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The road does not carry Aeren away from what he is; it only teaches his body new ways to feel the same truth pressing from the inside out, a pressure that has stopped behaving like a wound and has begun behaving like inheritance, heavy and quiet until something in the world speaks too close to it and the heat behind his sternum answers before he can decide whether to breathe or run.

He and Lumier leave Valencor with no plan that can be named without lying, no promise spoken aloud, yet their steps fall into alignment as if the distance between them has become an instinct of its own, and that closeness is not comfort but hazard, because it steadies him in the same moment it proves he has started to depend on being steadied, and dependence is a kind of chain when it tightens without asking permission.

Aeren tries to prove he can walk alone, tries to turn his own will into a border that no one can cross, yet his body betrays him in the small brutal ways that do not ask for pride’s approval, flaring and collapsing with a logic that feels older than his thoughts, forcing him back toward Lumier without excuse, without softness, simply because the air near Lumier holds a steadier shape and his blood has begun to crave steadiness the way it once craved silence.

Lumier does not soothe him, does not demand explanations, and that absence of pity becomes its own pressure, because care offered without humiliation makes Aeren feel seen in a way that is almost unbearable, the kind of seeing that asks him to stop performing strength, to stop shrinking himself into something killable, and he has spent too long surviving by staying small.

Then the world begins to look at him differently, not with curiosity but with recognition, and the danger shifts from private to inevitable as creatures hesitate, as enemies step back, as names form in other mouths that do not belong to him, and the most terrifying part is not the naming itself but Lumier’s lack of surprise, the quiet certainty in his gaze that suggests he has been watching Aeren’s body long enough to understand what Aeren refuses to admit.

Aeren wants the truth to stop at the edge of his skin, to remain a private corruption he can manage with silence, yet truth in this world is not a confession; it is a reaction, a bow of flame, a monster’s kneel, a symbol that awakens before any voice can deny it, and every time the blood answers, it costs someone else, until guilt becomes another weight he carries alone.

When the enemy finally speaks his blood aloud, the bond between him and Lumier does not break cleanly, it fractures and holds, sharp in all the places it used to be soft, and the question that follows is not whether Aeren is what the world claims, but whether anyone can choose him once the claim becomes undeniable, because love, here, is not a shelter; it is a decision made under threat, and decisions, once witnessed, cannot be taken back.
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Chapter 1: The Road That Would Not Let Him Go
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The road did not narrow when they left Valencor behind, and that was the first thing Aeren noticed with his body rather than his eyes, the absence of resistance beneath his steps registering as a quiet imbalance that traveled up from the soles of his boots and settled behind his knees, because roads that released their travelers so easily had never been meant to be escaped, only exited, and the difference pressed against him with a weight that felt lighter than walls yet heavier than open ground.

The city’s stone gave way gradually, not in a clean break but in a slow loosening, the pavement thinning into packed earth that held the day’s warmth longer than expected, and the heat bled upward through the leather of his boots with each step until his feet began to ache in a dull, persistent way that made him aware of distance rather than direction, the road stretching ahead without markers as if it had learned how to remove choice by offering none.

He did not turn back, though the pull remained faintly present between his shoulders like a memory of pressure rather than a command, because the air beyond the gates carried a different texture against his skin, drier and less crowded, brushing his face without the practiced restraint of palace corridors, and the unfamiliar freedom of that contact unsettled him more than confinement ever had.

Lumier walked beside him without comment, close enough that the warmth of another body occasionally edged into Aeren’s awareness when the road curved or the ground dipped, the proximity registering first as a change in temperature along his arm rather than as presence, and the subtlety of that contact made it harder to brace against, because nothing about it announced intention.

They had not spoken since the gates closed behind them, the sound of iron and wood meeting lingering in Aeren’s ears longer than it should have, the echo refusing to die cleanly as if the city itself had inhaled and held the breath, and the silence between them now carried that same quality, stretched and unbroken, not empty but waiting.

The road bent gently to the east, skirting fields that had not yet been claimed by winter, their soil dark and turned, holding the scent of damp earth that rose with each step and settled low in Aeren’s lungs, grounding him in a way that made the tightness beneath his ribs loosen by a fraction, enough to change the rhythm of his breath without relieving the weight that had settled there since the moment he chose not to stop walking.

His cloak shifted with the motion of his shoulders, the fabric brushing his wrists with a soft, repetitive friction that became a quiet measure of time, and the familiarity of that sensation steadied him even as the landscape changed, because movement, at least, still followed rules he understood, even when purpose did not.

The absence of a destination pressed against him gradually, not as fear but as a low, accumulating pressure that gathered beneath his sternum and spread outward with each mile, because leaving without a plan had felt necessary in the moment, an action taken to avoid collapse rather than to seek resolution, yet the body kept count even when the mind refused to, marking distance without asking where it was meant to end.

Lumier’s pace matched his without adjustment, not hurried and not restrained, and the lack of negotiation in that alignment unsettled Aeren more than refusal would have, because it suggested a choice made earlier, one that did not require confirmation now, and the ease of it pressed against the part of him that still expected resistance.

The road dipped into a shallow valley where the air cooled abruptly, the heat held by the earth giving way to a thin current that slid beneath Aeren’s collar and settled against the back of his neck, raising the hairs there with a quiet insistence that sharpened his awareness of the space behind him, and for a breath he felt the instinct to look over his shoulder, the reflex of someone taught to measure danger by sight.

He did not turn, because the road behind them remained unchanged in his peripheral vision, open and indifferent, and the lack of pursuit carried its own weight, the freedom from immediate threat making room for sensations he had been holding at bay, the ache in his legs, the stiffness at the base of his spine, the steady presence of Lumier’s body at his side.

They crossed a narrow stream without stopping, the water shallow and clear, stones visible beneath its surface, and the cold bit sharply through the soles of Aeren’s boots as he stepped from bank to bank, the sudden contrast making his breath catch before he could temper it, the chill radiating upward in a clean, undeniable line that cut through the heavier warmth lingering from the road.

Lumier paused a fraction longer on the opposite bank, the sound of water shifting underfoot briefly louder, and the delay drew Aeren’s attention sideways despite himself, his awareness snagging on the absence of synchronized movement, and the brief separation made the air between them feel wider than it had moments before, the space cooling perceptibly as if proximity itself had been holding something together.

They resumed walking without comment, the gap closing naturally as the road narrowed again, and the return to shared rhythm carried a subtle pressure that settled along Aeren’s ribs, not comforting and not sharp, simply present, a reminder that distance here was neither fixed nor neutral, and that closeness, once established, did not need to be argued back into place.

