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Before the river learned to burn, it learned to remember.

It remembers salt before prayer, blood before law, and the old bargain struck when two realms decided a current would be the only border either side could trust. Above the waterline rises the City of Sky—stone spires and glass-crowned temples where light is tamed into symbols and boys with blue eyes are taught to be warnings. Below, the Deep coils in chambers cut by time and patience, ruled by a prince who was trained to mistake control for mercy and winter for wisdom. Each world names the other monster. Both are wrong, and both are right.

Some truths here can be tasted. Vows sting the tongue with salt if they are true, sweeten like rot if they are not. Steel remembers lies. So does shadow. There is a flame in the Deep that burns cold and bright, a discipline that can heal or raze depending on the hand that holds it. There is a light above that claims righteousness while asking for blood. Between them, a river listens, patient as an elder who has seen children argue themselves hoarse and still offers water.

Prophecy is a language priests pretend only they can read. It speaks of eyes the color of sky after storm, and of a serpent crowned in scales the shade of moonlit bone. It predicts a liberator; it threatens a destroyer; it forgets to ask the named whether either title fits. The City builds a seal to hold the world in the shape it prefers. The Deep sharpens a blade forged to cut what no speech will loosen—old chains, older oaths, the kind of lies that wear ceremony to dinner.

A boy grows into a soldier with a future buried in his gaze. A prince grows into a king-in-waiting with obedience braided into his spine. They meet first as omens, then as weapons, and only later as men who discover that survival is sometimes the most honest rebellion. Their breath will learn the same rhythm; their hands will learn where the other begins to shake; their mouths will learn how to turn a command into a promise without breaking either.

This is a tale of false light and true, of shadow-weddings and choosing blades, of seals that eat futures and doors that open when no one is brave enough to knock. It is a story in which rivers carry rumors and the gods—when they listen at all—prefer exactness to flattery. It is about what happens when an heir lowers his guard not to a court, but to a single palm laid over a faithful, unruly heart; when a soldier refuses to be sacrificed and instead chooses whom he will die beside, and live with.

If you come looking for an easy border, you will be disappointed. If you come seeking the place where a vow tastes like the sea and leaves your mouth honest, you may find it in these pages. Here, enemies do not simply become lovers; they become a bridge. And bridges, unlike walls, must bear weight, bend in weather, and endure living feet.

The river remembers. Now it will watch.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1: Eyes of Omen
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The clang of steel against steel reverberated across the training yard, yet Kael heard only the weight of silence that followed him everywhere. Soldiers sparred in pairs, laughter rising when a friend fell to the dirt. But whenever he stepped forward, their gazes shifted—first to his face, then to the eyes that betrayed him.

Blue. Too blue. The color of curses, of omens whispered in temple halls.

Kael adjusted his grip on the practice blade, ignoring the way his partner’s stance stiffened. “Again,” he said flatly.

The recruit nodded, though his lips were pale. They fought—Kael pressing forward with calculated precision, each swing built from years of training without the aid of magic. No glowing sigils burned on his arms, no fire or wind surged to sharpen his blade. Only muscle and stubborn will.

He disarmed the boy in three breaths. The blade clattered to the dirt. Silence fell again.

“You see?” Kael snapped, breath heaving. “I don’t need spells to win.”

The recruit swallowed hard, staring at him as though Kael had sprouted fangs. Then he muttered an apology and ran to join the others, who avoided Kael’s eyes like men skirting the edge of a cliff.

Kael pressed his lips together until the taste of iron filled his mouth. He knew what they thought. That the blue in his gaze was not the hue of the sky, but the stain of prophecy. That one day he would become the “Liberator” who shattered the world.

Or its destroyer.

“Kael.”

He stiffened. Captain Arven, his comrade and one of the few who dared speak to him without flinching, approached with easy strides. Sunlight caught the copper in Arven’s hair, and his grin was careless as always.

“You’ll break the recruits before they can fight a real war,” Arven teased, handing him a flask.

Kael took it, drinking deep to hide the knot in his chest. “Better they break now than die later.”

“Or maybe they’re too busy staring at those cursed eyes of yours.” Arven said it without malice, but the words struck like a blade all the same.

Kael shoved the flask back at him. “They can stare until their necks snap. I’ll prove I’m worth more than their fear.”

