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The palace learned to sound different after the crown changed hands, not through any grand rebuilding that could be pointed to and praised, but through the small corrections that altered how morning entered a corridor, how doors were permitted to close without echoing like warnings, how footsteps could exist without immediately being treated as evidence, and Luciel felt those corrections first in his body when he woke to softer light and a quieter air, the kind that warmed his skin without insisting he earn it, because the wards around his chambers no longer pressed at the edges of his breath as if counting it.

He moved through his days with the weight of the crown carried low and steady, not as ornament but as a constant physical reminder that power was never abstract when it lived on a human spine, and the work asked for him in clean stacks of parchment and sealed decisions that smelled of wax and ink, yet beneath that clean surface he could still taste the old palace habit of turning safety into a tool, of dressing control in polite language until no one could remember what freedom had felt like, and the memory of that habit kept his shoulders aligned even when the corridors looked calm.

The changes were visible if one knew where to look, in the new sigils carved at measured distances from doors, in the way the guard lines held space rather than swallowed it, in the refusal to let whispers govern protocol, and Luciel watched the court adapt with expressions that tried to appear unbothered, the ministers’ smiles too smooth, their silence too careful, because the palace did not love change so much as it tolerated it when law made denial costly, yet he did not mistake tolerance for trust, not when he could still feel how quickly a rumor could turn into a knife.

And then there was the presence the court could no longer remove without admitting what it had done before, the man who stood beside the throne now under statute rather than under rumor, Kael Varen placed where a guard had always been expected to vanish into function, and Luciel sensed him the way he sensed weather, not through sight alone but through shifts in pressure, through the steadiness of breath in the room, through the quiet precision of a body trained to protect without taking, and the fact that this presence existed openly did not soften the palace’s danger, yet it changed where the danger could hide.

Luciel did not call it happiness, not in any way the court could overhear and twist into sentiment, but there were mornings when he held a warm cup between his palms and heard nothing sharper than bells marking the hour, when sunlight lay across stone like a promise made without ceremony, when the space beside him was occupied by choice rather than by command, and the calm that settled in his ribs felt less like peace and more like stability earned the hard way, with laws written into marble and decisions repeated until the palace learned that some doors, once opened, would not close again.
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Chapter 1: The Protection Everyone Accepts
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The door did not slam, yet the sound of it closing carried a finality that lingered longer than the movement required, wood meeting frame with the soft certainty of something practiced, and the last thin click of the latch settled into the chamber like a seal pressed into warm wax, leaving the air a degree tighter against Luciel’s throat as if the room had been taught to hold what entered and not return it without permission.

Marble cooled the soles of his shoes through layers meant to insulate, and the chill traveled upward in a patient line that had nothing to do with winter and everything to do with this place, a palace built from pale stone that kept the day’s light suspended even after the sun left, so that every corridor stayed faintly luminous and every shadow looked deliberate, and in that pale steadiness the royal council chamber seemed less like a room than a surface designed for names and decisions to sit upon without sinking.

The crest above the long table glowed with restrained magic, not bright enough to demand attention and not dim enough to be ignored, a thin lattice of light stitched into gold filigree that breathed with a rhythm too steady to be alive, and when Luciel’s gaze passed over it the glow sharpened by a fraction as if the seal recognized his presence, answering it with a warmth that never reached his skin, a polite illumination that could be mistaken for welcome if the body did not notice how it made the room feel watched.

Boots crossed the marble behind him with measured weight, iron-shod steps that did not hurry and did not soften themselves for decorum, the cadence arranged as carefully as speech, and the sound drew a line along the back of his neck where the fine hairs lifted in brief acknowledgement before settling again, because the palace trained its heirs to stand as though nothing could reach them, even when the body registered the approach of armed men before any face entered the edge of vision.

He remained where he had been placed, posture aligned to the chair carved for him rather than to comfort, hands resting in a position that looked natural only because he had practiced it since childhood, and the silk at his cuffs brushed his wrist whenever his pulse pushed against it, a small private insistence beneath layers of cloth and etiquette that marked the difference between being composed and being contained.

Across the table, Chancellor Veyron’s ring tapped once against the wood, not impatient and not gentle, a sound too precise to be accidental, and the councilors arranged their expressions into something that suggested concern without admitting vulnerability, their shoulders squared in a unity that resembled protection because it had always been easier to frame control as care, especially when the person being cared for had been taught to smile as if gratitude were the only appropriate response.

“Your Highness,” the Chancellor said, and his voice carried the same polish as the marble, smooth enough to slide over discomfort without catching, “this is a standard measure, and one we should have implemented earlier, had circumstances not demanded discretion.”

The words landed with the softness of cloth placed over a blade, and the blade remained, its edge implied by the way the sentence required no answer, while the room’s warmth stayed even and untroubled, the light from the crest steady on the gilded corners of the table, making everything look calm enough to accept without question.

A second door deeper in the chamber opened with a controlled exhale of hinges, and the draft that followed carried metal and leather and the faint mineral scent of rain caught in wool, though the palace windows were sealed and the sky outside remained clear, and that incongruity pressed briefly against Luciel’s ribs as the sound of boots multiplied, each step aligning into a pattern meant to reassure, meant to signal order, meant to suggest that nothing could happen here without being witnessed and corrected.

The captain of the palace guard entered first, insignia catching the crest’s glow and reflecting it in pale sparks, and behind him a man in dark armor moved with the still economy of someone taught to occupy space without wasting it, helm tucked under one arm, gauntlets clean, cloak pinned with the royal sigil that looked newly fastened, as if the appointment had been prepared in advance and only now delivered.

His presence changed the room’s temperature in a way that could not be measured by air alone, because the body understood weight and intent before words explained them, and Luciel’s breath met a slight resistance on the inhale, an awareness of how easily sound carried here, how easily a single shift of fabric could draw attention, and how the council’s calm depended on the quiet assumption that the heir would accept what was arranged.

“Sir Kael Varen,” the captain announced, the title crisp, the name spoken as though it belonged to a list rather than to a person, “assigned to the Crown’s immediate protection.”

The man bowed with a restraint that made the motion more respectful than humble, a controlled inclination that did not expose his throat for long, and when he lifted his head the line of his gaze remained fixed at the level protocol required, not meeting Luciel’s eyes, not wandering, not offering the softness of recognition, and the discipline in that refusal read as safety to the room even as it pressed something colder into Luciel’s awareness, because safety provided by strangers demanded obedience in exchange.

