movement.

Renar descended the steps with unhurried grace, his boots striking marble in a steady rhythm that echoed like a countdown.

Each step tightened the knot in Livia’s chest.

She did not move. She did not look away.

When he stopped beside her, the space around them seemed to bend. She felt the heat of him, the pull of his magic humming beneath her skin. The faint scent of smoke and iron clung to him—danger and power intertwined.

For a heartbeat, he said nothing.

The silence stretched, thin and sharp.

If he hesitates now, she thought, it will destroy everything.

If he speaks, it will do the same.

Renar turned to face the court.

“My lords,” he said, his voice calm and clear, carrying effortlessly to the farthest reaches of the hall. “My allies.”

A pause.

“My enemies.”

A ripple of unease passed through the assembly.

“You have gathered here,” Renar continued, “to witness stability. To reassure yourselves that the crown remains strong. That the curse I bear weakens neither my will nor my rule.”

Several councilors stiffened.

Renar’s lips curved into a faint, humorless smile.

“Let me be clear,” he said. “Nothing weakens me.”

Livia felt magic stir, restless and sharp, brushing against her skin like static before a storm.

Renar reached out.

His hand closed around her wrist.

The contact sent a shock through her body—heat and cold colliding, the bond between them flaring instinctively. She gasped softly, unable to stop it.

Every eye in the hall snapped toward them.

“This woman,” Renar said, his grip firm, unyielding, “stands here by my will.”

The murmurs began immediately.

Livia’s pulse roared in her ears. Her vision blurred at the edges as the meaning of his words settled in.

He could still stop, she thought wildly. He could let go. He could say something else.

He didn’t.

“She is under my protection,” he continued. “My authority. My claim.”

The word fell like a blade.

Claim.

It echoed through the hall, heavy and irrevocable.

Shock rippled outward. Voices rose. Someone laughed in sharp disbelief. Another cursed openly.

Livia felt the ground tilt beneath her feet.

Claimed.

Not hidden.

Not implied.

Declared.

Renar tightened his hold on her wrist, grounding her even as the world threatened to spin.

“She is mine,” he said simply.

The hall erupted.

“This is madness!”

“You endanger the throne!”

“So this is his weakness.”

The words cut deep, slicing through her composure.

Livia stood frozen as accusations flew around her like weapons. She was no longer a person in their eyes—she was leverage. A liability. A fault line in the crown.

Renar did not release her.

Instead, he stepped closer, pulling her slightly toward him, a silent act of defiance.

Close enough that only she could hear him.

“I warned you,” he murmured, his voice low and dangerous. “Once I did this, there would be no return.”

Her throat tightened.

“You could still let me go,” she whispered. “You could say it was a lie.”

His grip tightened just enough to make the truth unmistakable.

“No,” he said quietly. “I couldn’t.”

The honesty in his voice struck her harder than the declaration itself.

The shouting continued until Renar raised his free hand.

Silence fell like a command.

“You fear what this means,” he said, his gaze sweeping the room. “Good.”

His eyes hardened, dark and merciless.

“Anyone who touches her,” he continued, “answers to me. Anyone who plots against her plots against the crown.”

A pause, deliberate and heavy.

“And anyone who believes she is my weakness,” Renar finished, “will learn how wrong they are.”

The weight of it settled fully then.

Livia was no longer invisible.

She was no longer safe.

She was the king’s claim—and the world would come for her because of it.

As the court bowed—some reluctantly, some with barely concealed hatred—Livia stared straight ahead, her heart pounding with equal parts terror and awe.

There was no going back.

The game had begun.

And she was standing at the center of it—claimed by the most dangerous man in the realm.
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The doors of the Council Hall closed with a sound that felt too final.

Not loud.

Not dramatic.

Just a low, echoing thud of stone against stone.

Livia flinched anyway.

The air inside the hall was cold, heavy with incense and old magic, the kind that clung to the skin long after you left. High pillars rose like frozen sentinels, carved with the names of kings long dead and victories long forgotten. Above them, vaulted arches swallowed sound, turning whispers into secrets and silence into threat.

She stood beside King Renar.

Not behind him.

Not below him.

Beside him.

That alone felt like a declaration sharper than any blade.

Livia could feel the weight of eyes on her—dozens of them, sharp and calculating. Some burned with open resentment. Others hid behind polite masks of indifference. None were warm. None were kind.

They were not looking at her as a woman.

They were measuring her.

Her value.

Her danger.

Her weakness.

She swallowed, keeping her spine straight, her chin lifted, even as her pulse thundered in her ears.

This is what it means, she realized.

This is what he has dragged me into.

Renar’s presence beside her was a force of its own. The air around him seemed denser, charged with restrained power. He stood unmoving, one hand resting lightly on the hilt of his sword, the other relaxed at his side. His expression was carved from stone—cold, controlled, unreadable.

But she knew him now.

She felt the tension beneath that calm like a drawn bowstring.

If anyone here dared to strike at her, he would break the world to stop it.

And they knew that too.

A murmur spread through the Council, low voices rippling like dark water.

“This is unprecedented—”

“He cannot—”

“A common woman—”

“Not common,” someone corrected sharply. “Chosen.”

Livia’s fingers curled at her side.

Chosen, she thought bitterly.