Arven’s smile softened. “I know you will.”

But knowing wasn’t enough.

That night, Kael dreamed.

At first, the dream was the same as always: fire consuming stone, rivers running black, the echo of voices chanting his name in dread. He had learned to endure it, to wake with sweat freezing on his back.

But tonight, something shifted. Amid the flames, amid the ruin—he saw eyes. Not his own.

Gold, slit-pupiled, gleaming with serpentine fire. They regarded him through the smoke, steady and unblinking. And when Kael’s cursed blue met that molten gold, the world hushed.

For a heartbeat, he felt no fear. Only recognition, sharp and inexplicable, like a blade pressed to his throat that did not cut.

“Who are you?” Kael whispered into the dream.

The eyes narrowed, as if the serpent heard. A flicker of movement coiled in the smoke, scales glimmering before the vision shattered—leaving Kael awake, gasping, fists clenching the sheets.

He pressed trembling fingers to his eyes. He should have felt terror. Instead, his heart pounded with something far more dangerous. Fascination.

Dawn broke cold over the City of Sky. The bells tolled from the high spires, summoning soldiers to drill, priests to prayer, and Kael to judgment.

The High Priest Eldrin waited in the temple courtyard, silver mask gleaming, robes trailing like rivers of ash. Around him gathered nobles and officers, their gazes sharp as knives.

Kael bowed stiffly. “You summoned me.”

“Yes.” Eldrin’s voice carried like frost. “Your... gift grows stronger.”

“It is no gift,” Kael ground out. “Only a curse others force upon me.”

A chuckle rippled among the priests. Eldrin lifted his staff, its glass head fractured like frozen lightning. “The prophecy speaks clear. Eyes blue as heaven’s flame, bearer of release. Tell us, Kael—what did you dream last night?”

Kael’s stomach dropped. They knew. Somehow, they always knew.

He clenched his jaw. “Nothing of use.”

“Lies.” Eldrin’s gaze pierced from behind the mask. “Your eyes blaze brighter each day. The gods marked you. The question is—will you be their savior, or their scourge?”

Kael’s voice was steady, though rage churned beneath. “I will be a soldier. Nothing more.”

Eldrin smiled thinly. “Then prove it. When the emissaries of the Deep arrive, you will march in the vanguard. Perhaps the enemy will recognize the omen you bear.”

Murmurs rose around them. Kael’s chest tightened. He was not a soldier to them. He was a weapon. A pawn of prophecy.

But he would not bow. Not to priests, not to fear, not even to the gods who cursed him.

Later, Arven found him again, leaning against the barracks wall with worry shadowing his grin. “You shouldn’t have defied him like that. Eldrin’s not a man who forgives.”

“Let him choke on his forgiveness,” Kael muttered.

“You dreamt again, didn’t you?”

Kael stilled. He had never told anyone of the visions in full. To admit them was to confirm the priests’ whispers.

Arven stepped closer, voice low. “Kael... if those dreams show the future, you should tell me. Maybe I can help.”

Kael almost yielded. Almost confessed about the golden eyes that had found him in the fire. But something held his tongue—something fragile, dangerous, intimate.

Instead, he turned away. “If I am to be judged by dreams, then I’ll forge my own fate.”

That evening, Kael returned to the training yard. Alone now, with only shadows for company. He swung his blade again and again, sweat stinging his eyes, until the world blurred.

“Worthless,” he hissed to himself. “No magic. No trust. Only cursed eyes.”

The memory of the serpent’s gaze burned within him. Gold against blue, light against storm.

He dropped to his knees, chest heaving, and let the words spill from his raw throat.

“If I am not the Liberator they fear—then I will be the one who destroys the prophecy itself.”

The oath settled like iron in his bones, heavier than any blade.

And far, far away, beneath black waters, golden eyes opened in answer.
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Chapter 2: Scales in the Dark
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The cavern throne room throbbed with silence, broken only by the drip of water echoing against obsidian pillars. Bioluminescent moss burned faintly along the walls, casting the chamber in shades of green fire. And upon the throne carved from a single onyx fang sat Saitheon, crownless yet already burdened with the weight of kingship.

