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The cold in Varellon did not behave like weather so much as discipline, arriving first as a thin film on the inside of the lungs and then tightening the joints as if the body itself had been asked to stand straighter, and Aerion felt it deepen the farther he was escorted into the inner palace, where the corridors narrowed and the stone changed from polished display to older blocks that held chill like a verdict, while the guards at his back kept their steps measured in the way men did when they wanted their presence to register as law.

He had been brought through three gates without being told why the summons could not wait, and the silence around the reason sat heavier than any accusation, pressing against his ribs with a pressure that did not sharpen into fear so much as constant awareness, because in a court that ran on oaths and watching, the absence of explanation meant the world expected him to supply his own guilt, and the expectation followed him into each turn where torchlight thinned and the air smelled faintly of iron and bitter herbs, the scent of medicine carried on cloth that had been warmed by hands.

At the last door the air changed again, colder still yet cleaner, stripped of smoke and kitchen heat and the living noise that usually leaked through a palace no matter how grand it pretended to be, and the guard nearest him touched the latch with the same careful pressure used on blades, while Aerion’s palms stayed open at his sides to show nothing hidden, though the skin at his knuckles tightened as if it expected the room beyond to demand a gesture he had not agreed to give.

When the door opened, the silence inside did not spread outward in welcome; it held its ground, thick enough that the sound of the hinges felt like intrusion rather than entry, and Aerion stepped over the threshold with the slow steadiness of someone who understood that speed could be interpreted as hunger, while the room’s cold settled immediately along his cheekbones and under his jaw, finding the places the body forgot to guard until it was too late.

The chamber had been arranged for control rather than comfort, a wide table of dark stone placed where it commanded the room, shelves lined with sealed glass vials that caught torchlight and returned it in thin, hard glints, and a brazier left unlit as if warmth itself required permission, while at the far end the Crown’s chair rose from a shallow dais with no visible ornament beyond its height, and the man seated there looked less like a figure waiting to be approached than a boundary the room had decided would not move.

Kael Vareth’s posture held the kind of stillness that made other bodies adjust around it, shoulders squared and hands resting on the armrests as if the chair were not supporting him so much as obeying him, yet Aerion noticed the small things first—the faint pallor at the edges of his mouth, the controlled looseness of his fingers that looked practiced rather than natural, and the thin metallic scent that clung to the air nearest him, medicine carried close and swallowed often enough to become part of the room’s breath.

Aerion had been trained to stop at the marked line and wait for permission, but the space between them was too wide to be neutral, too deliberate to be merely ceremonial, and he crossed it anyway with steps that did not hurry yet did not falter, feeling the cold sharpen under his boots and the guards behind him pause as if uncertain whether to follow or retreat, while Kael’s gaze remained fixed on him without visible change, the weight of it landing on Aerion’s skin like a steady hand that did not push.

Aerion stopped close enough that the torchlight warmed the edge of Kael’s sleeve and the chill between them felt thinner, and he held himself there without lowering his eyes, letting the room decide whether this was challenge or proof, because he had nothing left to offer except the fact that he could stand in front of a Crown that did not want him and still remain, and in the quiet that followed he felt, with the clarity of cold against bone, that Kael did not tell him to step back.
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Chapter 1: The Prince Who Would Not Burn
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The summons found Aerion before the guards did, arriving as a change in the air inside the corridor where stone held winter like a vow, the chill thickening until it pressed against his teeth when he drew breath, and the sound of his boots on the pale floor losing its soft echo as if the palace had decided to swallow even the proof that he was here.

He did not hurry, because haste would have turned the watching into hunger, and hunger in this place always belonged to someone else, so his pace stayed measured while the cold threaded itself through the seams of his coat and collected under his collar with deliberate patience, a slow bite that made every step feel counted.

Two guards appeared at the far end of the hall without fanfare, their armor dulled by frost and wear, and the metal carried a medicinal tang that reached him before they did, sharp and clean like a blade held too close to the nose, the scent pushing saliva to the back of his mouth in an instinctive refusal.

Their boots stopped at a distance that pretended to be respectful and was not, and the nearer man’s breath plumed in short bursts that collapsed quickly, each exhale a small sign of impatience against the rigid silence of the palace, the vapor dissolving into the gray air like it had been trained to disappear.

Aerion held his hands where they could be seen, palms relaxed, fingers uncurled, the posture containing heat rather than offering it, because fire had taught the world to flinch from him and then blame him for the flinch, and the old habit of being treated like a spark inside a dry room still lived in the small tensions along his wrists.

The guard spoke his name with the careful flatness of a man reciting a sentence rather than giving an instruction, and the syllables struck the cold between them and fell without warmth, while behind the man the corridor remained bare and bright, stone walls polished to a severity that made every shadow look like a stain.

Aerion answered with a nod that cost nothing and gave nothing, and the motion pulled the cold deeper into his throat, drying it until swallowing felt like friction, the air scraping down as though it were dust rather than winter.

They moved together, the guards in front and behind as if escorting him toward judgment rather than audience, and as the palace narrowed around them the temperature shifted in subtle steps, colder near the floors where stone held the night, warmer closer to the lamps that burned with restrained flame, each torch guarded by metal grates that kept the light from being too alive.

The gates to the inner wing opened with a sound that was not loud, only final, a thick click that settled in his chest like the closing of a lock inside a body, and the air beyond carried more of that metallic medicine, as though someone had been trying to bind pain with iron and herbs and failing.

Every servant they passed lowered their gaze without fully bowing, the half-movement stiff with anxiety rather than reverence, and the hush that followed those small gestures traveled after him, pressing along the back of his neck with the unmistakable sensation of being measured and found incorrect.

The farther they went, the more the palace stopped pretending to be neutral, and the stone began to show its true temperament in the narrow veins of ice trapped beneath the surface, pale lines that caught torchlight and returned it in brittle glints, making the walls look like they were holding their breath.

Aerion’s heat stayed inside him, contained by skin and discipline, but the old phantom of flame still answered the cold instinctively, rising under his ribs in a low pressure that made his heart beat heavier, not faster, each thud a reminder that he could burn and that the world expected him to.

The corridor ended at a pair of doors tall enough to make a man feel like a mistake, carved with patterns that suggested mountains and snowdrifts without ever admitting to beauty, the surface cold even through the air, and the guards paused as if the doors themselves demanded permission.

One of them pushed the doors open and the sound was a drawn-out complaint of hinges, metal on metal, restrained only by practiced care, and the gap revealed a chamber with light set low, not dim so much as subdued, as though brightness would have been an indecency.

The warmth inside was minimal, the kind provided by bodies rather than fires, and it carried the scent of crushed herbs and bitter tinctures laid over the iron tang that clung to everything, the combination landing on Aerion’s tongue like a warning he could taste.

