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The sea has always been a place of hunger. Sailors whisper of shapes that move beneath the waves—scales flashing with a predator’s light, voices that can drown a man without a drop of water, and laws written in currents that no human was meant to understand. For Alex, those whispers were nothing more than dockside stories—until the night the storm shattered his ship and left him in the grip of the abyss.

What should have been his death became the beginning. In the black silence beneath the waves, a stranger’s mouth pressed against his own, and with it came breath where none should exist. But survival was never free. The moment Alex tasted that impossible air, a bond was forged—one that tied him to Kael, an emerald-scaled warrior whose defiance of his kind marked him as traitor and protector both.

Yet Kael is not the only one who sees Alex as more than wreckage. Lysander, the Crimson-Silver Prince, commands the tides themselves. Where Kael offers protection bought with blood and vow, Lysander promises sanctuary beneath his banner—a sanctuary bound by the cost of ritual, law, and chains that glitter like salvation. Between them lies a choice that is no choice at all: remain prey to the hunters who call him meat, or step willingly into a world where desire and danger are inseparable.

The deeper Alex is drawn, the clearer the truth becomes. In this kingdom beneath the waves, breath is currency, blood is song, and a single drop can awaken storms long thought buried. His survival demands more than endurance; it demands decisions that will stain reef and tide alike. And as Kael and Lysander circle—one fierce with loyalty, the other unyielding with power—Alex must learn what it means to claim his own humanity when the sea itself insists he is something more.

Rift Song is a tale of predators and protectors, of forbidden bonds and dangerous vows. It is a story of how love takes root in the unlikeliest depths—sharp as teeth, fragile as air, and strong enough to challenge the tide.
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Chapter 1 – Descent into Darkness
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The storm struck like a beast loosed from the abyss.

Lightning split the sky above, jagged veins crawling through the clouds. The ship’s mast bent like the rib of some ancient leviathan, groaning under the force of wind and water. Waves slammed against the hull, each one heavier than the last, until wood shrieked like bones about to snap.

Alex clung to a rope until his palms split. Salt stung the cuts, blood slicking his grip. Around him, men screamed, voices drowned by the endless roar of the storm. Above, the captain bellowed something—an order? A prayer? The words tore away, lost to the wind.

And then the mast broke.

The deck shattered, and Alex was flung into the air, weightless for a breathless instant, before the sea claimed him.

Cold enveloped him like chains.

The world turned upside down. Sky became sea, sea became ceiling. He flailed, chest burning. The salt swallowed him, filled his nose, pressed against his lungs. The memory struck as mercilessly as the waves: a boy’s hand—his younger brother’s—slipping from his grip into dark water years ago. The same helpless scream tearing out of him now.

Not again.

His body convulsed, desperate for air. He kicked upward, but the sea was a mountain pressing him down. His last breath burst from him in a string of silver bubbles that fled faster than he could chase.

Silence followed.

His heart drummed so loud it was the only sound left. Darkness closed in.

Something moved.

A shadow darted closer, faster than any shark. A flicker of emerald cut through the black—scales catching what little light there was. A tail, long and powerful, cleaved the water. Arms—strong, unyielding—caught his waist.

Alex thrashed, terror clawing at him. This was no rescuer. The stories were true—the ones whispered on docks, dismissed with laughter. The ocean was full of hunters. Monsters with faces like men.

Let me go! he screamed inside his head. The water swallowed the cry, reducing it to nothing.

But then, impossibly, something answered.

Do not fear. I can give you breath.

Warmth pressed against his lips. A mouth, firm and unyielding, sealing his own. His lungs filled—not with water, but with air, sweet and briny, edged with iron and sunlight. The burn in his chest vanished. He gasped, trembling, clinging without thinking to the stranger’s shoulders.

When his eyes opened, the shadow had a face.