The sky above remained overcast, the light diffuse and flat, offering no clear sense of time, and the lack of shadow made the landscape feel suspended, as though the day had paused to observe rather than to progress, and the stillness allowed Aeren’s thoughts to remain unformed, sensations passing through him without being shaped into conclusions.

His shoulders ached faintly from carrying the weight of his mantle even though he had shed most of his ceremonial armor before leaving, the muscle memory lingering longer than the fabric, and the ache served as a reminder of roles not yet discarded, the body slow to accept that absence could be permanent.

They passed no other travelers, the road empty in a way that felt deliberate rather than accidental, and the quiet stretched without interruption, the only sounds the steady rhythm of boots on earth, the soft whisper of fabric, and the distant call of a bird that did not repeat itself, the sound fading quickly into the open air.

The emptiness allowed Aeren to feel the consequences of movement more clearly, each step pressing into the ground and sending a small echo back through his joints, the cumulative strain making his calves tighten and his thighs burn with a controlled, familiar discomfort, and the physical exertion kept him anchored, preventing the pressure beneath his ribs from spreading unchecked.

At some point, the road curved enough that the city’s towers slipped fully from view, the horizon smoothing into low hills and scattered trees, and the absence registered as a loosening at the back of his throat, the space there opening slightly as if the air no longer had to pass through a narrow channel, and the change altered the texture of his breath without changing its depth.

Lumier shifted his grip on the strap of his pack, leather creaking softly, and the sound drew Aeren’s attention with unexpected force, the noise breaking the continuity of silence just enough to register as presence rather than interruption, and the awareness of another body moving with intention beside him pressed gently against his flank.

Aeren did not speak, not because words were forbidden, but because speech would have required shaping something that remained fluid, and the effort of containment felt heavier than the silence itself, his jaw tightening slightly as he swallowed against the dryness that had begun to gather there.

The road climbed gradually, the incline subtle but persistent, and the shift demanded more from his legs, the muscles responding with a deeper ache that pulled his awareness downward, the strain settling into his hips and lower back, grounding him in the simple necessity of forward motion when nothing else offered direction.

They crested the rise without ceremony, the land opening briefly before narrowing again into a stretch flanked by low stone walls, remnants of an older boundary, the rocks cool and pale, their surfaces rough where time had worn them unevenly, and the closeness of the walls changed the air, trapping warmth and sound until Aeren felt the road press in on either side, the space becoming more intimate without becoming safe.

Lumier walked slightly closer here, his shoulder almost brushing Aeren’s arm when the path narrowed, and the nearness sharpened the awareness of heat and breath, the faint sound of another’s exhale threading into the quiet and settling against Aeren’s skin in a way that made his own breathing adjust, the rhythm syncing without conscious intent.

The closeness carried a subtle tension, not eased by familiarity and not sharpened into threat, simply present, a line drawn too close to ignore and too quiet to name, and Aeren felt the pressure settle between his shoulders, the body registering proximity as something that required management.

They passed through the narrow stretch and emerged back into open ground, the sudden release of space cooling the air and easing the pressure along Aeren’s ribs, and the shift made him aware of how tightly he had been holding himself, the muscles in his chest loosening by degrees as the road widened.

The day wore on without clear markers, the light shifting imperceptibly, and hunger arrived quietly, a dull pull low in his abdomen that registered as weakness only after he acknowledged it, the sensation grounding him in the continuity of the body’s needs even as everything else remained undefined.

Lumier stopped near a cluster of trees without announcement, the halt smooth and unforced, and Aeren’s body continued forward for half a step before he caught himself, the sudden lack of shared momentum sending a brief spike of tension through his core that resolved as he came to a stop, the proximity breaking just enough to make the absence felt.

The ground beneath the trees was softer, the earth damp and yielding, and the scent of leaves and moss rose more strongly here, cool and layered, settling into Aeren’s lungs with a clarity that sharpened his awareness of his own breath, the air filling him more completely than it had on the open road.

Lumier set his pack down and knelt, the movement controlled and quiet, and the simple act of stopping pressed against Aeren with unexpected weight, because stillness invited sensation to gather rather than pass, the ache in his legs deepening now that movement no longer carried it forward.

He remained standing for a moment longer, the pause deliberate, allowing the weight of his body to settle through his feet, the contact with the ground firm and unyielding, and the steadiness of it anchored him more effectively than any decision could have.

When he lowered himself to sit against one of the trees, the bark pressed rough and cool through the fabric of his cloak, the texture grounding him immediately, and the contrast between the cool surface and the warmth still held in his muscles sent a faint shiver along his spine that he allowed to pass without resistance.

They ate without ceremony, the food simple and unremarkable, and the act of chewing and swallowing drew his attention inward in a way that felt almost intrusive, the body asserting its needs with quiet insistence, and the repetition of the motion steadied him more than he expected, each bite a small affirmation of continuation.

The silence stretched again, different now that they were still, the quiet thickening around them as the trees absorbed sound, and the closeness of Lumier’s presence registered more strongly in the absence of movement, the warmth of another body near enough to alter the air between them.

Aeren became aware of the way Lumier’s attention lingered without pressing, the weight of it felt as a subtle warmth along his side rather than as scrutiny, and the lack of demand made it harder to brace against, the openness creating a different kind of tension that settled low in his chest.

When they resumed walking, the transition felt heavier than the stop, the body reluctant to reenter motion now that stillness had been acknowledged, and the first few steps carried a stiffness that gradually eased as rhythm returned, the road accepting their weight again without comment.

The light shifted toward evening, the air cooling and thickening, and the change drew Aeren’s awareness back to the road ahead, the uncertainty there no longer sharp but steady, the pressure of having chosen without knowing where it would lead settling into something he could carry.

They walked until the sky darkened enough that the ground blurred at the edges, the stars emerging faintly through the cloud cover, and the road ahead disappeared into shadow, the absence of visibility slowing their pace without stopping it, movement becoming careful rather than hesitant.

When they finally paused for the night, the stillness arrived with more weight than rest, the body reluctant to release the tension it had been holding, and as Aeren lay back against the earth, the cool ground pressing into his shoulders and spine, the closeness of Lumier’s presence remained, not touching and not distant, a constant that neither resolved nor receded.

Sleep did not come quickly, the road still present beneath his awareness, the sensation of forward motion lingering in his legs even as they lay still, and the knowledge that he had not been stopped pressed against him with quiet persistence, because the choice he had made had not been challenged, and the lack of resistance made it harder to believe that it had been final.