A semicircle of figures stood near the far end, noble silhouettes dressed in pale layers and dark collars, their jewels muted, their eyes sharp, and all of that attention gathered into a single weight that met him at the threshold, pushing against his sternum until his breath had to work around it.

The guards did not announce him again; they simply moved him forward as though the room had already agreed what he was, and Aerion let the push guide him because resistance would have been read as fear, and fear here would have been used as proof.

The chamber’s center held a long table of stone polished to a cold sheen, and beyond it, raised on a shallow dais, the throne sat like an accusation, carved from dark rock veined with frost, its lines severe enough to look unfinished, while behind it the wall rose bare except for a single emblem etched into the stone, a crown over a mountain that did not bend.

The man on the throne did not fill it, and the absence was physical, the way a garment hangs when the body beneath has lost weight, the way a room sounds when someone who should speak is holding their breath, and Aerion felt the emptiness first as a wrongness in the air before his eyes settled enough to take in the details.

Kael Vareth sat upright with precision, shoulders set, hands placed on the armrests as if his grip alone kept the stone from slipping out of place, and the pallor of his skin made the shadow under his cheekbones look like bruising, while his mouth held a line of control so tight it seemed to cut off warmth at its source.

A cup sat near the throne, steam rising in thin threads that carried the bitterness of medicine, and beside it a cloth stained faintly darker than the stone, not red, not fresh, just the lingering mark of something the body had tried to hide.

Aerion’s steps slowed on instinct, not from reverence but because the air around Kael felt denser, colder in a way that did not match the room, as though winter had chosen him as its anchor, and the pressure of it touched Aerion’s skin with a disciplined hand, checking for weakness.

The nobles’ gazes sharpened when he entered that cold radius, and he could feel their anticipation like an edge drawn across the back of his tongue, as if they expected him to flinch, to stop short, to obey an invisible border that would prove he belonged outside it.
The attention fixed in a different way then, not curiosity but accounting, the kind that does not interrupt, only records.
Aerion did not stop. The stillness that followed did not belong to him alone, and he felt it settle into the chamber like a mark placed rather than a moment passed, something the court would not forget, precisely because it remained still.

He walked forward until the cold reached into the seams of his bones, until it pressed beneath his fingernails and turned the pads of his fingers slightly numb, and then he walked one step further because the line the room wanted him to respect had never been written with his consent.

The guards remained near the doors, their presence a quiet threat, but no one moved to intercept him, and that stillness made the moment stretch, the kind of silence that becomes a test precisely because it allows no easy script.

Kael’s gaze lifted slowly, not with surprise, not with curiosity, but with the deliberate steadiness of someone who refuses to be hurried by anyone’s nerves, and when his eyes met Aerion’s the contact carried no warmth, only focus, a cool weight that landed on Aerion’s face as if measuring the shape of him.

Aerion held his posture straight and let his breath remain audible only to himself, because the cold had pulled it thin, and the thinness threatened to turn into visible weakness if he let it, while the medicinal scent thickened in his lungs and made the air feel slightly oily.

A man to the right of the dais shifted, fabric whispering, and the small sound cut through the room like a blade, drawing attention to the fact that no one had spoken yet, that Kael had not offered permission, and that Aerion had crossed the floor anyway.

Kael did not speak.

The silence continued long enough for Aerion’s skin to begin reacting on its own, heat rising under the cold in a slow response that did not bloom into flame but pressed outward, meeting the frost with stubbornness, and the sensation made his ribs feel tight, as though his body was bracing for impact that had not arrived.

A noblewoman’s perfume drifted faintly from the side of the chamber, floral and unnecessary, and it curdled slightly when it reached the medicinal air near the throne, the sweetness turning sharp, as if the room rejected anything that tried to soften it.

Aerion stopped at a distance that placed him closer than ceremony allowed, close enough that he could see the fine tremor in the steam above Kael’s cup, close enough that he could see the faint sheen of sweat at Kael’s temple that the cold could not erase, and he remained there without bowing because lowering his head would have been the first step toward being pressed down. The refusal did not echo, yet its reach extended beyond the moment, as though the palace itself had taken note.

A voice finally rose from the nobles, measured and formal, announcing Aerion as though the name itself were a complaint, and the words carried the weight of old judgments, of whispers that had learned to masquerade as policy, and Aerion felt them settle on his shoulders like a cloak meant to choke.

Kael’s gaze did not flick toward the speaker, and the refusal to acknowledge the interruption made the nobles’ posture tighten, their control momentarily exposed as dependence, because the room was built on the expectation that Kael would regulate everything, even the air.

Aerion let the cold continue biting his skin, let it numb and sting and remain, because moving away would have been an admission that the cold owned him, and he had spent too long being told that his own heat was the reason the world feared him to then let winter take credit for his retreat.

Kael’s eyes stayed on Aerion with a stillness that suggested not indifference but attention sharpened to a point, and in that attention Aerion felt the sensation of being seen without being granted the comfort of being understood, a precision that pressed into him like a gloved thumb testing bruised flesh.

The crown prince’s hands tightened slightly on the armrests, knuckles paling, and the stone beneath them looked colder by contrast, a dark frost-slick surface that held no promise of yield, while his breathing remained slow enough to appear controlled and heavy enough to betray effort.

Aerion’s chest rose and fell with steadiness that was not natural but chosen, and the choice pulled warmth into his core in a low gather, like embers held beneath ash, not flaring, not showing, simply refusing to die.

A man in a high collar stepped forward with careful certainty, his voice cutting the room into neat lines of duty, and the words aimed at Aerion carried the polished cruelty of a court that believed it could define a person by naming the danger it wanted to see, demanding explanation for why he was here, why he had been allowed into the inner wing, why the crown’s time was being spent on a stranger.

Aerion did not answer him.

The refusal did not come as defiance dressed in arrogance; it came as a quiet containment, the way one keeps a hand from jerking back from a hot surface, and the stillness forced the room’s attention back to Kael, as though Aerion’s silence had exposed who truly held the right to demand anything.

Kael’s gaze moved at last, drifting to the nobleman with no haste, and the shift in his eyes was subtle yet immediate in effect, like a door closing with no sound, because the nobleman’s posture tightened and then stilled, his jaw setting as if he had been reminded of the edge of his own leash.

When Kael spoke, the voice was lower than the chamber expected, roughened by something beneath control, and the sound carried through the silence without effort, each word shaped with restraint rather than softness, instructing the court to wait, to hold its tongues, to remember where authority actually sat.

The order settled into the room like frost spreading across water, quiet and absolute, and Aerion felt the nobles’ attention recoil, not away from Kael but inward, as though each of them had been forced to swallow their own impatience.

Kael’s eyes returned to Aerion, and the closeness of that gaze made the air feel colder against Aerion’s lips, the sensation turning each inhale into a deliberate act, while the medicinal scent thickened and clung to the back of his throat until he tasted bitterness even without drinking.