A man’s face—sharp-jawed, stubborn, beautiful in its ferocity. His hair streamed dark gold in the currents, his eyes an unearthly blue, like seawater made solid. From his hips stretched a vast tail, each emerald scale flashing with violet fire.

A merman.

The word struck him harder than the waves had.

The stranger’s gaze locked on his, steady and commanding.

Good. You are with me now.

It wasn’t speech. The words slid directly into Alex’s skull, thought layered over thought. He recoiled, trying to push away, but the arms only tightened, dragging him deeper through a forest of coral glowing faintly blue. Shapes darted between the branches—other mermen. Smaller, swifter. They halted, watching. Their eyes gleamed like knives. Their gazes clung to him the way wolves eye a bleeding deer.

Alex’s stomach turned to ice. They think I’m food.

The emerald warrior’s grip hardened as if answering the thought. His voice struck like steel in Alex’s mind: I claim him under my protection. None may touch him.

Protection? Alex’s voice cracked when he tried to speak, bubbles tumbling from his mouth. “Pro—protection? From what?”

The merman’s lips curved into the faintest smile. Even in the gloom, it carried a dangerous kind of warmth. “From them. From all.” His real voice was low, water carrying it like silk against stone. He leaned close, his lips grazing Alex’s cheek as he added, “You will understand... if you wish to survive.”

Before Alex could demand more, another shadow arrived.

It was larger, slower, but the water itself bent to its presence. Silver scales streaked with crimson shimmered as the newcomer drifted closer, long hair pale as starlight fanning in the currents. His eyes—piercing, metallic gray—fixed on Alex, unblinking. Cold. Hungry.

The sea stilled. Even the reef seemed to hold its breath.

“The ritual’s prey has wandered far,” the thought reverberated in Alex’s chest, deep and resonant. “Return him.”

The emerald warrior’s hold grew iron-hard. His jaw clenched. “I claim his safety,” he growled aloud. “He stays with me until the tides shift.”

Those silver-gray eyes slid down Alex’s face, lingering on his mouth. A chill spread across Alex’s skin, though the water was warm.

“His breath...” The voice in his mind drew slow, savoring each syllable. “...sweet.”

Alex shivered. He understood now—this miracle of breath was not free. The kiss had tied him to the emerald merman. It had opened his mind. He could hear them—hear things he was never meant to hear.

Do not fear, the emerald warrior insisted. I will not let them devour you.

But beneath that vow, another whisper coiled from the prince of silver and crimson, a thought that should never have escaped: And yet I want to taste him.

Alex clutched his own arms, heart hammering. He wasn’t rescued. He was caught in the teeth of predators circling a single prize: him.

A metallic clang echoed faintly through the reef—blades slicing water. A hunting party was closing in. Shadows multiplied above, tails flashing like drawn blades.

The emerald warrior bent close, his forehead brushing Alex’s temple. Hold to me. Do not look back. No matter what voices you hear.

Alex dragged in another breath, lungs filling with impossible air, his chest heaving. He nodded, too afraid to do anything else.

The two mermen moved at once.

One pulled him deeper, into shadows.
The other reached out, calling the water itself to still around him.
The sea split into two paths, and Alex’s world shattered into choice.

Whose hand would he take?
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The sea decided for him.

Pressure surged from the silver prince’s side—an imperious calm that forced stillness into the water—while the emerald warrior jerked Alex downward through a tangle of coral like a hawk stooping with its kill. Alex’s fingers locked on the warrior’s forearm by reflex. The prince’s presence cooled behind them, a gravity Alex could feel in the way currents wanted to circle back.

Do not look at him, the voice slid into Alex’s head—firmer now, edged in command. Keep your eyes on me and on the stone. The reef hides us if you move when I move.

Alex did as he was told. He wasn’t sure he had any other choice.

The reef was a cathedral built by patient storms—arches of bone-white coral veined with violet, towers of fanweed where flecks of blue fire pulsed in time with the tide. Schools of glassfish cut like rain. Everything thrummed. He felt it in his ribs; the ocean had a heartbeat and it was too close to his own.

