
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


[image: ]

[image: ][image: ]


Copyright Page

© 2026 Jane Pane

Bound to the Cursed King

All rights reserved.  

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means — electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise — without the prior written permission of the author.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

First Edition: 2026



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1

[image: ]




They did not blindfold her.

That was how Livia knew this was not mercy.

The palace gates closed behind her with a dull, final sound, and the noise settled somewhere deep in her chest. Not loud enough to echo. Not sharp enough to startle. Just enough to confirm what she already knew.

No one left this place alive.

Her wrists were bound in front of her, the rope tight but careful. Not meant to hurt. Not meant to restrain. Meant to remind. Chains would have implied resistance. This did not.

She walked between two guards dressed in dark, unmarked armor. They did not speak. They did not hurry. They did not look at her.

Death waited here. It did not chase.

The palace of the cursed king rose around them like a carcass picked clean. Black stone. Narrow towers. Walls stripped of banners, color, warmth. Everything unnecessary had been removed, leaving only what endured.

Livia’s breath came shallow as the cold seeped through the thin soles of her boots. The stone leeched heat from her body with every step. Her fingers twitched uselessly against the rope, skin damp with sweat despite the chill.

Don’t beg.

The thought came unbidden, sharp and instinctive.

Begging never saved anyone.

The inner gates opened without ceremony. No guards flanked them. No witnesses gathered to watch.

Inside, the throne hall waited.

It was vast and empty, its length swallowed by shadow. Columns rose toward a ceiling she could barely see, their tops lost to darkness. Pale light filtered through narrow slits high above, cutting the air into rigid lines that never seemed to move.

There were no tapestries. No symbols of conquest or faith.

Only stone.

Her footsteps echoed as she crossed the threshold. The sound felt wrong, intrusive, as if the hall itself rejected noise. Her shoulders tightened despite her effort to stay still.

At the far end of the hall stood the throne.

It was not raised.

The realization struck her with a jolt of unease. No dais. No steps. No distance. Just a chair carved from the same black stone as the floor, severe and unadorned, positioned as though the king required no elevation to dominate the room.

And seated upon it—

Livia’s breath caught.

King Renar was already there.

He did not rise when she was brought forward. He did not gesture. He did not shift his weight or lean back in idle authority. He sat perfectly still, hands resting on the arms of the throne, posture rigid and composed.

Waiting.

He wore no crown.

The absence unsettled her more than any cursed relic might have. His dark hair lay loose against his shoulders, framing a face carved in sharp planes and hard lines. He might have been handsome, once. Or perhaps he simply resembled a man who had learned how to strip softness from himself entirely.

His gaze was fixed on her.

Not sharp. Not cruel.

Empty.

The stories had warned her of cruelty. Of blood. Of madness.

They had not warned her of this.

She had faced hatred before. Anger. Even joy in another’s suffering. Those emotions burned. They flared. They could be met, resisted, survived.

Renar’s gaze did none of that.

It passed through her, measuring, weighing, dismissing. The look one gave to an object whose purpose had already been fulfilled.

Her knees trembled.

She lowered her head before she could stop herself. Not out of respect, but instinct. Something in her body understood that meeting his eyes for too long was dangerous.

“Prisoner,” one of the guards announced. “Brought for sentencing.”

The word struck harder than she expected.

Sentencing.

Not trial. Not judgment.

There had never been a question.

Renar did not look at the guard. His attention remained on Livia, as if the man had not spoken at all. His gaze traced the way her shoulders curved inward, the way her fingers clenched against the rope, the way her breath refused to steady.

For a fleeting instant—so brief she almost imagined it—something shifted.

Not emotion.

Focus.

Her skin prickled.

“Bring her closer,” Renar said.

His voice was calm. Flat. Devoid of heat or edge. He did not sound like a man issuing a command.

He sounded like a man stating fact.

The guards obeyed immediately.

Livia’s feet moved before her mind caught up. Each step forward tightened the pressure behind her eyes, a dull ache that made her swallow hard. The air grew heavier the closer she came, dense enough to resist her breathing.

She stopped a few paces from the throne.

Too close.

She resisted the urge to step back. Her body screamed at her to create distance, to flee, but there was nowhere to go.

“Lift your head,” Renar said.

Her muscles locked.

For half a heartbeat, defiance flared—useless and sharp. Refusal would change nothing. It would only make the moment longer.

Slowly, she raised her chin.

His eyes met hers fully.

They were dark, like stone soaked through with rain. Not lifeless, but emptied of anything human. They did not linger on her mouth or her face. They did not appraise her body.

They assessed.

Something inside her chest folded inward.

She had expected him to feel like a predator.

Instead, he felt like gravity.

“What is your name?” he asked.

The question startled her.