“Step closer,” Kael said, and the command carried no invitation, only the simple expectation that compliance would occur.

Aerion moved without pause, not because obedience came easily, but because refusing this particular command would have turned the room into a spectacle, and spectacle would have been a cage built from other people’s eyes, so he took the steps that brought him within the shadow of the dais, where the cold became sharper and the faint warmth of bodies behind him vanished.

Up close, the pallor of Kael’s skin looked less like fragility and more like something held under pressure, a body kept upright by will rather than health, and the scent of medicine rose stronger from the cup, herbal bitterness tangled with metallic undertones, as though the cure itself carried a blade.

Kael’s gaze lingered on Aerion’s face with an unblinking steadiness that made the moment feel like a hand at the back of Aerion’s neck, holding him in place without touch, and the nobles’ silence behind Aerion thickened, their restraint strained enough to be audible in the shallow shifts of fabric and breath.

“You were brought here,” Kael said, and the statement landed like a fact carved into stone rather than a question asked with curiosity, “and you have not bowed.”

Aerion let the cold remain on his skin like a second layer, let it numb his fingertips and tighten the tendons in his hands, and when he spoke his voice stayed level, the words carried on breath that fogged faintly in front of him before dissolving, “I came as summoned.”

The simplicity of it did not soften the tension; it concentrated it, and Aerion felt the room tighten around the exchange, the nobles behind him leaning into the moment without moving, because the court did not crave answers so much as it craved proof that someone could be made to yield.

Kael’s mouth did not change shape, yet something in his gaze sharpened further, focus narrowing until it felt like pressure against Aerion’s sternum, and the cold in the air seemed to listen, as if winter itself waited to see whether fire would offer itself up.

“They told me you are dangerous,” Kael said, and the words were delivered without accusation, which made them heavier, as though the label had already been placed and Kael was simply weighing it in his hands.

Aerion’s heat answered the word dangerous with a low surge under his ribs, a familiar ache of being named before being known, and the sensation pressed outward against the cold like breath against glass, not shattering it, only fogging it for a moment before discipline forced it clear again.

He did not deny it with pleading, because denial would have made the label feel truer, so he let the silence after Kael’s statement sit between them, long enough for the room to feel its own discomfort, long enough for the nobles’ patience to thin.

Kael’s hand shifted on the armrest, fingers flexing once as if testing sensation, and the movement revealed a faint tremor that did not belong to age or fear, a fine instability that the body tried to hide beneath stillness, while his other hand remained locked in place with deliberate strength.

Aerion’s gaze dropped briefly—not to bow, not to yield, but to the cup near Kael’s elbow, where the steam rose and fell in soft threads, carrying bitterness into the air, and the sight of that steady vapor made his throat feel drier, as though his body recognized sickness before his mind offered it a name.

Kael noticed the glance, because Kael noticed everything in this radius, and the crown prince’s voice stayed calm when he spoke again, “You were asked here because my body refuses what it should accept.”

The admission did not weaken Kael; it hardened the room around him, because naming vulnerability in this court was not a confession but a weapon handled carefully, and the nobles’ silence tightened into something like restraint under threat, their loyalty made visible by how quickly they avoided reacting.

Aerion felt the cold deepen at the mention of refusal, as though the palace itself bristled at the concept, and the sensation of resistance under his skin sharpened into focus, his own heat gathering tighter, controlled, as if his body understood that this was not a place where fire could move freely without being punished for moving at all.

“They say you mend,” Kael continued, his gaze steady enough to pin, “and that you do it without asking permission.”

Aerion’s breath met the air and came back colder, and the cold made his lungs feel slightly smaller, as if the room demanded less of him than he could give, and the mismatch created a pressure that edged toward irritation, the kind that could become flame if he let it.

“I do not ask people who are already bleeding,” Aerion said, and he kept his voice even, because heat in tone would have become spectacle too quickly, “I act, or I watch them fail.”

A faint shift passed through the nobles, a ripple of offense contained beneath posture, and Aerion felt their anger like a change in temperature behind him, warmer in a way that was not comfort, because anger carried a promise of punishment when directed by power.

Kael did not look away, and the steadiness of his gaze made Aerion’s skin more sensitive, cold registering as sharper points along his knuckles and cheekbones, while the space between them remained empty of touch and yet felt filled with contact all the same, an invisible line drawn and held taut.

“You speak as if you are owed the right,” Kael said, and the words were calm, but the calm carried teeth, “to decide what is permitted.”

Aerion’s spine stayed straight, and the cold pressed against the back of his neck like a hand reminding him where the room wanted him to bend, but the warmth in his chest held its ground, ember-deep, steady, and his reply came without softness, “I decide what I am willing to do.”

The silence after that line thickened so quickly it felt like it had been poured into the chamber, heavy enough to slow breath, and Aerion felt the court behind him tense with the expectation that Kael would punish the insolence, that the crown prince would reassert the hierarchy with a word or a gesture that made bodies remember their place.

Kael did neither.

His gaze stayed on Aerion with an intensity that did not flare, and in that stillness Aerion felt something shift at the edge of sensation, not warmth, not mercy, but a slight easing of the air’s aggression, as though winter had paused mid-bite to reassess whether the thing it had clamped down on would move.

Kael’s breathing remained slow, but the effort beneath it became clearer up close, a subtle strain along the throat, a faint tightening at the corners of the eyes, and the sight of that controlled endurance pulled Aerion’s attention inward through his own skin, awareness narrowing to the space between them where breath gathered and dissolved.

“Come nearer,” Kael said again, and the repetition made the command feel less like formality and more like insistence.

Aerion stepped to the base of the dais, close enough that the cold radiating from the throne seeped into the soles of his boots and climbed his calves with slow certainty, and he stopped there, looking up without lifting his chin too high, because the angle mattered in rooms like this, and the court watched angles the way priests watched omens.

Kael’s hand lifted from the armrest with a motion that was controlled and minimal, and the movement carried an edge of fatigue, as though the simple act of lifting his arm asked a price from his muscles, while the air around his fingers looked unchanged and yet felt denser, colder, as if the room’s winter drew toward him.

He did not reach out far enough to touch Aerion, and the absence of contact made the distance feel louder, a gap held open on purpose, while the nobles’ eyes behind Aerion sharpened with restrained anticipation, waiting for a sign of what this meeting would become.

“You do not kneel,” Kael said, and the words were not a question this time, but an observation delivered with the quiet precision of someone naming a flaw in a wall.

Aerion felt his knees as a distinct awareness, joints held steady by muscle and will, and the cold made the tendons along his legs feel slightly tight, as if the air wanted to coax him down by slow discomfort rather than force, and his response came measured, “I have knelt for people who deserved it.”