When his breath eventually slowed, the pressure did not lift, only settled, and in the space between waking and rest, Aeren remained aware of the road beyond the firelight, stretching on without promise, and of the body beside him, close enough that leaving would require movement rather than thought, the attachment forming not as a declaration, but as a fact his body had already begun to accept.
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Chapter 2: The Body That Followed Him
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Aeren left before the ground had fully cooled, the night still holding the day’s warmth in its upper layers while the soil beneath stiffened toward cold, and the transition pressed through the soles of his boots in uneven bands that registered as resistance rather than temperature, the road narrowing behind him by habit rather than design as his steps carried him forward without announcement, the space beside him empty in a way that altered the air and made each breath feel wider than it had the night before.

The separation did not announce itself as a decision, because his body moved first, angling away at the point where the road thinned and the trees began to close, the path offering a margin just wide enough for one to pass without brushing bark, and the narrowing pressed lightly against his shoulders with a tactile insistence that encouraged forward motion without asking permission, the world reshaping itself around the absence he had chosen to create.

His pack rode higher on his back than usual, the straps tightened by instinct rather than calculation, and the pressure across his chest redistributed with each step until the familiar ache at the base of his sternum sharpened into something more precise, a narrow band of tension that tightened when his stride lengthened and loosened only when he shortened it again, the body responding to pace before any thought could follow.

The air thinned as the trees thickened, the canopy holding moisture low and close so that damp brushed his face with each breath, and the scent of leaves and moss grew heavier, settling into his lungs with a weight that altered the rhythm of his breathing without increasing its depth, the intake steady but strained as though the air itself resisted being taken freely.

He did not slow, though the ground began to slope and the packed earth softened beneath his boots, each step sinking a fraction deeper than expected, the resistance sending a dull echo back up through his legs that collected in his hips and lower back, and the accumulation of that strain registered as a quiet challenge rather than fatigue, the body cataloging cost without asking whether it should continue.

The road behind him did not call out, because roads never did, but the absence of another set of footsteps changed the soundscape enough that his own movement felt louder, the brush of fabric and the soft thud of leather against earth amplified by contrast, and the heightened clarity made him aware of how much he had been unconsciously attuned to a shared rhythm, the alignment now broken without ceremony.

He pushed farther into the trees, the light thinning as branches overlapped and filtered what little brightness remained, and the shadows pressed closer until the space between trunks narrowed into a corridor that guided him forward with quiet insistence, the air cooler here, brushing his wrists and neck with a chill that tightened the skin and sharpened sensation without offering relief.

The first warning arrived as heat rather than pain, a sudden flare low in his abdomen that pulsed once and then settled into a spreading warmth that did not belong to exertion, the sensation blooming outward with an unfamiliar persistence that made his stride falter for half a step before he corrected it, the adjustment small enough to pass unnoticed by the forest yet significant enough that his body marked it.

He knew that stopping would draw Lumier to him, and he kept walking anyway.

He kept walking, the decision living in his legs rather than his chest, the muscles responding to command without negotiation, and the warmth deepened as though encouraged by movement, creeping upward and outward in slow waves that pressed against his ribs from the inside, altering the way his breath moved through his lungs, each inhale shorter and each exhale held just long enough to prevent a hitch.

The trees grew closer, their trunks dark and rough, and the bark scraped faintly against his sleeve when the path narrowed again, the abrasion sending a sharp, localized sting through his forearm that grounded him briefly, the physical clarity of it cutting through the spreading heat and anchoring his awareness in surface and contact.

The relief did not last, because the warmth returned with greater insistence, settling beneath his sternum and spreading into his shoulders with a slow, deliberate pressure that made his posture tighten, the muscles along his spine bracing instinctively as though preparing to absorb impact, and the sensation pulled his awareness inward despite his effort to keep it external.

His breath began to scrape softly on the way in, the damp air thickening against his throat, and the sound registered as an intrusion rather than a signal, the body insisting on notice even as he refused to grant it meaning, his jaw tightening to keep the rhythm controlled.

He reached a small clearing where the ground dipped and rose again, the earth uneven and slick with fallen leaves, and the shift demanded attention from his feet, the muscles in his calves tightening as he adjusted balance, the physical effort briefly overriding the internal pressure enough to keep him upright without pause.

The heat flared again, sharper this time, a sudden pulse that traveled along his spine and settled between his shoulders with a weight that made his steps shorten, the sensation no longer content to remain contained, and his hands curled slightly at his sides, fingers pressing into leather as though seeking resistance.

He stopped at the edge of the clearing, not because the path ended but because the body insisted, the halt abrupt enough that the momentum carried forward into his chest before he could brace, and the collision of stillness and motion sent a jolt through his ribs that stole a fraction of breath before he forced it back.

The forest held him in that pause, the damp air pressing close and the quiet thickening around him as though the trees had leaned in, and the absence of movement allowed sensation to gather unchecked, the warmth beneath his ribs sharpening into a tight, coiled pressure that radiated outward with each heartbeat.

He shifted his weight, the ground slick beneath his boots, and the small movement sent a ripple through his legs that made his knees tremble briefly before he locked them again, the instability registering as weakness in the joints rather than exhaustion, the body protesting the separation more clearly now that stillness had removed distraction.

The ache in his chest deepened, spreading into his arms with a faint tingling that made his fingers feel distant, the sensation unsettling not because it hurt but because it altered his sense of boundary, the edges of his body blurring as heat and pressure replaced clarity.

He forced himself forward again, the motion deliberate and controlled, each step placed with care as he crossed the clearing and reentered the trees, the exertion pulling the warmth into sharper focus, the pressure responding to effort with a stubborn persistence that refused to diminish.

The ground sloped downward, the earth looser here, and his boots slid slightly on the descent, the slip brief but enough to send a sharp jolt through his hips and lower spine, the impact flaring pain that cut through the warmth and made his breath break despite his control, the sound escaping him as a rough exhale that lingered too long in the damp air.

He caught himself against a tree, his palm pressing into rough bark that scraped his skin through the glove, the abrasion sharp and grounding, and the contact sent a vibration up his arm that anchored him momentarily, the physical reality of texture and resistance holding him upright even as the internal pressure surged again.

The heat spiked, no longer diffuse but concentrated, a tight knot beneath his sternum that pulsed with each breath, and the rhythm of his heart grew louder in his ears, the sound filling his chest with a steady insistence that made the surrounding quiet feel fragile, as though the forest itself had become too thin to contain it.

He leaned harder into the tree, the bark pressing into his shoulder and cheek, the cold seeping through fabric and skin with a clarity that made his body shiver, and the contrast between cold surface and internal heat sent a wave through him that loosened his grip on balance, his knees bending despite his effort to hold them straight.

He slid down the trunk until he was seated against it, the movement slow and uncontrolled, the descent ending with his weight settling heavily onto the damp ground, leaves compressing beneath him with a soft sound that registered as final rather than gentle, and the stillness that followed allowed the pressure to expand fully.