His rescuer—abductor?—moved with a predator’s economy, pulling him inches from knives of limestone, around columns blotched with bioluminescent fungi, always a half-second before the current would have dashed Alex against them. The merman’s tail filled Alex’s vision, an avalanche of green light that snapped and coiled. Even the water obeyed the flick of that fin.

Alex’s lungs tightened, panic rising with the memory of a boy’s hand disappearing into black. He swallowed it. Air slid smoothly into his chest—stolen air, given by a mouth that still burned on his lips. Not water. Not drowning, he reminded himself, though the dark pressed like a fist.

They darted beneath an overhang. The warrior’s palm came up, flat, warning. Alex stilled and felt his own pulse hammer against that hand where it pinned him by the sternum to stone.

Predators arrived.

Shapes flowed into the open water beyond their hiding place, eight... ten... more. Younger than the two who had opposed each other a moment earlier. Their scales didn’t glow—they glinted, dull as old coins until light caught them and you realized every surface was a blade.

The hunters’ eyes shone like fish-bellies, ringed in ink. Their mouths were beautiful and cruel, teeth too white. They tasted the water the way wolves sniff wind.

Human, one thought brushed Alex’s mind like a cold fin. Fresh.

He flinched.

The emerald merman’s fingers tightened below his collarbone. They can push their thoughts. You must not push back, the voice insisted. Breathe. And do not answer.

Answer? Alex shot back helplessly. I never—

Thinking at them is answering.

He tried to think of nothing. That worked about as well as telling his heart not to beat. He thought of the mouth that had given him breath, and of the other mouth that had called his breath sweet as if he were a peach to be bitten, and heat rushed into his face even here, in the cold dark under stone.

The hunters fanned out, tails cutting slow, deliberate patterns that shepherded currents toward crevices and hollows. It was a drive—herding prey out where it could be taken clean. Their attention sharpened and blurred, a flicker-fade Alex recognized too well: men on a deck sighting the single wave that would drown them.

“We should go back,” he whispered, because silence was pressure and he would burst without breaking it. Bubbles unraveled from his lips and vanished. “To the prince. He stopped the water. He—” He said ritual. That word crawled.

The warrior’s head angled so one blue eye caught Alex’s. “Never run toward a feeding hall,” he said softly, and the water carried the words like a secret. “He would stop you drowning. He would not stop them eating.”

That closed Alex’s throat for a beat.

I have you, the voice added, gentler, and that undid Alex in another way entirely.

Somewhere beyond, something chimed: not metal, exactly—shell striking shell. The hunters’ heads tilted. The chiming came again, closer. Tension bunched like a knot in the water, and then the young ones peeled off in formation, attention hooked by a different scent.

The warrior used the shift like a door opening, propelling them out of the overhang and into a chute of current that spat them between two spires. They shot through a field of anemones that shivered away, their tendrils collapsing into fists. Alex felt the brush of poisonous filaments against his bare wrist and jerked. The warrior’s arm bracketed him instantly, forearm pressing heat into Alex’s chest. A razor-thin scar crossed those muscles—old; earned.

They skimmed a sand channel. Footprints—no, tail-grooves—scored it in overlapping crescents. Here and there, a human boot print intervened, the edges already softening. Alex’s stomach lurched. How many?

Enough that the young think it is tradition, came the answer before he’d meant to ask it. Not words this time. A bleak color that might have been the taste of iron.

Alex’s hand was still splayed against the warrior’s shoulder from the earlier jolt. He became aware of the strength packed into that body: not bulky the way dockworkers were, but dense, precise, like a spring wound to breaking. The merman moved around his own mass like water doing math.

Name, Alex thought, unguarded. What is your name? It seemed obscene to keep calling him the warrior in his head when his mouth had already been on Alex’s.

For a heartbeat, nothing. Then the voice arrived with a sudden clarity, like light across a blade. Kael.