The council assembled below him. Their faces shimmered with scales of every hue—violet, bronze, crimson—but their eyes gleamed with the same hunger. Hunger for power, for war, for the throne they swore to protect.

“Your Highness,” hissed Valsaris, his purple-scaled neck arching like a cobra ready to strike. “The humans rattle their spears again. They spread silver along the rivers, choking our young. Surely it is time to answer with blood.”

A murmur of agreement stirred among the nobles. Saitheon’s golden eyes narrowed, the slitted pupils contracting. “And who profits from endless bloodshed, Valsaris? Our children? Our people? Or only the ambitious who dream of wearing scales not theirs?”

The chamber cooled. Even the moss-light dimmed, as if afraid of the silence that followed.

Valsaris bowed low, but his smile was sharp. “Forgive me, Your Highness. I merely echo what stirs in the heart of the abyss. The people crave vengeance.”

Lies. The people craved peace. It was the council that craved chaos.

Saitheon rose. His silver hair caught the glow of the moss, falling like liquid moonlight across the hard planes of his face. He descended the throne’s steps, each step deliberate, each step carrying the cold pressure of a prince who had been trained all his life to strike fear.

“I will hear no more of war until after the Rite of Scales,” he declared. “My body must carry the full current of the Cold Flame before I bear the crown. Should there be even a leak of power, the throne itself will reject me. You know this law. And you know what happens to those who fail the Rite.”

The reminder hung in the cavern like venom. Every noble knew the price. A prince who faltered during the Rite of Scales burned alive from within—his own cold fire consuming him until nothing but ash and broken bones remained.

“Pray, then, that you do not falter,” Valsaris murmured, his forked tongue flicking in amusement. “For if the Cold Flame devours you, another must rise in your stead.”

Saitheon held his gaze, unblinking. “Pray harder that I do not.”

Later, alone in the sanctum beneath the throne room, he knelt upon black stone carved with ancient sigils. The Cold Flame coiled beneath his skin, sliding like rivers of frostfire through his veins. Every breath was discipline. Every heartbeat, control.

The Rite loomed close. He could not afford weakness. Not before the throne. Not before the serpents who circled him like vultures in scales.

He closed his eyes and let the Cold Flame surge higher, pressing against his ribs, his throat. He should have been alone with the silence. Yet—

A whisper brushed the edges of his mind.

Saitheon.

The voice was soft, hoarse with defiance. Human.

He drew in a sharp breath, golden eyes snapping open. No one stood in the chamber. The cavern air was still. Yet the whisper remained, an echo threading through his thoughts.

Not his own. Not of the Deep.

“Who dares?” His voice rasped low, though his fangs pressed against his lip.

No answer came. Only the fleeting image of blue—so vivid it burned, even with his eyes closed. Blue like a wound in the dark. Blue like prophecy.

He growled under his breath, shaking his head. Impossible. No mortal mind could pierce the sanctum of the heir. Unless—

Unless the old prophecies were not lies. Unless the cursed bearer of sky-colored eyes truly existed, wandering somewhere above the waves.

And somehow, their souls had touched.

The days leading to the Rite crawled like serpents over stone. Everywhere Saitheon turned, he felt the weight of eyes. Valsaris and his allies watched for cracks. Serenis, the matriarch with scales black as midnight, sent envoys to remind him that weakness was not permitted on the throne. Even the palace guards bowed too low, too slowly—as though expecting him to fall.

He walked the halls with poise carved into his bones, but the whisper haunted him still. At night, when he closed his eyes, the dream returned. Fire. Stone. Blue eyes burning like a storm against the dark.

And always, the faint murmur of words he could not yet grasp.

The eve of the Rite arrived.

Saitheon stood before the Mirror Pool, a black surface ringed with glyphs older than empires. Here he must shed his skin, take the Cold Flame wholly into himself, and rise with scales renewed. Here he must prove his body unbroken.

Priests lined the pool’s edge, chanting in the guttural tongue of the Deep. Their voices reverberated through his bones.

Saitheon stripped the ceremonial robe from his shoulders, revealing pale skin faintly veined with silver fire. As he stepped into the water, it hissed, steaming from the cold that radiated from his flesh.

The Cold Flame surged. His breath shuddered as the fire curled through his veins, threatening to tear him apart from within.

He clenched his fists. “I am not weak.”

