
Heart of the Drowned

When a Sea-Glass Heart Binds Two Enemies into One Fate

By Lucian Reef

The Red Tide Prophecy (Book 1)

Copyright © 2025 Lucian Reef
All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without prior written permission of the publisher, except for brief quotations in reviews, academic criticism, or as permitted by law.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. All characters are portrayed as adults.

First Edition — October 2025
Cover design and interior formatting by the author.

Table of Contents

Introduction

Chapter 1: The Child Beneath the Waves

Chapter 2: Scars on the Shore

Chapter 3: The Depths Stir

Chapter 4: When Paths Collide

Chapter 5: The Breath Beneath

Chapter 6: The Echo of the Glass Heart

Chapter 7: The Prince Below the Tide

Chapter 8: Hunt of the Broken Waves

Chapter 9: Beneath the Glass Moon

Chapter 10: The Unseen Thread

Chapter 11: Where Lightning Touches the Sea

Chapter 12: The Hunter’s Doubt

Chapter 13: Tides of Recognition

Chapter 14: Dragonfall Waters

Chapter 15: A Breath Not His Own

Chapter 16: Currents That Know His Name

Chapter 17: A Tail of Red in the Moonlit Deep

Chapter 18: Rumors of the Red Prince

Chapter 19: The Pull of the Forbidden Depth

Chapter 20: The Shore Where Fates Meet

Chapter 21: The Sea’s Reluctant Guardian

Chapter 22: A Soldier’s Unwanted Truth

Chapter 23: The Storm in His Veins

Chapter 24: Fire Over the Black Sea

Chapter 25: The Sea That Rose For Him

Chapter 26: The Blood in the Waves

Chapter 27: The Red Prince Unmasked

Chapter 28: The Break in the Crown’s Command

Chapter 29: The Tide That Chooses Him

Chapter 30: Heart of the Drowned

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Introduction


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


The sea remembered long before any kingdom carved its banners into stone, and in its oldest memories lived a hum of power shaped by storms, moonlight, and the quiet ache of creatures who carried their fate in the blood of their scales. Beneath the black waves, where trenches coiled like ancient scars and currents whispered against forgotten ruins, the ocean guarded its secrets with a patience that outlived empires. It cradled heartbeats, swallowed armies, and carried the lullabies of beings who drifted between tenderness and ruin. Among those born of salt and thunder, one lineage shone brighter than the rest—red scales glinting like embers beneath a drowned sun, a mark of rulers whose bodies carried storms and whose hearts could command every tide.

On land, far above the slow pulse of the deep, another world hardened itself behind walls of iron and flame. Kingdoms rose through conquest rather than current, trusting steel and dragonbone more than whispers of the sea. Their histories carried no patience, only victory carved through fear, and the throne that ruled them looked outward with hungry eyes. Dragons circled the sky under the command of riders who treated the ocean as an enemy, a force to be tamed or broken. Among them, one soldier forged himself into an unyielding blade—Seren, first rider of the Winged Vanguard, a man whose discipline shaped his name into legend and whose heart beat too fiercely for the cage that held it.

Neither world knew that a single moment, buried under years of tide and memory, had already braided their fates. A drowning child pulled from the storm by a young prince of the red line. A shard of living magic pressed into a fragile human chest. A Bond formed in silence, unseen by both, destined to bloom through pain and revelation. The sea kept that secret curled deep in its currents, waiting for the day when the fragile thread between heir and soldier would be pulled taut enough to tear open everything they belonged to.

When fire met water on the border of war, the world shifted. A dragon’s descent shattered the horizon. A wave rose against the sky as if answering a heartbeat. Two armies watched the ocean lift a single man into safety and, in that instant, saw treason and prophecy in the same breath. By the time the water fell, nothing remained simple. The heir of the deep had chosen a path no crown permitted. The king of men had sensed rebellion in his greatest warrior. And the Bond, once dormant, stirred so violently that both land and sea shuddered beneath it.

This is the story of a prince born to command storms and a soldier raised to slay what the sea protected. A story of a single breath shared beneath the waves, a single heartbeat echoed in two chests, a single choice that would either drown the world or save it.