It fit. Sharp. Simple. Dangerous.

Alex, he offered before he could stop himself.

Kael’s lips curved without looking back. I know. And Alex felt again that first impossible breath, the exchange of air, the way it had carved a narrow tunnel between their minds.

Faint music threaded the water. Not a song exactly; a pattern in the current, in the shiver of distant fins. The hunters were calling others to the drive. They’d found a blood-trail.

“We’re going to be seen,” Alex said, panic rising like a tide. One of the hunters ahead had turned, nostrils flaring, a cat tasting wind. Its gaze swept the channel. Alex pressed back into the fall of Kael’s hair as if that could hide him. Salt-slick strands slid against his throat. He could feel Kael’s pulse where he gripped him. Could feel his own answering it.

Kael’s hand slipped from Alex’s sternum to his waist. The contact was possessive in a way that made Alex’s breath hitch and the water around his ribs thrum. They see what they hunger for, Kael told him. Give them only stone and shadow.

Stone and shadow. Right. Alex pictured rock, the scalloped edge of the overhang they’d left; he imagined sinking into it, becoming part of it. His body wanted to curl against Kael. He didn’t fight that.

“Which way?” he asked, because there had to be a way and because fear sounded too much like pleading.

Down and then left, Kael thought. There is a gate of shell. Past it, they do not swim without tithe. A flick of his fin, so minimal it could have been a shiver, altered their course.

“Tithe?” Alex echoed.

Scales, Kael said. We pay them to pass. It makes the young less brave about biting.

Alex swallowed. “You’ve done this before,” he said, the accusation unintentional.

A long pause. I have guided creatures through the reef that others would have eaten.

Creatures. Not humans. Not men. Alex’s mouth went dry. He looked up before he could stop himself.

High above, a flicker of white. Not fish. Not scale. Cloth. A sleeve, thrashing in slow motion—the body inside pinned by seaweed to a rack of coral. Hair bloomed in a dark cloud. The face was turned mercifully away. The current lifted the hand and let it fall, lifted and let fall, as if the ocean itself could not decide whether to give it back.

Alex’s stomach heaved. He clamped his jaw and breathed the way Kael had told him: slow, through an impossibility that tasted like salt and sunlight.

Midway to the shell gate, the water changed—a subtle drop in temperature, a narrowing of space Alex felt in his ears. The light turned greenish, thicker. Kael slowed. His free hand went to his throat where a thin circlet lay, camouflaged against skin and scale. With a sharp motion he tore free a single scale from just below the edge of that band.

The sound it made—like a note broken off a song—made Alex flinch.

Kael did not. He cupped the scale in his palm. It was the size of a thumbnail and luminous, purple smouldering under green. Blood pearled along its edge and drifted into the water in a faint, shimmering ribbon.

Every hunter within range flinched toward that ribbon.

Kael closed his fist. The blood vanished. The ribbon was only light again. He glanced down at Alex, and something in his eyes said You see? and You are not ready to see at once.

“Does it hurt?” Alex asked, hating how human he sounded.

“Yes.” Kael’s mouth curved, not quite humor. “Hurt is part of vow.”

They reached the gate: two slabs of shell grown from the earth, edges inlaid with teeth. The seam between them was a shadow. Kael rapped once with his knuckles and then pressed the torn scale into a notch near the base where the shell thinned to translucence. The notch drank the color.

On the other side, something listened through stone.

A thread of sound answered: a scrape like tide pulling pebbles. The seam widened the width of Kael’s hand.

“Quickly,” he murmured. He pulled Alex with him.

The space beyond was a corridor carved by water into whorls and spirals. The light changed again, turning warm in a way Alex had not thought possible undersea. Pegs of coral held objects that glimmered—rings of beaten silver, a necklace threaded with claws, a mask of hammered pearl. Trophies. Taxes. Ornaments stolen off drowned bodies.