The heat beneath his ribs burned now, no longer content to remain an ache, and the sensation spread outward into his chest and shoulders, tightening muscles until his posture curled inward despite his attempt to remain upright, the body folding around the pressure as though protecting something fragile.

His breath came shallow, the damp air catching in his throat and scraping on the way in, and the sound of it felt too loud, each inhale a reminder that control was slipping, the rhythm no longer dictated by will but by necessity, the body demanding accommodation rather than permission.

The forest pressed closer, the air thick with scent and moisture, and the lack of movement made every sensation louder, the scrape of bark against fabric, the chill of the ground seeping into his thighs, the heat pulsing beneath his sternum with an insistence that bordered on pain without crossing fully into it.

He stayed there longer than comfort allowed, the stillness stretching as the pressure peaked and held, the body locked in a state of suspended response that offered no release, and the absence of another presence sharpened the experience, the space beside him too open, the air there cooler and less disturbed.

A sound broke the quiet, not sharp but distinct, the soft crunch of leaves under careful steps, and the noise registered first as vibration through the ground rather than as hearing, the sensation traveling up through his legs and settling into his hips with a familiarity that made his shoulders tense before he turned his head.

Lumier emerged between the trees without hurry, his movement controlled and deliberate, the air shifting subtly around him as he stepped closer, the space between them warming as proximity altered temperature and pressure, and the change registered in Aeren’s body immediately, the heat beneath his ribs responding with a sharp pulse that made his breath hitch despite his effort to control it.

Lumier stopped a short distance away, not close enough to touch and not far enough to withdraw, the space held with deliberate care, and the restraint carried weight, the absence of immediate contact making the closeness more acute, the tension settling into Aeren’s chest with renewed insistence.

Aeren did not speak, because speech would have required shaping the sensation into something manageable, and the effort of doing so felt heavier than the silence, his jaw tight and his throat dry as he drew another shallow breath that scraped on the way in.

Lumier knelt beside him without comment, the movement slow and measured, the shift in height bringing him closer to Aeren’s level, and the nearness altered the air again, warmth gathering along Aeren’s side and shoulder, the body responding with a subtle easing that made the pressure beneath his ribs spread rather than tighten.

The heat did not vanish, but it changed character, the sharpness dulling into a steady burn that no longer spiked with each breath, and the stabilization made Aeren’s shoulders drop by a fraction, the muscles there releasing enough to allow a deeper inhale that filled his lungs more completely than before.

Lumier’s presence remained quiet, the weight of it felt rather than announced, and the absence of touch pressed against Aeren with its own insistence, the restraint making the closeness feel deliberate, chosen, and the awareness settled into his body with a quiet, unsettling clarity.

Aeren shifted slightly, the movement involuntary, and the adjustment brought his shoulder closer to Lumier’s knee, the fabric of his cloak brushing against rough cloth, the contact brief but distinct, and the sensation sent a small shiver through him that traveled down his spine and settled low in his back.

He did not pull away, though the instinct flickered, because the body responded to proximity with a steadiness that surprised him, the warmth beside him anchoring the internal heat rather than intensifying it, the pressure beneath his ribs easing just enough to make breathing less effortful.

Lumier reached out then, not to grip or restrain, but to place a hand lightly against the ground near Aeren’s thigh, the proximity of the touch altering the air without making contact, and the restraint carried more weight than pressure would have, the offered support existing without demand.

Aeren’s breath slowed, the rhythm adjusting as the body recalibrated to the changed conditions, and the steadiness spread outward from his chest into his limbs, the tingling in his fingers fading as sensation returned to familiar boundaries, the edges of his body sharpening again.

The heat remained, but it no longer threatened to overwhelm, settling into a manageable presence that pulsed in time with his heartbeat, and the stabilization brought a quiet awareness with it, the realization arriving not as thought but as a physical understanding that distance had carried a cost his body had refused to pay.

He leaned slightly toward Lumier without looking, the movement subtle and unannounced, the contact of fabric against fabric registering as warmth and resistance, and the closeness eased the remaining tension enough that his posture could straighten without strain.

Lumier did not comment on the movement, the silence holding steady, and the lack of acknowledgment allowed the moment to remain unshaped, the attachment forming without being named, the body accepting proximity as necessary rather than optional.

They stayed like that for a time, the forest quiet around them, the air damp and cool, the ground firm beneath, and Aeren’s breath gradually returned to a steady rhythm, each inhale deeper than the last, the sound softening until it blended into the ambient quiet.

When Aeren finally shifted again, pushing himself upright with care, the movement felt heavier than before, the body reluctant to reenter motion now that stillness had offered relief, and the effort drew a faint ache through his legs that grounded him in the reality of continuation.

Lumier rose with him, the movement synchronized without discussion, and the shared rhythm returned, the alignment settling into Aeren’s awareness with a weight that was neither comfort nor threat, simply present, and the understanding that his body had followed him back into closeness without argument pressed quietly beneath his ribs.

They resumed walking together, the road reappearing between the trees, and the path accepted their shared weight without resistance, the ground firm beneath their boots, the air shifting with each step, and Aeren’s body moved with a steadiness it had not held when he walked alone.

The pressure did not vanish, because it was not meant to, but it stabilized into something he could carry, the attachment settling into his muscles and breath with a quiet inevitability that did not ask permission, and as they moved forward, the awareness remained, unspoken and unresolved, the body having already chosen what the mind still hesitated to claim.
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Chapter 3: The Enemy Who Knew Too Much
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Morning returned without brightness, a thin light caught in low cloud that flattened the world into damp grays and muted greens, and Aeren felt it first as cold seeping through the fabric at his shoulders where the cloak had shifted in sleep, the chill collecting along the line of his collarbone until his breath adjusted to keep warmth inside his chest, each inhale careful and shallow as the ground beneath him released the night in slow, reluctant exhalations.

The fire they had allowed to burn low had left a faint mineral scent in the air, ash and damp wood mixed into something that clung to the back of his throat when he swallowed, and the taste anchored him in the present with a blunt clarity, because it did not belong to palace incense or the sharpened iron of armories, it belonged to a road that refused to be ceremonial, a road that pressed its consequence into the body instead of into words.

Lumier moved first, not loudly and not with haste, the shift of his weight sending a soft crackle through the leaf litter that made Aeren’s skin prickle along his forearms, and the sound was ordinary enough to be ignored yet precise enough to register as intention, a reminder that they were not simply walking beside one another by accident, they were continuing.

