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The southern Seal hummed wrong.

Aidan held position in the deep current, feeling the vibration through water and bone. Three years watching these waters had taught him every shift in the ancient ward. This wasn’t right. The rhythm stuttered where it should flow steady.

He pressed closer to the massive stone rising from the seabed. Carved runes pulsed with weak blue light, their magic holding back void corruption that pressed constant against the barriers. His fingers traced familiar patterns, checking for cracks.

Nothing visible. The wrongness persisted.

The pulse faltered again. Then died for three heartbeats before returning weaker than before.

Something was draining the ward’s power. Something that shouldn’t exist in these waters.

Light flickered above the surface. Then again. Sea-fire beacons.

Aidan hesitated. His orders were simple: watch the seal, check the wards, send word of strange. Nothing about leaving his post for surface trouble.

The beacons kept coming. Someone was dying up there.

He counted them. Four. Five. Six rapid bursts of desperate light cutting through storm darkness. No merchant vessel carried that many unless they expected the worst kind of trouble.

He pushed upward through kelp that shrouded the ward site. The massive fronds moved wrong, writhing against current instead of with it. Corruption spread from something. The water itself felt thick, resistant.

Through the green tangle, he glimpsed a ship listing badly. Sails shredded, deck tilting dangerous. Around it moved shapes with purpose through the storm-whipped waves.

Sea witches. Three of them.

Their scaled hides gleamed black-green in the lightning. Hair writhed like living weed as they wove spells to tear the vessel apart. One rode a wave that moved independent of the storm, her magic bending water into weapons.

A second witch circled the ship’s stern, coral growths spreading from her touch across the hull. The third hung back, weaving nets of liquid shadow that trapped anyone who tried to dive overboard.

Aidan’s hand found his blade. Steel forged in deep waters, made for cutting witch-nets and corrupted magic. The clever choice was retreat. Send word. Wait for help.

The ship’s mast snapped. Timber crashed into dark water, taking a sailor with it.

He chose action.

Aidan broke the surface in the storm’s chaos. Rain lashed his face as he hauled himself aboard using torn rigging. Crew fought desperate against the witch assault, but mortal steel was useless against sea magic.

The deck pitched wild beneath his feet. Water poured through holes in the rail where witch claws had torn through solid oak. A young sailor staggered past, blood streaming from scratches that looked too much like curse marks.

“The hull’s breached!” someone shouted. “She’s taking on water fast!”

A net of living water snaked towards a sailor struggling with rope. Aidan’s blade cut clean through, steel singing as it severed the binding. Salt spray hissed where corrupted magic touched his weapon.

The witch who cast it shrieked rage. She turned towards him, taking in his gills, the scales along his forearms.

“Watch spawn,” she spat, forming another net between her claws.

“Behind you!”

Aidan spun. A second witch lunged, claws out, but ice shards struck her chest. Clean hits that drew black blood and sent her tumbling back into the waves.

The ice hadn’t come from the storm.

A woman stood by the ship’s wheel, dark hair whipping in wind, frost spreading from her boots across wet planks. Her captain’s coat hung heavy with water, but she stood steady despite the deck’s violent motion.

Her eyes fixed on the witches with cold fury. When she raised her hand, ice shaped itself from the current. Royal ice didn’t freeze whole stretches of water. It formed blades and shards tight against the storm’s pull, working with the sea instead of breaking from it.

Impossible.

She threw another volley. The daggers struck the witch climbing back aboard, driving her towards the stern where the third witch waited with shadow nets.

“Captain!” A grey-bearded man stumbled across the tilting deck. “The boats are ready!”

“Get everyone to them,” she said, not looking away from the witches. “Now.”

“What about you?”

“I’ll hold them off.”

The first witch broke through her defences, landing hard on deck. Her hair writhed as she faced the ice-wielder, water pooling in her clawed hands.

“Mixed blood has no claim to the deep magics,” she hissed, forming a trident of liquid that held shape against the storm.

Ice blades burst from the planks around her feet. “Get off my ship.”

They clashed in a flurry of water and frost. The witch’s trident shattered against an ice shield, but her momentum carried her forward. They crashed together, rolling across slick wood.

