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​Introduction

The crackling of enchanted fires in iron braziers was the only sound that broke the silence in the Great Magisterial Courtroom. Around the circular hall, robed judges watched with cold, unyielding eyes. Lord Cailin, the cruel sorcerer whose name terrified all who heard it, stood alone, chained in the center. The stone walls whispered of his evil deeds: cruel spells, cruel punishments, and a heart as cold as a winter's night. Today, the court would decide his fate. Death was the verdict, swift and certain.

Cailin's eyes scanned the crowd with pride and defiance, but deep within, a storm of despair was brewing. He smiled bitterly as his lips curled. A fleeting hope was the only thing that stood in his way before the executioner's knife. "Bring me a wife," he commanded, his voice almost icy. "I will buy time from death itself." No one moved. A poor girl listened in the shadows, far from the courtroom, her fate now tied to the cruel sorcerer's final wager.

​The Cruel Wizard's Demand

LYRA NERVOUSLY WANDERED around the busy village marketplace, wiping the dirt from her hands. The sun began to set slowly, casting long shadows between stalls piled high with fruit, fabrics, and trinkets. She barely earned enough money to feed her younger siblings by weaving simple cloth for the miller's wife. The square suddenly sank into a deep sleep. From the edge of the crowd, two men in dark cloaks rushed forward, their faces hidden beneath hoods embroidered with the crest of the Wizarding Court. They moved deliberately, parting the crowd as if the air itself obeyed them. This broke Lyra's heart. One of the men stepped forward and called, "Girl! Bring Lyra from Ravenswood with you." She had no time to protest; her mouth had gone dry. The stares around her lay heavy like stone as she silently followed the men.

Rumors of Lord Cailin's capture had circulated for days. The cruel sorcerer was known, and now he faced death for the crimes that had terrified him. His last hope was a strange law that could save him if he showed the court a legally married wife. However, Cailin was single. And now Lyra had to fulfill that role.

As the heavy doors creaked open in the imposing black castle where the sorcerer resided, a chilly air blew against her skin. She was led through twisting corridors carved with runes that pulsed with faint, ancient magic. At the end of the path stood Cailin himself. He was tall and sharp-featured, his eyes like swirling storm clouds of anger and pain. "Do... do you understand why you're here?" he asked, his voice low and cold. Lyra took a deep breath. "To... pretend to be your wife."

Cailin smiled grimly as his lips parted. "Yes. Pretend. But remember, a single mistake could cost you not only your life but also the life of your family." Fear gripped her chest, but beneath it, a gleam of determination shone. She would do anything to protect those she loved.

She waited for the trial, the deadly game about to begin.

​A Marriage of Shadows

THE COLD LIGHT OF DAWN filtered through the high, narrow windows of Cailin's castle. Twisting the hem of the coarse robe she had been given, Lyra sat on the edge of a stone bench. Her chest felt heavy with the weight of the approaching day. Cailin moved through his chambers before her with the same quiet precision that had made him a target for so many. As he traced the symbols etched in ancient books, his pale hands held steady as his dark robes swept the floor. He spared her a glance. "Remember, today you are Lady Cailin," he continued without turning. The court must be lonely. Lyra swallowed, feeling the lump in her throat. "And can they see past my eyes?" Cailin's gaze finally met hers—sharp and penetrating. "They fear me too much to suspect me." In the courtroom, the atmosphere was tense. The great hall was crowded with judges and mages in shining robes, eyes sharp and unwelcoming. Whispers echoed through the crowd as Lyra was led forward, her heart pounding.

Cailin loomed over her like a shadow and remained silent. The judges' gazes swept across her—a strange, humble girl claiming the name of the Wizard.

"My Lady Cailin," the Chief Justice said, echoing. "You stand before this court to affirm your union with Lord Cailin."

Lyra nodded, shaky but clear. "I accept."

The court's response was a mixture of skepticism and curiosity, but the protective spell they had used required only the appearance of a legitimate marriage.

When the ritual was over, Cailin's execution was postponed. Lyra's role had bought him time—a fragile thread holding back the storm.

But Cailin's expression was difficult to decipher as they left the hall, and the thoughts he held within made his eyes darker. It was then that Lyra realized that simply surviving this day was only the beginning of a much longer journey.

​Cracks in the Armor 

THE DAYS FOLLOWING the court's decision were heavy with silence. The icy stone walls of Cailin's castle trapped Lyra inside, teaching her the rhythms of a life she'd never imagined: dark corridors, whispered incantations, and wary stares. At first, Cailin remained distant and harsh. His voice was sharp as a sword, his eyes cold and unreadable. He commanded her harshly, reminding her that their pact was a fragile lie, and any slip could lead to ruin.

However, as time passed, Lyra began to notice the flaws in his tough exterior. She saw Cailin kneeling beside a small child shivering in the shadows one evening as she passed through a dark corridor. As he handed the boy a piece of bread and an old coat, his usual stormy stare softened. The child looked up at Cailin with wide, grateful eyes before disappearing into the night. Lyra's breath caught. No one spoke of the kindness that had taken place here. In the quiet of the library, she found Cailin studying a faded image of
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