“Livia,” she said, the word sounding too small in the cavernous hall.

Renar inclined his head by the slightest degree.

“Age.”

“Twenty,” she answered. Then, because habit was hard to kill, she added, “My lord.”

The title did nothing. His expression did not change.

He studied her for a moment longer. No malice. No pleasure. No anticipation.

Only inevitability.

“Do you know why you are here?” he asked.

“Yes.”

She did not explain. If he wanted her reasons, he would have asked. If he wanted her to beg, he would have waited.

Silence stretched.

Her palms burned where the rope bit into her skin. She focused on the pain, grounding herself in sensation, clinging to anything that felt real.

Renar rose.

The movement was smooth and controlled, drawing her attention despite her effort not to flinch. He stepped forward, boots making no sound against the stone.

He stopped directly in front of her.

Too close.

The air pressed against her skin. Her breath stuttered, shallow and uneven. He smelled faintly of cold metal and ash.

He looked down at her as one might look at a finished calculation.

“The sentence,” he said, without pause or ceremony, “is death.”

The words landed cleanly.

Final.

Her chest constricted. For a heartbeat, the hall tilted, her vision darkening at the edges. She had prepared for this. Rehearsed it. Told herself she was ready.

She was not.

She nodded once.

The gesture seemed to catch his attention.

Not surprise—he did not have expressions for that—but something in the tension of the moment shifted, recalibrated.

“You have nothing to say?” Renar asked.

The question was almost curious.

Almost.

“Would it matter?” Livia asked.

For the first time, his gaze sharpened.

Just slightly.

“No,” he said.

The honesty cut deeper than cruelty ever could.

Her shoulders sagged, the last of her resistance draining away. Fear remained—raw and overwhelming—but beneath it settled a hollow calm.

She was already dead.

Renar stepped back.

The sudden distance felt wrong, like something had been pulled taut and then severed. The pressure in the air eased, though her heart continued to hammer painfully.

“Take her,” he said. “Prepare the execution.”

No ritual. No flourish.

Just an order.

The guards moved at once, hands closing around her arms. Their grip was firm, efficient. Not cruel.

As they turned her away, Livia glanced back.

Renar was already returning to his throne.

Already finished with her.

The realization hurt more than the sentence itself.

The doors closed behind them with a soft, final sound. The hall swallowed her presence as if she had never been there at all.

Her breath came in short bursts as the corridor narrowed and the light dimmed. Her legs felt distant, unresponsive. She focused on the rhythm of her steps, on the cold stone beneath her feet, on anything that kept her from breaking.

She did not scream.

She did not beg.

But as they led her deeper into the palace, a single thought pressed against her mind with desperate clarity:

This is how the world ends.

For me.
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They did not take her to the cells.

That was the first thing that felt wrong.

Livia had expected stone steps spiraling downward, iron doors, the smell of damp and rot. She had expected chains this time, tighter than before, or at least hands rougher, impatient.

Instead, the guards led her through a quiet corridor lined with black stone and narrow torches that burned without flicker. The light was steady. Controlled. Almost careful.

No one spoke.

No one hurried.

The rope around her wrists had been loosened slightly. Not enough to free her, but enough that she noticed the change—and that unsettled her more than restraint ever could.

She was not being punished.

She was being processed.

They stopped before a small antechamber just off the main hall. No bars. No visible locks. Just a single door of dark wood reinforced with iron.

One guard opened it.

“Wait,” he said.

That was all.

They did not push her inside. They did not bind her to anything. They did not even watch her enter. The door closed behind her with a soft click, and their footsteps faded down the corridor.

Livia stood alone.

The room was sparsely furnished. A narrow table. Two chairs. A basin of water untouched, its surface perfectly still. No windows. No decorations.

No executioner.

Her pulse quickened, confused. She flexed her fingers experimentally. The rope was still there, still real.

This did not feel like mercy.

It felt like delay.

Time stretched. Her breathing sounded too loud in the small space. She forced it to slow, counting each inhale, each exhale, grounding herself in rhythm.

Waiting was worse than fear. Waiting allowed the mind to wander.

Why here?

Why now?

She shook her head, cutting the thoughts short. Questions led nowhere. She had been sentenced. The end result would not change.

Still—

The door opened without warning.

Livia turned sharply.

King Renar stepped inside.

There was no announcement this time. No guards at his back. No ceremony to mark his presence. He closed the door himself, the sound precise and quiet.

The room felt smaller with him in it.

He wore the same dark clothing as before, unadorned and severe. No crown. No insignia. Nothing to distinguish him from the stone walls except the way the air seemed to settle around him, heavier, denser.

He stopped several steps away from her.

Not too close.

Not distant.

Balanced.

Livia straightened instinctively. Her spine stiffened, shoulders squaring as if preparing for impact that never came.