“What is this place?” Alex whispered.

“A museum for debt,” Kael said, voice low. “Walkers pay to pass in what they value. For our kind, we shed scales. For your kind...” His gaze flicked to a ring with a cracked turquoise set crooked in widening metal. “...they leave memory.”

Alex stared. A simple silver chain lay coiled like a sleeping snake on a peg—the exact twin of one he’d given his brother when he’d turned twelve. The world swayed. He grabbed the peg, then yanked his hand back, ashamed of the urge to take what wasn’t his, which was also, in some horrid symmetry, his.

The shell seam groaned behind them. Kael’s hand pressed the small of his back. Do not linger.

They exited into another channel where columns of sediment drifted like smoke. No hunters visible. Alex let himself exhale a fraction.

A shadow unstitched itself from the silt.

It was not a young one. The merman who slid free of the haze wore no ornaments, no circlet. Only a long scar that ran from mouth to collarbone, puckering the skin into a permanent half-smile. His tail was the color of deep pewter, dull until he moved. He carried a blade grown from bone—flat, white, with a serrated edge like a shark’s grin.

The new predator looked at Alex the way a man looks at a door he means to open.

Kael’s body altered around Alex—closer, in front, his tail coiling to shield. The water around them tightened. His thoughts hit Alex like a bar thrown across a lock: Behind me. Hands on the ridge. When I turn, you move when I move.

The pewter-tailed hunter did not rush. He eased nearer, testing current, feeling how Kael claimed the space. When he spoke, the water thinned around the words. “You pay tithe to pass, Emerald,” he said. “You do not pay to smuggle meat.”

Kael’s smile showed a hint of fang. “Then come take it from my hands.”

The hunter’s gaze slid to the notch of Alex’s throat and then lower, to his mouth. The half-smile widened around the old scar. “He breathes,” he said, curious as a child. “How sweet is it?”

Alex felt the question skim along the bond like a hook. He flinched and, without thinking, pressed his lips together. He felt foolish immediately. As if holding his breath would make him less edible.

Kael’s tail thumped once, a warning deep enough to rattle Alex’s ribs. Do not offer them your fear, he told him. Fear makes them brave.

The pewter-tailed hunter lifted the bone blade to his mouth and ran his tongue along its edge. The motion was obscene and strangely reverent, as if the knife were an icon. His pupils dilated. He smelled the water. “He smells like the moon going dark,” he murmured. “Like new tide.” His eyes flicked up, and Alex saw the moment the hunter decided that whatever vow had been paid at the shell gate, this meat was worth the debt.

He moved.

Water screamed.

Kael’s arm slammed across Alex’s chest, pinning him to stone. The world snapped into three clean lines: the hunter’s blade bright as a tooth, Kael’s body driving to intercept, and the narrow gap of survival between them.

The bone knife came down in a white arc, slicing the water so close Alex felt it part the hairs at his cheek.

A hunter’s blade scythes the water toward them.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3 – A Temporary Claim
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The blade cut the sea in silence.

Alex’s scream lodged in his throat, too thick with salt and terror to rise. He jerked back instinctively, but Kael was already there—one arm braced across his chest, his body a shield. The pewter-tailed hunter’s strike bit nothing but current, the knife gliding past Alex’s face so close that his cheek tingled.

The hunter’s grin widened, teeth catching glimmers of light. “Close.”

Kael growled, low and visceral. The water trembled. His tail lashed in a whip of emerald and violet, forcing the predator back a pace. Alex clung to the coral ridge, knuckles white, lungs frantic. The breath Kael had given him still filled his chest, but it felt stolen, fragile, a candle in a storm.

Stay behind me, Kael’s voice thundered in his head.

The hunter tilted his blade, circling, every movement slow and deliberate, like a shark deciding how to tear. His gaze never left Alex. “Why hide it? The human breathes. The bond is made. Emerald warriors don’t share air with prey.”