Before kingdoms rise or fall, before love becomes ruin or salvation, there is only this:
a flicker of red light in the deep, and the pull of a tide that remembers both their names.
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Chapter 1: The Child Beneath the Waves


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


The sea wore a different face when storms came to the human shore, as if some vast breath above the surface pressed its weight down through cloud and rain until even the trenches shuddered.

Far below the churning line where grey met green, Aland drifted among pillars of basalt and old coral, tail coiled, red scales catching whatever light the depths allowed. The water usually hummed with a quiet pulse, slow and patient; today it thrashed against his skin in short, sharp pushes, as if the whole ocean struggled against an invisible hand.

The elders had spoken of such tempests, of sky-fire that split open clouds and called wild tides to shore, but storms belonged to stories and to the old patrol routes near the surface, not to the young prince who should have been in the safer blue-dark near the palace shell. Even so, currents from above tugged at him, thin cold streams sliding along his arms and throat, carrying the tang of something raw and metallic that did not belong to the clean salt of their realm.

He uncoiled and let his body rise. Water streamed past his ears, past the curve of his jaw, past the sensitive line down his spine where faint heat had lingered for days now, a strange warmth deep beneath the bone as if a forgotten ember had lodged there. Red light clung to the edges of his scales, a restless shimmer that brightened whenever the cold currents brushed him, and the sea responded to that shimmer with a tremor that rippled through the sand.

“Not too close to their shore,” Nylan’s voice drifted from memory, soft and stern at once, a hand once laid against his hair while waves turned overhead. “The humans throw iron and fire when they are afraid, and they fear what swims in the dark.”

Fear tasted like metal. The storm tasted like that now, a thin, bitter tang threading the water. The pull of it worked under his ribs, persistent and quiet, and his tail flicked once, twice, sending him higher, toward the pale smear of light where sea met air.

As depth peeled away, the darkness thinned to a murky green, then to a turbulent grey streaked with threads of foam. The roar of the storm pressed even through the water, a distant, muffled thunder that vibrated in his bones; each crash of it rolled down into him until his lungs ached in sympathy. The surface above was not a simple skin of glass anymore but a torn, writhing sheet, waves lifting and collapsing with such violence that patterns broke faster than he could track them.

He rested a moment behind a jag of rock that thrust upward like a broken tooth toward the frothing ceiling, fingers curled over its edge, gills flexing with the strain of water that tried to yank him free. Lightning flared somewhere beyond the veil of waves, a sudden white glare that bled through the grey and made the world for an instant as stark as carved bone. In that brief burst, something pale turned within the water near the surface—a small, loose shape, tumbling end over end as the waves flung it toward the drop where the sea grew deep.

The next crash of thunder smeared the light away, but the image remained: an arm, maybe, or a leg, skin far too light to belong to fish or sea-beast, fingers spread in a useless reach as the body spun.

The sea bucked against the rocks. Currents twisted. Air above screamed along the waves. Inside his chest, just under the breastbone, the old ember flared into a sharp, narrow line of heat, and the water around his hands surged forward as if impatient with hesitation.

He pushed away from the stone.

The climb to the surface became a fight. Water struck across his face in hard, slanting blows, salt sting sharp against his eyes; his hair whipped into his vision, a dark banner torn again and again by the violence of the surge; waves rolling down from the air-side crushed against his shoulders and tail, heavy enough to drive him sideways, pressing his ribs until breath caught. Muscles burned with the effort of forcing a path upward, tail beating against the descending weight of storm-driven water. For a moment the sea swung him toward the open drop where the depth yawned, eager to pull everything down and swallow it whole.

The pale shape tumbled closer to that drop with every roll of the waves.

When the next fork of lightning speared the cloudbank, the world sharpened again. A small body hung suspended in the water just below the broken surface, limbs slack, hair a dark tangle streaming like drowned weed. A boy, human, maybe no older than Aland if bones and softness could be compared, clothed in torn fabric that fluttered in the current like a lifeless fin. Bubbles leaked from parted lips, thin strings of air rising toward the chaos above. His eyes stayed shut.