The water closed over his head. Darkness swallowed him whole.

Pain struck—pure, scalding, like shards of ice driven beneath his skin. His vision swam. The Cold Flame writhed, desperate to rupture free. If it found a crack, if a single thread leaked—he would be devoured.

He screamed into the water, no sound escaping.

And then—again—the whisper.

Saitheon.

Blue eyes flared against the void. The human’s voice trembled through his thoughts, ragged but unyielding: You are not alone.

The words anchored him, absurd though they were. No mortal could share the burden of a prince’s flame. Yet in that moment, he felt it: another heartbeat pulsing faintly against his own, steadying the torrent.

The Cold Flame obeyed.

When Saitheon rose gasping from the Mirror Pool, his silver hair plastered to his face, the priests froze. For etched upon his pale throat shimmered new scales, black and silver entwined, proof that the Rite had been endured.

The Cold Flame curled beneath his skin, tamed. Complete.

He had survived. He had claimed his inheritance.

Later, in the solitude of his chamber, Saitheon traced the fresh scales at his throat with trembling fingers. He should have felt triumph. Instead, unease gnawed him.

For in the heart of the Rite, at the edge of death, it had not been his will alone that steadied him.

It had been the whisper. The impossible touch of a human mind. The cursed bearer of blue.

His reflection stared back from the obsidian mirror: gold eyes fierce, yet shadowed.

“If fate thinks to bind me with omens,” he murmured, voice low, “then fate has chosen poorly.”

He bared his fangs, whispering the vow that burned colder than the flame within.

“I will cut the cord of destiny before destiny dares cut me.”
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Chapter 3: Poisoned Oath
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The banners of Sky City snapped in the wind, their silver embroidery catching the pale sun as the procession wound its way down the river road. Kael marched near the front, spear in hand, armor polished but plain—nothing like the shimmering robes of the priests who followed behind. They carried relics of glass and salt, chanting under their breath as if already calling down judgment.

It should have been a mission of peace. The emissaries of Sky would meet the envoys from the Deep at Lake Teren, a neutral place where earth and water touched. Yet Kael knew better. Peace was never what the priests sought.

Arven walked beside him, grinning as though this were any ordinary patrol. “Smile, Kael. You’ll scare the lake fish if you keep glaring like that.”

Kael tightened his grip on the spear. “Better I scare the fish than the emissaries.”

Arven’s grin faltered, eyes flicking to Kael’s. “You mean the eyes again.”

Always the eyes. The soldiers around them pretended not to stare, but Kael felt their glances like arrows grazing skin. Sky-colored, too bright, too unnatural—omens made flesh. The prophecy’s curse.

“They’ll want me at the front,” Kael muttered. “Not as a guard. As a weapon.”

Arven’s jaw tightened. “Then don’t let them use you.”

As if it were that simple.

The road narrowed as they crossed a long bridge of white stone spanning the lake’s mouth. Beneath them, the water shimmered like glass, so clear it reflected the sky with painful sharpness. Kael dared a glance down—and stilled.

Something moved in the depths.

Not a fish. Not a shadow. Scales, vast and gleaming, curled in slow coils beneath the bridge. A body too large for the eye to follow, glimmering silver and black. And then—an eye.

Gold.

It stared up at him through the water, slitted pupil narrowing. For a breath Kael forgot the air in his lungs, forgot the spear in his hand. His chest seized, heart striking against his ribs as though it longed to break free.

The eye blinked, slow and deliberate. Not a beast’s gaze, but awareness. Recognition.

Kael jerked his eyes away, pulse racing. He told himself it was fear. It had to be fear. But his body betrayed him, heat crawling beneath his skin that had nothing to do with terror.

The procession halted at the lake’s edge, where a shrine of cracked marble rose half-sunken from the water. Priests spread out, murmuring prayers as they laid offerings—bowls of salt, feathers from sky-hawks, shards of broken glass.

Kael remained at his post, every sense sharpened. He did not trust Eldrin, the High Priest, nor the shadows behind his silver mask. The man’s voice was too smooth, his movements too measured.

“Guard,” Eldrin said, his tone like command carved in stone. “Stand by the shrine. Let the emissaries see the omen for themselves.”

Kael stiffened. “I was ordered to guard the procession, not to be displayed like a relic.”

