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The palace had always taught Lucien Aurelian that silence was a kind of agreement, that the absence of refusal could be shaped into consent, and that standing still long enough would allow the world to decide who he was meant to be. From the moment he learned to walk its corridors, his body had been trained into stillness: shoulders squared, steps measured, breath controlled so carefully that even fear learned to wait its turn. The walls knew his name before he did. The crown knew the shape of his future before he was old enough to question it.

He grew inside that certainty the way stone grows around a vein of metal, pressure constant, invisible, unquestioned. Choice was a word spoken only in lessons about history, never in rooms where decisions were actually made, and Lucien learned early that worth was something granted downward, never discovered inward. His hands were taught what to hold, his mouth what not to say, his gaze where to rest so it would not linger on anything that could not be claimed.

It was not cruelty that shaped him first, but inevitability. The kind that arrived softly, dressed as tradition, passed from one generation to the next like an heirloom that could not be refused without breaking something unnamed but vital. Lucien did not resist it because resistance required imagining an alternative, and the palace was very careful about what it allowed to be imagined. The world beyond its gates existed as rumor, as abstraction, as threat. Safety lived inside structure. Meaning lived inside obedience.

And yet, beneath the measured breathing and the carefully moderated movements, there were moments when his body reacted faster than doctrine allowed: a tightening in the chest at words spoken too casually about sacrifice, a faint nausea when duty was praised as if it were a virtue rather than a cost. These sensations never formed into rebellion. They settled instead, quiet and unresolved, learning how to wait.

That night arrived without rupture or clarity. His body reacted first, tightening where it had learned to remain still, breath drawing shallow before he corrected it by force. Nothing revealed itself as change. Nothing broke cleanly. There was only a presence that did not fit the palace, something that held in the thinning light where stone cooled faster and rules loosened their grip. It did not demand obedience. It did not offer safety. It remained, unyielding, and the simple fact of its remaining pulled his body out of the balance it had been trained to keep.

What unsettled Lucien most was not danger, but recognition. To be seen without being evaluated, without being assigned a function, created a pressure more disorienting than fear. His breath learned new rhythms in those moments, shallow at first, then deeper as his body adjusted to the unfamiliar weight of being present without performance. The palace had never prepared him for that.

The palace did not fall in spectacle or fire. It endured through quieter pressures, through rules that narrowed bodies into shapes they could survive but not inhabit without cost, and Lucien carried those pressures in the way his breath shortened under praise meant to sound merciful. What persisted between stone and law did not arrive as rescue. It arrived as risk—heat against skin, friction that resisted smooth passage, a presence that refused to thin itself into absence even when disappearance would have eased the weight pressing at his chest.

Lucien Aurelian was never chosen in the way legends require. There was no prophecy that named him, no ceremony that sanctified his becoming. What follows is the record of what remained when choice finally became his to carry—and the cost of choosing anyway.
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Chapter 1: The Prince Who Was Never Blood
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The hall received Lucien before it acknowledged him, stone swallowing the sound of his steps and sending them back altered, thinner, as if the floor itself were unsure how much weight he was permitted to carry today. Light from the high clerestory windows fell in pale columns that never quite touched the banners, leaving the sigils half-submerged in shadow, the gold thread dulled where it crossed into the dimmer air. His boots struck the marble with practiced precision, each pace measured to the distance he had walked since childhood, since before he understood what ceremony demanded of a body that belonged as much to the crown as to itself.

The scent of incense lay heavy and old, resin and ash layered so thickly that it pressed against the back of his throat when he drew breath, forcing him to slow it, to keep the rhythm even as his chest adjusted to the weight of the space. He did not look for faces. The court assembled itself as texture rather than individuals: silk brushing silk, the faint scrape of armor where ceremonial plates met under cloaks, the low animal warmth of too many bodies held still for too long. Sound existed only in restraint, a held thing, and it wrapped around him as he moved toward the center aisle, where the stone darkened from centuries of feet tracing the same path.

Lucien’s posture aligned itself without instruction, shoulders settling into the angle expected of an Aurelian prince, spine straight but not rigid, chin level with the banners bearing the bloodline that named him. The weight of his mantle lay across his shoulders, heavier than its fabric suggested, the clasp cold where it pressed at his collarbone, a reminder of metal shaped to signify belonging. Each step carried him closer to the dais, where the throne rose in tiers of white stone veined faintly with red, a marble chosen generations ago for its resemblance to living flesh beneath skin.

The King stood before the throne rather than sitting upon it, his crown set aside on the velvet cushion at his back, hands bare and resting at his sides. That detail registered itself as Lucien approached, not as meaning but as shape and absence, a familiar outline subtly altered. The King’s hair, once dark as the banners behind him, had gone almost entirely to silver, the color catching the light in sharp threads that made his face appear carved rather than grown. His gaze moved across the hall in practiced arcs, acknowledging dukes and ministers with the smallest tilt of his head, distributing attention as one might distribute coin.

Lucien reached his place and stopped, boots aligning with the etched sigil on the floor that marked where he was to stand. The stone beneath him was cooler here, the chill seeping up through the soles despite the thickness of the leather, settling into his feet and traveling slowly upward as if claiming ground. He kept his hands folded loosely before him, fingers resting against the ring he wore by right of birth, its edge pressing a familiar circle into his skin. Breath moved in and out, steady, regulated, matching the cadence drilled into him through years of public ritual.

The ceremony began without preamble, the High Chancellor’s voice lifting from the left of the dais, each word shaped to fill the hall and rebound cleanly from the vaulted ceiling. Titles were recited in order, the lineage of the realm spoken aloud as if the naming itself sustained the structure it described. Lucien stood within the sound, letting it pass over him, through him, the way one endured rain while remaining dry beneath a cloak. This was not new. He had been present at more ceremonies than he could count, his body trained to absorb the pressure of attention without reacting to it.

When the Chancellor’s voice reached the matter of appointments, a subtle shift passed through the gathered court, a minute tightening that registered in the way shoulders squared and heads angled forward by degrees too small to be conscious choices. Lucien’s breath adjusted in response, drawing a fraction deeper, ribs expanding against the constraint of his formal attire. This, too, was expected. Power always announced itself through anticipation before it took form.