Aland angled his body and drove forward. Water, which moments ago had fought his rise, now rolled aside around him with uncanny ease, forming a narrow corridor that cushioned his face from the worst of the waves’ fists. His scales burned along their edges, red brightening to a deeper, almost molten shade as they drank in the storm’s charge. The sea’s resistance faltered under that color, as if something older than wind had just laid a command into its heart.

He reached the boy in a rush.

Skin met skin in a strange, soft collision when his hand closed around the human’s forearm. The flesh beneath his fingers was shockingly cold, not like the cool slide of fish or the supple strength of another mer’s tail, but cold in a way that belonged to stone left in deep shadow. The arm had weight but almost no answering tension; muscles hung loose beneath the soaked cloth, and the limpness of it sent a tight twist through Aland’s middle.

He pulled the boy fully under. The storm’s fists pounded on the other side of the water’s skin; down here the sound was thicker, a continuous growl, broken only by the battering push of each wave that tried to drag its prize back upward. Aland kicked hard, dragging them both away from the cliffed edge where the seafloor dropped off, toward a slightly calmer pocket closer to the rock face. Water obeyed the line of his will, easing the worst of the surface chaos, yet every movement cost something unseen; his limbs grew heavier, the heat beneath his ribs deepening into a dull burn.

The boy did not help.

His head lolled with each lurch of the current. Hair floated around his face, strands catching on Aland’s fingers when he slid a hand up to cradle the back of his skull. Eyes remained closed, lashes tangled with salt, skin tinged an alarming blue at the edges of his lips. No bubbles escaped now. Air had run out.

Aland pressed his palm flat against the boy’s chest through the torn cloth, fingers splayed, seeking something beneath bones he did not entirely understand. The human body held itself differently from a mer’s, more fragile at the surface yet strangely dense around the center, as if everything important had been tucked behind this narrow cage of bone.

Nothing moved under his hand.

The ocean knew patterns of life. Shoals had a rhythm, the slow synchrony of thousands of hearts beating through water; reefs exhaled their own pulses; even kelp forests and shell-buried creatures tugged on the current with subtle insistence. Around this boy, the water lay oddly flat. No push. No echo. Only a quiet absence that pressed on Aland’s ears harder than the storm’s distant thunder.

The heat in his chest drew tight, fine as a wire pulled to breaking.

There had been stories told in the echoing chambers beneath the palace, when priest-singers brushed their hands over carved stone and let old words rise with the vibration of their voices. Tales of the red-scaled line and the hearts they carried, of gems grown not from rock but from the sea itself, clear as glass and bright as starlight caught underwater, able to anchor a life where it should have slipped away. Those stories had drifted around him like slow currents, myth more than law, until tonight, with his hand pressed to a stranger’s silent chest and the sea’s own panic streaming around them.

Water shivered outward from his fingers, responding to a need deeper than fear. The burn behind his ribs broke open.

Pain lanced along his sternum, hot and narrow, as if a hook had pierced straight through bone and found the softer space beneath. His body snapped inward around it; jaw clenched; tail stuttered in the water. Red light flared from his scales not in a scatter this time but in a single focused surge that poured down his arm and into his palm. The sea around them recoiled, drawing back in a brief, perfect hollow, a pocket of almost-stillness carved from chaos.

Something small and blinding pushed through his skin where palm met fabric.

The boy’s chest rose under his hand, not with breath yet, but with pressure from beneath the ribs as if the sea itself shoved upward from inside. Cloth darkened in a sharp circle under his fingers; then a hard, smooth surface pressed against his palm from the other side, hot in a way that owed nothing to fever. For a suspended, breathless instant, there was a barrier of flesh and bone and foreignness between them, and then that barrier thinned, parted, accepted.

A clear shard slid from Aland’s hand into the boy. It moved not as solid stone would move but as condensed water might, dense and focused, aligning itself with a place just left of the center of the human chest. The insertion was soundless; the pain that crashed through Aland’s body was not. It slammed into him with a white-edged force that drove spots across his vision, as if a wave of molten salt had rolled straight through his heart.