Aidan moved to help, but more witches swarmed the ship. His blade found corrupted flesh, opened throats, sent bodies back to the dark water. But there were too many.

Two more climbed aboard from the stern. A third rode the wave magic up and over the rail. They surrounded the struggling crew, herding them from the boats.

The woman screamed.

Not pain. Rage.

Ice blasted from her body in a shock wave. The witch on top of her froze solid from feet to throat, eyes wide with terror in a face turned crystal. The blast caught the others too. One shattered like broken glass. Another took ice through her shoulder and fled beneath the waves. A third threw up a partial shield but still flew over the rail.

Aidan stared. He’d never seen ice magic that fierce and still shaped with precision. She’d turned fury into weapon.

She pushed upright, horror settling in as she saw the frozen witch. Ice spread across the deck in delicate patterns, beautiful and terrible.

“I didn’t mean—”

“Captain!” The grey-bearded man stumbled towards her, blood running from a gash on his forehead. “Hull’s breached worse. She’s taking water fast.”

Her face went cold. Captain, then. “Abandon ship. Get everyone to the boats.”

“What about you?”

“I’ll follow. Go.”

Crew scrambled. The ship lurched again, settling deeper with each wave. Minutes left.

She turned to him, taking in his gills, the scales along his arms. “You’re not crew.”

“No.”

“Then why help?”

“Your magic.” He nodded towards the shattered ice around them. “It doesn’t fight the sea. It listens to it.”

Her eyes narrowed. Storm-blue with pale rings at the centres. “So?”

“So that shouldn’t be possible. Not for surface folk.”

The ship groaned. Timber split as the hull cracked open. Water rushed across the deck.

“We need to leave,” Aidan said. “Now.”

She looked towards the boats. Her crew fought the waves, trying to get clear before the death-pull dragged them down. The storm was winning. Two boats had already vanished.

Her hands clenched. He saw her make the choice.

“Can you get me to them?”

“The witches will come back. They’ll hunt you.”

“My crew—”

“Will be safer if you’re not with them.” Aidan moved closer as the deck tilted sharp. “They want you, not ward workers. Witches scent Compatible magic through storms.”

“Come with me,” he said. “I’ll keep you safe until the danger passes.”

“I don’t know you.”

“I’m Aidan of the Abyssal Watch. And you’re not mortal.”

Her laugh was bitter. “Right now I don’t care what I am.”

The ship lurched. Water surged. She slipped. Aidan caught her before the current dragged her under.

“Trust me or drown,” he said. “Choose fast.”

She looked once more towards her crew’s boats, now distant specks in the storm. One had capsized. Another fought waves that could swallow it whole.

Her jaw tightened.

“Get me out of here.”

Aidan pulled her beneath the waves as the ship’s death-cry echoed through the water. The storm raged above, but below was different. Quieter. Colder.

The woman didn’t thrash or panic as the sea closed over her head. She didn’t struggle for breath. Another impossibility.

They moved through the green maze towards the seal. The massive stone loomed ahead, runes flickering with weakening light. The wrongness he’d felt before was stronger now, a discord that made his teeth ache.

The woman stared at the ancient ward with something close to recognition.

“What is that?”

“One of the barriers,” Aidan said. “It holds back corruption from the deep.”

“It’s failing.”

“Yes.”

She reached towards the stone. The runes flared bright for a heartbeat, as if greeting her, then dimmed to almost nothing.

Somewhere in the distance, the southern Seal’s hum went silent.
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Cold pressed against Wynter’s skin like a living thing.
She woke to darkness that wasn’t quite dark, water that wasn’t quite water. Her lungs pulled at air that tasted of salt and stone. Everything felt wrong. Muffled. Distant.
Where was she?

Memory crashed back. The storm. The witches. Her ship going down with all hands while she...

“You’re awake.”

Wynter’s eyes snapped open. A man floated in water beside where she lay, his torso rising from the pool like he belonged there. Gills fluttered along his neck. Scales caught what little light filtered through the space.

The merman from the wreck.

She jerked upright, reaching for weapons that weren’t there. Her clothes were gone, replaced by rough fabric that felt like woven kelp. The sea must have torn most of her things away. Someone, likely him, had wrapped her in the kelp cloth so she didn’t freeze. Her sword, her boot knife had all lost to the depths.