The Chancellor continued as if the introduction had been a formality rather than a change in Luciel’s life, fingers folding over one another, ring no longer tapping, “This is not confinement, Your Highness, and no one in this chamber would insult you by implying it, but the Crown cannot afford uncertainty when the Court grows restless and the city listens too closely to rumor.”

Rumor was spoken like weather, inevitable and external, something to be managed rather than owned, and the language wrapped itself around Luciel with a gentleness that felt rehearsed, each phrase offering him the dignity of agreement without granting him the choice of refusal, because the difference between a request and a decree was often nothing more than tone.

A faint warmth hovered near the crest again, the royal light shifting as if responding to the mention of the city, and Luciel’s fingers tightened against his own palm under the table before loosening in a slow, controlled release, the skin there slightly damp where pressure had gathered, because the palace could be made to look tranquil while the body carried the truth of how quickly tranquility could become a cage if every doorway began to close with the same soft certainty.

“It is temporary,” one councilor added, smiling as though the smile itself could shorten time, “until the coronation concludes and the public’s attention settles.”

Temporary had been used for years to describe arrangements that never reversed, and the word reached Luciel through the thin barrier of courtesy with a faint sting, not sharp enough to show and not mild enough to ignore, like light catching the eye too directly, and he kept his face composed while the sensation remained in his mouth as dryness, his tongue pressing briefly to the back of his teeth before his breath smoothed itself again.

Madam Elia’s absence in this chamber made the space feel larger in the wrong way, because without her grounded presence the council’s concern became a wall without a door, and Luciel’s shoulders stayed relaxed by training even as the muscle at the base of his neck held itself taut, a small act of readiness that had no outlet here, since resistance would be heard as petulance and silence would be read as consent.

“You will still have your routines,” the Chancellor said, as if routine were a gift rather than a schedule, “your lessons, your audiences, your walks in the upper gardens when weather permits, and your private hours will be respected.”

Private hours sat on the air like a fragile ornament, beautiful only because it could be broken, and Luciel’s gaze shifted without haste to Sir Kael’s cloak pin, the royal sigil fixed there with precise alignment, its magic faintly active, the light under the enamel moving like a restrained heartbeat, and the sight of it made his own pulse feel suddenly loud, not in sound but in the pressure at his wrist where silk met skin, because a guard wearing the Crown’s mark could stand anywhere the Crown wished him to stand, and the mark would make it seem reasonable.

Sir Kael remained motionless except for the slow rise and fall of his breath, a discipline made visible in the way his chest moved without noise, and that quietness carried a particular kind of threat precisely because it offered no friction, no obvious cruelty to rebel against, only competence, only steadiness, only the promise that he would do what was required without needing to be told twice.

“How many?” Luciel asked, voice even, and the question came out shaped like curiosity rather than alarm, because his role demanded he sound as though he simply wished to understand the procedure, while the inside of his throat stayed tight from holding back the sharper question that would have revealed too much of him in front of the council.

“One,” the captain answered, then corrected himself with respectful precision, “one at all times in immediate proximity, and additional personnel stationed at distance when you travel through the palace or the city.”

At all times sounded like a phrase from ceremonial vows, the kind spoken under bright light while everyone watched, and Luciel’s lungs drew in air that felt fractionally colder than before, the inhale brushing the sensitive place beneath his collarbones where fabric lay smooth and formal, because the body knew what it meant to be near someone who would not leave.

The Chancellor leaned forward a fraction, hands still folded, “Sir Kael has been selected for temperament as much as skill, Your Highness, and for his understanding of discretion, which I know will matter to you.”

Discretion was offered like a balm, and the word pressed against Luciel’s awareness with a strange weight, because discretion still required a witness, still required another presence to carry what they saw and heard into silence that might not stay silent forever, and yet the room’s calm insisted that this was kindness, a measure taken because the state cared, because the Crown valued him, because the palace would never admit it had created dangers it could not control.

Luciel inclined his head, the motion small and practiced, and the gesture tasted faintly of surrender in the muscles of his neck, not dramatic and not visible, only a slight yielding that kept the air smooth between him and the council, because even in discomfort the heir was expected to be easy to protect, easy to manage, easy to reassure.

“If it is standard,” he said, letting the sentence settle in its formal shape, “then I will not make it difficult for the Court to do what it believes necessary.”

Relief softened the councilors’ shoulders in unison, a coordinated exhale that warmed the room more effectively than any hearth, and in that collective easing Luciel registered how little friction had been expected, how fully the chamber had assumed his compliance, and the realization did not arrive as thought so much as a tightening under his ribs, a small internal compression that made him sit taller without meaning to, because if he slumped even a fraction it might be read as weakness, and weakness would invite more measures framed as care.

“You are wise,” one councilor murmured, and the compliment slid across the table like a coin offered to purchase silence, while the crest’s light remained steady, indifferent to praise, and Sir Kael’s posture did not change at all, as if the words did not apply to him, as if he were already part of the furniture of the Crown.

The captain stepped closer to Luciel’s chair, boots stopping with exact placement, and the small vibration of the halt traveled through the marble into Luciel’s feet, a faint tremor that climbed the bones and reminded him that even stillness had a texture when armed men controlled it.

“Sir Kael will accompany you now,” the captain said, “so the arrangement becomes familiar before it is required by circumstance.”

Before it is required carried the implication that requirement would come, that danger would justify what was being installed, and Luciel’s mouth held its polite shape while his tongue pressed briefly to the inside of his lower lip, a quiet grounding gesture hidden from the table, because the body wanted something to do with the pressure that gathered when a life changed without ceremony.

He rose, the chair’s legs whispering against the marble as they shifted back, and the sound seemed louder than it should have been, a scrape that startled the air into awareness, while Sir Kael stepped in at the same instant as if the motion had been anticipated, closing the distance not quickly and not lazily, simply arriving where a guard belonged with the inevitability of a shadow finding the right angle of light.

The proximity did not touch Luciel, yet it altered his breath, because the space beside him now had weight and function, and the heat of another body hovered close enough to register through layers, a faint warmth tempered by steel and discipline, while the scent of leather and oiled metal rose subtly, clean and restrained, carrying the suggestion of rain again even here beneath bright ceilings.