His tail spasmed.

The sea bucked.

For a terrifying moment grip loosened, fingers almost slipping from the boy’s arms; then muscles remembered duty and clenched again. He dragged the child closer, pressing their bodies together in the narrow calm he had carved from the raging water. His forehead touched the human’s temple, and the contact poured more sensation through him than the cold skin alone had done: a faint hum, weak but present, thrummed against his brow, matching the new ache behind his own sternum.

A heartbeat.

Slow, staggered, unsure, but moving.

Water flowed toward that sound the way the tide moved toward the pull of moons. The hollow around them collapsed inward, not in violence but in eager embrace, currents wrapping the small body and the mer prince in a cool, spiraling cradle. The sea’s earlier panic shifted; pressure eased along Aland’s spine, and the weight of the storm above turned from crushing to merely heavy. The ocean recognized its own work and claimed it.

The boy jerked.

A rush of bubbles burst from his mouth in a clumsy, choking stream, then another; his chest heaved, drawing in water, rejecting it, drawing it again. The new core lodged beside his heart flared once, a brief pulse of clear light that shone through skin and cloth, then steadied. Gills did not bloom along the boy’s neck; his body held to its air-bound form, but the water around his face thinned, adjusting density and flow, slipping past lips and nose in a gentler, controlled rhythm that did not drown.

His eyes snapped open.

For a heartbeat their faces hung almost touching, hair drifting together, storm-sound muted by the strange stillness of their little pocket of sea. The boy’s gaze was clouded at first, unfocused, pupils wide; then the world inside those eyes caught the faint glow of the red scales so close to him. Grey met gold. Confusion flashed through that stare, then sharp, naked fear.

He flinched, body thrashing in sudden instinctive panic, limbs striking against Aland’s chest and shoulders with a strength that belonged not to training but to the raw refusal of a living thing to remain where death had just brushed it. The movement jarred the half-healed place just beneath the boy’s ribs where the new core had settled; answering pain streaked through Aland’s own chest like a mirrored cut.

The tether between them tightened.

Storm-tossed waves above roared, muffled and distant. Down here, every kick, every flung arm, became a line across Aland’s skin. He tightened his grip around the boy’s upper arms, not hard enough to bruise but firm enough to keep the panicked flailing from pulling them both into an uncontrolled spin that would hurl them toward the drop. Water swirled to cushion elbows and knees, slowing the wild strikes without fully restraining them.

“Stop,” he said, though the sound left his throat as a string of bubbles and the low, resonant hum of the sea’s speech, useless to human ears. His voice thrummed through the water instead, vibration curling around them both like another current. The new core inside the boy answered with a faint, matching tremor.

The boy’s struggle faltered. Breath—or its new, underwater echo—dragged through his body in jagged pulls. His eyes stayed wide, trapped between terror and the dazed shock of existence reclaimed; their color sharpened as seconds stretched, grey resolving into something clearer, like storm light distilled without the cloud. They locked on Aland’s face, on the web of red scales along his cheekbones, on the faint glow that still bled from his throat and collarbones where power had recently raced.

Salt stung the corners of Aland’s eyes, not from the sea but from the bright, sharp pain that continued to pulse just under his own ribs in time with the foreign heart he now cradled. The burn eased slightly whenever the boy’s breaths fell into a steadier pattern. When panic spiked and limbs jerked again, the ache worsened.

The sea had given him this awareness as part of the bargain.

He pulled them both lower, away from the smashing violence of the immediate under-surface, toward a region where waves still ruled but with less fury, where rock walls broke the worst of the crash. Here, the water turned in powerful but predictable loops around the edges of the cliffs, like great hands circling rather than slapping. He kept one arm wrapped around the boy’s chest from behind now, holding him secure, while his tail carved a strong, sure path toward the towering shadow of the shoreline.

