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The day was unremarkable, at least in appearance. The court moved through its rituals of ceremony and counsel, parchment and seal, oaths and obligations. Yet from the moment the new guard stepped into the hall, the rhythm of my world changed. He was younger than most of the men assigned to me—broad-shouldered, clean-cut, his uniform still crisp from its first pressing. His eyes, though, held the quiet confidence of someone who knew the weight of his own strength.

I remember the way the sunlight caught in his hair as he bowed. “Your Majesty,” he said, his voice even, professional. But there was something in the way he lifted his head that lingered too long, something that made the air between us feel uncomfortably close. I dismissed him with a nod, yet my mind stayed fixed on that moment longer than it should have.

Through the day’s proceedings, I caught myself glancing toward the edges of the room—toward him. He stood perfectly still, attentive, hands clasped behind his back, the picture of discipline. Yet when our eyes met by chance, he did not look away at once. A flicker of acknowledgment passed between us, quick as breath, gone before I could name it.

By late afternoon, I found myself irritable with the courtiers, impatient with my advisers. Their words droned around me like flies. My queen—kind, graceful, ever dutiful—sat across the table, her expression serene. I loved her, truly, though not as a man loves a woman. Our marriage was a partnership of duty and trust, not of fire. Lately, the absence of that fire had begun to ache like an old wound.

The corridors emptied as dusk settled over the palace. When I rose from the council table, my new guard fell into step beside me, silent except for the soft rhythm of his boots. The scent of wax and cedar followed us through the hall. By the time we reached my private office, the last traces of sunlight were climbing the high windows in thin gold stripes.

I motioned for him to close the door. The latch clicked, and quiet enveloped us.

“Your Majesty,” he said, standing at attention, “shall I remain outside?”

“No,” I answered, lowering myself into the chair behind my desk. “Stay a moment.”

He obeyed. The flicker from the fireplace threw his outline in motion—broad shoulders, a stillness that felt learned rather than natural. I studied him longer than was proper. “You’re settling into your new post?”

“Yes, sir. It’s an honor to serve.” His eyes met mine briefly before dropping again. The faintest color rose to his face, the smallest sign that the formal distance between us was not as firm as it should be.

“You speak carefully,” I said. “Most men your age fill the air with noise.”

He smiled at that, uncertain whether it was permission or a test. “I was told to keep my words few, Your Majesty. The less said, the safer one stays.”

“And yet,” I said quietly, “sometimes silence says too much.”

He looked up again—long enough that the air in the room seemed to shift. The tick of the clock grew loud, insistent. I felt the familiar tension that comes from being both king and man: the need to command and the wish, just once, to be seen.

“You served elsewhere before the palace?” I asked.

“At the academy garrison. Mostly ceremonial duty.” A pause. “The king’s post is... different.”

“In what way?”

He hesitated, then answered honestly. “It’s difficult not to notice you, sir.”

The admission hung there, fragile and unguarded. I could have dismissed it, pretended not to hear. Instead, I let the truth breathe between us.

“Noticing can be dangerous,” I said at last, my voice even. “Especially here.”

“I know.” His words were soft, almost defiant.

I leaned back, studying him. “You’re a brave man to say what most would hide.”

He straightened his shoulders. “You asked me to stay a moment, Your Majesty. I thought you preferred honesty.”

That drew a small smile from me—rare, uncalculated. “I do. More than you know.”

The fire cracked, sending a curl of light across the floor. I felt the weight of what wasn’t being said, and for the first time that day, the crown on my head seemed lighter.

“Tell me your name,” I said.

He gave it, voice steady now.

“Good,” I murmured. “It suits you.”

He blinked, uncertain what to do with the compliment. I gestured toward the chair opposite mine. “Sit. Just for a moment.”

He hesitated but obeyed, lowering himself carefully—as if proximity itself were a test of loyalty. The distance between us had narrowed to little more than a breath.

The guard sat opposite me, his posture straight but his eyes uncertain, as though he was waiting for a command that hadn’t yet come. The fire cast ribbons of gold across the dark wood of the desk, and the quiet between us stretched, heavy but not uncomfortable.

“Do you always watch so carefully?” I asked.

“It’s my duty, Your Majesty,” he replied. “To be aware of what happens around you.”

I studied him for a long moment. “Awareness is a rare skill in this court. Most men see only what they want to see.”

He hesitated, then said quietly, “And what do you see, sir?”

I almost laughed, not at the question but at its boldness. “More than I can ever say aloud,” I answered. “That is both the gift and the curse of this crown.”

He nodded, understanding more than I expected. “It must be... lonely.”

The honesty in his tone caught me off guard. Few people dared to speak to me that way. I could have reprimanded him for it, but instead I found myself grateful.

“Lonely,” I repeated. “Yes, that is the right word.” I leaned forward slightly. “And you? Do you find solitude in duty?”

He looked down for a moment, thinking. “Sometimes. But duty can also give a man purpose.”

“Purpose,” I said softly. “That is something I envy.”

He frowned a little. “But you’re the King. Surely your purpose is clear.”

“Is it?” I asked. “To maintain order? To appear unshakable? To be seen as something more than flesh and doubt? Purpose is not as certain as it appears from your side of the throne.”

The fire cracked again, and I noticed the way his eyes reflected the light—steady, curious, unafraid.
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