Aeren rose slowly, joints stiff from the cold ground, and the stiffness traveled up his legs in narrow bands that tightened behind the knees and at the hips, the ache dull but present, and as he rolled his shoulders the fabric pulled lightly at the back of his neck where hair stuck damply to skin, the sensation sharp and immediate, a small discomfort that kept him external when the quiet of morning might otherwise have let him drift inward.

They ate without ceremony again, the food simple and functional, and the act of chewing drew warmth into his mouth and throat, heat rising briefly before fading, and he watched the steam from his own breath mingle with the thin fog between the trees, the vapor dissolving too quickly as if the air refused to hold anything that resembled comfort.

When they started walking, their steps found the road with the same unspoken alignment as the previous day, the rhythm returning like a familiar bruise pressed again, and Aeren felt the closeness at his side as a steady band of warmth that hovered just beyond contact, present enough to alter the air and not present enough to be claimed.

The forest thinned after an hour, giving way to open fields cut by shallow ditches and low stone walls, and the space widened around them until sound traveled farther, boots on packed earth carrying a crispness that made each footfall feel exposed, and Aeren’s shoulders tightened in response, a reflexive bracing against being seen even when no one was there to look.

Lumier’s gaze moved across the horizon in slow sweeps, a habit that looked like caution but carried something more measured, and Aeren caught it not by turning fully but by the way Lumier’s attention altered the silence, the air changing when someone watched with intent, and the shift brought a faint heat to Aeren’s face that he tamped down by keeping his eyes forward.

The road curved toward a stand of bare trees, their branches thin and black against the cloud cover, and as they approached, the wind changed, cooler and sharper, carrying the scent of distant water and turned earth, and the gust slid under Aeren’s cloak and pressed against his ribs as though seeking weakness, the chill making his breath shorten until he forced it deeper, the air scraping lightly on the way in.

Aeren’s body remained steadier than it had when he tried to walk alone, and the steadiness felt like a debt being paid without his consent, because the warmth beside him mattered in ways he could not name without losing shape, and the knowledge of that dependence sat low in his abdomen like a stone, heavy enough to be felt with every step.

They reached a shallow bridge made of old timber, the boards dark with moisture and worn smooth at the center where countless feet had passed, and the wood flexed faintly beneath Aeren’s boots, the vibration traveling up through his shins in a brief tremor that reminded him of instability, of structures that held until they did not.

Lumier crossed first without hesitation, the movement fluid and quiet, and Aeren followed, eyes on the boards rather than the water beneath, because the current moved too quickly for the mind to rest on it, the surface broken by pale foam that flashed and disappeared, a restless motion that pulled attention into its churn.

On the far side, Lumier paused just long enough to look back, and the look landed on Aeren’s skin before it became anything else, a steady pressure along the side of his face as if warmth had been placed there without touch, and Aeren’s breath caught for a fraction of a beat before he smoothed it, the interruption too small to be seen and too sharp to ignore.

They continued, and the road narrowed again, slipping into a shallow cut between two low ridges, the earth banked on either side and covered in coarse grass, and the confinement altered the acoustics, making the sound of their steps bounce softly back at them, close and insistent, as if the path itself had learned how to keep them contained.

Aeren felt the earlier warmth in his chest begin to shift, not cooling into relief but tightening into awareness, because the closer the world pressed in, the more clearly he registered the way Lumier moved, the ease of his stride, the lack of wasted motion, and the fact that none of it carried the small hesitations Aeren had come to expect from those who feared what he was supposed to represent.

The ridges opened into a small clearing where the grass had been trampled recently, the flattened stalks darker with moisture and bent in overlapping arcs that suggested multiple bodies moving through the space, and the sight made Aeren’s skin tighten at the back of his neck, the hair there lifting as if the air had turned suddenly colder.

He slowed, not stopping, letting his pace shorten until each step placed carefully, the damp earth giving slightly under his boots, and the change in rhythm drew Lumier’s attention without a word, because silence did not erase awareness when bodies were trained to read it.

Lumier’s gaze dropped to the ground, following the crushed grass with a calm precision, and he crouched near the edge of the clearing without signaling for permission, fingers hovering just above the soil as if touch were unnecessary to understand what lay there, and Aeren watched the distance between Lumier’s hand and the ground, the restraint unsettling because it implied knowledge that did not require proof.

Aeren’s breath thickened in his chest, the air feeling heavier as the clearing held its quiet, and when Lumier spoke, the voice arrived low and even, integrated with the motion of rising again, “Three, maybe four,” as though counting were a simple act, and the words settled into the space with the same weight as a stone dropped into water.

Aeren’s pulse tightened at his wrists, a subtle heat where blood moved closest to the surface, and he kept his expression still, because questions offered openings, and openings could be used against him, yet the knowledge that Lumier had counted without touching made the muscles along his spine draw taut.

“You didn’t look long,” Aeren said, and his own voice sounded rougher than he meant it to, carried on breath that scraped lightly at the back of his throat, the dryness there making the words feel like they cost more than they should.

Lumier’s attention lifted, and his gaze met Aeren’s face without flinching, steady and assessing, and Aeren felt the evaluation not as judgment but as pressure, a weight placed precisely at the center of his chest, and the contact of being seen in that way made the air in his lungs feel suddenly too thin.

“It’s enough,” Lumier replied, and the simplicity of the answer made Aeren’s jaw tighten, because “enough” was not information, it was certainty, and certainty implied a foundation Aeren could not see.

They moved forward again, leaving the trampled clearing behind, and the road rose gently, the incline drawing a dull ache into Aeren’s calves, grounding him in exertion, yet the earlier warmth between them had shifted into something sharper, an edge that pressed against the soft, unspoken closeness they had carried since the forest, the line between proximity and threat narrowing without warning.

The wind picked up at the ridge, sliding over the cut in the earth and brushing Aeren’s cheeks with damp cold, and the chill made his lips sting slightly, sensation sharpening until every breath felt loud in his own ears, and he became aware of the cadence of Lumier’s breathing beside him, steadier than his, slower, as if the air belonged to Lumier more naturally than it belonged to Aeren.

They reached the top of the rise, and the land beyond opened into a patchwork of fields and thin woods, a low cluster of buildings visible in the distance, smoke rising faintly from one chimney, and the sight of shelter should have loosened something in Aeren’s shoulders, yet instead it drew a tightness into his chest, because shelter meant people, and people meant stories that attached themselves to bodies.

Lumier watched the distant smoke for a long moment, and in that stillness Aeren noticed the angle of his head, the way attention focused as if measuring more than distance, and the quiet insistence of the gaze reminded Aeren of council rooms and war tables, of eyes that weighed value, and the association cooled the earlier warmth in his ribs into something more wary.