The humans’ land loomed ahead, dark under the storm, a jagged outline that cut the lighter water. At its feet, the sea had carved shelves and ledges over the ages, shallow enough that even a clumsy human body might find stone beneath its feet when waves drew back. The tide surged higher than usual under the pull of the storm, flinging foam and broken branches against the lower rocks, but there were gaps between each crashing wave, brief pauses where exposed stone glistened wet and empty before the next surge swept across.

Aland timed his approach with those breaths in the sea’s lung.

He rose beneath the cover of a tall wave, bringing the boy with him. For a moment, wind-smell cut down through the water—wet earth, smoke from some distant fire on the cliffs above, the sour trace of tar and iron—all tangled with rain. The wave’s crest reached forward, arms flung toward the shore; then it broke, folding over itself and slamming against rock in a roar that vibrated down Aland’s spine. He slipped along its underside, letting its brute strength fling them both toward the shallower shelf.

Foam and broken air wrapped them. Light exploded and vanished again.

When the water receded, dragging pebbles and drift along the stone, the boy’s body rolled with it, pushed by the thinner currents over the rough surface. Aland released him in that glide, letting the receding surge carry the human the last stretch until knees and hands found the scrape of rock instead of the fade into depth. The boy’s fingers clawed for purchase automatically, driven by instincts that belonged to the land; his new core pulsed hard once, an urgent, bright beat that reverberated through Aland’s own chest in fierce echo.

Another wave rose behind them, quick and eager.

Aland flattened himself against the deeper side of the shelf, fingers hooked into stone, tail pressed low, presenting as little surface as possible to the incoming force. Water hit like a thrown wall, plucking the boy up and slamming him sideways, but this time his limbs clung stubbornly to the rock; when the surge withdrew, he remained, sprawled and coughing, half in the sea and half out, chest heaving against the rain.

Sound from above came clearer now in snatches between thunder: distant shouts, thin and straining against the wind’s howl. Human voices. Some cried words he did not know; one call repeated itself again and again, torn and cracked, rising higher whenever lightning flashed. It rode the air and skimmed down the face of the stone, brushing the surface of the water like a thrown rope that never quite touched him.

“Seren!”

The name snagged in the current and sank.

The boy’s head jerked weakly toward the shore, toward that desperate cry. His fingers tightened on the rock, knuckles whitening around the edge as if the sound itself pulled at his bones. The new core inside his chest flared in recognition of something on land as well as in the sea; its light dimmed again to a steady glow, then steadier still, settling into a rhythm that no longer threatened to break with every beat. The sharpness of the ache in Aland’s ribs dulled, though it did not vanish.

Rain hammered the surface, stitching lines into the water; thunder rolled from cliff to wave and back again. The sea around Aland quivered, restless, but no longer wild with the blind panic of moments before. Beneath that softening turmoil, a different disturbance lingered, one that belonged not to wind or tide but to the narrow, invisible thread now running from his chest to the small figure gasping on the stone.

He sank a little deeper, just enough that only his eyes cleared the line where water met air. From that shadowed vantage he watched the boy—Seren—drag himself further up the slick shelf, each movement ungainly but stubborn, lungs laboring under the double demand of air and the strange, quiet attentiveness of the altered water around him.

Shapes appeared at the top of the rocks: humans, taller, bundled in soaked cloth, faces pale blurs against the dark sky. They scrambled down the treacherous path toward the shelf with foolish haste, slipping more than once, hands reaching, voices breaking. One of them fell to his knees beside the boy and gathered him in shaking arms, pressing a face to wet hair. The storm swallowed their words but not the raw relief in the way their bodies curled together.

Aland’s fingers loosened on the stone.

The ember behind his ribs pulsed again, not with pain alone now, but with a strange, unstable fullness. The sea curled around that feeling, uncertain, as if it too weighed the shape of what had just been done. Currents nearby brushed against his shoulders in hesitant passes, like creatures sniffing at something unknown. The storm would pass; waves would smooth; stories would be told of the night the storm nearly took a child and did not.

Under all of that, two heartbeats moved in imperfect unison, one on the rock in the pelting rain, one beneath the water’s skin.

He let the depths claim him again.