Eldrin’s mask turned toward him. Though Kael could not see the priest’s eyes, he felt their weight. “Do not confuse yourself, soldier. You were born a relic. A sign carved by the gods. Stand, and serve.”

The other soldiers shifted uncomfortably. Even Arven’s hand twitched toward Kael’s shoulder before withdrawing.

Slowly, Kael obeyed, though rage coiled hot in his gut. He planted his spear at the shrine’s steps, standing tall despite the stares. If they wanted a cursed talisman, he would show them a warrior instead.

The lake rippled.

From its center rose three figures, water sliding from scaled shoulders. Envoys of the Deep—noble-blooded naga, their lower bodies coils of gleaming silver and black. At their head moved one who radiated cold authority, though no crown rested on his brow. His silver hair clung wet against pale skin, and when his golden eyes swept the shore, Kael’s chest clenched.

The same eyes from the depths.

The envoys approached the shrine, water parting obediently around them. The priests of Sky knelt, voices lifting in ritual greeting. But Kael’s gaze locked with the serpent prince’s across the water, unwilling, unable to break.

For a moment, everything else dimmed—the chants, the rustle of banners, even the wind. Only the gold and the blue remained, colliding like storm against flame.

And in the hollow silence of his mind, Kael heard it. A whisper, not in sound but in thought.

You...

His breath caught. The serpent’s gaze sharpened, as if he too had felt the tether.

Then Eldrin’s voice broke the spell. “Noble emissaries, behold the one chosen by prophecy. His eyes prove our dominion. With his presence we seal this pact.”

Seal? Kael turned sharply, fury burning. But Eldrin raised his staff high, the fractured crystal catching the sun, casting shards of light across the water.

The lake’s surface shimmered unnaturally, forming not reflection but vision. Kael’s cursed eyes drank it unwillingly—and the future split before him.

In one vision, he saw himself kneeling at the shrine, golden hands tearing his eyes from his skull, blood pouring into the water to ignite chains of light.

In the other, he saw fire. Cities burning. The serpent prince standing beside him, crown shattered, their hands bound by blood.

Kael staggered, nearly dropping his spear. Both futures burned with equal clarity. Both futures demanded his eyes.

The priests gasped in awe. “The visions! The lake confirms it! His sight is true!”

The serpent prince’s gaze lingered on him, unreadable. Yet Kael thought he saw the faintest flicker of something—anger, or perhaps pity.

Eldrin’s voice rang sharp. “By the gods’ will, the path is clear. The oath shall be sealed with sacrifice!”

Sacrifice.

Kael’s body moved before thought, spear striking stone with a sound that silenced the shore. “You speak of peace,” he growled, voice raw, “but what you want is my blood. My eyes.”

The priests flinched. Eldrin tilted his masked head, unshaken. “A necessary price for harmony.”

Kael’s blue gaze blazed, defiance searing through fear. “Call it what you will. I call it what it is.”

His voice cut through the chanting, through the still water, through the staring eyes of men and serpents alike.

“Not negotiation. A sacrifice. A poisoned oath written with my life.”

The silence that followed trembled with more danger than any blade.
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Chapter 4: The River Takes a Prince
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The river did not sleep.

It slid through the night like a blade of black glass, whispering against reeds and drowning moonlight in its slow, relentless pull. Saitheon moved beneath its surface without a ripple, a pale flicker of flesh and shadowed scales, the Cold Flame banked low under his skin. He had shed his ceremonial coils for a lean form better fit for stealth: legs instead of tail, lungs trained to drink the water as if it were air. The current licked at his throat where the Rite’s new scales rested, a reminder that a prince belonged to the Deep before he belonged to himself.

He kept close to the bed where silt dimmed the light and the sibilant murmurs of the river muffled whatever men did above. He was alone. He preferred it. A ruler learned more slipping unseen along the borders than sitting upon a throne ringed with liars.

At a slow bend, the river widened and thinned, showing him a ribbon of stars broken by the pale arch of a stone bridge. He tasted the water—saltless, but tainted. Iron. Oil. A metallic sting that made his tongue curl.

Humans had been here.

