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The crown had never fit him.

It rested upon King Alaric’s head like a quiet accusation—cold, heavy, and unyielding. Gold forged by generations long dead, etched with symbols of victories he had not earned, wars he had never fought, sacrifices he had never chosen. Every morning, when the servants placed it upon his dark hair, he felt its weight sink not into his skull, but into his soul.

Elarion slept beneath his window, vast and obedient.

From the highest tower of the White Citadel, Alaric could see the kingdom spread like a living map: tiled rooftops glimmering faintly under moonlight, narrow streets curling like veins between stone houses, the distant glow of harbor fires beyond the city walls. It was beautiful. Orderly. Silent.

And yet, he could not rest.

He had ruled for seven years, ascending the throne at twenty after his father’s sudden death. Seven years of councils, decrees, treaties, executions done in the name of peace. Seven years of learning that a king’s mercy was often mistaken for weakness, and cruelty mistaken for strength.

They called him Alaric the Just.

But justice, he had learned, was a lonely virtue.

He turned away from the window, the long velvet curtains whispering as they fell back into place. His chamber was vast, designed to humble even a god—marble floors, vaulted ceilings painted with the triumphs of kings past, a bed large enough for four, yet occupied by only one.

Always one.

There had been queens before him, his mother foremost among them, women who smiled in portraits but whose eyes held secrets no painter dared capture. His father had loved once, they said, deeply and disastrously. Love, in Elarion, was not celebrated. It was endured.

A knock came at the door.

“Enter,” Alaric said, already weary.

Lord Chancellor Veyron stepped inside, robes immaculate, expression carefully neutral. A man who had survived three kings by knowing precisely when to speak—and when not to.

“Your Majesty,” Veyron bowed, “the delegation from Lythara has arrived.”

Alaric’s brow tightened. “So soon?”

“They traveled through the night.”

Of course they had. Diplomacy, like war, favored urgency.

“And the princess?” Alaric asked, the question escaping him before caution could restrain it.

Veyron’s eyes flickered—just briefly. “Princess Elyssia has accompanied them, as expected.”

Expected.

That was the word the court used when destiny tightened its grip.

Alaric dismissed the chancellor with a nod and began preparing himself for the meeting. He chose no armor, no sword—only a simple dark tunic beneath his ceremonial cloak. He had learned that power spoke loudest when it did not shout.

The Grand Hall awaited him, alive with murmurs as nobles, envoys, and courtiers gathered like vultures in silk. The banners of Lythara hung beside those of Elarion—silver flame beside golden crown—a reminder of fragile alliances held together by promises never meant to last.

And then she entered.

Princess Elyssia of Lythara did not announce herself with grandeur. There was no dramatic pause, no flourish of trumpets. She walked beside her father, King Maelor, her steps measured, her posture flawless.

Yet the hall shifted.

Alaric felt it before he saw her—the subtle stillness, the way whispers died mid-breath.

She wore no crown, only a circlet of pale steel resting against hair the color of midnight rain. Her gown was simple by royal standards, ash-blue silk that flowed like mist around her form. But it was her eyes that held him.

Gray.

Not the cold gray of stone, but the soft gray of dawn before the sun surrenders to light.

Their gazes met.

For a single, unguarded heartbeat, the world narrowed.

Alaric forgot the banners. The treaties. The crown pressing into his skull.

He saw only her.

There was no smile. No practiced charm. Instead, something quieter passed between them—recognition, perhaps, or the strange ache of familiarity without memory.

Then it was gone.

She lowered her eyes, as protocol demanded, and the hall resumed breathing.

Alaric stood, the movement drawing all attention back to him. “King Maelor of Lythara,” he said, voice steady, “you honor us with your presence.”

Formalities followed. Words exchanged like coins—valuable, impersonal. Discussions of borders, grain routes, mutual defense. Alaric listened, responded, ruled.

But all the while, his awareness circled back to her.

Princess Elyssia spoke only once, correcting a minor detail about river access. Her voice was calm, precise—and when she spoke, her father deferred.

Interesting.

As the meeting concluded and the hall began to disperse, Alaric found himself watching her retreat, the soft echo of her footsteps lingering long after she vanished beyond the archway.

Something had shifted.

He did not yet know its name.

But deep within him, beneath crown and duty and law, a truth stirred—dangerous and undeniable.

The king had begun to love.

Night returned to the White Citadel like an old wound reopening.

King Alaric stood alone in the royal library, a place few ever entered without summons. Rows of ancient tomes towered above him, their spines cracked with age, their pages heavy with forgotten laws and prophecies no king wished to remember. The scent of dust and ink filled the air, comforting and suffocating all at once.

He had come here to think.

He had failed.

Every thought led back to her.

Princess Elyssia of Lythara—her name echoed in his mind with a softness that unsettled him. It was foolish, he knew. Dangerous. Kings did not indulge in first impressions, nor did they allow their hearts to stir at the sight of foreign royalty. Alliances were forged with calculation, not longing.