“Your Highness,” Sir Kael said for the first time, voice low and even, and the words carried no flourish, no attempt to soften the reality of why he stood here, and the absence of sweetness made the formality feel sharper, because it did not pretend they were anything but assigned to one another.

Luciel turned his head just enough to acknowledge the greeting, and in the controlled movement his gaze landed on the edge of Sir Kael’s jaw where the strap from the helm had left a faint indentation, a temporary mark from leather pressed too long against skin, and the small detail anchored everything in the body rather than in policy, because marks existed where pressure had been applied, and pressure was the only honest language the palace ever spoke.

They left the chamber under the crest’s gentle light, the doors opening again with their smooth practiced breath, and the corridor beyond held a cooler draft that slid under Luciel’s sleeves, raising a thin shiver along his forearms that he did not display, while behind them the council’s murmurs resumed in a lower register, voices already moving on to the next matter as if the decision they had just made were a completed administrative step rather than the beginning of something that could not be reversed.

The palace hallway stretched wide and pale, walls inlaid with faintly luminous stone that captured magic the way fabric captured scent, and the sound of boots behind Luciel aligned with his own footsteps in a measured echo, not matching exactly and not allowing itself to fall out of rhythm, a reminder that the guard’s presence would never be an afterthought but a constant adjustment to his own pace, a second set of steps that made even walking a shared act.

Servants lowered their eyes as he passed, bows shallow and swift, the choreography of respect performed without interruption, and yet the glance of each person flicked briefly to the armored man at Luciel’s shoulder, a quick measurement of what the Crown was doing, what the Court was saying without words, and those glances pressed against Luciel’s skin like tiny pinpricks, because being watched was expected, while being watched with purpose belonged to a different kind of life.

At the first turn, the corridor narrowed, the marble giving way to a darker stone that held cold longer, and Luciel’s fingers tightened around the fold of his sleeve for a moment as if to keep the fabric in place, the gesture small and courtly, while the sensation beneath it was more intimate, a need to confirm the boundary of his own body when another’s duty began so close to it.

“Will you require me to speak when addressed?” Luciel asked, phrasing it as procedure, letting formality take the place of vulnerability, and the words moved smoothly through the air even as his lungs held a fraction of tension, waiting for the response to define how much of his day would now be mediated.

“Only when it serves you,” Sir Kael replied, and the answer carried the same spare efficiency as his stance, “and only if you wish it.”

The sentence offered a choice while the man’s presence removed it, and the contradiction settled quietly into Luciel’s chest, not as anger and not as fear, but as a new weight distributed across familiar bones, because the palace often granted its heirs small freedoms in language while ensuring the structure remained unchanged.

They reached a set of tall doors marked with the sunburst emblem of the Solaris line, the metalwork threaded with pale enchantment that shimmered like light caught in ice, and as the guards stationed there pulled the doors open the enchantment brightened, casting a brief wash of warmth across Luciel’s face that made his skin feel exposed, as though the magic itself were an attentive hand turning him toward the gaze of the room beyond.

Inside, the antechamber held the scent of polished wood and dried flowers, a careful pleasantness designed to make waiting feel harmless, and Sera stood near a side table arranging parchment with a concentration too deliberate, her hands pausing when Luciel entered, eyes lifting with respectful speed before catching on the figure at Luciel’s shoulder, surprise registering not in her face but in the quick stillness of her fingers, because the body betrayed what the mouth refused to announce.

“Your Highness,” she said, curtsying, and the words remained smooth while her breath shortened by a fraction, “we were not informed—”

“It is a standard measure,” Luciel answered before the sentence could become a question, the phrase already rehearsed in his mouth from the council chamber, and the ease with which it came out made it feel suddenly dangerous, because the palace had delivered him a script and he had begun to speak it without resistance.

Sir Kael did not look at Sera; he scanned the room with practiced calm, gaze moving across exits and corners and reflective surfaces as though mapping threats out of habit rather than suspicion, and the quiet thoroughness of that attention made the antechamber’s gentle decor seem thin, like a curtain hung to hide stone.

Sera nodded too quickly, then corrected the speed into something more proper, “Of course, Your Highness, it is only that your schedule includes a private fitting this afternoon, and—”

“He will wait outside,” Luciel said, and the words came with the same polite certainty the council had used, a solution offered as though it were already agreed upon, while the inside of his throat tightened from the effort to keep the request from sounding like a refusal.

Sir Kael’s gaze returned to Luciel, and though it still did not rise to meet his eyes directly, the slight shift carried attention like the pressure of a hand placed on a door to test whether it was locked, “The order is immediate proximity.”

The air between them cooled, not dramatically, only enough that Luciel’s next inhale brushed a thin edge of restraint, and the sensation traveled down into his chest where the ribs held it, because the palace had given Sir Kael authority that did not require raising his voice, and authority that stayed calm was harder to oppose without appearing unreasonable.

Luciel kept his smile soft, the expression one he had worn through ceremonies and condolences, through banquets where he had been displayed as the future, and the muscles of his cheeks held it with a faint ache that reminded him the face was also a kind of armor, “Then you will stand where you cannot see,” he said gently, “if such a place exists.”

A pause followed, brief and perfectly contained, yet it stretched inside Luciel’s body as an added pressure at the base of his throat, because silence from a guard could be compliance or refusal and the difference mattered when everyone in the room pretended this was ordinary.

“Yes, Your Highness,” Sir Kael said at last, voice unchanged, and the agreement did not sound like concession so much as adjustment, as if the terms were being filed down to fit within the same unbreakable frame.

Sera’s shoulders eased, gratitude flickering through her posture before she buried it beneath proper composure, and Luciel moved farther into the antechamber toward the inner doors that led to his private rooms, the word private now tasting like something decorative rather than real, while the sound of Sir Kael’s boots followed at a distance too close to ignore, each step placed with a calm insistence that shaped the hallway into a narrow channel, guiding Luciel forward as though his own rooms were another chamber of state.

When the inner doors closed behind them, the latch clicked with the same soft certainty as the council chamber, and the repetition made Luciel’s spine straighten as if the sound had pressed a finger between his shoulder blades, aligning him to the posture expected of someone being protected, because protection in Aurelia was never loud, never brutal, it was simply continuous, a chain made of reasonable links.