As he slid downward into the quieter dark, the noise of the storm thinned, replaced by the old, familiar hush of the deep. Yet every measure of distance failed to loosen the faint, persistent tug in his chest that marked the presence of the new core on the other side of the waves. The sea usually carried only its own vast pulse; tonight, a second rhythm had threaded itself into that old song and refused to fade.

In the gloom, red scales dimmed from molten to ember, then to a softer, steady glow. Water stroked along his arms and spine, calming under his passage, but whenever his palm brushed his own sternum, that glow brightened and the echo of a faraway heartbeat answered with quiet insistence.

Above, thunder rolled one last time and began to wander away along the coast.

Aland moved toward home and the waiting halls of stone and shell, yet the ocean between here and there no longer lay as empty as it had at dusk; it held a new line, fine as a crack in glass and just as irrevocable, stretching from the deep city to the human shore. The sea remembered everything poured into it, especially the first gift given with blood and pain, and now it cradled a human life within its memory.

The ache behind his ribs settled into place, not sharp anymore, not gentle either, simply there, a quiet pressure that reshaped the way his body fit inside itself.

He did not glance back toward the surface. The pull of it followed anyway, a small, constant weight, like a distant tide beginning to turn.
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Chapter 2: Scars on the Shore
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The first mer-head arrived on a spike long before Seren’s boots touched wet sand, its silver hair plastered to the wood, its slack mouth held open by drying salt so that foam gathered in the hollows of its teeth whenever a wave reached far enough to kiss the base of the post.

The men clustered around it in a tight ring, shields half raised as if expecting the severed thing to lunge, armor dull under the overcast light, each breath a pale cloud in the wind coming off the sea. The tide was on its way in, dragging ribbons of weed and broken shells over the flattened sand, and every time water smacked the lower curve of a shield, metal rang with a hollow thud that hung in the air like a warning left by the surf.

Seren stood a little ahead of them, between the soldiers and the line where waves broke and rolled, cloak snapping around his legs, the spray cold on his face and finding any gap in his plates as easily as a knife. The scent rising from the shore carried the usual brine of the ocean but layered over it lay the sharper tang of blood that came from something not quite human, a metallic sweetness that clung to the back of his tongue.

Behind him, horses snorted and stamped in the damp sand near the dunes, unused to the shriek of the wind and the unfamiliar roar; further inland, the dark line of the cliff road wound back toward Valendus, its stone teeth hidden today by the low, hanging cloud. Ahead, the sea dragged itself in and out with relentless force, grey-green skin in constant motion, the long swell broken by jagged teeth of rock and the occasional flash of silver that might be a fish or might be something else.

“First line holds here,” Captain Jurel said just behind his shoulder, voice raised to carry over the water’s growl, gravel roughened by years of shouted orders. “Shields up once they rise; they like to pull at ankles, I’ve seen it—trip a man into the break, drag him under. Spears ready, no heroics in the foam.”

A murmur of assent moved through the ranks, a ripple that sounded thinner than on a training field where earth held firm underfoot and the worst hazard was a misplaced swing. Sand shifted treacherously beneath iron, softening every stance, and the wind stole at words so that commands frayed at the edges before they reached the farthest shields.

Seren kept his gaze on the water where the second sandbar showed a paler smear of turbulence, waves breaking in two lines—the nearer one crashing at his feet, the farther one collapsing in a long, white hiss over hidden shallows. Beyond that second break, the sea darkened quickly and the swells swelled higher, their backs catching what little light the sky offered; in the troughs between, a man would disappear up to the neck.

The reports that had dragged him from the capital to this rough, exposed edge had not spoken of one severed head; they spoke of fishermen sliced open in the shallows, of nets cut with unnatural precision, of boats dragged sideways against the tide, and of voices under the water that lured boys foolish enough to wade past their knees. The old stories dressed such attacks in superstition, in tales of songs and bargains and stolen hearts; the king’s scouts brought back more practical details—scale fragments like thin, iridescent coins, scratches on hulls deep enough to sink.