And yet—

He closed the book in his hands, having read the same passage three times without comprehension.

“Damn it,” he muttered, rubbing his temple.

A knock interrupted him, sharp and deliberate.

“Yes?”

The door opened quietly. It was Captain Rowan, commander of the royal guard, his expression cautious.

“Your Majesty,” Rowan said, lowering his voice. “The Lytharan delegation has requested permission for the princess to view the eastern gardens.”

Alaric’s breath stilled.

“The eastern gardens?” he repeated.

“Yes. She claims an interest in Elarion’s architecture and flora.”

A lie, perhaps. Or an excuse.

The eastern gardens were secluded, enclosed by high stone walls and ancient cypress trees. A place chosen not by accident.

Alaric considered the risks. Eyes everywhere. Court whispers already eager for scandal. And yet, something within him—reckless and aching—leaned forward.

“Grant her permission,” he said at last. “But ensure no attendants follow too closely.”

Rowan hesitated. “Your Majesty—”

“I am aware,” Alaric said sharply. “That will be all.”

When the captain left, silence reclaimed the room.

The king remained still for a long moment before realizing his hands were trembling.

The gardens breathed differently at night.

Moonlight spilled across marble paths, catching in the leaves of silver-leafed trees planted centuries ago by kings who believed beauty itself could prevent war. Fountains whispered softly, their waters reflecting the sky like shattered mirrors.

Elyssia walked slowly, her steps unhurried, her hands clasped before her. She dismissed her ladies-in-waiting at the gate, insisting on solitude with polite firmness that brooked no argument.

She had not come to admire flowers.

She had come because she felt it too.

The sense of being seen.

She paused near a fountain carved with figures of lovers turned to stone—a cruel irony, she thought. The sculptor had captured the moment before tragedy, the instant when love still believed itself invincible.

“Princess Elyssia.”

The voice behind her was calm, restrained—and unmistakable.

She turned.

King Alaric stood several paces away, no crown upon his head, no guards flanking him. In the moonlight, he seemed younger than the ruler she had seen in the Grand Hall, his dark hair stirred by the night breeze, his expression unguarded.

For a moment, neither spoke.

Protocol screamed between them, demanding distance, formality, walls.

She bowed, perfectly, gracefully. “Your Majesty.”

“Please,” he said quietly. “Not here.”

She straightened, her gaze lifting to meet his once more. “Then why are you here, my king?”

The question was not an accusation. It was an invitation.

Alaric hesitated. “I could ask the same of you.”

A faint smile touched her lips—sad, knowing. “Curiosity,” she replied. “And perhaps foolishness.”

He exhaled a soft laugh. “Then we share a flaw.”

They walked, slowly, side by side along the garden path. Not touching. Not daring. The space between them felt charged, fragile as glass.

“I did not expect you to speak today,” Alaric said at last. “Yet when you did... the room listened.”

Elyssia’s eyes remained forward. “My father values my counsel. Even when he pretends otherwise.”

“Pretending is a skill kings often master.”

She glanced at him then, studying his face. “And is that all you have mastered?”

The question struck deeper than she knew.

“No,” he said after a moment. “I have mastered restraint.”

Her steps slowed. “Is that what this is?”

“Yes,” he answered honestly. “Or it is meant to be.”

They stopped near the edge of the garden where ivy climbed ancient stone. The city beyond lay unseen but present, a reminder of everything that stood between them.

“My lord,” Elyssia said softly, “you should not have come.”

“I know.”

“You should not look at me as you do.”

“I am trying not to.”

Silence fell again, heavier now, filled with things unsaid.

“I am not free,” she continued, her voice barely above a whisper. “Nor are you.”

“No,” he agreed. “Freedom is not a gift given to crowns.”

She turned fully to face him, moonlight illuminating the sorrow etched into her features. “Then let us be wise.”

Alaric met her gaze, his heart pounding. “Wisdom has never comforted the lonely.”

Her breath caught.

For a heartbeat, the world balanced on the edge of something irreversible.

Then footsteps echoed faintly beyond the garden walls.

Reality returned.

Elyssia stepped back, distance reasserting itself like a wound reopening.

“This must end,” she said, though her voice betrayed her. “Before it begins.”

Alaric nodded, though every instinct in him rebelled. “Yes.”

She inclined her head, the perfect princess once more. “Good night, Your Majesty.”

“Good night,” he replied.

She walked away without looking back.

Alaric remained where he stood long after she vanished, the echo of her presence lingering like a ghost.

He had not touched her.

He had not confessed.

And yet, something irrevocable had already been done.

That night, Princess Elyssia dreamed of fire and falling crowns.

That night, King Alaric lay awake, staring at the ceiling, understanding with quiet dread that love had entered his life not as a blessing—but as a sentence.

Morning arrived without mercy.