They approached the settlement slowly, the road becoming firmer underfoot, packed by repeated use, and as they neared the first fence line Aeren caught the scent of animals and damp hay, the smell thick and heavy in the air, and the familiarity of it pulled up an old memory of outer yards near the palace, not the polished stone but the practical edges where labor happened, where people looked up only briefly and then looked away.

A dog barked from somewhere behind a shed, a sharp sound that cut through the damp air and made Aeren’s muscles tense, the reaction immediate, shoulders tightening and breath catching, and Lumier’s hand lifted slightly as if to calm without touching, the gesture small and controlled, the restraint of it carrying its own kind of authority.

No one emerged to challenge them, but eyes watched from windows, the faint glint of glass catching movement, and the attention pressed against Aeren’s skin like a cold mist, settling at the base of his throat until swallowing required intention.

They passed a woman carrying a bucket, her steps measured, her gaze sliding over Aeren’s cloak and then away, lingering a fraction longer on Lumier’s face with a different kind of caution, and the contrast struck Aeren as heat rising behind his sternum, because the village read Lumier as dangerous in a way it did not know how to name, while it read Aeren as something that belonged to a different category entirely, something too distant to be evaluated properly.

They stopped near a low building that smelled of smoke and stale ale, the doorway narrow and dark, and as Aeren stepped inside the warmth hit him in an uneven wave, heat from bodies and fire layered with the scent of sweat and cooked fat, and the sudden density of it made his lungs feel crowded, breath shortening as his skin warmed too quickly.

Inside, the room held a handful of men at a table, their voices low and edged, and when they noticed Aeren and Lumier the conversation thinned without stopping, words tapering into murmurs rather than silence, and the shift tightened Aeren’s shoulders as he moved toward the counter, boots sticking slightly to a floor that had seen too many spills.

Lumier stayed half a step behind him, close enough that Aeren could feel the heat of his body at his back, and the proximity steadied and unsettled him at once, because it made him aware of how easily that warmth could become restraint if Lumier chose it, how easily closeness could turn into control.

The innkeeper, a man with a scar along his jaw, looked up with eyes that did not soften, and his gaze dragged over Aeren’s clothing with a practiced assessment, then shifted to Lumier with a sharper pause, the attention tightening as if it had found something it recognized without understanding.

“What do you want,” the innkeeper asked, his voice flat, the words carrying less curiosity than boundary, and the sound made Aeren’s skin tighten around his ribs as though the question were a hand pressing there.

“Water,” Aeren said, because asking for more felt like claiming space he did not own, and the simplicity of the request steadied his breath enough to keep it from hitching.

The innkeeper reached for a jug, poured without hurry, and the water in the cup caught the firelight in trembling reflections, a small surface that never held still, and when Aeren lifted it the ceramic warmed his fingers quickly, the heat grounding him in touch as he drank, cool water sliding down his throat and easing the dryness there by degrees.

Lumier did not ask for anything, yet when the innkeeper’s eyes flicked toward him, Lumier’s gaze returned the look with calm steadiness, and the exchange happened in silence, a negotiation without words, and Aeren felt it as tension in the air, the room’s warmth tightening into something that pressed against the skin rather than soothing it.

Aeren set the cup down, the ceramic making a soft, final sound against wood, and he turned slightly toward Lumier, the movement restrained, because turning fully would have offered the room a clearer line of sight to the dynamic between them, and he did not want that line drawn.

“Your counts,” Aeren said, keeping his voice low enough that it did not carry, the words integrated with the movement of shifting his stance, “and the way you look at things like you already know what they mean.”

Lumier’s eyes stayed on Aeren’s face, and the focus held steady, a quiet pressure that made Aeren’s chest feel warmer than the room’s fire could explain, and the intensity of being watched that closely made the edges of Aeren’s awareness sharpen, the sounds of the inn muffling as if distance had increased.

“You notice,” Lumier said, and the phrase did not land as praise, it landed as confirmation, a simple statement that implied Aeren had been expected to notice, expected to catch the discrepancy, and the expectation itself pulled a tightness into Aeren’s gut.

Aeren’s fingers flexed once at his side, the leather of his gloves creasing, and the small movement helped discharge a fraction of the tension in his arms, because his hands wanted to do something, to grip, to brace, to close around certainty.

“You know more than you should,” Aeren replied, and the words tasted like iron in the warmth of the room, the accusation carrying weight not because he wanted to push Lumier away, but because he needed the imbalance named to keep it from silently widening.

Lumier’s mouth shifted as if a response rose too quickly, and for a heartbeat Aeren saw the beginning of a sentence on his tongue, the shape of it implied in the way his jaw moved, then the moment snapped shut, the words withheld with deliberate control until the silence itself became a statement, heavy and exact.

Aeren realized then that Lumier had known long before this moment, and had chosen to let him walk blind anyway.

The pause stretched long enough that Aeren’s skin began to prickle at the back of his neck, the attention of the room pressing faintly against him even though no one was leaning closer, and the sensation made him aware of how exposed they were here, how every stillness could be read as weakness.

Lumier finally spoke, but the answer arrived angled away, “I know what your body does when you push too far,” and the bluntness of it struck Aeren low in the ribs, because it named dependence without naming need, it framed Aeren’s vulnerability as observation rather than care, and the detachment cooled the warmth that had been forming, turning it into something more wary.

Aeren’s throat tightened, not with tears and not with panic, but with the sharp awareness of being understood in the wrong shape, because being watched for weakness was familiar, yet being watched with this kind of quiet precision carried a different danger, one that did not belong to Valencor’s cruelty but to intimacy that could become leverage.

He shifted his weight slightly, the floor sticky under his boot, and the movement brought him closer to Lumier by inches, the proximity altering the air immediately, warmth moving between them in a narrow band that pressed against Aeren’s side as if proximity itself wanted to erase distance, and the closeness sharpened tension rather than softening it.

“How,” Aeren asked, and the word left him on a tighter breath than he intended, the question small yet edged, because if Lumier could name the body’s response, then Lumier had been close enough to study it, close enough to learn patterns Aeren had never offered willingly.

Lumier’s gaze flicked briefly to Aeren’s throat, to the pulse there moving under skin, and the look made Aeren’s breath hitch before he forced it steady, because the attention felt physical, as if fingertips had traced that vulnerable point without touch.

Lumier’s voice stayed low, contained, “Because you don’t hide it as well as you think,” and the answer landed with a quiet cruelty, not meant to wound but sharp enough to cut, because it implied Aeren’s control had always been a performance with gaps that Lumier could see.

Aeren’s chest heated again, the warmth climbing higher, and he felt the instinct to step back, to widen space, to reclaim distance as safety, yet the crowded room behind him pressed close with bodies and eyes, making retreat impossible without drawing attention, and the constraint forced him to hold the proximity he had not chosen.