Wind shoved cold fingers between the plates of his cuirass and found the strip of skin above the sternum that armor never fully covered. Under that rib, the now-familiar tightness coiled, small and contained for the moment, like a stone sunk deep into muscle. The healers had named it strain and fatigue, the cost of drills and too many long nights at war council tables; it always worsened near the coast, the line between breath and ache thinning whenever salt spray clung to his lashes.

A wave bigger than the last rolled in, climbed his boots, and dragged back, pulling at his stance with greedy hands; beneath the cold shock, a flicker of something answered inside his chest, not a full clench yet, more a small, disapproving pulse, as if some inner tide complained at the water’s withdrawal. The men in the front rank shifted, blades lifted a fraction, shields braced. The next wave came, and the next, each one flattening their tracks and erasing evidence of their presence with indifferent sweeps.

“On your signal, General,” Jurel said, the title sitting newly heavy on its recent promotion, as if the metal of it had not yet warmed to his skin. “Scouts say they favor this channel by the rocks. Whatever’s hunting our people knows the patterns of this shore.”

Seren lifted his hand without turning, palm open to the men behind him, the gesture crisp and steady. The tremor that sometimes haunted his fingers when he woke in the night did not dare show itself here; the ocean might be shifting and unpredictable, but his line of steel would meet it without a shake.

To the right, a gull wheeled low, cried once, then climbed sharply as if chased from below. The water under its path darkened in a narrow line that had nothing to do with the cloud’s shadow, a slender streak moving in against the tide.

The first mer rose with the next breaker.

It came up with the wave itself, a sleek shape riding the glassy lip, long hair plastered to its skull, arms spread as if the water lifted it in a rough embrace. Silver scales flashed along its shoulders and upper chest where the sea flung foam aside, then vanished again in the crash as the wave hurled its mass forward. When the white water broke across the soldiers’ shins, the creature drove through it with startling speed, cutting between legs and shield edges to aim for exposed flesh near the knees.

“Spears!” Seren’s command cut through wind and surf, and wood slammed down as the front rank braced and thrust in a single practiced motion.

The first spear missed; the creature swayed in the water with unnatural grace, body bending around the jab as easily as a fish slipped through reeds. The second found a shoulder, the point punching through scale and flesh, drawing a wash of dark blood that clouded the already turbid water. The mer hissed, lips peeling back from sharp, narrow teeth, and it lunged for the offending shaft, claws closing on the wood as it tried to wrench the weapon from human hands.

More shapes broke the second line of surf in quick succession, answering the first with a burst of movement that turned the shallows into a churning mess of limbs and foam. Tails, thick and powerful, flashed under the surface, their beats sending sheets of water up against shields. The ring of waves on iron changed; the sound deepened, gained an edge, each impact with the curved metal echoing up Seren’s arm as if the ocean knocked on his bones.

He stepped forward into the chaos, water slamming against his thighs, the chill driving the breath high into his chest. The weight of armor should have hindered each movement, yet the drag felt strangely less than expected; the water’s resistance shifted around him, slipping past his legs and waist with an almost reluctant touch, as if it reconsidered every attempt to pull him down.

A mer broke toward him, eyes pale as sea-glass in a face smeared with blood that the waves struggled to wash away. Its hands reached for his belt where straps and buckles left gaps in his armor, claws curling with practiced precision. The mouth opened wider, teeth bared for the vulnerable line of his thigh.

His sword moved in a clean, trained arc, the blade shearing through water and scale with a resistance that jarred his wrist; the sharpness of that contact ran up the bones of his forearm like a struck bell. The creature’s arm fell away, spinning end over end in the tide, fingers still hooked. Its body twisted, momentum spilling it sideways into the next wave.

Blood bloomed in the water around them, a dark cloud that curled along the tide’s fingers. The metallic reek of it surged higher, crowding out even the salt, and that stone deep in his chest fractured under the pressure of something that pushed outward from within. Pain punched through the center of his ribcage, sudden and precise, as if hooked iron had just pierced from the inside and dragged at bone and muscle alike.

For a breath everything narrowed—sound, sight, the press of water on his skin—all shrinking to the burning line that ran from sternum to spine. Knees dipped under the weight of the wave and the heavier weight inside his own body; the sea took that instant for one sharp tug, eager to pull him off-balance.