The first name was spoken clearly, accompanied by a title that rolled with practiced ease, and a man stepped forward from the right side of the hall, his boots striking the stone with a confidence that bordered on relief. Lucien watched the movement without turning his head, tracking it through peripheral vision, the way the man’s shadow stretched and then contracted as he approached the dais. The King’s attention settled on the appointee, his mouth shaping into something that approximated approval, and his hand lifted to rest briefly on the man’s shoulder in a gesture weighted with significance.

Another name followed, then another, each one met with a corresponding motion from the assembled ranks, a subtle choreography unfolding as positions were filled and authority redistributed. Lucien remained still, his presence a constant amid the shifting bodies, his awareness anchored to the press of the mantle against his shoulders and the steady pressure of the ring against his finger.

The moment arrived not with a pause but with a continuation, the Chancellor’s voice moving forward as if along a predetermined path that did not require adjustment. A title was spoken, one that Lucien had heard associated with his own name in preparation sessions, rehearsed in private chambers where the air had been warmer and the stone less imposing. The words sounded the same now, carrying the same syllables and weight, but they passed over him without anchoring, the space where his name should have followed left unfilled.

The absence registered first in his chest, a slight hitch where breath met resistance, the inhalation catching just long enough to disrupt its rhythm before settling again. His body corrected itself automatically, posture remaining unchanged, but the sensation lingered, a hollow where sound had been expected to land. The Chancellor continued, the next name spoken without emphasis, without acknowledgment of deviation, and another figure stepped forward from the opposite side of the hall.

Lucien’s gaze remained forward, fixed on the line of the dais, but his awareness narrowed, the periphery dimming as the space immediately around him grew sharper. The stone beneath his feet felt harder, less forgiving, the chill more pronounced as it pressed upward. The murmur of fabric and controlled movement around him seemed to recede, replaced by the faint rush of blood in his ears, a sound he had learned to ignore during training exercises that pushed the body toward its limits.

The King did not look at him.

That fact arrived not as a realization but as a physical imbalance, a subtle tilt in the way the world aligned itself. Lucien had been attuned to the King’s gaze since childhood, to its weight and its absence, his body calibrated to respond to even the smallest shift in attention. Now, as another appointee knelt to receive their charge, the King’s eyes passed over Lucien’s position without settling, sliding instead toward the assembled councilors as if drawn by gravity elsewhere.

Heat gathered at the base of Lucien’s throat, a flush that rose and then stalled, held in check by the tight collar that framed his neck. He swallowed, the motion minimal, careful not to draw attention, and the act pressed the clasp of his mantle more firmly against his skin, the cold metal a sharp contrast to the warmth beneath. His fingers tightened fractionally around the ring, the edge biting into flesh, grounding him in a sensation that was solid and undeniable.

The ceremony continued, the cadence unbroken, but time seemed to stretch between each word, the intervals expanding as Lucien’s body tracked the absence of what had been expected. The title was spoken again, paired now with a name that did not belong to the royal line, a man whose blood traced back to one of the older houses, respected but distinct, his loyalty proven through service rather than inheritance.

When the man approached the dais, Lucien’s awareness followed the movement despite himself, noting the way the banners stirred slightly in the disturbed air, their shadows shifting across the marble like dark veins. The King turned fully now, his attention complete, his hand extending to bestow the insignia of office with a gesture that was unhesitating, almost relieved.

Applause rippled through the hall, controlled and measured, hands striking palms in unison, the sound filling the space with a brief, contained thunder. Lucien joined in automatically, his own hands moving with the rest, the impact jarring enough to send a faint vibration up his arms. The sound washed over him, loud enough to mask the rush of his own blood, and for a moment the pressure equalized, sensation flattening into noise.

As the applause faded, leaving behind the familiar hush, Lucien’s hands returned to their place before him, fingers aligning with care. The mantle settled again, its weight unchanged, and yet the balance of it felt altered, as if it now rested on a different point of his shoulders. He adjusted minutely, redistributing the load, the movement so small it would not have been visible to anyone watching.

The King turned away from the newly appointed officer and stepped back toward the throne, his movements precise, economical. He did not glance toward Lucien as he did so, his attention already shifting to the next matter, the ceremony proceeding as if no deviation had occurred. The crown remained on its cushion, untouched, a circle of gold waiting to be reclaimed.

Lucien’s breath moved in measured cycles, the air tasting of incense and stone, each inhale scraping faintly against the back of his throat. His chest felt tight, not with pain but with containment, as if something within him pressed outward against the confines of bone and fabric and found no release. He held himself within the posture required, the discipline drilled into him asserting itself through muscle memory.

Around him, the court resumed its subtle motion, weight shifting from foot to foot, heads inclining toward one another in whispers that did not yet dare to become sound. Lucien did not look at them. His focus remained on the dais, on the space beside the King where he had once stood during similar ceremonies, close enough to feel the heat of the torches and the faint warmth that radiated from the older man’s presence.

The memory arrived through sensation rather than image, a recollection of standing there years ago, the stone beneath his feet warmed by proximity, the mantle lighter then, or perhaps his shoulders stronger. The echo of that warmth contrasted sharply with the chill now seeping upward, the difference registering as a physical fact rather than a thought.

The Chancellor’s voice rose again, announcing the conclusion of the appointments, and the assembled court inclined as one, a wave of motion that Lucien joined without hesitation. His body bent and straightened in time with the others, the movement smooth and practiced, and for a moment the uniformity of the gesture provided a semblance of equilibrium, each individual reduced to a shared outline.

When the court straightened, the King finally reclaimed his crown, lifting it with both hands and settling it upon his head with deliberate care. The metal caught the light, flaring briefly before settling into its accustomed place, and the sight drew a collective intake of breath from the hall, a response ingrained as deeply as any oath.

Lucien’s gaze lifted with the rest, tracking the motion, but his attention snagged on the way the crown’s shadow fell across the King’s brow, obscuring his eyes for a fraction of a second. The darkness there lingered longer than the movement required, the angle of light leaving the King’s gaze unreadable from where Lucien stood.

The ceremony drew to its formal close, the final words spoken and acknowledged, and the court began to dissolve into motion, the rigid structure loosening as bodies turned and paths diverged. Lucien remained where he was for a heartbeat longer than necessary, the press of the moment still holding him in place, before he stepped back in line with the others.