Saitheon halted, pupils narrowing. Lakeside negotiations by day; by night, the same hands salted the artery that fed his people. The currents carried rumors: barrels tipped in secret, hooks with barbs of silver lowered and left to rust in water that must never know their bite.

He surfaced in the lee of a broken pillar, only eyes breaking the skin. The shore rose in a muddy bank flecked with weeds. Far uphill the pale moth-glow of lanterns trembled among the trees.

He slid back down, letting the river fold over him again, and swam nearer the bridge’s shadows. There—a rope, barely visible, stretched from pillar to pillar, its length dusted with powder that flashed dull white under the moon. Nets hung from it, fine as hair and heavy with pebbles. The scent of that dust made his throat ache.

Silver.

Cold, lovely, treacherous metal. In the Deep, they sang lullabies warning hatchlings never to bite at falling coins. Silver did not pierce cleanly; it leached. It ate the memory of warmth and the first layer of scale, until what remained was a body too tender to swim and too weak to coil.

Saitheon’s lip curled. Clever men. Cowardly men.

He scissored his legs and drifted close, fingers hovering beneath the nearest net. He needed proof. If he pried away even a shred of the dusted twine he could lay it at the council’s feet and force them to abandon talk of honor and look at a war that crawled in on cat feet.

He reached.

The net moved.

Not with current—this was a twitch, a living leap. The rope above sang, and the lattice dropped like a mouth closing. Saitheon twisted, Cold Flame flaring, but the mesh kissed his shoulder and hissed. Pain stung sharp and immediate, a lick of winter that didn’t cool but burned cold.

His muscles spasmed. He slammed into a second net he had not seen and this one embraced him fully. White dust clouded the water, staining it pearly. Saitheon grabbed for the rope to tear it, and his palms lit with pain, first prickling, then a deep, nauseating ache as the outer scales softened and peeled like bark after frost.

He swallowed a curse. The Cold Flame surged to seal what the silver opened, but its first instinct was to break free, to push out of his pores. He clenched around it, condensing pain into a point he could carry.

Voices lifted on the bridge above, bright and thin. The bell of a signal, its tone traveling through stone to the bones of his jaw. Shapes darkened the edge—boots, spears, the clink of chain.

Hooks cut the river. They fell with tidy plashes, then swam with mean purpose, lines thrumming. The hooks were barbed with the same dust. They would not take him whole; they would tear him into manageable pieces.

Saitheon forced his breathing slow, every movement calculated against the drag of the net. He bit down on the twine at his shoulder and spat the fibers free along with a bloom of pale grit. The taste punched into his tongue like cold lightning. His fingers closed again—human-shaped now, because the thinner skin protected less but moved quicker—and he wrenched at a knot until something snapped in his wrist and the net sagged. He pulled through, ribs scraping.

A hook snagged his thigh. The barb bit and the world burned white. He slapped his hand down, broke the line, and shoved himself into the deeper dark, leaving a smear of silver-stung blood ribboning away.

The river’s voice dulled, as if sullen at being asked to hide him when his blood told it to sing him out.

“Weight!” someone shouted above. “He’s moving! Pull starboard!”

Lines tightened. The net he’d torn dragged after him, muddied by the current, pebble-weights knocking his shins. He kept to the shadows, but silver crawled along his skin like frost finding windows, scouring away the first layer of his armor. Cold Flame rose instinctively to seal and replace, but the silver taunted it—come out, burn brighter, thin the shield, show us where to bite.

Saitheon forced it down. If he bled flame into the water, they’d see him as a ghost of light and pin him with a dozen lines. He needed distance. He needed—

“Lanterns!” another voice crowed. “There!”

Light shattered the dark. Two lanterns swung on long poles, their beams slicing the surface. The world went white-green, and his shadow disappeared. He was now only a body caught in the idea of water, not of its mercy.

A line coiled around his forearm. The barb didn’t bite because the silver had already scoured there; instead the hook slid and locked at the elbow. Four hands heaved. Saitheon lunged back, but silver had eaten the strength from that limb. The line drew his arm high, toward air, toward the killing brightness.

A shape ran along the bridge rail, fast and sure-footed, cutting against the light. Not a priest—no trailing robes or glittering staff. A soldier. Lean, tall, a spear slung across his back the way one wore something that belonged to him and not the army. He neither shouted nor looked around to see if anyone followed.