The nobles behind him drew breath like one body, the sound faint but collective, and Aerion felt the court’s outrage rising and compressing, pressure building behind ribs and throats, because the crown did not tolerate being weighed aloud.

Kael’s gaze did not flicker, and the stillness of his face made it impossible to read whether the line had landed as insult or as something else, but the air shifted again, and Aerion felt the cold around Kael settle, concentrating rather than spreading, as if winter had chosen to hold itself closer to the throne.

“They said you were exiled,” Kael said, and the word carried a faint metallic edge, like a blade dragged gently across stone, “and yet you stand here as though the world has no right to remove you.”

Aerion’s chest tightened slightly at the mention, not from memory offered as images, but from the bodily echo of being pushed away, of heat treated like contagion, of doors closed and faces turned, and the sensation made his heart beat heavier once, a single thud that pressed warmth into his ribs.

“The world removed me,” Aerion said, letting the cold keep its bite so he did not soften, “and it did not become safer.”

The line settled into the chamber with the weight of a thrown stone hitting deep water, and Aerion felt the nobles behind him stiffen, because it was one thing to be insolent to a crown and another to suggest that the crown’s decisions had failed, and failure here was treated like treason.

Kael’s eyes held Aerion’s with the same steady focus, but something in the stillness sharpened further, a slight narrowing that made the attention feel closer, as if Kael had stepped forward without moving, and Aerion’s skin responded with a faint prickling along his forearms, heat pressing under the cold.

The crown prince’s voice lowered by a fraction, the sound rougher where it passed through breath, “You are here because my city needs me to remain standing.”

The words carried no plea, and the lack of plea made them colder, because the statement was not about Kael’s desire to live, but about obligation carved into bone, and Aerion felt the weight of that obligation in the room itself, in the way the nobles watched Kael like men watching a crack in ice.

Aerion’s gaze stayed fixed on Kael’s face, and the closeness made the signs of strain more visible, the faint dryness at the corner of Kael’s mouth, the pale line where he had bitten the inside of his cheek, the subtle tension at the throat that suggested swallowing hurt, and the sight tightened something in Aerion’s chest that was not sympathy, only readiness.

“If you want me to act,” Aerion said, keeping his voice steady, “then you stop asking the room for permission.”

A nobleman moved before he could stop himself, the scrape of boot on stone sharp in the quiet, and Aerion felt the shift of bodies as guards tensed near the doors, but Kael lifted two fingers in a minimal gesture that froze the motion in place, and the court obeyed that small movement as if it were a blade at their throats.

Kael’s gaze did not leave Aerion when he spoke, “You speak as if you know what I must do.”

Aerion’s breath came in and tasted bitter, medicine and cold mixing until the back of his tongue felt coated, and he answered with the same contained certainty, “Your body is the only truth in this room that cannot be argued with.”

The sentence made the nobles behind him go still in a different way, not restrained by fear alone but by the uncomfortable accuracy of being named secondary to flesh, and Aerion felt the court’s discomfort settle as a subtle warmth at his back, irritation contained like a fist.

Kael’s eyes stayed steady, and the silence stretched again, heavy enough that Aerion could hear the faint crackle of the torches behind the grates, contained fire forced into obedience, and the sound made the embers under Aerion’s ribs respond with a low pull, a reminder of what flame does when it is caged.

Kael leaned forward by the smallest degree, the motion restrained and costly, and Aerion saw the effort register along the crown prince’s throat, a brief tightening that suggested pain contained behind discipline, while the cold around the throne shifted with him, following like a cloak that refused to slip.

“Then prove it,” Kael said, and the words carried the quiet brutality of a man who could not afford hope unless it was useful, “prove you can stand near me without making me weaker.”

Aerion’s skin reacted before anything else, heat pressing outward under the cold as if answering the challenge with the simplest truth of his body, and he stepped closer still, onto the first shallow step of the dais, bringing his face near enough that he could see the faint red along the rim of Kael’s eyes, the subtle irritation of sleeplessness or fever held down.

The nobles’ attention behind Aerion felt like a line of hooks, each gaze a point that could snag and tear if he moved wrong, but Aerion kept his posture contained and let his breath stay slow, because any suddenness would have been read as threat, and threat would have been given a name that justified violence.

Kael’s gaze held him at that new distance, and the closeness made Aerion aware of how Kael’s cold was not simply the room’s cold but something anchored in him, a disciplined frost that pressed against Aerion’s warmth and tested its boundaries, and the contact without touch made Aerion’s chest feel tight in a way that was not fear.

Aerion did not reach out, because touch would have been too loud, but he held his hands at his sides where they could remain still, and the stillness required more effort than movement, muscles coiling and containing as his body’s heat pushed gently against his own skin, wanting to answer cold with flame.

Kael’s breathing slowed further, and in the quiet Aerion could hear it clearly, each inhale carefully measured, each exhale released as if the air was being rationed, and the sound pulled Aerion’s attention down to his own lungs, the cold turning his breath into something he had to earn.

A faint tremor passed through Kael’s fingers where they rested on the armrest, and Aerion saw the crown prince’s control tighten around it, the tremor muted rather than erased, and the sight made Aerion’s jaw set, not from pity, but from the simple instinct of a body recognizing another body fighting to remain upright.

“You will not fix me by force,” Kael said, his voice low, and the sentence carried a warning hidden inside restraint, “and you will not embarrass me.”

Aerion’s breath fogged faintly in the cold, and he spoke with his voice held even, “Then you stop pretending that asking for help makes you less of a king.”

The nobles behind Aerion reacted in a near-silent shift, fabric whispering, breath catching, and Aerion felt their shock like a quick draft of warmer air against his back, but Kael did not lash out, did not flinch, and the lack of reaction made the room feel suddenly more dangerous, because it suggested Kael was choosing to let this continue.

Kael’s gaze stayed on Aerion with an unbroken intensity, and the air between them seemed to thin, not warmer, not safer, simply clearer, as if some part of Kael’s cold had paused to listen rather than bite, and Aerion felt that shift along his skin as a faint easing that did not reach comfort.

“You were not brought here to lecture me,” Kael said, and the words carried the quiet edge of steel wrapped in velvet, “you were brought here to be useful.”

Aerion’s heat pressed under his ribs again, restrained but present, and he answered without softness, “Then let me see what they hide.”

Kael’s eyes narrowed by the smallest degree, and the change made Aerion feel the crown prince’s attention like a hand tightening on a collar, while behind Aerion the court held itself so still the silence began to feel like pressure against the ears, waiting for Kael to decide whether this request was insolence or necessity.

Kael’s hand lifted again, and this time the fingers moved toward Aerion’s face without fully committing, stopping just short of contact, and the nearness made Aerion’s skin react sharply, gooseflesh rising along his forearms where cold and proximity met, because being reached for by power was never neutral.