As he turned, the banners shifted again, their shadows sliding across the floor, and for an instant his own shadow merged with them, his outline lost among the darker shapes. The sensation of it lingered as he moved, a weightless unease that settled low in his chest, neither pain nor relief, simply an absence where certainty had once resided.

He did not seek his father’s gaze as he exited the hall. The stone corridors beyond were cooler, the air less burdened by incense, and as the sounds of the court faded behind him, the silence ahead stretched wide and unmarked, waiting.
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Chapter 2: A Name Spoken Softly
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Lucien left the palace by a passage not meant for ceremony, the stone narrowing as it bent away from the grand corridors and shed its polish inch by inch, until the walls bore the faint scars of age and neglect where torches had once burned lower and longer. The air cooled as he descended, carrying with it the damp mineral scent of old masonry, and his steps sounded different here, less contained, each footfall returning to him with a slight delay that made the rhythm feel off-balance. His mantle brushed the wall once as the corridor tightened, the fabric whispering against stone, and he adjusted his path without slowing, letting the scrape register as proof that he was still moving through space rather than standing suspended within it.

The exit opened not into the manicured gardens closest to the royal wing, but into a stretch of ground long abandoned to shadow, where hedges had grown inward instead of outward and the paths curved without clear intent. Gravel crunched softly beneath his boots as he stepped outside, the sound sharp after the muffled quiet of the corridor, and the open sky pressed down in a way that felt almost physical, the late light thinning toward evening. The palace loomed behind him, its windows reflecting nothing of the interior now that he had passed beyond them, and the sense of separation settled across his shoulders with the same steady insistence as the mantle’s weight.

He followed a path that had not been properly cleared in years, the stones uneven underfoot, roots lifting their edges so that each step required attention, a small correction of balance that kept his body occupied. Leaves stirred overhead, their movement irregular, driven by currents of air that slipped through broken trellises and over crumbling walls, and the sound layered itself over the distant noise of the city beyond the grounds. His breath adjusted to the cooler air, drawing deeper without effort, the tightness that had held his chest since the hall easing by degrees as space widened around him.

The garden did not present itself as a single view but as a series of interruptions, sightlines broken by overgrowth and shadow, the remains of statues half-swallowed by ivy that clung in dark sheets. Lucien moved through it without looking for anything in particular, his direction guided less by intention than by the absence of other bodies, the quiet here different from the controlled silence of court. This quiet had texture, a layered stillness that held the faint sounds of insects and distant water, and it pressed against his ears in a way that made his own movements feel louder than they were.

He slowed as the path narrowed again, stones giving way to packed earth where grass had reclaimed the space between, and the smell shifted subtly, dampness giving way to the green bitterness of crushed leaves underfoot. A low wall rose ahead, its surface worn smooth by time, and beyond it lay a section of the grounds that had been sealed off long before his birth, the gates left to rust where they had fallen open and never been repaired. He placed a hand on the wall as he stepped over, the stone cool and slightly rough against his palm, the contact brief but grounding, a reminder of solidity.

On the other side, the air seemed to settle, sound dampened further by the density of growth, and Lucien paused without intending to, his body registering the change before his pace caught up. The ground dipped here, forming a shallow hollow where water had once been guided into ornamental channels now choked with moss, and the space felt held, enclosed by foliage that leaned inward as if listening. His mantle shifted as he stopped, the clasp pressing lightly against his collarbone, and he adjusted it out of habit, fingers brushing the metal before falling back to his side.

It was then that the sound reached him, not loud enough to command attention, but distinct enough to separate itself from the background murmur of the garden. A voice, low and unforced, moved through the air with the same ease as the breeze that stirred the leaves, and it carried a single word that did not belong to this place of abandonment.

“Lucien.”

The name touched him first at the back of his neck, a small tightening where skin met hair, before it traveled forward, settling into his chest with a pressure that disrupted his breath. The inhale he had been drawing stalled halfway, ribs caught mid-expansion, and the pause stretched just long enough to make him aware of the weight of his lungs. His shoulders did not move, but the muscles along his spine tightened, the reflexive readiness of a body trained to respond to summons.

No title followed. No honorific softened or elevated the sound. The name existed alone, shaped carefully but without ceremony, as if spoken for its own sake rather than to claim anything attached to it.

Lucien’s breath resumed, slower now, the exhale controlled as it left his body, and the air felt cooler as it passed his throat, the contrast sharpening sensation. He did not turn immediately. The garden held its quiet, leaves settling after a brief rustle, and the absence of further sound pressed forward, filling the space where expectation gathered.

He shifted his weight, the movement slight, boots sinking a fraction deeper into the soft earth, and the change sent a faint tremor up his legs that anchored him in place. The name lingered, not as an echo but as a presence, its imprint carried in the tension that remained across his shoulders. He listened for footsteps, for the disturbance of undergrowth, for any sign of approach, but the space around him stayed still, the hollow holding its breath.

The voice came again, not closer, not farther, the distance unchanged as if measured deliberately. “Lucien,” it said, the sound barely rising above the ambient hush, and this time the cadence shifted, the word arriving with a softness that stripped it of command.

Heat gathered low in his chest, not sharp enough to burn, but persistent, a warmth that contrasted with the cool air settling around him. His fingers curled once at his side, the motion small and unobserved, and the leather of his gloves creaked faintly, the sound amplified in the quiet. The ring on his finger pressed into his skin as his hand tightened, the familiar edge asserting itself against the unfamiliar sensation unfolding beneath it.

He turned then, slowly, allowing his body to align with the direction of the sound rather than snapping toward it, the movement measured and deliberate. The hollow revealed no figure, only layers of green and shadow, the remains of a stone bench half-hidden by vines and the dark mouth of an archway beyond, its interior obscured by the angle of light. His gaze tracked the space, not searching so much as mapping, noting where the ground dipped and rose, where a body could stand unseen.

The voice did not speak again, but the sense of being addressed remained, a subtle pressure that held his attention forward. Lucien’s breath deepened, his chest expanding fully this time, and the air carried the scent of damp earth and crushed herbs, the smell settling into him with unexpected clarity. His heartbeat registered itself in his ears, steady but louder than before, and he adjusted his stance again, distributing his weight evenly as if preparing for impact that did not come.