The words cut deeper than the knife. Alex’s blood chilled. Bond. That kiss—it hadn’t just saved him. It had tied him.

Kael bared his teeth. “He is under my protection.”

The hunter laughed, the sound bubbling through water like broken glass. “Protection? Call it what it is. Betrayal.”

Shapes stirred beyond the reef. More hunters. Heads, tails, gleaming scales. One by one, they emerged, encircling like wolves. Their eyes caught Alex, their hunger unmistakable. He pressed back into the stone until its roughness scraped his spine.

Kael shifted closer, his body a barrier between Alex and the circle forming around them. His voice, when it came, was iron. “Hear me, reef and tide. By scale and blood, I claim this human under the Right of Protection. Any who touch him must answer to me.”

The words reverberated in the water like struck bells.

A gasp rippled through the hunters. Shock—then fury.

“You dare?” one spat.

“Against your own kind?”

“Emerald Kael breaks vow!”

Accusations swirled, faster than the current. The hunters’ tails slashed the water, frothing it into storm. Alex’s stomach twisted. He didn’t know the law, but he knew enough: Kael had drawn a line, and every eye burned with the intent to cross it.

Kael raised his chin, defiance carved into every angle of his face. The glow of his scales sharpened, emerald catching violet fire. “Test me if you wish.”

Alex’s heart hammered. He could hear Kael’s thought like a vow pressed into his bones: I will not let them touch you. Even if it costs me everything.

The hunters hissed in unison, a sibilant chorus. Their knives gleamed, but none struck. Not yet.

Because the ocean itself was listening.

The reef shuddered, not from current but from sound—deep, resonant, like the toll of a bell struck in the earth. Coral branches quivered. Anemones folded tight. Even the sand trembled.

The Right of Protection was no mere boast. It was law, spoken into water and stone.

Alex’s skin prickled. He had been marked—not visibly, but he felt it, a thread woven tight around his chest, binding him to Kael. A claim. A shield. A cage.

The pewter-tailed hunter snarled. “Protection means nothing when blood runs. You will not guard him forever.”

Kael’s smile was sharp as a blade. “Long enough.”

Alex shivered. Was this rescue—or just postponement?

The hunters parted with hisses, tails flicking in contempt. But the way their eyes lingered told Alex the truth: he was no less prey. Only delayed.

Kael tugged him forward, deeper into the reef. Alex stumbled in the water, caught between panic and the heat of Kael’s hand firm at his wrist. His pulse stuttered under Kael’s grip, and he hated how part of him leaned into that steadiness.

“You shouldn’t have done that,” Alex rasped, voice breaking into bubbles.

Kael didn’t look back. “I had to.”

“They called you a traitor.”

“I am.”

The words struck like stones. Alex faltered, but Kael’s pull dragged him onward through narrow gullies of coral, past forests of kelp that shimmered like glass curtains.

Finally, Kael halted beneath a jagged arch, currents whispering through its teeth of stone. He turned, close enough that Alex could see the faint shimmer of blood still beading where he’d torn a scale for tithe.

“Listen.” Kael’s voice was low, his eyes fierce. “They will hunt you. Always. To them, you are food, ritual, power. But now—” his jaw clenched “—you are mine.”

The word coiled through Alex’s chest, hot and cold at once. His breath caught.

“I don’t belong to anyone,” he shot back, though his voice trembled.

Kael leaned in, the water tightening with the force of his presence. “You belong to survival. And survival means me.”

Their eyes locked. Alex wanted to scream, to deny, to wrench free. Instead, heat climbed into his throat, traitorous. His lips tingled with memory—the kiss that had given him breath, and with it, this bond.

Before he could answer, the water shifted.

A current rolled through the reef, heavy with a different power. Not hunger, not fury. Command.

Every hunter stilled. Every fin froze.

A shadow approached from the abyss.

Slow. Certain. Unstoppable.