“Where am I?”

“Safe. For now.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“Sacred Grotto. Twenty fathoms down.” He gestured at the space around them. “Ancient cave system with hollows of air. You’ve been breathing the pocket here for six hours.”

Wynter looked around proper for the first time. Stone walls curved overhead, carved with symbols that hurt to look at straight on. They pulsed with faint light that made shadows twist in ways she didn’t trust. The hollow of air she sat in was small, maybe ten feet across, water filling the rest of the chamber.

“My crew?”

“Gone.”

The word hit like a blade between the ribs. Wynter kept her face stone, but her hands clenched until her nails bit skin.

“You saw them die?”

“Saw the boats swamped. Saw the witches hunting.” His expression gave nothing away. “The sea doesn’t give back what it takes.”

“Then I’m the only survivor.”

“Yes.”

Wynter stared at the water where he floated, trying to process the impossible. Corrick. Tam. Old Henrik. All of them gone because she’d chased some fool dream of controlling a magic she barely understood.

The symbols on the walls pulsed brighter.

“Don’t,” the merman said.

“Don’t what?”

“Whatever you’re doing. The runes respond to strong emotion. We don’t want attention.”

Wynter looked at the carvings again. They were brighter now, no mistake. But she wasn’t doing anything on purpose.

“I’m not doing anything on purpose.”

“The ice around your feet suggests otherwise.”

She looked down. Frost spread in delicate patterns from where she sat, creeping over stone that should have been too warm for ice. She hadn’t felt it forming.

“Cursed thing,” she muttered, forcing the cold back. The frost melted, but the runes stayed bright.

“Not cursed. Just strong.” The merman studied her with eyes that were too sharp. “Strong enough to activate ward-work.”

“I don’t know what that means.”

“It means you’re not what you think you are.” He pulled himself higher in the water, arms braced on stone. “What’s your name?”

“Captain Wynter of the Frost Viper. Which no longer exists.”

“I’m Aidan. Abyssal Watch.”

“Never heard of it.”

“We guard the deep places. Keep things contained that shouldn’t get loose.” His gaze didn’t leave her face. “Things like what attacked your ship.”

“The witches wanted something. They mentioned a heart.”

“They want a lot of things. Most of them involve killing people.” Aidan shifted, and Wynter saw the scars across his shoulders. Old ones. “Why were they hunting you specific?”

“I don’t know. They called me ice-blood, said something about mixed heritage. Made no sense.”

The runes pulsed again, stronger. Aidan’s expression sharpened.

“You need to control that.”

“Control what? I’m not doing anything.”

“Your magic responds to the ward-stones. That shouldn’t be possible unless—” He leaned closer. “Your eyes. Show me your eyes proper.”

“What about them?”

“Look at me.”

She did.

Aidan went still. “Pale rings around the pupils. Storm-blue iris. Gods preserve us.”

“What’s wrong with my eyes?”

“Nothing’s wrong. Everything’s impossible.” He pushed back from the platform edge. “You carry Compatible magic. Royal line, by the look of it.”

“That’s nonsense. I’m a merchant’s daughter.”

“Merchants don’t activate ancient ward-work by breathing near it.”

The carved symbols brightened again, shadows shifting like they had minds of their own. Wynter stepped back.

“I don’t understand any of this.”

“Neither do I. But we can’t stay here.” Aidan glanced towards the chamber’s underwater arch. “The witch you froze won’t stay dead. Her kind return. When she wakes, she’ll bring others.”

“Then take me to the surface. I’ll find another ship, get away from your waters.”

“No surface for you. Not with witches hunting.” He pulled himself out of the water, and Wynter saw his legs were human-shaped again, though scaled faint. “You’re coming with me.”

“Like hell I am.”

“You want to live; you come with me. You want to die, stay here and wait for the witches. Choose quick.”

Wynter looked around the chamber. No weapons. No exit. No chance of reaching the surface from twenty fathoms without help.

“Where are you taking me?”

“Nyreema. Deep city, Watch stronghold. Council will want to see you.”

“Why?”

“Because you’ve got ice magic and Compatible magic, and that combination hasn’t been seen for three hundred years.” Aidan stood, water dripping from his changed form. “Because the witches want you dead, which means you’re either valuable or dangerous.”