The absence of demand pressed in on him, heavier than any command would have been. No explanation followed the name, no request shaped itself out of the silence, and the lack of expectation created a space that felt exposed, as if something had been removed that he had not known was supporting him. His shoulders eased by a fraction, the rigid alignment of court posture loosening just enough to register as change within his own body.

“Who’s there,” he said, the words emerging into the quiet with a restraint that kept them from carrying too far, his voice steady but lower than it would have been in the hall. The sound of it seemed to sink into the earth rather than bounce back, absorbed by the garden’s density, and the lack of immediate response allowed the echo of his own voice to fade without interference.

A pause followed, not empty but charged, the silence thickening as if it were being held deliberately rather than occurring by chance. Lucien remained still within it, the tension in his muscles sustained but not escalating, his awareness tuned to the smallest shifts in sound or air. The mantle rested heavy across his shoulders, its presence a reminder of the role he had stepped away from, but the fabric felt different here, less like a symbol and more like a weight he happened to be carrying.

When the voice returned, it did so from the same unseen distance, the words shaped carefully, as if the speaker were aware of how sound traveled through this place. “I didn’t want anything,” it said, the admission arriving without apology or urgency, and the sentence ended there, complete in its lack of continuation.

The statement struck him not through meaning but through the physical effect of its delivery, the way his chest expanded again without conscious direction, the tightness easing further as if his body recognized the absence of threat before his mind could frame it. His hands loosened at his sides, fingers uncurling, the leather of his gloves falling quiet. The warmth in his chest spread outward, subtle but undeniable, a sensation that had no immediate name attached to it.

Lucien took a step forward, the movement cautious but unrestrained, boots pressing into the soft ground and leaving an impression that held for a moment before beginning to blur at the edges. The earth gave slightly under his weight, the sensation grounding him in a way the polished marble never had, and the shift carried him closer to the center of the hollow. The archway loomed ahead, its interior still dark, and the contrast between light and shadow sharpened his focus.

“Then why,” he began, the question forming without fully resolving, his voice trailing off as the need to complete it dissipated under the weight of the silence that followed. The incomplete sentence hung between him and the unseen speaker, not demanding an answer so much as acknowledging the space that had opened.

The garden responded with its own sounds, a bird stirring somewhere above, leaves brushing together as the air shifted, and the presence of those small, ordinary movements emphasized the strangeness of being addressed here, in this forgotten place. Lucien’s breath fell into a slower rhythm, the inhale and exhale lengthening as if his body were testing the boundaries of this new quiet.

“I know who you are,” the voice said after a moment, and the words arrived without emphasis, the statement delivered as a simple fact rather than a declaration. The lack of reverence in the tone registered as a subtle pressure against Lucien’s chest, not painful but insistent, the warmth there tightening briefly before settling again.

He stopped moving, his boots planted firmly in the earth, and the stillness that followed felt deliberate rather than imposed. The idea of being known carried weight here, stripped of the context that usually defined it, and the absence of title or expectation left the word unanchored, free to press where it would. His shoulders lowered a fraction more, the mantle shifting in response, and the clasp at his collarbone warmed slightly against his skin.

“I won’t come closer,” the voice continued, the promise shaped quietly, as if distance itself were being offered rather than enforced. The words settled into the space between them, creating a boundary that Lucien could sense without seeing, a line drawn not by command but by choice.

The sensation of being seen without being approached registered in his body as a slight unsteadiness, a tremor that ran through his balance and then resolved, leaving behind a heightened awareness of his own position in the hollow. His heartbeat slowed, the sound receding in his ears, and the garden’s quiet reasserted itself, layered and deep.

Lucien drew another breath, the air filling his lungs completely this time, and the fullness pressed outward against his ribs, a reminder of physical presence that felt newly significant. He did not ask for a name. The absence of one mirrored the absence of demand, and the symmetry of it held him in place, the pressure stabilizing rather than increasing.

The silence stretched again, not empty, but held, the space between them defined by what was not spoken as much as by what had been. The warmth in his chest remained, steady now, no longer spreading but not fading, and the sensation anchored him where he stood, boots planted in earth that bore the mark of his weight.

When the voice spoke once more, it was only to repeat his name, softer than before, the sound shaped with care and then released into the quiet without expectation of return. The word settled and stayed, its presence enough to sustain the moment without pushing it forward.

Lucien did not answer. He remained in the hollow, breath moving evenly, the garden around him unchanged, and the pressure within him eased into something that held rather than pressed, the emptiness from earlier filled not with certainty but with a fragile, steady awareness that did not yet ask to be defined.
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Chapter 3: The Court Without Him
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The council chamber held heat differently than the great hall, not with grandeur but with friction, bodies and parchment and sealed wax layered into the air until breathing carried a faint taste of ink and old smoke. Lucien entered with the same measured pace he had used since childhood, boots gliding over stone worn smoother by decades of meetings than by ceremony, and the sound of his steps met the room’s steady murmur without interrupting it. The doors swung inward on hinges that complained softly, the wood heavy enough to resist any quick opening, and the gap of sound that appeared as he crossed the threshold closed behind him almost at once, as if the chamber tightened to keep its own rhythm intact.

A long table dominated the space, dark wood polished to a sheen that caught lamplight in thin streaks, and chairs lined its edges in a strict order that matched rank. Maps lay unfurled across the center, their corners weighted by brass tokens shaped like lions and crescent moons, and stacks of documents sat bound in twine with seals pressed into red wax that had pooled and hardened like congealed blood. Around the table, councilors leaned in varying degrees of intimacy with the work, sleeves brushed up, rings flashing when hands gestured, faces angled toward one another in a pattern of attention that shifted but never stopped. Lucien moved to the place reserved for him along the nearer side, the chair set slightly apart from the main cluster, close enough to be included in the geometry of the room, far enough to function as a margin.

He did not sit immediately. The air clung faintly to his skin beneath his collar, the warmth gathered there from the torchlit corridors, and his mantle held that warmth against him, trapping it. He waited for the small acknowledgment that usually preceded his settling into place, some glance or pause that made room for his presence, but the council’s cadence continued, a flow of low voices and rustling paper that did not divert toward him. The Chancellor’s hand moved across a page, fingertip tracing lines on a map, while a minister at the far end offered something in a tone that suggested certainty, his words sliding into the room like a blade laid down rather than raised.