Kael did not touch him, and the refusal to touch carried its own kind of control, the gap maintained with deliberate precision, while Kael’s voice dropped into something almost conversational and therefore more dangerous, “If you step closer than I allow, you will be removed.”

Aerion stood on the first step of the dais with his breath slow and his hands still, and the cold under his boots felt like a warning pressed into the soles, but his gaze did not drop, because the one thing he could still claim here was the simple act of not looking away, so he answered with quiet certainty, “Then tell me where to stand.”

Kael’s eyes held his for a long moment, the silence stretching until Aerion could feel his own heartbeat in his throat, and then Kael’s fingers shifted slightly, indicating a position closer to the throne, a place where the cold was deepest, as if Kael was not offering a compromise but testing whether Aerion would obey and endure.

Aerion stepped where indicated, moving into that concentrated cold until his skin stung and his breath thinned, and he stopped there without wavering, letting the sensation bite and remain, because the bite was the proof the room demanded and the proof he refused to be afraid of.

The court’s attention behind him pressed harder, and Aerion felt their unease in the way no one spoke, no one moved, as if they feared that any sound might disturb the fragile balance of Kael’s strength, but Kael’s posture held, upright and rigid, a man refusing collapse by force of will.

Aerion’s warmth stayed contained, embers under ash, and the restraint required effort that showed nowhere except in the tightness of his jaw and the steadiness of his breath, and the absence of flare made the room’s expectation feel briefly uncertain, as though the court did not know what to do with fire that chose not to perform.

Kael’s gaze traced Aerion’s face with the same cool precision, and for the first time since Aerion entered the room, the crown prince’s attention carried something that was not accusation or command, something closer to assessment sharpened into interest, the kind that does not promise safety but does promise that you will not be allowed to disappear.

“You do not back away,” Kael said, and the words were quieter, not softened, only nearer.

Aerion’s breath fogged faintly in the cold, the vapor dissolving quickly, and his reply came measured, “I have already lost enough ground to know what it costs.”

The sentence settled between them like a stone placed on a scale, and Kael’s gaze stayed fixed, as if the weight of that admission was being tested for honesty, while behind Aerion the court remained silent, their patience stretched thin by a meeting that refused to follow expected rituals.

Kael’s fingers curled against the armrest, and the movement pulled a brief tightness across his mouth, a flicker of discomfort caught and contained, and Aerion’s attention sharpened toward that small sign, because bodies lied less cleanly than courts did.

Aerion did not reach out, did not offer help in gesture, because help offered too quickly becomes mercy, and mercy here becomes leverage, but he stood where Kael placed him and let the cold and the bitterness and the watching remain, allowing the moment to overstay until it became something that could not be dismissed as a formality.

Kael’s gaze held him there, steady and unyielding, and the court’s silence continued to press, heavy enough that it began to feel like a lid placed over boiling water, containing pressure that would not be allowed to vent, and Aerion sensed in that containment the first shape of a bond that was not chosen gently, but formed under force.

When Kael finally spoke again, his voice stayed low, controlled, and the words arrived like a quiet claim rather than an order, “You will remain in the palace until I decide you are no longer necessary.”

Aerion’s skin registered the sentence before anything else, heat tightening under his ribs as if bracing, because necessity had always been a cage disguised as purpose, and the cold in the room seemed to listen for his response, ready to bite deeper if he showed hesitation.

He did not offer gratitude, did not offer protest, because either would have been a concession, so he held Kael’s gaze and kept his breath slow, letting the moment settle into a tense stillness that felt like the first link of a chain, and when the nobles behind him remained silent as well, Aerion understood without needing explanation that the court had not expected Kael to keep him close, and that surprise would not remain surprise for long, the cost of the moment already beginning to accrue, tied to the simple fact that he had chosen not to move.

Kael’s eyes stayed on him as if the crown prince had not finished deciding what Aerion was, and the intensity of that focus made Aerion’s skin feel sensitized, each point of cold sharper, each inhale more deliberate, and the room held its breath around them, waiting for what Kael would demand next without touching, without softening, without letting the pressure break.
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Chapter 2: The Space Between Breaths


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


Aerion learned where they wanted him by the way the air changed when he crossed an invisible threshold, the palace’s cold loosening by a fraction near the inner corridors where lamps were kept lower and closer together, warmth rationed like mercy rather than offered, and the faint difference in temperature landing on his skin with the same deliberate pressure as a hand that guides without admitting it is guiding.

The room assigned to him was not a room so much as a narrow pocket carved out of stone and rule, placed close enough to the royal bedchamber that the hallway between them felt like an extension of a single space, the distance shortened until every footstep could be heard and counted, and the shift in location made his body register proximity as risk long before it became an idea worth naming.

The door closed behind him with a quiet finality that did not echo, as if the stone here had been trained to swallow sound, and the silence that followed sat heavier than the earlier chamber’s watchfulness, because this quiet did not belong to an audience but to a private kind of control, the kind that expects compliance without witnesses.

The air smelled cleaner in this corridor, less of medicine and more of cold linen warmed by bodies that refused to be called weak, and yet the metallic bitterness lingered in faint traces along the walls and hinges, a reminder that sickness lived close even when it was hidden, and Aerion’s throat tightened as the scent touched the back of his tongue.

A single brazier burned at the far end of the hall behind a grate of blackened iron, the coals kept low enough that the heat did not brighten the space, and the restrained flame made his skin prickle with an old, unwanted recognition, because the palace allowed fire only when it could be caged and called harmless.

He set his small pack down near the bed that had been made too neatly, the sheets pulled tight enough to look unused even before he touched them, and the fabric felt cold where his fingers brushed it, linen holding winter despite the warmer air, as if the room had been emptied of human warmth out of principle.

Aerion remained standing, because lying down would have made him feel like he had accepted the space as refuge, and refuge in this place would be offered only to those who agreed to be owned, so he stayed upright while the faint warmth from the corridor’s lamps pressed at his shoulders and softened the sharpest edges of the cold.

The change in guard happened without ceremony, announced only by the subtle shift of boots outside his door, the cadence altering in a way his body caught instantly, and the new rhythm of steps carried a different weight, more deliberate, less bored, as though the men posted here had been chosen for their ability to stand quietly without forgetting why they were standing.

He listened to the sound until it settled into pattern, the steady pause-and-pass of patrol that never strayed far, and the predictability of it did not soothe him so much as tighten something in his chest, because routine here was another way of drawing a circle and calling it safety.

The hallway beyond his door remained quiet, yet the quiet did not feel empty, the air holding the faintest tremor of other people’s breathing when guards shifted, the soft scrape of leather against stone, and those sounds made the space feel watched even when no eyes were visible.