“And if your council decides I’m dangerous?”

“Then you’ll have bigger problems than sea witches.”

The symbols pulsed bright. A tremor rippled the water.

“They’re testing the wards,” Aidan said. “Looking for a way in. We leave now.”

“I can’t breathe underwater.”

“I can fix that.”

“How?”

“Magic. The kind that keeps you alive long enough to reach safety.” He moved to the water’s edge. “Trust me or die here. Your choice.”

Everything about him irritated her. His steady tone. His certainty. His refusal to let her decide anything for herself.

But he had saved her life. And right now he was the only thing between her and something clawing at the grotto walls.

“What do I do?”

“Deepest breath you can hold. When I tell you, jump in and don’t fight me.” He slid back into the water, his legs shifting into a powerful tail. “And whatever happens, don’t let go. If I lose focus, the air spell fails.”

Wynter filled her lungs. The symbols blazed bright as flame. Pressure built in the water.

“Now.”

She jumped.

They moved through passages cut from living rock. The water felt heavy, like it carried memory. Voices brushed her senses. Fragments of songs older than anything she knew.

They passed chambers lined with ward-stones. Each flared when she passed. Aidan’s grip tightened each time.

“What are those markings?” she asked when he pulled her into another hollow of air.

“Ward-stones. Set by the first Watch.”

“And they’re responding to me.”

“Like you’re calling them home.”

They moved on. The water changed with each league. Strange fish. Coral that moved. Plants that reached towards her as if in recognition.

“How much further?” she asked during another brief rest.

“We’re in Watch territory now. Scouts will find us soon.”

“Good or bad?”

“Depends on who finds us. Some won’t like a surface dweller here.”

“Wonderful.”

“Stay quiet. Let me talk. And don’t use your magic unless I say.”

“Why?”

“They’ll kill you if they think you’re a threat.”

A pulse through the water. Aidan tensed, blade shifting in his hand.

“Watch,” he said.

Three figures emerged from the dark. Armed mermen with lightning tridents. Their eyes fixed on Wynter.

“Aidan,” the lead one said, scar down his cheek. “Why are you off your scouting path?”

“Rescue. Found her near the southern wards. Witches attacked.”

“Surface dweller.” Disgust curled the word. “Not our concern.”

“She is if the witches want her dead.” Aidan’s tone didn’t shift, though his posture changed. “They sank her ship to reach her.”

“Then they can have her.”

The others moved to flank them. Wynter felt the hostility like weight on her skin.

“Can’t do that, Commander,” Aidan said.

“Why not?”

“She lit every ward-stone in the Sacred Grotto.”

Silence cut the water.

“Compatible magic?” Thane said.

“Possible. Council needs to prove.”

Thane’s grip tightened. “You should have left her to the witches.”

Cold gathered around her.

“Control it,” Aidan said.

“I am.”

“Not enough.”

“My magic is dangerous everywhere,” Wynter snapped. “That’s why the witches want me. Not for what I can do. For what happens if I stop holding back.”

“What happens?” Thane asked.

“Everything I touch freezes.”

“How long have you held it back?”

“Since childhood.”

The frost thickened. Stone under the air pocket iced over in thin creeping patterns—not the surrounding water, only solid surfaces.

“Enough,” Aidan said. “Save it for the witches.”

“I can’t control it when I’m angry.”

“Then don’t be angry.”

“Easy to say when your crew isn’t dead.”

“My crew dies sometimes,” Aidan said. “Difference is, I don’t let it make me careless with magic.”

Wynter forced the cold back. Her breathing steadied.

“Better,” Thane said. “But council won’t like this.”

“Council will deal with what they get,” Aidan said. “We move now.”

“What about her breathing?” one of the Watch asked.

“I’ll maintain the air. But if I lose focus, the spell fails.”

“Through combat?” Thane asked. “You’ll burn yourself out.”

“Then we avoid combat.”

The witches’ hunting call echoed through the deep. Close.

Aidan moved to Wynter’s side. “Deep breath. Don’t fight the magic.”

Wynter obeyed. The spell wrapped her again, sealing a thin layer of air to her face. She clung to Aidan as he drove them into the dark water. His arm locked around her waist.