Lucien lowered himself into his chair, the wood cool at first through the layers of fabric, then warming slightly under the pressure of his weight. His boots planted on the stone beneath the table, heels aligned, posture upright without stiffness, and he placed his hands on the table edge as if anchoring himself to the meeting’s physical center. The table’s surface chilled his gloved palms, the polish slick beneath the leather, and the contrast sharpened his awareness of every small movement around him: the scrape of a chair leg as someone adjusted, the soft thud of a seal stamp set down, the thin sound of quill against parchment.

The King sat at the head, his crown absent, his hair tied back with a narrow band that kept silver strands from falling into his eyes, and the lack of ceremony made his authority appear more intimate, less performed. He spoke without raising his voice, and the room bent toward him in response, bodies shifting forward by degrees that suggested habit rather than choice. Lucien watched the King’s hands when they moved, the way the fingers opened and closed around a goblet, the knuckles whitening briefly when a point landed where it was meant to. The King’s gaze traveled across the table in deliberate lines, pausing on ministers as they spoke, pinning them with attention long enough to compel clarity.

It passed over Lucien’s side of the table without stopping.

The first time it happened, Lucien’s breath caught against the tightness of his collar, a shallow snag that forced him to slow his inhale until it smoothed again, and the small disruption sent a pulse of heat up his neck. He remained still, letting the moment settle into the flow of the meeting, and the silence around him did not change shape to accommodate the interruption. Papers continued to turn. Voices continued to layer. A decision continued to take form.

A minister with a heavy signet ring tapped the table twice, each tap a dull sound absorbed by the wood, and began speaking about border supply routes, the words thick with logistics that required no embellishment. Lucien followed the movement of the minister’s hand as it traced the map, finger pressing into parchment at points marked by inked symbols, and the pressure left slight indentations that lingered after the hand lifted. The minister’s gaze swept across other councilors as if gathering agreement, landing on the Chancellor, then on the King, then on the Marshal seated two places away from Lucien, but it did not come to Lucien’s face, and the omission shaped itself into a physical gap, a hollow space at Lucien’s side of the table that air seemed to flow around.

Lucien leaned forward a fraction, the movement subtle enough to read as attention rather than interruption, and the edge of the table pressed into his forearms through the fabric of his sleeves. He opened his mouth to speak at the end of a sentence, timing his breath to the cadence of the minister’s pause, and his voice entered the room low and controlled, offering a correction to an assumption about troop rotation that hung above the map like a wrong star.

The minister did not stop.

The words Lucien released did not vanish, but they did not land either, sliding along the surface of the room without catching, as if the air refused to hold them. The minister continued, the next phrase arriving over Lucien’s final consonant, and the overlap created a faint vibration in Lucien’s chest, sound turning into pressure rather than meaning. The Marshal nodded at the minister’s point, eyes still on the map, and the Chancellor’s quill moved across parchment without lifting, recording the uninterrupted stream.

Lucien closed his mouth without tightening his jaw, letting his lips return to neutral, and the effort required to keep his expression smooth registered as a slow burn behind his eyes. He adjusted his hands on the table edge, fingers shifting along the polished wood until the glove seams pressed against his skin in a different pattern, and the small friction provided a point of sensation that was manageable. The council’s sound continued to wash past him, and he let his posture remain aligned, letting his body perform the shape of inclusion even as the meeting’s attention flowed elsewhere.

A decision took shape with the quiet inevitability of water finding a channel. The Chancellor summarized in clipped phrases, and heads inclined along the table like dominos falling in slow motion, each nod a small surrender of alternative. The King spoke a final confirmation, his voice calm enough to make the outcome appear natural, and a minister began drawing up orders immediately, paper sliding forward, ink pot uncapped. Lucien’s gaze stayed on the map, on the points marked by the minister’s finger, and his breathing kept to an even rhythm that did not match the pressure building beneath his ribs.

When the topic shifted to internal appointments, the room’s energy tightened, attention sharpening, bodies leaning in closer to hear details that mattered less to the borders than to the balance of power inside the palace. Names surfaced, titles attached, loyalties weighed aloud in language that pretended to be neutral. Lucien listened to the scrape of parchment as the Chancellor referenced a list, the paper’s dry whisper louder than it should have been in the chamber’s warm air. The King’s voice touched each proposed change with a kind of measured patience, as if granting the council the illusion of deliberation while the outcome already sat in his palm.

Lucien’s throat dried, the heat in the room pulling moisture away with each inhale, and he swallowed once, the motion pressing his collar lightly against his skin. He waited for the point at which his input would be sought, the habitual moment where the King would ask for the prince’s perspective on court sentiment, on the way the houses might receive a shift, on which alliances would fray, and the absence of that moment stretched longer than the meeting’s topics, slipping past one appointment into the next without catching.

A councilor spoke his name, and the sound of it hit Lucien’s chest with a brief jolt, a sharp awareness that made his shoulders draw back a fraction, the reflex nearly visible.

The councilor did not mean him.

“Lord Lucent,” the man continued, speaking of a minor noble’s son, and the room moved on, the near-miss leaving behind a faint sting on Lucien’s skin as if the syllable had grazed rather than struck. He kept his face composed, gaze steady, hands still, and the discipline required to maintain that stillness tightened his back muscles until the fabric across his shoulders pulled faintly. The mantle’s weight settled, a constant pressure that did not change to match what was happening inside him, and the mismatch sharpened his awareness of being contained in symbols that no longer opened doors.

He attempted again when the Chancellor paused to breathe, inserting a single sentence about the risk of consolidating too many posts under one house. His voice stayed even, his volume controlled to suit the room rather than claim it, and he directed the words toward the King, letting them travel across the table like a measured offering.

The King did not turn.

The Chancellor responded to a different speaker instead, nodding toward a minister who had not yet spoken, and the line of attention shifted away from Lucien’s words as if repelled. Lucien’s sentence ended in air that refused it, and the quiet that followed did not acknowledge the drop. His lungs expanded and contracted without strain, but the inhale carried less comfort now, the air seeming thinner though the room remained unchanged.

Heat rose slowly behind his ears, not a flush dramatic enough to betray him, but persistent, and the warmth made the skin beneath his hairline prickle. He adjusted his posture again, rolling his shoulders back as if easing tension from long sitting, and the movement shifted the mantle’s clasp against his collarbone, the metal edge pressing with a sharper point before settling. The pressure there anchored him to the physical world, giving the body something to register that was not the slow erasure unfolding across the table.