Aerion moved to the small window set high in the wall, too narrow to be called generous, and the glass was cold under his palm, its surface fogging faintly where his skin met it, the brief cloud of warmth dissipating quickly as the stone drank it away, leaving only the sting of cold in his fingertips.

Outside, the courtyard lay pale under moonlight, stone washed in a color that looked almost blue, and the air beyond the glass appeared sharper, colder, as if the night itself wanted to cut rather than settle, while inside the room the slight warmth made his skin feel too exposed, as though it had been coaxed into softening without consent.

He turned back from the window and let his gaze trace the room’s corners, noticing the lack of ornament, the practical chair, the basin of water that held a thin sheen of ice at the edges, the folded cloths stacked with careful precision, and the simplicity of the space made it clear that he had not been given comfort so much as containment.

When he sat at last, he chose the chair instead of the bed, placing himself where his back could rest against the wall, and the stone behind him carried a cold that pressed through fabric and into bone, steady enough to keep his muscles alert, while his breath moved more quietly in the warmer air, less visible, and therefore more dangerous in how easily it could be overheard.

The palace shifted around him the way a large creature shifts in sleep, small sounds adjusting, distant doors settling, a low hum of movement carried through stone, and beneath it all Aerion became aware of another sound, intermittent and faint, a measured exhale and inhale that seemed to travel from somewhere close, the rhythm too deliberate to be a guard’s idle breathing.

It was not loud enough to be a certainty, only present enough to hook his attention, and the hook tightened when it repeated, a slow breath that held weight at the end of the exhale, the kind of controlled release a body makes when every inhale is chosen rather than automatic.

Aerion kept his face still and his posture contained, because any outward reaction would have been visible if someone watched through the crack beneath his door, and yet his own lungs responded, his breath slowing unconsciously to match the cadence he heard, as if the body preferred to align with a rhythm that belonged to power.

The corridor’s air warmed slightly again as a servant passed with a covered tray, the scent of broth and herbs slipping under Aerion’s door for a moment before being swallowed by the stone, and the brief warmth of food in the air made his stomach tighten, not with hunger but with the old reflex of refusing what might be offered for a price.

Time moved in small increments measured by sound rather than light, the lamps outside shifting lower as the night deepened, the patrol’s footsteps altering in pace, and the breathing beyond the wall continuing with that same slow insistence, as if the palace’s private heart beat just out of sight and expected him to hear it.

Aerion did not press his ear to the wall, because that would have been a gesture of need, but he felt the nearness in the air anyway, the corridor between his assigned space and Kael’s bedchamber so short that the faintest noise traveled, and the awareness of that proximity settled under his ribs as an uncomfortable heat, embers gathering without flame.

When the guards shifted again, the change came with a single quiet knock at Aerion’s door, the sound controlled, not asking permission so much as marking presence, and a voice followed, low and professional, informing him that his position was not optional, that he would remain close, that he would not wander, and the tone made it clear the words were less instruction than reminder.

Aerion answered with silence long enough to make the man outside pause, then with a single acknowledgment delivered without deference, his voice kept level so it would not carry further than necessary, and the brief act of speaking made the room’s warmth touch his lips differently, softening the cold at the edges, a shift that felt like vulnerability.

After the guard moved away, the corridor returned to its steady watchfulness, yet the breathing beyond the wall continued with the same measured pace, and Aerion’s awareness narrowed again, drawn toward that sound as though proximity itself created gravity.

He stood and crossed the room slowly, each step chosen to avoid noise, and the boards beneath the thin rug did not creak, too well-maintained to betray movement, which made the quiet more oppressive, because it meant any sound that did occur would be intentional, and intention in this palace was always suspicious.

Near the door, the air felt fractionally warmer, likely from the corridor’s lamps, and the warmth made his skin more sensitive to the cold that still seeped from the stone, the contrast sharpening sensation along his hands and neck, and the sharper sensation kept him anchored in his body as the night pressed closer.

The breathing beyond the wall slowed for a moment, then resumed, and in that slight pause Aerion felt something shift, not in the sound itself but in the way the silence around it tightened, like a room listening for a decision.

A door opened somewhere close without a hinge complaint, a smooth movement practiced until it made almost no sound, and the corridor’s air changed as colder breath mixed with warmer lamp heat, creating a faint draft that slipped under Aerion’s door and touched his ankles with cool fingers.

The footsteps that followed were unaccompanied, measured, and heavier than a servant’s, the rhythm too even to belong to a man trying to be quiet out of fear, and as the steps approached Aerion’s door, the air in his small room seemed to tighten, warmth held in place by sudden attention.

The guards did not announce the approach, which in itself was an announcement, and Aerion’s skin reacted first, a slight lift of gooseflesh along his arms as the proximity of power pressed through the thin barrier of wood.

There was no knock this time, only the latch turning with controlled pressure, and the sound was not loud but intimate, metal shifting in a way that suggested permission had already been granted elsewhere, and the door opened just enough to let a sliver of corridor light spill across the floor.

Kael stepped into the room alone.

He moved without attendants, without the outward trappings of the earlier audience chamber, and the absence of witnesses made the space feel smaller, the air more concentrated, while Kael’s presence carried the same disciplined cold that followed him like a cloak, the chill sharpening at the edges of his silhouette as he closed the door behind him.

Aerion did not bow, and he did not speak first, because the room already belonged to Kael’s decision, and anything Aerion said would become either permission or protest, so he let the silence hold until Kael chose its shape.

Kael’s posture remained upright, his shoulders set with habitual control, yet in the closer light the strain showed more clearly, a faint tightness at the mouth as if swallowing remained costly, a slight pallor at the lips that the corridor’s warmth had not corrected, and the scent of medicine clung to him more strongly here, herbs and iron bound together by persistence.

The warmth in Aerion’s room did not welcome Kael; it reacted, the temperature seeming to flatten, as if Kael’s cold pressed down on it until the air became even, neither comfortable nor biting, merely held.

Kael’s gaze moved over Aerion in one slow pass, not lingering on clothing or posture so much as on stillness itself, and the attention made Aerion’s skin feel exposed, every point of heat beneath his ribs suddenly more noticeable, as if the body recognized that this was a proximity it could not pretend was accidental.

“They placed you here,” Kael said, and his voice carried low restraint, a controlled roughness that suggested fatigue held under discipline, “as though you are a tool that can be stored.”

Aerion felt the words land as pressure against his sternum, not because they were wrong but because they acknowledged the cage without offering an exit, and he kept his response measured, “They placed me where you can watch.”

Kael’s eyes narrowed by a fraction, and the small shift made the attention feel sharper, like cold air drawn through teeth, while his breathing remained slow, the exhale controlled until the end where it carried a faint weight, a slight tremor of effort.

He took a step further into the room, and the movement was deliberate, the kind that assumes the space will yield because it has always yielded, and yet there was a faint stiffness in his stride that suggested pain at the joints, a body that negotiated every motion with a private cost.