Aeren leaned slightly toward Lumier instead, the movement subtle and deliberate, his voice dropping further, “You notice too much,” and the admission carried a different weight than accusation, because it acknowledged a truth Aeren did not want to grant, that Lumier’s attention had become part of the air he breathed.

Lumier’s eyes did not soften, and the lack of softness made the closeness feel more dangerous, not because Lumier looked cruel, but because he looked restrained, as if cruelty would be simpler than holding back.

The innkeeper’s presence shifted behind the counter, a small movement of cloth and wood, and the sound broke the intensity enough that Aeren could inhale more fully, the air entering deeper and colder, scraping faintly at his throat before warming in his chest, and the physical sensation reminded him that he was still in a body, still in a place with other bodies that could interfere.

Lumier angled his head slightly, the gesture small, and Aeren’s attention caught on the movement the way it had on the trampled grass earlier, because Lumier made even minimal shifts look like decisions, and decisions meant control.

“There are things you don’t remember,” Lumier said, and the sentence arrived carefully, each word placed, and the moment it landed Aeren felt cold spread under his skin, not from the room’s air but from the implication, because memory was not supposed to be missing unless something had been taken.

Aeren’s fingers tightened around the edge of the counter, wood pressing into leather and into skin beneath, the resistance grounding him as his breath shortened, the air suddenly too warm to swallow easily.

“What things,” Aeren asked, and the question carried more edge than he wanted, because the body insisted on urgency when the mind tried to keep composure, and he hated the way his voice betrayed that.

Lumier’s mouth opened again, and again the beginning of a sentence formed, the shape of it visible in the tension of his jaw, then the words stalled, cut off by restraint that tightened his throat until he swallowed, the movement visible, the act of not speaking becoming physical.

The silence that followed pressed hard, the inn’s warmth suddenly too loud, the murmur of other voices returning in the background like water creeping back into a space after a stone has been removed, and Aeren felt the moment widen, tension spreading outward from the narrow line between them to include the whole room, the world briefly sharpened around the fact that Lumier had chosen to hold something back.

Aeren’s chest tightened, and the heat under his sternum pulsed once, a dull reminder of how his body responded when pressed, and that pulse made his next breath come shallow, the air catching, the sensation grounding his awareness in the precariousness of control.

Lumier’s gaze stayed on him, steady, and the steadiness did not offer reassurance, it offered certainty, the kind that belonged to someone who could wait because he already knew the answer.

Aeren felt something inside him pull, a reflexive need not to be seen too clearly, not to be known in the places he feared most, and the sensation lived in his body as a tightening low in the abdomen, a hollow pressure that made him want to curl inward, to protect soft parts with bone.

He forced himself to look away first, eyes shifting to the cup on the counter, to the trembling surface of water still catching firelight in small, restless flashes, and the image steadied him because it moved without intent, it only responded to vibration, it did not choose.

“We should go,” Aeren said, and the words came out controlled, the sentence longer in his mouth than it needed to be, because leaving was not retreat if it was framed as continuation, and he needed the shape of forward motion to remain intact.

Lumier did not argue, yet he did not immediately move either, and the pause made Aeren’s skin tighten again, because delay here was not hesitation, it was decision-making, and decision-making belonged to power.

When Lumier finally turned toward the door, the room’s attention followed him for a fraction of a beat, a ripple in the air that Aeren felt along his arms, and the way eyes tracked Lumier with sharper caution made Aeren’s stomach sink, because it implied recognition the village could not name, a knowledge of danger attached to Lumier that did not attach to Aeren the same way.

Outside, the air struck colder, damp wind sliding under Aeren’s cloak and pressing against his ribs, and the temperature shock made him inhale sharply before he controlled it, breath whitening briefly in front of his face before dissolving.

They walked away from the settlement without speaking, the road regaining its emptiness, and the return to open space should have eased the tension, yet instead it made it more intimate, because now there were no other sounds to absorb what had been said and not said, no other eyes to explain pauses as performance.

Aeren’s legs carried him forward steadily, but his chest held a new weight, the awareness of imbalance settling into his posture the way damp settles into cloth, slowly, thoroughly, altering texture without changing shape at first.

Lumier walked at the same pace as always, close enough to alter the air, and Aeren felt the proximity as both anchor and threat, because the steadiness meant Lumier did not need to rush, did not need to push, he could simply remain beside Aeren and let the imbalance exist until Aeren adapted to it.

The road dipped again toward a narrow grove, and the trees here were thinner, their trunks pale and smooth, and as they entered the shade the light cooled, making Aeren’s skin tighten as temperature dropped, and the chill pulled him back into sensation, into the immediate facts of breath and muscle.

Aeren’s throat remained tight from words not spoken, and the tightness made swallowing feel deliberate, a slow movement that dragged awareness down through his neck and into his chest, where the earlier warmth had turned dense, a pressure that did not flare but stayed, steady and unresolved.

He wanted to ask the question that hovered like a blade held just above skin, the question that would force Lumier to reveal what he had withheld, yet the desire to not know lived equally strong, because knowledge would change the shape of the road, would make every step afterward heavier with meaning.

Lumier’s gaze slid toward him again, not lingering on his face this time but drifting briefly to his hands, to the subtle tension in his fingers at his sides, and the attention made Aeren’s pulse quicken, heat rising under his skin where blood answered being watched, the body betraying him in small ways that felt humiliating precisely because they were involuntary.

Aeren did not speak, but his breath shortened, and Lumier’s eyes returned forward, the exchange quiet and complete, as if Lumier had taken note of the question forming and decided it did not need to be answered yet.

They walked until the afternoon thinned into early evening, the light draining slowly, and when they finally stopped near a line of stones half-buried in grass, remnants of another boundary, Aeren felt the fatigue in his legs settle deep, the ache heavy and honest, a physical truth that did not require interpretation.

Lumier crouched to gather kindling, movements efficient, and Aeren watched the way his hands worked, the ease of it, the certainty, and the observation deepened the imbalance again, because competence could be admired without risk, but knowledge withheld carried a different sharpness, a blade kept close to the body.

Aeren sat on one of the stones, its surface cold and damp through his cloak, the chill pressing into his spine until his shoulders tightened, and the grounding pain of it steadied his breath, because discomfort was easier than uncertainty when uncertainty wore another person’s face.

When the fire caught, the flame small and stubborn in damp air, the warmth brushed Aeren’s knees and hands in uneven waves, and the heat should have softened him, yet the earlier conversation remained lodged beneath his sternum like a foreign object, a weight that did not burn but did not belong.