Around him, the meeting continued to draw its own shape, a web of voices and agreements that circled without touching him. The ministers spoke of policy and funding, of patrols and levies, the words steady and heavy, and Lucien’s chair remained in the same place, his presence unremoved, unaddressed, his hands still resting on the table edge like someone waiting to be called forward. The quiet at his side of the table began to take on its own weight, thickening, shaping itself into a kind of shadow that clung close despite the lamplight.

The longer it held, the more his body adjusted to it, muscles learning the new boundaries, breath settling into a shallower rhythm that conserved energy against an effort that had no outlet. His fingers flexed once beneath the table, the movement hidden, and the knuckles pressed against his palm as if testing whether the body still answered him in private even when the room did not. The ring on his finger caught the lamplight when his hand shifted, a brief flare of gold that faded as soon as it appeared.

A page slid across the table, pushed by the Chancellor toward the King, and the parchment’s edge rasped lightly against the wood. The King glanced down, nodded once, and signed with a quick stroke, quill scratching the paper with a sound that made Lucien’s teeth tighten behind closed lips. The decision was made, ink sealing it into permanence, and no one angled the page toward Lucien, no one offered him the chance to touch the paper, to press his own authority into the act.

The room’s warmth thickened as more candles burned down, wax pooling and hardening at their bases, and the smell of smoke deepened, settling into fabric and hair. Lucien’s skin grew faintly damp beneath his collar, and the sensation of sweat beginning at the back of his neck added a new layer of discomfort, intimate and inescapable. He shifted slightly in his chair, the wood creaking once, and the small sound drew no glance, no irritation, no acknowledgment, as if the room did not register his movement as a disruption worth naming.

A minister laughed softly at something another said, amusement contained but genuine, and the sound cut through the chamber’s controlled seriousness like a thin crack. It sparked a ripple of murmured agreement, voices warming briefly, and Lucien watched the way shoulders loosened, the way faces turned, the way belonging flowed between them like shared breath. The sound did not reach him. It passed by his side of the table and continued onward, leaving him in a pocket of air that held no warmth beyond what the room’s heat provided.

His throat tightened again, the dryness sharp now, and he reached for the goblet set near his place, lifting it with a careful grip. The metal was cool against his glove, condensation beading faintly along its side, and when he drank, the water slid down his throat with a chill that made his chest react, muscles tightening briefly around the cold. The sensation traveled lower, settling in his stomach, and the physical shock of it pulled his awareness inward for a moment, body responding to temperature and swallow and weight.

In that moment of internal disruption, the sound from the garden returned without invitation.

“Lucien.”

The name arrived not as memory but as vibration, the cadence resurfacing in the space behind his ribs where the cold water now sat, and the contrast made his breath stutter, a brief misalignment between inhale and exhale. He set the goblet down carefully, the base touching the wood with a controlled tap, and the sound seemed louder than it should have been, metal against table in a room full of voices. The meeting did not pause. The Chancellor’s voice continued. A minister kept speaking of trade routes. The King’s quill moved again.

Lucien’s tongue pressed lightly against the inside of his lower teeth, a small gesture of restraint, and the pressure there anchored him, keeping the name from rising into his throat. The voice in the garden had spoken without title, without hunger, and the absence of demand clung to the syllables now, making them heavier than the council’s language of need. He kept his gaze on the map, on the ink lines and brass tokens, and the table’s polished surface reflected a faint distorted version of his hands, as if his presence existed only as a smear of light.

Another minister presented a proposal, leaning forward until his sleeves brushed the map, fabric catching briefly on a brass token before slipping free. The token shifted a fraction, scraping the parchment with a dry sound, and the small displacement altered the map’s arrangement by almost nothing, yet the room reacted, several heads turning, hands reaching to set it back precisely where it had been. The care given to that tiny correction struck Lucien as physical imbalance rather than idea, a tightness blooming under his breastbone, air pressing against ribs that did not yield.

He spoke again, quieter this time, offering a clarification about the region marked near the token, his words shaped to be useful, to slide into the discussion without demanding space. His voice entered the meeting like breath entering a crowded room, existing, present, unremarkable.

A councilor continued talking over him with no malice visible, only momentum.

Lucien’s sentence ended against another’s, the overlap turning his consonants into softness, and he stopped without forcing the rest through. His lips closed. His shoulders stayed level. His hands remained on the table, fingers relaxed enough to appear at ease, though the glove leather pulled tight over his knuckles from the effort of keeping them still. The meeting flowed onward, and the room’s attention never even brushed the edge of his attempt.

Time passed in increments measured by candle drip and paper movement rather than by any spoken marker. Wax slid down wicks in slow trails, thickening at the base, and the smell of hot tallow layered itself into the smoke. Pages turned. Seals cracked. New documents replaced old. The council’s work resembled a body feeding itself, consuming information, producing orders, sustaining its own motion, and Lucien remained at the table like an organ that no longer received blood.

The irony of that image pressed briefly at the back of his throat, not as humor but as a dry ache, and he swallowed again, the motion now more about managing the sensation than about moisture. The bloodline that named him hung in the chamber’s banners, woven above the doors in threads that caught lamplight, and their shadows fell across the walls like dark veins. Lucien’s eyes tracked those shadows for a moment, the way they shifted when someone moved near a candle, the vein-like lines stretching, contracting, changing shape with air currents, and the sight anchored his awareness to something older than the room’s current conversation.

The King’s voice lifted slightly, calling for a vote on a matter that would affect the outer provinces, and hands raised in response, a few reluctant, most immediate. Lucien did not raise his hand. The question had not been directed toward him. The motion of the others’ arms created a brief forest of sleeves and rings above the table, and the sight made his own stillness sharper, his hands remaining where they were, palms against the wood, fingers touching nothing but polished surface.

A minister glanced in his direction, and for a fraction of a second Lucien’s chest tightened with the reflexive readiness to meet the look, to receive the acknowledgment, to anchor himself again in the exchange that defined belonging.

The minister’s gaze slid past him toward the Marshal, the glance merely traveling through space rather than landing.