Sunlight spilled through the tall windows of the White Citadel, bright and unapologetic, as if daring the king to deny the reality of the night before. Alaric stood before the mirror while servants fastened his cloak, their hands efficient, silent. They did not ask why his eyes were shadowed, nor why sleep had clearly abandoned him.

Kings were allowed exhaustion.

They were not allowed weakness.

“Leave me,” Alaric said.

The servants bowed and withdrew, the doors closing with a soft finality. Alone at last, he stared at his reflection.

He saw a ruler the kingdom trusted—straight-backed, composed, unbroken. But beneath that surface, something had shifted, subtly yet irrevocably. He was no longer merely a king burdened by duty.

He was a man who had seen the face of his ruin and recognized it as beautiful.

Princess Elyssia knelt in the eastern chapel, her fingers pressed tightly together.

The chapel was small, almost forgotten, tucked away in a quiet wing of the citadel where few courtiers wandered. Light filtered through narrow stained-glass windows, painting the stone floor in fragments of blue and gold. It was here she had come seeking clarity.

She found none.

“Do not be cruel,” she whispered—to the gods, or perhaps to herself. “Do not make this harder than it already is.”

Her mother had once knelt like this, Elyssia remembered. Not here, but in a temple far from Elarion, praying for a love that history would later erase. Love, her mother had taught her, was not forbidden by law.

It was forbidden by consequence.

Elyssia closed her eyes, but the image returned unbidden: the king’s gaze in the moonlight, steady yet aching, restrained yet alive. He had looked at her not as a prize, nor a threat, nor a bargaining chip.

He had looked at her as a woman.

That was the most dangerous thing of all.

The council convened before midday.

Alaric sat upon the High Throne, carved from pale stone veined with gold, a relic meant to symbolize permanence. Around him gathered the lords and ministers of Elarion—men and women whose loyalty was measured not in devotion, but in advantage.

Lord Chancellor Veyron spoke first. “The Lytharan alliance proposal is... ambitious.”

“A polite word for intrusive,” muttered Lord Hadrien, master of coin.

“They request joint military command along the southern borders,” Veyron continued, “and exclusive trade rights for three ports.”

Alaric listened, fingers steepled, expression unreadable.

“And in return?” asked Lady Serisse, her tone sharp.

Veyron hesitated, then spoke carefully. “They offer a binding union.”

The room stilled.

“Marriage,” Hadrien said flatly.

Alaric felt it then—a tightening in his chest, subtle but unmistakable.

“Between whom?” Lady Serisse asked, though she already knew.

“Between His Majesty King Alaric of Elarion,” Veyron said, “and Princess Elyssia of Lythara.”

The words echoed far longer than they should have.

Alaric did not move.

He had expected this. Alliances of such scale were never forged without blood or vows. And yet, hearing it spoken aloud sent a strange, bitter ache through him—not relief, not triumph, but something closer to dread.

“A sensible match,” Hadrien continued. “Lythara gains security. We gain stability.”

“And a queen,” Serisse added. “The people have waited long enough.”

All eyes turned to Alaric.

He rose slowly.

“You speak as though the matter is decided,” he said.

Veyron inclined his head. “Only as a proposal, Your Majesty. One that would secure peace for generations.”

Peace.

That word again. Always peace, demanded, purchased, extracted.

“And if I refuse?” Alaric asked quietly.

A pause. A dangerous one.

“Then,” Veyron said carefully, “Lythara may seek alliances elsewhere.”

The unspoken words lingered: Perhaps with your enemies.

Alaric nodded once. “I will consider it.”

The council dispersed soon after, satisfied—for now.

Alaric remained seated long after they left, the throne colder than it had ever been.

They met again by accident.

Or perhaps that was simply the story they would tell themselves.

The corridor outside the royal archives was narrow, lined with tall shelves and lit by flickering sconces. Elyssia rounded the corner too quickly, nearly colliding with him.

She gasped softly, stepping back. “Your Majesty—I—”

“Princess,” Alaric said, recovering first. “Forgive me.”

They stood there, too close, the air thick with awareness.

“I did not expect to see you here,” she said.

“Nor I you.”

A pause. Then, quieter, she added, “The council met this morning.”

“Yes.”

“You know what they propose.”

“I do.”

Her gaze searched his face. “And?”

Alaric exhaled slowly. “They see a solution. Not a story.”

Elyssia’s lips curved in a faint, sad smile. “Kings are rarely granted stories of their own.”

“Nor princesses.”

Silence stretched between them, filled with everything they could not say.

“This changes nothing,” she said finally, though it sounded like a plea.

“No,” Alaric agreed. “It changes everything.”

She took a step back, as though bracing herself. “If this marriage happens, it will not be born of affection.”

“I would never demand that of you.”

Her voice softened. “But you would accept it.”

Alaric met her gaze, honesty bare between them. “For the kingdom? Yes.”

Something in her eyes dimmed then—not anger, not surprise, but understanding. The most painful kind.

“I thought so,” she whispered.
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