He jumped.

He did not fall like a man surprised by gravity. He dove like a blade knows where to cut. He hit the river in a clean V of water and vanished.

Saitheon swore and twisted, but the line bent his arm backward. Water frothed; a white shape lanced by—no, not white. Skin. A human hand, grip sure as a promise, seized the tether above the barb and rolled it, not toward the hook but toward Saitheon’s own wrist, wrapping the line twice, three times, then bracing a heel against Saitheon’s ribs.

Saitheon bared his teeth. Any other human touching him in the water would have been a final insult before the kill. This one pulled, whip-fast, and the line sawed against itself and snapped. Pain unspooled from Saitheon’s elbow.

The human pushed off his ribs and turned. Blue eyes burned in a moon-pale face. Up close, even under water, they were not the sickly brightness of temple glass but the weight of sky pressed through a chasm.

Recognition hit like the Cold Flame taking breath. Not the ritual’s vision reflected, not a trick of dream. Here, finally, was the tether that had threaded through his nights. Now it pulled not from within his skull but from a human gaze, steady and infuriatingly earnest, holding him as if he were not a prince and a monster but... someone.

The current spun them. Above, men shouted, lanterns veering to find new shadows. The blue-eyed soldier—Kael, the name surfaced like a bubble, unbidden and correct—jerked his chin toward the deep, then toward the broken pillar. Saitheon should have shoved him away. He did not need a guide in his own water.

And yet his left side shook—an ugly tremor where the silver had chewed, making the Cold Flame stutter and cough. The net still kissed his calves, sly and weakening. Alone, he might still survive. But if a second line found his throat—

Kael’s fingers brushed his jaw, brief as a spark. Not a caress. A command to look at him. Blue met gold, and the river seemed to hush, the way a crowd hushes at an unwise truth.

Saitheon snarled and nodded. He slashed his free hand once, sending a wave to slap the lanterns and douse their skirts in spray. In the strobe-dark that followed, Kael dove, scooping his arm around Saitheon’s waist—not to bind, but to brace—so he could use the strong side to strike. Saitheon drove them both down, deep enough that the nets lost their bite and the hooks rose like confused fish.

They knifed along the riverbed where eelgrass combed their hair and silt lifted in veils. Kael moved like a creature used to air who had decided water would not deny him. He didn’t fight the current; he borrowed its spine. When Saitheon slowed, Kael squeezed his waist. When Saitheon’s breath hitched, Kael angled them toward a pocket of shadow under the bridge stones, where a gap in the mortar made a small cave.

They slid into the dark the river had saved.

Saitheon let himself fold, one knee catching, shoulder jammed against slick rock. He had not realized he had been shaking until he stopped. Anger rose to shame it, then faltered at the edges of an odd warmth that was not the Cold Flame at all but the shape of another body sharing space with his. Kael kept one hand on the wall and one on Saitheon’s side, steady but not possessive. The human’s lungs worked fast, bubbles rising like pearls and dying against the rock.

He should push him away.

Instead, Saitheon oriented—counted heartbeats, counted the turns of the current, assessed the ache and where it lived. The silver had left streaks across his ribs and thigh, pale as frost-bitten leaves. His outer scales were gone there, the new ones soft under water’s tongue. He would heal, but he would not be whole if he surfaced into spears.

He turned his head. The cave brought them close. So close that their foreheads might have touched if either leaned a fraction.

Kael’s eyes—curse them, bless them—did not waver. They did not ask for thanks or offer comfort. They asked a question Saitheon could not hear but felt in the taut line of that spare, stubborn mouth: Move? Fight? Breathe?

Saitheon bared a fang, very slightly, and signed in the old river hand—two fingers curving, then striking: Wait. He doubted a human knew the gesture. Kael watched his hand and then nodded, the simple agreement of a soldier who had read meaning even where language failed.

Above, the lanterns kept scissoring. A hook dropped unlucky into their pocket, clinked against stone, and rose again. Bootheels clattered along the bridge. “Did you see it? Something white went under—”

“Lantern to the far pile!”

Saitheon closed his eyes against the tremor. Not fear. Not quite. Something he had not allowed since he’d been a child staring up at a cavern roof wondering why it did not fall.

A breath touched his cheek.