The witch-calls grew louder behind them.

Wynter closed her eyes and tried to keep her thoughts from spiralling. Her ship. Her crew. The ice pulsing in her veins. All of it had led her here, into depths she didn’t understand, at the mercy of a man she’d met less than a day ago.

For the first time since childhood, she was at someone else’s mercy.
She’d forgotten how much she hated it.
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The southern outpost rose from the seabed like a fortress of living coral.

Aidan guided Wynter through the outer passages, past sentries who watched them with open suspicion. Word had spread fast about the surface dweller with ice magic. Half the Watch was curious. The other half wanted her gone.

“Stay close,” he said as they approached the main hall. “Don’t speak unless they ask direct questions. And don’t use magic.”

“What if I can’t help it?”

“Then we’ll both be in trouble.”

The hall was carved from a single massive coral growth, its walls pulsing with the same blue light as the ward-stones. Senior Watch members floated at different levels throughout the space, their positions marking rank and faction. At the centre, three figures waited at what passed for a judgement seat.

Commander Grey. Warden Caelum. And Nerida.

Aidan’s sister looked up as they entered, her expression shifting from concern to anger in the space of a heartbeat. 

“Aidan. Explain.”

“Rescue task. Found her under attack by sea witches near the southern wards.”

“Near the wards?” Grey’s scarred face darkened. “You left your post?”

“I responded to distress signals.”

“Your orders were to guard the seal, not chase surface troubles.” Warden Caelum’s tone was mild, but his eyes were hard. “What made you think this was Watch business?”

Aidan felt the weight of their attention, the council tensions that ran deeper than any ocean trench. One wrong word here could end his Watch career. Cost him the only purpose he’d ever known.

But Wynter stood beside him, water beading on her strange surface clothes, ice magic contained but not hidden. The ward-stones throughout the hall pulsed in response to her presence.

“The witches were hunting her,” he said. “They knew her name, her magic, called her ice-blood like it meant something.”

“Surface dwellers have strange magics,” Caelum said. “Doesn’t make them our concern.”

“This one lit up every ward-stone in the Sacred Grotto.”

Silence fell over the chamber. The floating Watch members turned to stare at Wynter, who met their gazes without backing down. Ice crystals formed around her feet where droplets fell, each one perfect and sharp.

“Impossible,” Grey said.

“See for yourself.”

As if summoned by his words, the ward-stones carved into the hall’s walls glow. Faint at first, then brighter as Wynter shifted position. The light spread through the coral structure, following patterns that hadn’t been active in living memory.

Nerida moved closer, her expression shifting from anger to something more complex. “What’s her lineage?”

“Unknown. Claims to be merchant-born, but the signs are all wrong.” Aidan gestured at the glowing walls. “Ice magic, storm-blue eyes with pale rings, facial structure that matches the old charts.”

Grey’s scarred hands clenched. “We always wondered what happened to the ice-wielders after the purge.”

“What purge?” Wynter said.

Three pairs of eyes turned to her. Aidan saw her stiffen under their attention but hold her ground.

“Three centuries ago,” Nerida said, “those with ice magic were exiled from the deep cities. Their power was considered too dangerous for underwater populations.”

“Dangerous how?”

“Freeze the gills of water-breathers,” Grey said blunt. “Turn settlements into tombs of ice. Kill thousands with a moment’s loss of control.”

Wynter’s face went white. “I would never—”

“Never intended, maybe. But intention doesn’t matter when magic runs wild.” Caelum studied her with the cold assessment of someone who’d seen magic go wrong. “How long have you been fighting your power?”

“Since childhood.”

“And how often do you lose control?”

Wynter hesitated. “More often than I’d like.”

“How often?” Caelum pressed.

“Once a month. Sometimes twice.” Her jaw tightened. “But I’ve never hurt anyone.”

“That you know of,” Grey said. “Ice magic affects more than what you can see.”

Aidan watched the exchange, feeling the political tide turning against them. He could read the expressions around the chamber. Fear masquerading as caution, old prejudices rising to the surface.

“She saved her crew during the witch attack,” he said. “Used her power to defend them, not harm them.”

“Her crew is dead,” Thane pointed out from where he’d joined the discussion. “Doesn’t speak well for her protective abilities.”