Aerion did not move to meet him, because meeting would have been concession, but he did not retreat either, because retreat would have been invitation for pursuit, so he remained where he was with his shoulders squared, his hands visible, his breath steady in the slightly warmer air.

Kael stopped at a distance that placed him too close for formality and too far for touch, the gap precise, maintained as if the line between them was part of the palace’s architecture, and the closeness made Aerion aware of the sound of Kael’s breathing more clearly, each inhale sliding through a throat held tight, each exhale released like a controlled surrender that never reached softness.

“You listen,” Kael said, and the statement was not accusation but observation, as if he had been aware of Aerion’s attention long before the door opened, “even when you stand still.”

Aerion’s skin warmed under his collar, the heat not blooming but pressing outward in response to being named, and he kept his voice level, “It is difficult not to hear what is kept this close.”

Kael’s gaze held him with a steady intensity that did not demand agreement so much as acknowledge the truth of proximity, and the silence that followed stretched until Aerion could feel his own breath in his chest, the expansion and release made heavier by the awareness that Kael was listening too, counting each inhale like a measure of control.

Kael’s eyes flicked briefly toward the bed, the neatly pulled sheets, the untouched pillow, and the glance made the room’s purpose clearer, not as comfort but as containment, a place meant to keep Aerion within reach, and the knowledge of that reach tightened Aerion’s jaw.

“You did not sleep,” Kael said, and the statement carried a faint edge, not irritation but something like assessment, as if Kael wanted to know whether Aerion’s endurance was real or performative.

Aerion felt the chair’s cold against the back of his thighs where he had stood up too quickly, the sensation grounding, and he answered without giving anything away, “The room is not meant for rest.”

Kael’s mouth tightened slightly, a controlled expression that could have been amusement if Kael allowed himself such weakness, and the small change made Aerion’s attention sharpen, because any deviation in Kael’s control carried weight here.

Kael stepped closer by a fraction, reducing the distance until Aerion could smell the herbs more clearly, bitter and sharp beneath the iron tang, and the scent made Aerion’s throat tighten again, saliva gathering in refusal, because the body recognized that taste as sickness disguised as cure.

“I did not send for you,” Kael said, and the words fell with deliberate clarity, “and yet you are here.”

Aerion’s chest rose slowly, the air filling his lungs with warmth edged by Kael’s cold, and he answered with the restraint of someone refusing to show how much the sentence mattered, “You did not tell them to remove me.”

The silence after that line sharpened, and Aerion felt the tension widen in the room, because the court could ignore absence of orders but could not easily ignore the presence of choice, and Kael’s gaze held steady as if weighing whether Aerion had named something Kael would rather keep unspoken.

Kael’s breathing slowed, and in the small space Aerion could hear the faint catch at the end of an inhale, subtle but present, the body negotiating air like it was bargaining with pain, and Aerion’s attention drew toward that sound as if breath were a rope between them, taut and shared without consent.

“They watch me,” Kael said, and the admission was delivered without softness, which made it heavier, “and they watch you because you stand too close to the part of me that fails.”

Aerion felt heat press under his ribs in response to the word fails, not anger, not pity, only the sharp readiness of a body that refuses to let weakness be used as weapon by others, and he kept his voice controlled, “Then do not let them decide what my closeness means.”

Kael’s gaze sharpened again, and the intensity of it made Aerion’s skin prickle along his forearms, as if cold had turned into touch without contact, while Kael’s posture remained perfectly upright, the discipline so tight it looked like stone.

“And what does it mean,” Kael said, and the question was quiet enough to feel like an intrusion, not because it asked for confession but because it implied Kael had already begun assigning meaning to a proximity he refused to name.

Aerion’s breath moved in and out with steady control, the warmth of his exhale brushing his own lips, and he answered in the same even tone, “It means you have not pushed me away.”

The words settled between them with the weight of something too honest to be safe, and the room’s warmth seemed to recede by a fraction, as if the air itself had tightened around that admission, while Kael’s gaze held Aerion’s face with a stillness that did not allow retreat into formality.

Kael did not respond immediately, and the silence overstayed until Aerion could feel the muscles in his shoulders begin to ache from holding still, the body paying for restraint, while Kael’s breathing continued with that measured cadence that had drawn Aerion’s attention earlier, the rhythm now close enough to feel like pressure against the room’s skin.

Kael moved at last, not toward the bed, not toward the chair, but toward Aerion himself, taking one slow step that brought him close enough that the air between them warmed slightly from shared body heat, and the subtle change in temperature made Aerion’s awareness narrow sharply to the space between their chests.

The closeness did not soften the danger; it concentrated it, because the palace outside this room would interpret nearness as leverage, and leverage would be used, and Aerion felt the risk as a physical tension at the base of his throat, the same place where cold scraped earlier, now tight for a different reason.

Kael’s gaze dropped briefly to Aerion’s mouth, not lingering long enough to be called a look, but the shift was visible in the way Kael’s attention moved, and the movement made Aerion’s skin respond with a slight heat under the cheekbones that he refused to let show as anything other than the room’s warmth.

Kael’s voice lowered, controlled and quiet, “You speak as if my choice is yours to name.”

Aerion held still, letting the pressure of the moment sit heavy rather than trying to break it, and he answered with the steadiness of someone refusing to apologize for noticing what is obvious, “If it is not yours, then whose is it.”

The question did not invite comfort; it invited exposure, and Aerion felt Kael’s attention sharpen as if the words had slid beneath armor, while Kael’s breathing remained slow, the exhale longer this time, carrying a faint tremor of strain that made Aerion’s own lungs tighten in unconscious response.

Kael’s hand lifted slightly, not reaching for Aerion, not yet, the fingers hovering near his own chest as if checking the steadiness beneath ribs, and the small movement revealed again that subtle cost of motion, the stiffness held beneath control, a body resisting its own limits.

Aerion’s attention fixed on that hand for a fraction of a second, because the body always told the truth first, and the sight of controlled strain made his own fingers flex at his side, heat pressing under his skin like restrained impulse.

Kael noticed the flicker of movement, because Kael noticed everything that approached his boundaries, and his gaze returned to Aerion’s eyes with a cool steadiness that felt like a warning and a test combined, “Do not touch me unless I tell you.”

Aerion’s throat tightened with the familiar irritation of being restricted, but the warmth in the room kept the irritation from turning sharp enough to become flame, and he answered without stepping back, “Then tell me.”

The silence that followed sat heavy and intimate, the kind that makes the air feel close around the face, and Aerion could hear Kael’s breath clearly now, the slight rasp at the end of an inhale, the controlled release of exhale that sounded almost like restraint made audible.