As if choice had ever belonged to her.

Renar said nothing.

He did not need to.

The Councilors sat in a wide semicircle, their thrones raised on a tier of black stone. Twelve seats. Twelve powers that had shaped the kingdom for centuries. Some were nobles, others generals, others mages whose influence ran deeper than bloodlines.

At the center sat Lord Vaelric Morcant.

He had not spoken yet.

He did not need to rush.

Vaelric’s appearance was unassuming compared to the others. No heavy armor. No jeweled robes. He wore dark, simple fabric, trimmed with faint silver runes that shimmered only when the light struck them just right. His hair was dark and pulled back at the nape of his neck. His face was sharp, composed, ageless in the way only powerful mages ever were.

And his eyes—

His eyes were pale.

Not cold.

Not cruel.

Curious.

They rested on Livia with unsettling focus.

She felt it like a touch along her spine.

The High Chancellor cleared his throat. “Your Majesty,” he began carefully, “the Council acknowledges your declaration. However, we must address the implications.”

Renar finally moved.

He turned his head slightly, his gaze sweeping the hall. When he spoke, his voice carried effortlessly, deep and steady.

“There are no implications,” he said. “There is only reality. Livia stands under my protection. She is mine. And this matter is closed.”

A wave of unease followed his words.

Livia’s chest tightened.

Mine.

The word settled inside her like a brand—both terrifying and strangely grounding.

One of the lords leaned forward, anger flashing across his face. “You cannot expect us to accept this without question. Alliances—treaties—”

“I do not expect anything,” Renar interrupted. “I command.”

The temperature in the hall dropped.

Magic stirred.

Livia felt it brush against her skin, raising goosebumps along her arms. The runes carved into the pillars glowed faintly in response, ancient wards stirring uneasily.

Several Councilors exchanged looks.

This was not how meetings usually went.

This was not how Renar usually ruled.

And that frightened them.

Another voice cut in, sharper, edged with disdain. “If she is to stand beside the crown, she must be judged by the crown.”

Livia stiffened.

Renar’s jaw tightened.

Before he could respond, Lord Vaelric Morcant finally spoke.

His voice was calm. Polite.

Almost gentle.

“May I speak, Your Majesty?”

The hall fell silent.

Even Renar paused.

“Speak,” the king said.

Vaelric rose from his seat with measured grace. He did not bow deeply—only enough to acknowledge authority without diminishing himself. His eyes never left Livia as he stepped forward.

She felt exposed beneath that gaze, as if he could see past her skin, past her fear, into the fragile places she kept hidden.

“I see no issue with the king’s declaration,” Vaelric said. “Power has always chosen its vessels in unexpected ways.”

A ripple of surprise moved through the Council.

Livia blinked.

Renar’s eyes narrowed.

Vaelric continued, his tone thoughtful. “In fact, I commend Your Majesty for transparency. Hiding such a bond would have been... unwise.”

His gaze flicked briefly to Renar, then returned to Livia.

“However,” he added softly, “power creates gravity. And gravity creates consequences.”

Livia’s heart began to pound.

Vaelric clasped his hands behind his back. “If she stands at your side, she stands at the center of the realm. Allies will seek her favor. Enemies will seek her fall.”

He tilted his head slightly. “And should she fall...”

The pause was deliberate.

The silence stretched.

“...how far would the crown fall with her?”

The words landed like a blade.

Livia felt the blood drain from her face.

She did not look at Renar. She was afraid of what she might see there.

The hall erupted into whispers.

Renar’s magic surged.

The air cracked, pressure slamming outward in an invisible wave. Several Councilors gasped, gripping the arms of their thrones as the wards flared bright blue.

Renar took a step forward.

“Careful,” he said, his voice low and dangerous. “You tread on thin ground, Morcant.”

Vaelric inclined his head, unbothered. “I speak only of strategy. Love—” a subtle emphasis, almost imperceptible, “—is not weakness. But it reveals where the blade should strike.”

Livia’s breath caught.

Love.

The word echoed painfully in her chest.

Was that what this was?

She had not dared to name it.

Not yet.

Not when everything felt so fragile.

She forced herself to lift her head.

Vaelric’s eyes met hers.

For a heartbeat, the world narrowed to that connection.

There was no hatred there.

No malice.

Only calculation.

And something else.

Respect.

Not for her.

For what she represented.

In that moment, Livia understood.

They had turned her into a symbol.

A vulnerability.

A lever.

If they could not move the king, they would move her.

And if they could break her—

She drew in a slow breath.

Then I will not break.

Something shifted inside her.

Fear was still there—hot and sharp—but beneath it, something steadier took root. Resolve. A quiet, burning refusal to be reduced to a pawn.

If they insisted on making her a symbol...

She would decide what that symbol meant.

The High Chancellor spoke again, voice strained. “This Council will convene to discuss—”

“There will be no discussion,” Renar snapped.

Magic flared again, darker this time.

Livia turned to him then.

His eyes were no longer calm.

They burned.

Not with rage.

With fear.

For her.

It struck her harder than any threat.

Renar was not afraid of the Council.

He was afraid of losing her.

Vaelric noticed.

She saw it in the way his gaze sharpened, the way his lips curved faintly—not in satisfaction, but in understanding.
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