The sitting room beyond held pale sunlight filtered through enchanted glass, the beams softened into gold that did not glare, and the warmth on Luciel’s skin should have been comforting, yet with Sir Kael standing near the wall in silent readiness the light felt like a stage, illuminating him from all angles so thoroughly that even his breath seemed visible in the way his chest rose beneath embroidered fabric, each inhale and exhale a small movement witnessed by duty.

He crossed to the window, fingertips resting on the cool edge of the sill, and the stone’s chill anchored him more honestly than the sun’s warmth, the contrast traveling into his hand and settling there as a clear simple sensation, because clarity was easier to bear when it lived in temperature rather than in politics, and outside the palace gardens lay serene beneath winter-green hedges, paths curving in patient patterns that suggested freedom while leading exactly where they were designed to lead.

Behind him, Sir Kael remained where he had chosen to stand, near enough that the faint sound of his breathing could be heard when the room fell quiet, a controlled inhale through the nose, a slower exhale, the rhythm steady like a metronome, and the awareness of it began to shape Luciel’s own breath without permission, his lungs adjusting toward the same measured pace as if the body sought alignment with the nearest constant.

“If you require anything,” Sir Kael said, and the words were not invitation so much as protocol, “you will speak it, and it will be done.”

Luciel’s fingers tightened briefly against the stone sill, the cold pressing into the pads of his fingertips until they tingled, because the offer held a promise and a cost, a smooth exchange the palace had always favored, and he turned his head slightly, just enough to place Sir Kael in the corner of his vision, the armored figure framed against pale wall and gilded molding as if he belonged there permanently.

“Then I require nothing,” Luciel answered, voice still gentle, the sentence shaped like politeness and carried on breath that stayed even through careful control, and the words should have been harmless, yet they landed in the room with a quiet severity, because requiring nothing was the only way to keep a sliver of self unnegotiated when every need could become a reason for someone to remain close.

Silence followed again, longer this time, not hostile and not warm, simply present, and in that silence the palace settled around them with all its luminous stone and careful air, the safety of Aurelia rendered as architecture, as magic, as a man assigned to stand still beside the future sovereign, and Luciel’s breath returned to his chest with a steadiness that resembled acceptance, not because the pressure had disappeared, but because the body had begun to redistribute it into something that could be carried without showing strain.

When Luciel turned back to the window, the gardens looked unchanged, paths curving in the same measured grace, sunlight touching the hedges with gentle authority, and yet the glass reflected a second figure behind him, armor dark against gold light, the royal sigil at the cloak pin catching and holding the sun as if it were a small captive star, and the reflection remained even when Luciel stilled, because this was what had been installed: a witness that looked like protection, a presence that could be called care, and a quiet that would no longer belong to him alone.

The crest on Sir Kael’s pin glimmered once, faint and patient, and Luciel’s fingertips went numb against the cold stone as he kept them there, letting the sensation spread until it steadied his breath, because numbness was clean, and clean was easier to wear than anger that had nowhere to go.
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Chapter 2: The Man Assigned To Stand Still
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The sword’s weight sat at Kael’s hip with a familiarity that never softened into comfort, leather straps biting the same places every day until skin learned the exact shape of pressure, and even before he reached the palace corridor where orders were issued and lives were rearranged, the metal’s steady pull had already aligned his posture into the one the Court preferred, shoulders squared without aggression, chin level without pride, breath drawn low so nothing in him looked hurried enough to be human.

Under the helm, his breathing sounded louder to himself than it ever did to others, a controlled rasp through the nose that warmed the air inside metal and then cooled as it left, and the rhythm became a private measure of time when the world offered no clocks he trusted, because the palace did not like men who watched minutes, it liked men who obeyed them, men who moved only when commanded and who made stillness look like virtue rather than like restraint.

Marble took his steps and returned them in clean echoes, each iron-edged contact precise enough to count, and he counted without lifting anything into language, only letting the cadence map the distance between him and the chamber where the captain waited, because a soldier learned early that distance was the only thing a person could truly control in a place built to take control away.

The corridor air held faint incense from earlier rites, sweet and thin, layered over the sharper smell of oil rubbed into weapons and hinges, and the mixture clung inside his helm until it coated the back of his throat, keeping him aware of each inhale, each exhale, each moment he might have allowed himself to relax if the palace had ever rewarded that kind of lapse.

He passed the arched windows sealed with enchanted glass, light filtered into a permanent afternoon that made bruises look less dark and blood look less red, and the steady gold washed over his gauntlets as he adjusted his grip on the helm tucked under his arm, fingers tightening briefly where the inner padding held heat from his skin, because even the smallest contact reminded him that armor was not just protection, it was a boundary that turned a body into an object the state could move.

The captain’s antechamber door stood half-open, and the sound from within reached Kael first, a low murmur of voices kept to the register of men who believed themselves alone, and his body answered before any meaning formed, shoulders settling, breath slowing, steps narrowing into quiet, because doors in the palace never opened without costing someone something.

When he crossed the threshold, the room’s warmth rose toward him and met the cooler air trapped under his helm, condensation collecting faintly along the metal rim until it dampened his hairline, and he removed the helm with one motion, not dramatic and not delicate, letting air touch his face in a smooth exchange that carried the scent of parchment and sealing wax, the smell of orders becoming permanent.

Captain Rhos stood at the table with a document laid flat, a single wax seal unbroken, and beside him Chancellor Veyron’s presence lingered like a polished blade at rest, robes immaculate, expression arranged into concern that never risked sincerity, and the sight made Kael’s fingers settle more firmly around the helm’s edge, because concern from such men often meant a new chain being forged with quiet hands.

“Varen,” the captain said, voice plain, the name used the way one used a tool’s designation, “you’re assigned.”

The word carried no explanation and needed none, and Kael stepped closer until the table’s edge sat just under his hands, wood lacquered so smooth it refused to catch on callus, the surface designed for ink and power rather than for palms, and he kept his stance balanced, feet planted at a measured width that allowed movement without appearing ready to strike.

Chancellor Veyron broke the seal with a careful press of nail into wax, the motion tidy, the crack quiet, and the sound drew Kael’s attention to the sharpness of that small rupture, because the palace trained itself to break lives without making noise, as if silence could absolve it of responsibility.

“Immediate proximity,” the Chancellor said, reading without haste, “continuous coverage, discretion required, no deviation without authorization.”