Light bent around it, silver bleeding into crimson, as though the sea itself painted banners ahead of his arrival. The water grew colder, sharper, tasting of iron and storm.

Alex felt it before he saw him—the gravity of presence that pressed on his chest until it hurt.

Then the figure emerged.

Long hair white as frost, fanning in a halo. Eyes like tempered silver, reflecting every shimmer of light. A tail vast and terrible, scales the color of moonlit steel streaked with blood-red fire.

The hunters bowed their heads, not in reverence but in submission. Even Kael’s shoulders tensed.

Alex’s breath hitched. He knew without words who this was.

The prince of crimson and silver.

Lysander.

His gaze found Alex instantly, piercing, cold. The water around Alex seemed to tighten, locking him in place.

“Human,” the thought pressed directly into his chest, deep as a drumbeat. “So this is the prey the Emerald dares claim.”

Kael stepped forward, blocking the line of sight. His voice rang, sharp as steel. “I invoked the Right. He is under my shield.”

Lysander’s lips curved—not a smile, not quite. “A shield... against me?”

The reef darkened as though the sea itself bowed to his question.

Alex’s heart thundered. He didn’t know what terrified him more: the hunger in the prince’s eyes, or the way part of him wanted to step closer, to feel that gravity pull him under.

The tide had shifted. His fate was no longer in Kael’s hands alone.

It now balanced between predator and prince.

A banner of crimson-silver unfurls in the water—Lysander has arrived, and Alex stands caught between Kael’s protection and the prince’s claim.
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Chapter 4 — The Crimson-Silver Prince
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The reef went silent as a grave.

Lysander’s shadow fell over them—silver cut with volatile flashes of red, like moonlight stained through wine. The hunters who had ringed Kael and Alex drew back, blades lowering, gazes averted. Currents that moments ago foamed with hunger smoothed themselves, obedient as hounds.

Alex felt the pressure of that obedience. It pressed on his sternum, made each breath the bond gave him sound loud in his head. He could not tell if the sound was his heartbeat or the ocean listening.

Lysander looked first at Kael. He didn’t blink. “A Right claimed,” the prince said aloud, voice slow, grave-deep. It wasn’t a question, merely the recital of a fact he already owned.

Kael squared himself to that gaze. “By scale and blood. Witnessed by the reef.” His tail curled protectively around Alex’s hip, a move as intimate as it was tactical—closing gaps, denying angles.

Silver eyes slid past Kael and found Alex the way a tide finds shore: inevitable. Every fine hair along Alex’s arms prickled. He kept still. If he moved he feared he would step forward without meaning to, like a bird drifting toward a flute.

“Human,” Lysander said, not unkindly. The syllables came soft, almost gentle, but the water around the word tightened. “You have been mislaid in a forest not yours.”

Not yours. It should have stung. Instead some small corner of Alex, starved for ground beneath his feet and air that belonged to him, latched onto the implication that somewhere was.

Kael’s thought struck clean across the bond, a bar dropped into a latch: Do not answer him.

How was Alex supposed to manage that when his name felt like a fishhook snagging in its own mouth? “My ship—” he began, because the silence was too heavy and his life had been ruined by unasked-for choices. “It broke. I didn’t—”

Lysander’s head inclined, a fraction. “Ships break. Tides do not explain themselves to wood.”

“Your Highness,” one of the young hunters blurted, hunger and eagerness tangling. “He breathes. The Emerald broke cast.” A hissed chorus followed: traitor, lawless, meat-keeper.

Lysander didn’t look away from Alex. “You speak of law to me?” The quiet of it rippled outward; the young one flinched as if struck. “There is law. And there is rule.”

Kael’s fingers flexed at Alex’s waist. Stay, the thought pressed. Not a command. An asking.

Lysander finally turned his full attention to Kael. “You have called protection. It binds those who circle you.” His eyes cooled to hammered steel. “It binds many things. But it does not bind me.”

“The Right binds prince as well as predator,” Kael said.