Renar looked at her.

Not as he had in the hall.

There was no judgment here. No finality.

Just observation.

His gaze moved slowly, methodically—from her bound wrists to the tension in her posture, the way her weight favored one foot, the faint tremor she could not quite suppress in her hands.

She resisted the urge to speak.

Silence stretched between them.

Her heartbeat thudded loudly in her ears. He did not seem to notice.

“You were told the sentence,” Renar said at last.

It was not a question.

“Yes,” Livia replied.

Her voice sounded steadier than she felt. She did not know why that mattered to her, but it did.

He inclined his head slightly, as if confirming a fact already known.

“You understand it will be carried out,” he continued.

“Yes.”

Another nod.

That was it.

No threats. No explanation. No attempt to intimidate her further. He did not circle her or loom over her. He simply stood there, as still and composed as he had been on the throne.

Livia’s unease deepened.

She had expected cruelty. Or indifference sharp enough to cut.

This was something else.

“Then this is unnecessary,” she said before she could stop herself.

The words hung in the air, fragile and reckless.

Renar’s gaze shifted—just a fraction—settling more directly on her face.

“For you,” he said.

Not unkindly. Not dismissively.

Just neutrally.

The distinction chilled her.

He turned slightly, moving toward the table. His fingers brushed the edge of it, testing the surface as if ensuring it was solid.

He did not sit.

Livia watched him, every muscle taut. Her body remained braced for violence that refused to arrive.

“Execution requires preparation,” Renar said. “Precision.”

She swallowed.

“Yes, my lord.”

The title felt hollow here. There was no audience to impress, no court to acknowledge it. He did not react to it at all.

His eyes flicked briefly to her hands.

The rope.

Something in his expression—so subtle she might have imagined it—shifted. A pause, no longer than a heartbeat.

“Untie her,” he said.

The words struck her like a blow.

She stared at him, pulse spiking. “What?”

Renar’s gaze returned to her face, unreadable. “The restraints are unnecessary.”

He reached out himself.

Livia flinched before she could control it, body recoiling instinctively. Her breath caught, sharp and loud in the quiet room.

Renar stopped.

He looked at her hand—still bound, still trembling—then back to her face.

The pause stretched.

For the first time since she had seen him, something felt...misaligned.

Not emotion.

Hesitation.

“Do you expect pain?” he asked.

The question was so unexpected it stole the breath from her lungs.

“Yes,” she said honestly.

Another pause.

“No,” Renar replied.

He untied the rope with efficient movements, fingers precise, careful. He did not touch her skin any more than necessary. When the rope fell away, her hands dropped to her sides, numb and tingling.

She flexed her fingers, sensation slowly returning.

Nothing happened.

No guards rushed in. No blades appeared. No punishment followed.

Renar stepped back, restoring the distance between them.

“You will remain here until the execution,” he said. “You will be given food and water. You will not be harmed.”

Livia stared at him.

“Why?” she asked.

The word escaped her before she could stop it.

Renar considered her for a moment, head tilted slightly—not in curiosity, but calculation.

“It is irrelevant,” he said.

“That’s not an answer,” she said, then winced inwardly at her own boldness.

Renar did not react.

“It is the only one you will receive.”

Something about that settled heavily in her chest. Not anger. Not fear.

Discomfort.

He turned to leave.

The movement was smooth, unhurried. As his hand reached for the door, he paused again.

This time, the pause was longer.

He did not turn back immediately.

Livia watched his back, every instinct screaming that something was wrong—not dangerous, but wrong in a way she could not name.

“Your name,” he said.

She frowned. “You already know it.”

“Yes,” Renar said. “I do.”

He turned then, looking at her fully.

“Do you believe it matters?”

The question landed softly—and unsettled her more than any threat.

“I—” She hesitated. “No.”

His gaze lingered on her face.

A second passed.

Then another.

For the briefest moment, his brow creased, the smallest disruption in his otherwise perfect composure. Not confusion. Not frustration.

Recognition.

It vanished almost as soon as it appeared.

“No,” Renar said again, quietly. “It does not.”

He opened the door and left.

The lock slid into place with a muted click.

Livia stood frozen for several heartbeats after he was gone.

The room felt colder now.

Not from fear.

From absence.

She sank slowly into one of the chairs, legs trembling too badly to support her any longer. Her hands rested on the table, palms flat, as if anchoring herself to something solid.

She replayed the encounter in her mind, searching for meaning.

There was none.

He had not threatened her. Had not insulted her. Had not even seemed to care that she would die.

And somehow, that was worse.

If he had hated her, she could have understood it. If he had enjoyed her fear, she could have braced against it.

But there was nothing.

No satisfaction. No cruelty. No pleasure.
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