Lumier settled across from him, close enough that the firelight painted shifting shadows along his cheekbones and hands, and the moving light made his face harder to read, expressions sliding between clarity and obscurity as the flame wavered, and the uncertainty of those shadows made Aeren’s skin prickle, because what could not be read could still be used.

Aeren kept his gaze on the fire, watching the way it consumed thin twigs and left them blackened, and he felt his own breath return to a steadier rhythm, inhale warming in the chest, exhale cooling on the lips, a small cycle that stabilized the pressure without resolving it.

Lumier spoke softly, as if placing the words carefully where they would not break something fragile, “You don’t have to force distance to prove anything,” and the sentence carried a strange restraint, because it acknowledged Aeren’s stubbornness without naming it, it offered a boundary without calling it care.

Aeren’s throat tightened again, and the heat under his sternum pulsed once, not painful but insistent, and the pulse made him aware of how much his body wanted to lean toward that offer even as his mind resisted, the dependence already written into muscle and breath.

“I’m not proving anything,” Aeren said, and the lie tasted dry, brittle in his mouth, because the body had already proven the opposite, the road had recorded it, the forest had recorded it, and Lumier had seen it.

Lumier did not challenge the lie, and the absence of challenge felt like a hand hovering near a wound without pressing, the restraint making the space between them heavier, because it implied Lumier did not need to win an argument, he could simply wait until Aeren’s body contradicted him again.

The fire crackled softly, and the sound filled the silence with small, sharp notes, and Aeren let the sound occupy the space where the unasked question lived, because if he spoke it now, the answer would enter the air and settle, and he could not yet carry the additional weight.

Lumier’s gaze stayed on the flames, but Aeren could feel the attention like warmth at the edge of his skin, steady and patient, and the steadiness made Aeren’s chest tighten, because patience was another kind of power, the kind that did not need force.

Aeren kept his mouth closed, breath moving in a controlled rhythm, and when he finally looked up, Lumier’s eyes met his immediately, as if they had been waiting there the entire time, and the contact held a quiet hook, the withheld truth still hanging between them like a blade that had not fallen yet.
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Chapter 4: The Blood That Other Creatures Feared
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The morning air carried a thin, wet chill that sat low over the road like a film that refused to lift, and Aeren felt it gather first along his knuckles where his gloves ended, the cold licking at the small strip of exposed skin until his fingers stiffened and the joints complained with a muted ache, the sensation steady enough to keep his breath measured as he walked, because the body could endure cold more easily than it could endure uncertainty when uncertainty wore another person’s silence.

The path led them away from the last settlement and into a stretch of land that looked ordinary from a distance, low brush and scattered stone and the skeletal remains of old fence lines half-sunk into soil, yet the wind here moved differently, slipping between rocks with a faint whistling thread that scraped the inside of his ear whenever it shifted direction, and the sound made his shoulders tighten a fraction, a reflexive bracing as though the landscape itself were trying to speak in a language that did not use words.

Lumier kept pace beside him without pressing closer than the road required, his presence still altering the temperature of the air at Aeren’s side in a narrow band of warmth that never fully touched, and the restraint sharpened the awareness of proximity rather than easing it, because closeness held at the edge of contact demanded constant management, a silent, muscle-deep vigilance that made Aeren’s ribs feel subtly caged when he inhaled.

The road began to climb, not sharply but with a persistence that drew heat into Aeren’s thighs and calves, and the warmth of exertion rose to meet the cold wind until his skin held two temperatures at once, chilled at the surface and hot beneath, the contrast making his breath feel too visible as it left his lips in pale vapor that drifted and broke apart quickly, as if even the air refused to keep evidence of him for long.

They reached a narrow cut between two ridges where the ground turned stony and the scrub grew thicker, thorned branches jutting into the path so that fabric brushed against them with a dry rasp, and the repeated scrape left faint, irritating tugs along his sleeves that kept his arms tense, the small abrasions anchoring him in touch while his eyes tracked the shallow bend ahead, the curve hiding what lay beyond without offering any alternative route.

The first sign of movement arrived as vibration through the soles of his boots, a faint tremor that registered as wrong because it did not match wind or footfall, and the sensation traveled up his shins in a slow ripple that made his knees tighten, the body responding before any sound reached him, because danger always announced itself first through pressure and imbalance, a shift in the world’s rhythm rather than a visible threat.

Lumier slowed, not stopping, his steps shortening with controlled economy, and the change in their shared rhythm tightened Aeren’s chest, because the road’s silence had trained him to measure everything by the smallest adjustments, and the adjustment now carried weight, the air narrowing between them as if the path itself had drawn a breath and held it.

The ridge ahead opened into a shallow basin cluttered with boulders and deadfall, branches bleached and snapped, the ground churned as if something large had passed through recently, and the sight made the skin at the back of Aeren’s neck prickle, the hairs lifting into alertness while the cold wind slid under his collar and pressed against the pulse there, the contrast sharp enough to make him swallow slowly, throat tight with the effort of keeping breath quiet.

Shapes moved behind the rocks, low and quick, not human in their gait, and the motion made Aeren’s stomach tighten as his fingers found the familiar line of his blade’s hilt beneath his cloak, leather cool against his palm, the contact grounding him with a blunt fact of readiness even as the air grew heavier, carrying a faint animal musk that thickened when he inhaled and left a bitter film at the back of his tongue.

They came into view in a loose half-circle, winged bodies crouched on stone and earth, not the great, myth-fed silhouettes of legends but leaner creatures with ragged pinions and dark eyes that reflected the pale light like wet glass, their talons scraping rock with small, precise sounds that set Aeren’s nerves on edge, because the delicacy of those movements suggested restraint rather than frenzy, and restraint meant choice.

Aeren’s grip tightened on his blade, and the leather wrapped around the hilt warmed quickly beneath his palm, heat spreading into his fingers as his pulse climbed, the blood in his wrists beating harder against bone until the sensation demanded awareness, and he stepped forward half a pace, posture aligned into something the palace had trained into him, spine straight, chin lifted, the stance of a figure who refused to show fear even when the body burned with it.

The nearest creature lowered its head and shifted its wings, the feathers along the edges lifting and settling in a sound like dry leaves stirred by wind, and the display read as threat, yet the eyes did not fix on Aeren with simple hunger, the gaze holding him with a different pressure, a narrow, assessing attention that made his ribs tighten as though the air between them had thickened.

Lumier did not reach for a weapon, and the absence of that motion landed against Aeren’s senses like a cold hand placed on the back of his neck, because it suggested knowledge of what was coming, and that knowledge moved beneath the skin as a steady, quiet weight, making Aeren’s breath shorten even as he forced it to remain controlled.

One of the winged creatures spoke, the sound rough and pitched low, a voice that scraped the air more than
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