Immediate proximity settled into Kael’s chest as a physical instruction, not a concept but a distance he could already measure with his eyes, the span between his shoulder and another person’s reach, the line where a blade could intercept an attack, the radius where a bodyguard became part of someone else’s shadow, and the knowledge brought a faint tension into his jaw, because continuous meant no off-duty, and no off-duty meant the last private hours of his life would be reclassified as unnecessary.

The captain’s gaze held steady on him, assessing without apology, “You were selected because you’re suitable.”

Suitable was a word the palace used to erase context, to make the act of choosing a man for a task seem clean and inevitable, and Kael’s throat tightened briefly as he swallowed against the lingering taste of incense and oil, because suitability meant he had been reduced to his ability to endure, to remain quiet, to stand still while other people’s lives moved around him.

“Understood,” Kael said, and his voice came out even, neither eager nor reluctant, because anything else would invite interpretation, and interpretation was how the Court decided what a man deserved.

The Chancellor’s eyes lifted from the page, sharp and pale, “No display of interest beyond duty.”

Interest, in this chamber, was spoken like a contaminant, and Kael’s fingers flexed once against the helm’s rim, the metal cool against glove leather, grounding him in sensation rather than in the implication that his attention could be criminal, and he nodded with the smallest motion that still counted as assent.

“The Crown’s heir has accepted,” Captain Rhos added, and the phrase carried the comfort of inevitability, as if acceptance by the person affected made the order gentler, and Kael felt the weight of his sword shift as he breathed, the straps tightening slightly around his hip, because acceptance in the palace often meant a person had been trained too well to refuse.

Chancellor Veyron folded the parchment and slid it across the table, the paper whispering against polished wood, “You are not being asked to understand the reason.”

Kael’s gaze fixed on the document, the fold crisp, the wax mark still warm in memory, and the instruction not to understand settled like cold water poured into a well, not shocking and not welcome, simply a boundary placed inside him, because understanding could lead to loyalty toward a person rather than toward a position, and the palace allowed loyalty only in the direction it could control.

He took the parchment, the paper dry and stiff beneath his glove, and the transfer of it felt like a physical handover of his hours, his sleep, his unguarded moments, and his body responded with a slow tightening through his ribs, the kind that came from holding breath too carefully for too long, yet he kept his shoulders relaxed, because the palace liked soldiers who looked effortless.

“You will begin now,” the captain said, “so proximity becomes normal.”

Normal was the palace’s favorite disguise, and Kael set the helm under his arm again, the inner padding pressing warm against his forearm, because it still held the imprint of his heat, and he understood without being told that this assignment would erase the imprint of anything else, that his body would learn a new rhythm anchored to someone who was not permitted to be alone.

They moved through the corridors in silence, Chancellor Veyron’s robes whispering with controlled friction, Captain Rhos’s boots striking marble with authority, and Kael’s own steps aligned behind them at a distance that showed respect without surrendering readiness, his stride calculated so the sword at his hip never bumped against his thigh, never made noise that could suggest carelessness, because in the palace sound was evidence, and evidence was how suspicion grew.

The closer they came to the council wing, the more the air carried the faint pulse of enchantments woven into doorframes and ceiling ribs, a steady hum felt more than heard, and Kael’s skin prickled under his collar where the magic brushed like static, reminding him that the palace monitored its own halls the way it monitored the people inside them, and the sensation made his breath slow further, measured to keep him from fogging the inside of his helm when he put it back on.

Outside the council chamber, the guards at the door shifted as they recognized the captain, armor plates clicking softly, and Kael watched their hands, the angle of elbows, the placement of feet, because a soldier learned to read threat in posture before weapons were drawn, and yet the door opened without resistance, revealing the long table, the crest above it glowing with restrained royal light, and Kael felt the room’s attention press outward like heat.

Luciel Solaris stood near the far end of the table, the heir’s presence quiet in the way of someone trained to make calm look natural, and the formal fabric at the collar caught the crest’s glow in pale threads, making the figure seem almost carved from the same marble as the room, yet Kael’s body registered the smallest human details first, the slow rise of breath, the slight tension in the hands kept together as if they belonged there, the softness at the wrist where silk met skin and a pulse moved under it.

He approached with protocol guiding his feet, bowing with controlled inclination that offered respect without revealing vulnerability, and the floor’s cold rose into his boots, anchoring him as the royal light burned steady above, and he kept his gaze at the proper level, not lifting it to Luciel’s eyes, because the palace called that discretion and punished it less than it punished curiosity.

“Sir Kael Varen,” Captain Rhos announced, and Kael held still as the words attached him to a new function, the name no longer belonging to him but to the state, and when he straightened from the bow he felt the shift of the room’s atmosphere, the council’s relief settling as if they had found the correct piece for an empty place.

Chancellor Veyron’s voice carried calm like lacquer, “Immediate protection.”

Kael heard Luciel speak, the heir’s tone gentle, formal, smooth enough to make compliance sound like grace, and Kael’s attention stayed on spacing and angles, on the line between Luciel and the nearest door, on the distance to each councilor’s hands, because his role demanded he treat everyone as potential threat without insulting anyone by acting like it, a tight balance the palace expected him to maintain without ever acknowledging the strain.

When Luciel rose and turned to leave, Kael moved with the same timing, stepping in to close the gap at the heir’s side, and the proximity adjusted his world instantly, because now the corridor did not belong to him, it belonged to the person he was assigned to keep alive, and every sound—Luciel’s shoes on marble, the whisper of fabric, the small exhale as the heir passed through a doorway—became part of Kael’s duty.

The palace outside the chamber felt wider and busier, servants in pale uniforms moving with lowered eyes, guards at intervals standing like statues, and Kael’s helmet pressed under his arm as he matched Luciel’s pace, calculating stride so he could intercept any approach without needing to shove or draw steel, because violence in the palace was always punished more harshly when it disrupted decorum, even if it prevented death.

Luciel spoke once, a procedural question shaped politely, and Kael answered with the minimum required, the words thin, controlled, because any warmth could be mistaken for favoritism and any sharpness could be read as aggression toward the Crown, and he kept his voice low enough that it did not carry beyond the space between them, even as the marble tried to turn every word into an echo.