Lucien’s breath extended on the exhale, slower, as if releasing something that had briefly lifted and then dropped. The sensation settled into his shoulders as heaviness, not the mantle’s weight but a deeper load that made the muscles along his upper back hold tension in a low burn. He shifted slightly, letting his spine adjust, and the chair creaked again, the sound small and private.

The meeting began to thin as decisions solidified, not in the room’s occupancy but in its energy, voices losing their edge as the work completed itself. Ministers gathered their papers into stacks, twine pulling tight around parchment, seals pressed again, wax warming under fingers before hardening. The Chancellor’s quill paused more often. The King leaned back once, rolling his shoulder as if easing stiffness, and the movement pulled the collar of his tunic slightly open, exposing a pale line of skin where lamplight caught it.

Lucien’s eyes did not linger. He kept his gaze lowered toward the table, toward the map now partially rolled, the brass tokens collected into a small dish. His hands remained where they had been for the entire meeting, the table edge pressing lightly into his wrists, a constant point of contact that had grown familiar enough to become almost numb. The numbness spread up his forearms, not from lack of circulation but from the mind’s refusal to keep registering what did not change.

A final summary came from the Chancellor, his voice steady, his words efficient, and the councilors responded with murmurs of agreement that carried the relief of completion. The King rose. Chairs scraped back. Bodies shifted toward the door in a coordinated loosening, like a net being lifted from water. Lucien stood with them, his chair sliding back with a controlled motion that avoided unnecessary sound, and the act of standing sent a brief rush of blood down his legs, warmth returning to his feet where the stone had leeched it away.

He waited, as he always did, for the King to speak to him privately at the end, for some small directive or question that would justify his presence at the table beyond the role’s shape. The King moved past the Chancellor, exchanged a few words with a minister, nodded at the Marshal, and then turned toward the door, his path angled away from Lucien as if the prince’s position existed outside the King’s route.

Lucien stepped aside to allow others through, the movement smooth, practiced, his body offering space without showing need. Cloaks brushed his sleeve as councilors passed, fabric grazing lightly, then gone, each contact brief enough to register only as texture. None of them stopped. None of them turned. The flow carried on, and Lucien remained at the table’s edge, the chamber emptying around him in quiet increments.

When the doors closed behind the last minister, the room’s sound collapsed into a different kind of silence, the hush no longer held by social restraint but by absence. Candle flames flickered, their light unsteady now without the movement of bodies to create drafts, and the shadows on the walls shifted slowly, the vein-like lines stretching and shrinking with each small tremor of flame. Lucien stood alone at his place, the table between him and the head where the King had sat, and the distance felt wider now that nothing filled it.

The air cooled slightly as the room emptied of breath and heat, and the change pricked his skin at the back of his neck where sweat had dried. He drew a slower inhale, the scent of smoke and ink sharper in the stillness, and the breath slid into his lungs with less resistance than it had during the meeting. The quiet pressed against his ears, and within it, the soft name from the garden rose again without warning, not louder than the silence, simply present inside it like a held note.

“Lucien.”

The sound did not belong to the chamber. The chamber did not offer it. Yet it sat there anyway, in the space left by the council’s disregard, and Lucien’s throat tightened around it, muscles holding as if preventing a response. He remained still, letting the candlelight flicker across the table’s polished surface, watching the way his own reflection trembled there, distorted by the grain of the wood and the movement of flame.

His fingers slid along the table edge, slow, the glove leather whispering against polish, and the motion left no mark, no proof, only the sensation of friction and the faint chill of the wood beneath. He stepped back from the table, the chair behind him, the room opening wider around his body as he moved, and the mantle shifted with him, fabric settling, clasp pressing again at his collarbone in a familiar, indifferent weight.

At the threshold, he paused, hand on the door’s iron latch, the metal cool against his palm through the glove. The corridor beyond waited, dimmer, quieter, and the chamber behind him held its candlelit emptiness, its maps and seals and decisions already made. He did not turn back. He did not move forward immediately. His breath moved in a steady line, and the pressure in his chest eased from sharpness into something flatter, less urgent but still present, like a shadow that stayed close even when the light changed.

The latch remained under his hand, cold and solid, and he stayed there long enough for the silence to settle into its own shape around him, the name from the garden hovering at the edge of hearing without asking for anything, and the palace air pressing against his skin with the quiet certainty of walls that no longer opened for him.
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Chapter 4: The One Who Waited in the Dark


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


Lucien returned to the abandoned grounds after night settled into the palace stones, when torches along the main corridors burned lower and the air in the royal wing carried less perfume and more smoke. He moved without escort, taking the same narrow passage that had delivered him to the neglected garden before, the corridor’s chill meeting him halfway down as if it rose from the earth to bar the way. The walls tightened around his shoulders, stone close enough that his mantle brushed once and dragged its weight along the rough surface, and the faint scrape followed him like a quiet reprimand that refused to become loud.

The passage opened onto the outer grounds with a slow groan from the hinges, wood resisting him just long enough to make the motion deliberate, and colder air slid in against his face as soon as the gap widened. Night carried its own scent here, damp soil and leaf mold, the bitter edge of crushed herbs lingering where the path had never been cleared, and he drew it in more carefully than he had the first time, breath measured to keep sound from traveling. The palace remained behind him as a darker mass against a darker sky, windows holding weak squares of light that did not reach this neglected stretch, and the separation registered through the way the air cooled along his neck where the collar opened for a fraction of skin.

He followed the broken path by memory of foot placement rather than by sight, because the stones no longer held their clean edges and the roots still pushed up from underneath like knuckles through skin. His boots found the familiar unevenness, heel dipping where a stone had sunk, toe catching briefly where grass filled the cracks, and each correction kept his body occupied, balance adjusting in small increments that prevented his mind from sliding too far ahead. Leaves shifted overhead in restless movements, branches clicking softly where they touched, and the sound made the darkness seem layered rather than empty.

The hollow came into view gradually, not as a single shape but as an absence where the overgrowth leaned inward and the ground dipped, the space held like a cupped hand beneath the trees. The archway beyond remained a darker mouth, its interior swallowing what little starlight filtered through, and Lucien’s pace slowed as he stepped down into the shallow depression, the earth giving slightly under his weight. The softness carried a different sound than stone, the faintest compression and release, and the dampness seeped up against the soles of his boots as if the ground wanted to claim him by contact alone.