He opened his eyes. Kael had shifted, the better to block the cave’s mouth with his back. It brought his face nearer. In the close press of dark water, every feature sharpened: the stubborn arch of nose, the scar at the jaw, the blue that had seemed so bright above turned deep as winter sky beneath ice.

That unwise warmth stirred again. Not human warmth. Something older, coil-sure, recognizing an edge that fit its own curve. He tamped it flat. He could not afford to want anything, least of all the steadiness of a stranger’s body in a river that wanted to take him.

The lanterns withdrew at last. Voices bled away, replaced by the river’s patient hiss. Kael turned his head, eased the pressure at Saitheon’s side, and touched two fingers to his own throat, then pointed downstream. Breathe—then go.

Saitheon curled his tail—or would have, if he had worn it. The instinct alone surprised him. He flexed numb fingers, gathered his Cold Flame, and shaped it into a thin sheath where the silver had eaten. Not armor: a promise to his flesh that it would hold a little longer.

He gestured. We move with the reeds. Quiet.

Kael’s mouth twitched—agreement, or a soldier’s grim humor. They slid from the cave in one piece. No lines chased them. No bells rang. The river accepted them again, this time as conspirators rather than prey.

They swam until the bridge was a gray line and the trees thickened their shadows into a tapestry that hid even guilt. At a backwater where reeds tethered driftwood, Saitheon finally rose for air. He broke the surface with a hiss and tasted the night. Kael surfaced beside him, silent as a hunting cat. Drops caught on his lashes and made the blue feral.

Saitheon looked at him full in the face. There were a hundred things a prince should say: threats, warnings, bargains. There were ten a man might say: gratitude ironed flat, questions folded into orders. None reached his tongue.

Because all his life he had been taught men wore one shape in water and another on land, and this one had leapt without waiting to be told which shape he should hate.

His voice came low, rough with the river and with something far more dangerous.

“Why would you, human... help an enemy like me?”
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The question hung between us like mist—fragile, foolish, and impossible to ignore.

“Why would you, human... help an enemy like me?”

Because I couldn’t watch a living thing drown when my hands still worked. Because the gold of his eyes had found me in dreams long before the river did. Because the priests would have called it destiny and I refused to give them the satisfaction.

“Because you were going to die,” I said, and hated how rough my voice sounded. “And I don’t leave soldiers to die.”

He studied me as if the words were a puzzle he could break open with his teeth. Moonlight glazed the cut of his cheekbones; water slipped along the dark fall of my hair and drip-ticked from his lashes. Beneath the reeds, the current tugged at us, impatient as a child.

“You are bleeding silver,” I added. “That poison will rot your scales and sicken your heart. You need a healer.”

His mouth curved—too humorless for a smile. “I am a healer. For my own I am enough. For this...” He hissed softly, a breath that steamed in the chill. “For this we will need to cheat.”

He swayed. It was small, that falter, but I saw it. I moved without thinking and caught his arm. Cold shot up my palm, so cold it seared, and under it a steady thrum as if a fire slept beneath his skin.

He looked at my hand where it cuffed his forearm. I should have let go. I did not.

“There is an old rite,” he said, voice thinner now, stripped of the smooth edges he wore like armor. “A breath-link. To share flame enough to drive out what eats at the edges.”

“Share,” I repeated slowly. “Between... allies?”

“Between those who intend a bond.” As if the word were a knife he disliked handling. His pupils narrowed to slits, then eased. “There is no time for priests or permission. It will not bind fully if we do not consent, yet it will taste like binding. You understand?”

I thought of the silver-dusted nets, of hooks that wanted to unmake him into neat pieces, of the High Priest’s smooth voice promising peace for a price. Consent. What a luxury in a world that put a price on breath.

“Do it,” I said.

His eyes flashed in the half-light. “You are very certain for someone who does not know the cost.”

“Tell me the cost while we move.” I guided him into the reeds until the river muffled our voices and masked our shapes. “You teach; I’ll follow.”

He nodded once. “Hold me under. Count three heartbeats, then bring me up. When you do, press your mouth to mine and give breath. I will take it and give back flame.”

“Breath,” I said, because it made sense. “And flame.”

“And when it starts,” he warned, “do not flinch.”

I had been taught to keep my head when arrows fell and friends
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