Kael’s eyes held Aerion’s for a long moment, and the stare did not feel like accusation; it felt like recognition approached carefully, a predator’s calm attention that does not rush, and the steadiness of it made Aerion’s skin feel too present, every point of contact with fabric, every shift of air along his collarbone.

“Stand closer,” Kael said at last, and the command came without softness, delivered as if it were already understood that Aerion would obey.

Aerion moved by a single step, closing the distance until the warmth of Kael’s body pushed faintly against the colder air that clung to him, the subtle mix of temperatures creating a thin line of sensation along Aerion’s chest where breath moved, and the closeness made the room feel suddenly too small to hold both of them without friction.

Kael did not reach out, but the gap between them narrowed enough that Aerion could feel the presence of Kael’s hand if it lifted, could imagine the shape of contact without it happening, and the absence of touch became its own pressure, a held blade that did not strike.

Kael’s gaze dropped again, slower this time, tracing the line of Aerion’s throat where pulse moved under skin, and Aerion felt the attention like cold placed against a vein, the sensation making his heartbeat more noticeable without speeding, each thud pressing warmth outward under restraint.

“You are warm,” Kael said, and the statement was not compliment but observation, as if warmth itself were a trait to be judged, and the way Kael’s voice shaped the word made it sound like something dangerous kept barely under control.

Aerion’s breath entered his lungs and felt thicker for a moment, the air warming as it passed between them, and he answered with the same contained steadiness, “You are not.”

Kael’s mouth tightened again, and the brief change might have been irritation, might have been something else, but it did not resolve into expression, because Kael did not allow himself the luxury of being readable, and the restraint made Aerion’s attention sharpen further, wanting to know what the face refused to give.

Kael’s fingers lifted at last and moved toward Aerion’s wrist, slow enough to be deliberate, stopping just short of contact as if measuring Aerion’s reaction, and the nearness made Aerion’s skin prickle sharply, gooseflesh rising where warmth met cold anticipation.

Aerion did not flinch, because flinching would be surrender, but his breath shifted slightly, the inhale deeper, the body responding to proximity with involuntary readiness, and Kael’s gaze flicked up to catch that change.

“You listen with your body,” Kael said, and the statement landed like a private claim disguised as critique, “even when you refuse to speak.”

Aerion’s jaw set, the muscles tight with restraint, and he answered without letting his voice warm, “And you measure with yours, even when you pretend you do not need anyone.”

Kael’s hand completed the distance, fingers closing around Aerion’s wrist with controlled pressure, not gentle, not cruel, simply firm enough to be undeniable, and the touch was cold through and through, a winter grip that pressed into Aerion’s skin and made his pulse leap against it, heat surging under the contact like embers pushed by wind.

The sensation arrived before any explanation could, cold sinking into bone where Kael’s fingers held, warmth answering from within Aerion’s arm, and the contrast created a sharp line of awareness that traveled up Aerion’s forearm and into his shoulder, the body recognizing the danger of being held by power in a private room.

Kael’s thumb shifted slightly against the inside of Aerion’s wrist, finding the pulse with precision, and the measured pressure made Aerion’s skin feel too thin, the heartbeat too exposed, while Kael’s breathing remained slow and controlled, the exhale brushing faintly against Aerion’s knuckles where their bodies nearly touched.

Aerion did not pull away, because pulling would admit the touch mattered, and he did not lean in, because leaning would turn the moment into invitation, so he stood still and let the cold grip remain, letting the tension overstay until it became uncomfortable enough to be real.

Kael’s gaze stayed on Aerion’s wrist as if the pulse beneath skin were a language, and the room’s warmth receded under the concentrated cold of Kael’s attention, the air flattening again until it felt held between them, while outside in the corridor a guard’s step passed and kept moving, unaware or pretending to be unaware.

“Your heart does not stutter,” Kael said, and the quiet observation carried weight, because it implied expectation of fear, of weakness, of the body betraying itself, and Aerion felt the line land with the old sting of being watched for failure.

He kept his voice steady, “It has learned to keep going when people want it to stop.”

Kael’s grip tightened by a fraction, enough to make the bones in Aerion’s wrist press closer together, and the pressure was not painful yet, only possessive in its certainty, while Kael’s breathing shifted slightly, the inhale deeper, as if the act of holding Aerion’s pulse had altered Kael’s own rhythm.

The moment held in that small physical fact, hand on wrist, pulse against cold, breath audible in the tight space between them, and Aerion became aware of his own warmth gathering under his skin in response, contained and stubborn, a fire refusing to flare yet refusing to cool.

Kael lifted his gaze slowly from Aerion’s wrist to Aerion’s eyes, and the eye contact landed like a second touch, heavier than the first, because it carried recognition without softness, and Aerion felt it in the tightening of his chest, the way his breath shortened for a single beat before he forced it long again.

“If you burn,” Kael said, voice low and controlled, “you will do it here, where I can see it.”

Aerion’s skin warmed under his collarbone, a heat that threatened to rise too fast, and he answered with contained defiance, “If you freeze, you will do it here as well, where you cannot hide behind your court.”

Kael’s mouth tightened, and for a fraction of a second the restraint cracked just enough to show something like irritation sharpened into interest, the kind of attention that does not soothe but does not dismiss either, and the brief exposure made Aerion’s pulse press harder against Kael’s thumb.

Kael released Aerion’s wrist abruptly, the fingers lifting away with controlled speed, and the sudden absence of cold made Aerion’s skin flare with residual heat, the pulse still loud where it had been held, while the air between them felt emptier and yet more charged, as if the touch had left a mark the room could not erase.

Aerion kept his hand at his side, refusing to rub the place where Kael had held him, refusing to show that the contact lingered, but the sensation remained anyway, a phantom ring of cold that made his skin more sensitive to the room’s warmth.

Kael stepped back by half a pace, not retreating so much as reestablishing the line he preferred, the distance that made control easier to maintain, and the movement caused a slight stiffness in his shoulder that Aerion caught, the body protesting even as the face refused to.

The scent of medicine clung to Kael more strongly when he moved, herbs and iron shifting with fabric, and Aerion felt it in his throat, bitterness rising again, while Kael’s breath remained slow but carried that faint rasp that made every inhale sound earned.

“They will call this improper,” Kael said, and the statement was almost indifferent, which made it dangerous, because indifference here meant the consequences were already accounted for, “and they will blame you for it.”

Aerion’s heat pressed under his ribs in a low response, and his voice stayed even, “They will blame me for breathing.”

Kael’s gaze held on him a beat too long, and the lingering made the room feel closer, because it suggested Kael was choosing to stay in this moment rather than escaping back to the court’s safer distance, and Aerion’s skin registered the choice as pressure rather than comfort.

“You were not brought here to be blamed,” Kael said, and the words carried a quiet firmness, not kindness, “you were brought here to keep me standing.”

Aerion felt the sentence settle into him
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