He stopped near the center, where the old bench lay half-hidden under vines, and the air changed again, cooler and thicker, held by the density of plants and the lack of movement. His mantle settled against his shoulders with a familiar insistence, the clasp pressing at his collarbone, and he adjusted it once with two fingers, metal cold even through glove leather. The gesture landed as an anchor, something that existed outside the night’s uncertainty, and he let his hand drop back to his side without letting it linger against his chest.

No voice greeted him at once.

The silence gathered instead, not the polished silence of court that came from bodies holding themselves still for display, but a rougher quiet full of small life, insects, distant water, the occasional soft click of a branch. It wrapped around his breathing and made each inhale seem louder than it had in the corridor, and he kept his mouth closed, drawing air through his nose to reduce the sound. His shoulders held steady. His stance held steady. The hollow held him without offering anything back.

He shifted his weight slowly, heel pressing deeper into damp earth until the ground resisted, and the subtle pressure traveled up through his leg, a reminder of gravity, of the body’s real connection to place. His gaze tracked the archway’s edge, then the darker line of shrubs to the left, then the thicker knot of ivy climbing the wall, mapping possible shapes where a figure could stand unseen. The first night had offered only sound, a name released into air, and Lucien had left with that syllable still warm in his chest, only for the palace to drain it out through the day’s neglect until it became something he refused to touch.

He had not come here because it mattered.

That refusal sat in his throat now as dryness, the muscles holding tight around it, and he swallowed once, the motion pressing his collar against skin and making the clasp bite slightly before settling. The small sting sharpened his awareness, and he kept his chin level, gaze steady, body aligned as if the posture itself could prove that nothing about last night had shifted him.

A sound moved near the archway, not a footstep exactly, more like fabric brushing against stone, a quiet scrape that carried the weight of a person choosing not to announce themselves. Lucien’s breath stalled halfway in, ribs held open, and the pause lasted long enough for the cold air to sit in his lungs without moving, a held thing. His shoulders did not rise. His hands stayed at his sides. The tension lived elsewhere, in the narrow band of muscle across his back that tightened as if preparing to absorb impact.

The voice came from within the darkness, lower than the rustle of leaves, and it shaped his name the same way as before, without title, without reverence, without hunger. “Lucien.”

The word did not lift like a summons. It settled like weight.

Heat gathered at the base of his throat, not enough to flush his face, but persistent, and he released his breath slowly, the exhale controlled so it would not tremble. The name landed in his chest and held there, pressing against the space behind his sternum where the day’s dull humiliations had already stacked themselves, and the pressure changed texture, not lighter, not heavier, just different, the way cold metal changes when warmed by skin.

Lucien kept his eyes on the archway, on the darkness that refused to give up its shape. “You followed me,” he said, voice low, words shaped as an accusation that did not rise to volume, because the night did not require volume to carry threat. His tongue pressed briefly to the back of his teeth at the end of the sentence, restraint catching the last consonant before it could sharpen.

Silence answered first, the pause long enough to make the insects return to their own rhythm, long enough for the hollow to breathe around them. Then the voice returned, still from the dark, still at a distance that held as a boundary rather than a retreat. “No,” it said, and the single word carried no defense, only placement, as if setting something down where it belonged.

Lucien’s shoulders eased by a fraction under the mantle’s weight, not in relaxation but in recalibration, a body adjusting to a lack of immediate escalation. His fingers flexed once inside his gloves, leather creaking faintly, and the sound made the silence sharper around them. He took one step closer to the archway, the earth soft enough to swallow most of the movement, and the dampness pressed through the sole of his boot in a cold bloom that spread under his toes.

He stopped again before the archway’s threshold, close enough for the darkness to look thicker, close enough for the stone’s chill to radiate out. “Then why wait here,” he said, the question emerging more as breath than demand, because the night already held too many demands. His voice threaded through the leaves and did not bounce back.

A faint shift occurred inside the archway, the subtle repositioning of a body, weight moving from one foot to another, fabric whispering again. The darkness did not yield a face, but it offered the outline of shoulders for an instant where starlight angled in, then the outline disappeared as the figure leaned back into shadow. The movement carried restraint, the kind that came from decision rather than fear.

“You came,” the voice said, quiet enough that Lucien had to hold still to catch it, and the words carried no satisfaction, no trap set for praise. They simply existed. The simplicity pressed against Lucien’s ribs, not like comfort, but like a hand placed flat against a door to keep it closed.

Lucien’s jaw tightened briefly, the muscle working under skin, and he loosened it by force of habit, because tension in the mouth always threatened to show. His breath moved in controlled lines, inhale and exhale measured, and the damp air cooled the inside of his nose with each draw. “That doesn’t explain anything,” he said, and the sentence ended without sharpening into anger, because anger required an audience that reacted, and he had spent too long speaking into rooms that refused to hold his words.

The figure did not step forward to correct him. The voice came again, a shade lower, as if the speaker angled their mouth away from the open air to keep sound close. “You don’t have to explain,” it said, and the final word fell softer than the rest, not coaxing, not pitying, simply closing a door that had been hanging open.

The phrase struck Lucien through his body before it found any meaning his mind could use. His lungs expanded too quickly, the inhale pulling sharp and cold, and his ribs pushed outward against fabric with a brief insistence that disrupted the careful rhythm he had maintained since entering the hollow. The air sat tight in his chest, and the pressure made his throat tighten in response, the collar suddenly too close around skin.

He did not move. He did not answer. The silence between them thickened, held by the hollow’s walls of foliage, and the night seemed to lean in, listening for what he would do with the offered absence of demand.

Lucien shifted his stance again, feet finding a wider balance, the earth compressing under both boots, and the soft give changed the way his knees locked, forcing a subtle bend that eased tension from his thighs. His hands remained at his sides, but his fingers curled inward, knuckles pressing against glove leather as if anchoring to a private point of control. The voice’s sentence stayed in the air, not floating, not fading, simply present, and the steadiness of it made the palace’s earlier silences feel more violent by comparison.

He took another step and stopped at the archway’s edge, where the stone line marked the boundary between open hollow and enclosed darkness. The air inside smelled different, colder and drier, the mineral scent of old stone layered beneath a trace of ash, as if someone had stood here often enough to leave the ghost of warmth behind. Lucien’s breath hit that cooler pocket and shifted, exhale condensing faintly where it met the temperature change, then disappearing.
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