“Her crew died because witches sank their ship. She survived because her magic kept her alive long enough for rescue.” Aidan’s tone stayed level, but he could feel his own temper rising. “We don’t abandon people to die because we’re afraid of what they might do.”

“We don’t bring threats into sacred sites either,” Nerida said. Her gaze moved between Aidan and Wynter. “Yet here we are.”

“The grotto wards accepted her. If she was a threat, they’d have rejected her presence.”

“Or they’re responding to corrupted magic,” Caelum suggested. “Ward-stones can be fooled by sufficiently powerful deception.”

“She’s not deceiving anyone.” The words came out sharper than Aidan intended. “Look at her. Does she seem like someone who’s mastered deception magic?”

Wynter shot him a look that could have frozen flame. “Thanks for the confidence.”

“I meant you’re too direct for subterfuge.”

“Still not helping.”

Grey raised a scarred hand for silence. “The question isn’t her honesty. It’s her stability.” He fixed Wynter with a stare that had intimidated sea monsters. “How close are you to losing complete control?”

“I don’t know.”

“Guess.”

Wynter was quiet for a long moment, and Aidan could see her considering lies that might save her. Instead, she chose truth.

“Close. The power’s been growing stronger for months. Harder to contain.” Her hands clenched at her sides, and frost spread from her feet across the coral floor. “Sometimes I dream about letting it go. Seeing what happens if I stop fighting.”

“And what do you think would happen?” Nerida asked.

“Everything dies.” Wynter’s voice was flat. “Everything I touch turns to ice. The cold spreads until there’s nothing left that can sustain life.”

“Yet you keep fighting it.”

“Because the alternative is becoming the monster everyone thinks I am.”

The ward-stones pulsed brighter. Around the chamber, Watch members shifted position, hands moving closer to weapons.

“She can’t stay here,” Caelum said. “The risk is too great.”

“Can’t send her back to the surface either,” Grey countered. “Not with witches hunting her blood.”

“Then what do you suggest?”

“Nyreema. Let the full council decide.” Grey’s gaze moved to Aidan. “You brought her in; you escort her there. Your responsibility until they make judgement.”

“Understood, Commander.”

“And, Aidan?” Nerida’s voice carried warning. “Remember what happened the last time someone brought unstable magic into the deep cities.”

“This is different.”

“Is it? Or are you letting personal feelings cloud your judgement?”

The accusation hung in the water between them. Aidan could feel Wynter’s attention on him, reading his reaction, filing it away for future use.

“My judgement is that she’s more valuable alive than dead,” he said. “Whether she’s just gifted, she’s still the first ice-wielder we’ve encountered in generations.”

“First we’ve let live,” Thane corrected.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Wynter’s voice carried new edge.

“Means you’re not the first surface dweller with strange magic we’ve found,” Grey said. “Just the first one who activated ward-stones before we made our decision about her.”

“What happened to the others?”

Silence stretched through the hall. Aidan saw Wynter read the answer in their faces, saw her understanding harden into something colder than her magic.

“I see.” Her tone was neutral now, empty of the anger that had been driving her power. “And what makes you think I’ll be any different?”

“The ward-stones,” Nerida said. “They’ve never responded to corrupted magic. If they accept you, there might be truth in the old stories people reaching surface waters.”

“Stories?”

“Legends speak of ice-wielders who fled during the purge,” Caelum said. “Some hid in the surface world, some formed their own groups. Their craft changed over time.”

“And if I’m not from any of those groups?” Wynter asked.

“Then you’re a rare kind of worker,” Caelum said. “Someone with patterns we’ve never studied. That can help the seals or harm them depending on control.”

Wynter looked at the ward-stones, their light shifting when she moved. “What happens at Nyreema?”

“Assessment,” Grey said. “Skill testing. Control work. Nothing to do with heritage. The council needs to know how your magic interacts with the seals, not where you came from.”

“And if they don’t like the results?”

“Then we argue,” Grey said. “Because whatever they think of you, your magic held part of a dying seal when no one else could.”

“And if I’m not?”

No one answered.

Aidan stepped forward, drawing attention back to himself. “How soon can we leave?”

“Now would be good,” Thane said. “Witch-sign is growing stronger. They’re massing for
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