“The Right prevents the spill of blood in open water.” Lysander’s mouth curved, a shadow of something like amusement. “Do you see blood here?”

The hunters made that low, eager noise again, sensing a door they might run through. Lysander cut the sound off with a glance.

He drifted closer. The currents around him carried a clean metallic scent, like the moment before a storm splits ground. Up close, Alex saw that the streaks of crimson on his scales were not paint, not accident—they were born into the metal sheen, iron and fire married in each plate. The sight made Alex’s throat work.

Kael put his body in the space where Lysander’s gravity wanted Alex. The prince’s gaze dropped, registering the shield, then returned to Kael’s face.

“You have made a choice against your kind,” Lysander said.

“Against hunger,” Kael corrected.

“Do you imagine the sea exempt from appetite?” That almost-smile again, bleak at the edges. “No matter. The choice is made, and you will answer to your elders for it.”

“I will.”

The simplicity of it bit. Alex heard, under the steadiness, the cost: standing before a council, scales offered until bone, a name weighed against law. The idea that anyone would spend themselves that way for him set something unsteady moving through his chest.

Lysander lifted his hand, palm open to the water. The currents obeyed, folding into a calm so clean Alex could see the fine flecks of shell dust turning in it. “But there are other choices yet.”

He looked at Alex, and the calm became a spotlight. “You do not wish to die,” the prince said. Not a question.

“No,” Alex said, because truth wanted out of him like a breath.

Lysander’s eyes softened by a degree so slight Alex might have imagined it. “Then take sanctuary in my city. Cross into the Crimson-Silver Abyss under my banner. No tooth will touch you that I do not break.” He glanced to the circling hunters, and the promise felt like a blade being kept in its sheath by will alone.

Kael’s tail struck the stone. “And the price?” His voice had gone hoarse with salt and anger. “Royal favors are ledgered.”

“The price,” Lysander said, still looking at Alex, “is the Rite.” He let the word sink. In its wake came pictures Alex felt rather than saw: a hall of stone and light, water holding its breath, voices braided until the sea itself sang. “You will be present. You will lend breath and blood under ward. You will not be consumed.” A beat. “Not by flesh.”

Alex’s stomach pulled tight. “What... is that? Under ward?” The question scuffed out of him before he could bury it.

Lysander’s gaze flicked to Kael as if to say, You gave him our air; I will give him our answers. He returned those silver eyes to Alex. “Your breath is tethered now. You carry a song that is not yours.” His glance touched Alex’s mouth, quick as a fingertip to a pulse. “In the Rite, the tides listen to such songs. When the ocean lashes itself mad, we sing it to sleep. Some voices are keys. Some blood calls eddies to heel.” The softness hardened. “Your kind calls that ‘sacrifice.’ It is not always death.”

Not always cracked something inside Alex, letting dread leak through. “And if I refuse?” he asked.

Lysander didn’t blink. “You will not enter my city. You will not bear my mark. The Emerald’s claim will fade with the turning of the tide, and the young will test how well law can swim.”

A chuckle rose among the hunters, ugly with anticipation.

Kael moved, subtle but absolute, until Alex felt the line of him from sternum to thigh, a living wall. He offers a cage lined with silk, Kael’s thought was all muscle and grit. Do not mistake it for sky.

“He offers law that will keep you alive,” Alex whispered before he could stop himself.

Kael flinched, the same way he had when tearing out a scale. Then he made his voice calm by force alone. “He offers a chain to a stone at the bottom of a city built to gut you.”

Lysander listened to the exchange as if it were a tide chart he might adjust. He lowered his hand. The water wavered like light through glass. “I have told you the price and the shelter. Choose.” His eyes did not leave Alex’s.

Alex’s mouth was dry. He could feel Kael’s heartbeat where their bodies met. The bond laced those beats into his own. Under it, another string hummed—Lysander’s presence plucking at a note that had no business singing in
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