The antechamber to Luciel’s private wing held a different scent, polished wood and dried flowers, a pleasantness meant to soften the palace into something domestic, and Kael’s skin tightened under his collar as the air warmed, the change sliding against him with the subtle discomfort of moving from outside into a room where too many people expected to feel safe, because safety made bodies careless, and carelessness invited knives.

A young attendant—Sera, if the captain’s earlier briefing had been accurate—paused with parchment in hand, the pause brief yet telling, and Kael watched her eyes flick to his armor before she corrected her expression into respect, her breath shortening then smoothing, because even the most trained servants showed their surprise in the body first.

Luciel’s voice repeated the phrase the council had planted, “standard measure,” and the repetition struck Kael as a pattern, a line of language designed to keep panic from taking root, and he felt the faint press of irritation in his jaw not at Luciel but at the system that turned a person’s consent into an instrument, yet he kept the irritation contained, because his orders did not include opinion.

Luciel attempted to place him outside a fitting later, phrasing it softly, and Kael answered with the order’s boundary, “immediate proximity,” the words tasting dry as they left his mouth, because a guard who bent rules for comfort would be removed, and a guard removed from this assignment would be replaced by someone less careful, someone who might mistake intimacy for privilege, and the thought remained only as a tightening through Kael’s ribs when the heir’s posture stiffened by a fraction.

Luciel offered a compromise with the same courtly gentleness, asking for a place where sight could be limited, and Kael agreed because the request did not break proximity, and because the palace would call it respect, and because it allowed him to keep a boundary that mattered, a narrow strip of distance within closeness where he could remain a function instead of becoming a presence with edges that might cut.

Inside Luciel’s sitting room, sunlight filtered through enchanted glass and made everything gold without glare, and the warmth pressed against Kael’s armor in a steady layer, slowly heating the metal until it began to hold his own body heat and return it, a faint contained fever under plates, and he chose a position near the wall where he could see the door and the windows and the reflective surfaces without appearing to watch Luciel directly, because the palace demanded he see everything while pretending to see nothing.

Standing still became work in a room like this, where the air carried fewer harsh scents and the light made silence feel more intimate, and Kael’s breathing under the helm he had not put back on yet remained controlled, each inhale filling his chest with warm air, each exhale releasing it in a thin stream that kept his throat from drying, because a dry throat invited swallowing, swallowing invited movement, movement invited attention, and attention invited interpretations he could not afford.

Luciel crossed to the window and set fingertips on the stone sill, the gesture small and composed, yet Kael watched the way the cold drew color from the pads of those fingers, a gradual paling that suggested the heir needed the sensation, needed the contrast, and Kael’s own hand flexed once inside his glove, the leather creaking softly, because the body recognized another body seeking anchor even when the face remained calm.

When Kael spoke the required line—if you require anything—his voice stayed neutral, neither offering nor withholding, and the sentence fell into the sunlight like a tool laid on a table, waiting to be used, and Luciel replied with equal control, requiring nothing, and the refusal presented itself as politeness while pressing a boundary into the space between them, because nothing required meant nothing offered meant no permission for Kael to become more than a witness.

The silence that followed stretched longer than polite, and Kael held still as if he had been mounted to the wall, yet the stillness carried constant micro-adjustments, a shift of weight from heel to toe, a slight expansion of chest to keep breath quiet, a careful loosening of fingers on the helm so the leather did not squeak, because standing guard was not emptiness, it was an unbroken chain of restraint.

He watched the room for threats that would never come from the obvious places, because in the palace threats often arrived as quiet hands carrying tea, as messengers with too-smooth smiles, as papers sealed with unfamiliar wax, and the longer he stood the more he felt his life receding into this function, a steady narrowing like a corridor closing behind him, the sensation not emotional in any visible way, only physical, a tightening across the sternum that made the armor feel more present against his skin.

Outside the sitting room, footsteps passed in the hall, then paused, then moved on, and Kael’s body responded with readiness that did not show, muscles along his forearms hardening briefly, fingers hovering closer to the sword’s hilt without touching it, because readiness here had to remain invisible unless it became necessary, and necessity was always judged afterward by people who had never held a blade.

Hours did not announce themselves, yet his legs began to feel the cost of remaining planted, a slow burn spreading through calves and the soles of his feet as the marble drew heat from him, and the sensation steadied him more than it tired him, because pain was honest and predictable, and predictable was safer than any praise the council might offer for how well he performed this new closeness.

When the time came to accompany Luciel to the private fitting, Kael moved without letting the room see urgency, retrieving his helm, placing it on with a practiced motion that brought the familiar enclosure back around his head, and inside the metal his own breath grew louder again, warmer, thicker, each exhale fogging the air briefly before the vents carried it out, and the sound became his only companion that did not belong to the Crown.

The corridor to the fitting chamber narrowed and then widened into an elegant suite with mirrors, dress forms, bolts of fabric, and the faint smell of starch and perfume, and the stylists and tailors bowed as Luciel entered, their eyes trained to drop yet flicking briefly toward Kael’s armor as if measuring how the palace’s decisions had shifted overnight, and Kael’s steps adjusted to keep himself between Luciel and the nearest reflective surface without appearing to block anything, because reflections could hide hands and hands could hide knives.

Luciel spoke quietly with the chief tailor, voice gentle, allowing the fitting to proceed as if nothing had changed, and Kael found the place Luciel had requested, a position behind a decorative screen where he could remain within reach while limiting what he saw, and the screen’s carved wood pressed shadows across his helm, the pattern shifting as the enchanted light moved, and the partial concealment felt like a thin mercy, because it reminded him the heir still understood the cost of being watched.

From behind the screen, sound became Kael’s primary map, fabric whispering, scissors snipping, muted voices, and most of all Luciel’s breathing, steady and quiet until a pin pricked skin and drew a small sharp intake that cut through the room’s polite murmurs, and the sound hit Kael’s body like a tug on a rope, his shoulders tightening for a moment before he forced them down again, because the instinct to move toward pain was older than orders, and orders were not supposed to compete with instinct.

“Apologies, Your Highness,” the tailor said quickly, voice too eager to smooth the moment, and Luciel’s response came even, controlled, a soft reassurance that made the room relax, and Kael felt the tension in his own chest remain a beat longer, because he could hear what the others could not, the slight change in Luciel’s breath after the prick, the way the exhale lengthened as if measured, as if the heir were using breath to keep sensation from becoming expression.

Kael kept his hands away from his sword, fingers folded loosely at his waist, and the stillness demanded more discipline here than in any corridor, because he was close enough to hear the scrape of fabric against skin, close enough to smell faint perfume mingled with clean sweat, close enough that his own breath under the helm felt intrusive, and the closeness pressed a warning into him, not desire, not tenderness, but the danger of proximity itself, the way a single step could change a relationship from assigned to personal.

When the fitting ended and Luciel returned to the sitting room, the heir’s posture remained composed, yet Kael noticed the minute stiffness at the shoulder where the pin had bitten, noticed the slight flex of fingers as if testing whether sensation lingered, and he kept the observation locked behind his helm and his duty, because noticing too much could become interest, and interest was forbidden.

As evening settled, enchanted lamps woke along the corridors with a low magical hum, light blooming in soft circles that made shadows gentler without erasing them, and Kael followed Luciel through audience rooms and quiet halls, the distance between them consistent, a measured span that allowed him to intervene and yet left the heir a sliver of air, and the rhythm of their shared walking began to feel like a new language, one spoken entirely in footfalls and pauses, in the way Luciel slowed before doorways and Kael matched without crowding, in the way servants stepped aside earlier than they used to.

By the time the palace quieted into late hours, Kael’s legs carried the ache of standing and moving without rest, and the ache steadied into something useful, a constant reminder that his private life had already begun to vanish, because there would be no barracks bed tonight, no low laughter with other guards, no moments where he could remove armor and let skin breathe without witnesses, and the knowledge sat in the body as a heaviness behind the eyes, the kind that came from too little darkness.

Outside Luciel’s bedchamber, Kael took his station at a respectful distance from the door, posture aligned, back straight, sword positioned for quick draw, and the corridor air cooled around him, the stone drawing warmth from his armor until the metal grew colder against his skin, and he listened to the muted sounds within, not words, only the soft movement of fabric, the faint shift of footsteps, the slow settling of a body into a room that should have been private.

A servant approached with a tray, then stopped when she saw Kael, her hands tightening on the silver until it rattled softly, and Kael angled his body slightly so she could pass without brushing him, because brushing would create a moment, and moments were how stories began, and stories were dangerous in a palace that fed on them.

When the servant left, the corridor returned to quiet, yet Kael remained aware of Luciel behind the door, a presence separated by wood and etiquette, and the separation did not feel like relief so much as like another kind of tension, because being assigned to stand still outside a person’s sleep meant the palace had decided the heir’s most vulnerable hours belonged to the state as much as to the body that lived them.

The door latch inside clicked once, not opening, only settling, and the sound traveled into Kael’s chest with a dull pressure as if the wood had pressed its palm against him, reminding him that he was part of the mechanism now, a hinge, a lock, a witness, and he adjusted his stance by a fraction, shifting weight to ease the ache in his feet while keeping his silhouette unchanged.

He did not allow his gaze to drift toward the door too often, because looking could be read as attention rather than duty, yet the palace’s enchantments hummed faintly in the stone, a constant vibration that made his skin sensitive where armor edges met flesh, and the sensation kept him awake in a way fatigue could not soften, because the state had wrapped itself around him as tightly as his straps.

Somewhere deeper in the corridor, a guard’s boots crossed marble, slowed, then stopped, and Kael’s hand hovered nearer to his sword, not touching, just close enough that the muscles in his forearm tightened, and he listened as the boots shifted again, then moved away, the patrol continuing, and the moment left behind a thin residue of alertness that did not fade, because there would always be footsteps now, always another presence measuring him as he measured them.

Behind the door, Luciel’s breathing became faintly audible through the wood, slow and controlled rather than surrendered, and Kael felt a brief, sharp awareness of how unnatural that was, how even sleep in this palace required discipline, and he kept his own breath steady under the helm, the sound of it filling his ears like a reminder that he still possessed one thing entirely his own, the air moving in and out of him.

The corridor’s lamp light flickered once as the enchantment adjusted, then steadied, and in the brief dimness Kael caught the reflection of his own armor in a polished wall panel, dark and rigid, the royal sigil on his cloak pin gleaming faintly, and the sight made his chest tighten again, because the pin was not a decoration, it was a mark of ownership, a small captive star the palace had fixed to him to declare that his body now belonged near the Crown.

He remained where he was as the hours thickened, letting silence overstay, letting the ache in his legs deepen and then settle into numb endurance, and when the door behind him finally opened a fraction—not enough to reveal the room, only enough to let warmer air spill out and brush his face through the helm vents—Kael did not move, yet every muscle in him tightened into readiness, because the palace had trained him to respond to openings, and openings, in Aurelia, were never offered without cost.
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Chapter 3: The Distance Measured In Steps
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Morning entered Luciel’s rooms in the same polished manner the palace used for every intrusion, light sifted through enchanted glass until it turned into a warm, obedient gold that never startled the eyes, and the air carried the faint clean scent of stone that had cooled overnight, yet the first thing that reached his body was not the sun but the knowledge of weight beyond his door, a presence held in place by duty, so steady that even the quiet between breaths seemed to have learned how to accommodate it.

The latch had not moved while he slept, yet the wood remembered being tested, a subtle tightness in the hinge that translated into the room as pressure rather than sound, and when Luciel slid bare feet onto the floor the chill rose through the marble with a patient insistence, grounding him in sensation that made the softness of the bedding feel briefly unreal, as though comfort could only exist in this palace when it was immediately corrected by cold.

He crossed to the washstand with careful steps that kept his robe from brushing too loudly against his legs, because even in private the palace trained its heir to reduce evidence of motion, and the water in the basin held the night’s chill until it shocked his fingertips into alertness, the sting clean and precise, as if the skin had been asked a question and answered without language.

When he dried his hands, the cloth dragged lightly against his knuckles, the friction slow enough to register, and the drag kept his attention anchored in the body rather than in the thin, pervasive awareness of what waited outside, because the cost of a witness was easiest to carry when he focused on small controllable sensations that belonged solely to him.

A soft knock came at the door at the exact interval Sera always used, neither hesitant nor bold, and the sound landed with the familiarity of routine while still changing shape under the new arrangement, because routine now carried a second rhythm beneath it, the unspoken step of armor adjusting in the corridor, the faint shift of weight that made the air outside the door feel occupied even before anyone spoke.

“Your Highness,” Sera said through the wood, voice steady, and the syllables hovered with a courtesy that tried to keep the morning normal, yet Luciel caught the slight quickening of her breath between words, a barely contained difference that suggested she too was learning how to speak in the presence of steel.

“Enter,” Luciel replied, keeping his tone as calm as the light, and the door opened with a controlled glide that did not squeal or catch, the palace proud of its silence, while the gap revealed Sir Kael in the corridor beyond, positioned with exactness near the opposite wall, helm on, shoulders squared, sword at hip, the royal sigil at his cloak pin catching the enchanted light as if it had been designed specifically to ensure he could never fully disappear.

Sera stepped inside with a tray of folded linens and a small vial of scented oil, her movements careful not to jostle anything into noise, and the scent rose as she set the vial down, soft citrus over something herbal, an attempt at freshness that landed in Luciel’s nose as a thin veil over the metallic trace that always clung to armor, because perfume could not remove the reality of iron, it could only pretend it had permission to share the air.

“Your schedule,” Sera began, and the parchment she unfolded crackled faintly, the sound too crisp in the quiet room, while Luciel’s attention drifted past her shoulder toward the open door where Sir Kael remained a fixed dark shape, and the contrast between the pale interior and that dark steadiness made the threshold feel like a line drawn with ink, a boundary between what the palace called private and what it insisted must still be seen.

“You may close the door,” Luciel said to Sera in a tone that kept the request gentle, and the words shaped themselves like practicality rather than desire, because wanting privacy openly would invite questions about why privacy mattered, and questions were how the Court justified further measures.

Sera’s hand paused on the edge of the door, fingers tightening around the wood for half a beat, and Luciel heard the faint scrape of her nail against lacquer as she corrected her grip, then she closed it carefully until the latch settled with its soft click, and the click did not remove the presence in the corridor so much as clarify it, because the door now stood as a barrier that implied separation while the arrangement ensured separation was only visual.

The day’s clothing waited folded on a chair, pale fabric embroidered with sun-thread that shimmered when the light moved, and Luciel’s fingers sank into the folds as he lifted the first layer, the cloth smooth enough to slip over skin without catching, yet the silk’s coolness against his wrist held a subtle reminder that everything here was made to look effortless, made to glide, made to conceal the points where pressure accumulated.

As Sera helped fasten the collar and arrange the outer coat, her fingers worked with quick precision, the touch light and professional, and each contact pulled Luciel’s awareness inward in small controlled pulses, because the body responded to touch with an instinctive attentiveness that the palace rarely permitted him to show, and the instinct became sharper now that another presence waited to witness him the moment he stepped back into the corridor.

When the last clasp was secured, Sera smoothed the fabric over his shoulders with a careful press, the heel of her hand briefly warm through the layers, and that warmth lingered in the place it had been applied, a faint imprint that made the rest of the air feel cooler by comparison, because warmth was no longer simply comfort, it was contrast that highlighted every other cold constant.

She bowed and gathered the tray, her eyes lifting toward Luciel with a question she did not speak, because speaking questions now risked being overheard, and Luciel answered with a small nod that granted her dismissal without forcing either of them to name what had changed, while behind the closed door the corridor remained quiet in the particular way a guarded space stayed quiet, not empty, but controlled.

Luciel crossed to the writing desk to review the schedule himself, the parchment rougher than silk beneath his fingertips, and the texture steadied him as he scanned the inked lines, audiences, lessons, a brief walk through the upper gardens, a meeting with the steward of Lumenhart shipments, each item arranged into a chain of obligations that left no room for idle hours, and the lack of idle hours now carried a secondary meaning, because idleness was where loneliness might have existed, and loneliness was a state the palace had decided to eliminate.

He reached for the seal stamp to mark an approval, the metal cool and heavy in his hand, and when he pressed it into wax the warmth yielded and then hardened, the small act making a faint sweet smell rise, and the scent of molten wax tightened his throat with an old association to decrees and ceremonies, because sealing something meant it could not be undone without breaking a visible surface, and so much of his life now belonged to arrangements sealed out of his sight.

At last he moved to the door, and the handle’s metal chilled his palm as he turned it, the cold traveling into his wrist while the latch released, and the corridor revealed itself in a steady spill of cooler air that brushed his face and carried the faint, unavoidable scent of armor oil, a smell that had begun to define the palace’s new interpretation of safety.

Sir Kael stood exactly where Luciel had last seen him through the gap, posture unchanged, and the constancy pressed against Luciel’s senses like a sound too low to hear but too present to ignore, because the guard’s stillness did not read as waiting, it read as installation, as though the palace had mounted him here the way it mounted sconces and banners.

“Your Highness,” Sir Kael said, voice low through the helm, and the words held no warmth, only the clean edge of function, while Luciel’s own breath met a slight resistance as he stepped into the corridor, the air narrowing around him simply because it now had to accommodate two bodies moving as one unit.

They began walking, and the sound of their footfalls aligned into an uninvited duet, Luciel’s softer steps absorbed by the marble and then returned in faint echoes, Sir Kael’s heavier boots striking with a disciplined cadence, the difference in weight marking the distance between them even as the distance stayed constant, and the echo made the palace feel less like a home and more like an instrument tuned to announce movement.

As they passed the first set of guards stationed at an archway, the men straightened in unison, armor plates clicking softly, and their eyes lowered toward Luciel with practiced respect before flicking briefly to Sir Kael’s cloak pin, the royal sigil catching the corridor light in a controlled gleam, and the glances did not linger long enough to become rudeness, yet their very existence pressed a quiet message into Luciel’s skin, that everyone saw the change, and everyone accepted it.

The palace smelled different when he moved through it now, because the metallic trace followed, not strong enough to overpower incense and polished wood, yet persistent, threading itself through every doorway, every turn, until Luciel’s lungs began to anticipate it as part of the air, and the anticipation created a small steady tightness beneath his collarbones, a bodily understanding that he could no longer enter a room without bringing the evidence of control with him.

At the first audience chamber, attendants opened the doors with synchronized ease, and the hinges released a muted sigh that sounded almost like relief, while the room beyond held courtiers arranged like a painted scene, faces composed, hands folded, waiting to be reassured by his presence, and Luciel stepped forward with measured grace, the practiced smile settling onto his mouth as the chamber’s warmth met his skin, because the Crown’s heir did not bring his discomfort
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