A shield slammed into his shoulder from the side as one of his men stumbled, the curved metal ringing as another breaker struck it, and the vibration shot across his armor into the aching center of his chest. The impact rattled stars across the edges of his vision, bright and unwelcome, yet at the same time the deep burn eased, as if some of that inner pressure drained into the metal and down into the sand.

“General!” Jurel’s shout cut across the surf, soaked in alarm.

Seren’s sword arm did not lower. The pain receded enough to leave breath ragged but usable, his lungs burning as if he had run a long hill in full mail. The mer he had maimed thrashed nearby, tail beating in desperate, splashing arcs, its remaining hand clawing uselessly at water that refused to hold its weight.

One more stroke ended that struggle. The blade met the column of the creature’s neck with grim efficiency; the resistance there was thicker than at the arm, the grating slide of steel between bone precise and unforgettable. When the head separated, the body convulsed once and then went slack, tail sinking heavily, hair fanning out as the waves claimed their due.

The next moments blurred into a series of wet impacts and red-streaked foam, shields slamming together to form a jagged wall, spearpoints dipping and rising, the sea fighting back with bodies built for its domain and rage sharpened by encroaching steel. Men fell; most scrambled up again, sputtering, dragging their weapons from sand and flesh, but one went under near the rocks, dragged by a tail that coiled around his ankle like a living rope. Bubbles marked his path, a frantic string that broke when the surface closed over the struggling shape.

Without calculation, Seren lunged after him, boots leaving the relative security of the packed sand for the uneven ground nearer the submerged stone. The water rose to his waist, then his ribs, cold biting through layers of cloth and metal. The pull of the tide clenched around his legs, eager and heavy, and yet at the same time a narrow path opened through that weight, a strange, invisible corridor that eased his stride and curved him toward the drowning soldier.

The man’s hand reached up through the churning water, fingers spread wide and slick with sand and panic. A pale, scaled shape coiled below, the mer’s tail tightening in a vicious spiral around the trapped ankle. The soldier’s shield had gone, torn away in the struggle; each new wave flung his head under and held it just a fraction longer.

Seren drove his own legs down until his boots scraped rock and lunged forward in that brief moment between break and crash. His gauntlet closed around the soldier’s wrist with a grip that bit into flesh, and at the instant of contact, the heat in his chest flared so violently that breath snapped from his lungs.

Water lunged over both their heads in the next wave; salt filled nose and mouth; the roar of it swallowed all outside sound. Under that smothering pressure, the burn in his chest reached out again, not as a neat spear this time but as a spreading brand, a ring of fire that circled his heart and squeezed. Muscles locked; for the space of a heartbeat he hung suspended between the upward drag of that pain and the downward pull of the sea, neither winning.

Then something in the water around them shifted, subtle but undeniable.

The wave that had buried them rolled on not with its full crushing strength but with a curious shudder, its weight spilling past rather than directly onto them. Pressure eased along his back and shoulders; a brief, fragile pocket of thinner water wrapped his face and the other man’s, enough to break the drowning’s grip even while their bodies remained submerged. The mer below gave a sharp, startled jerk, tail spasming as if struck by a contrary current; its hold loosened, and the trapped ankle slid free.

Seren yanked the soldier upward, chest screaming, and together they broke the surface in the next breath of the sea between waves. Air slammed into burning lungs; the soldier coughed and choked, hauling at Seren’s arm with a panicked strength. Somewhere ahead, a shield rose above the foam, then another, men pushing forward to cover their retreat.

The mer’s head broke the surface with a snarl, pale eyes wild, blood swirling from a gash across its cheek. It lunged again, now for Seren’s exposed side. His sword arm, heavy as if weighted with chains, still rose, the blade meeting the thrust in a clumsy but effective thrust that drove steel into the creature’s upper chest. The creature’s scream carried even through the surf, high and thin, before the sea seized its body and tore it away, currents dragging the wounded form back toward deeper water.

The tightness in Seren’s chest did not fade with that victory. If anything, each stroke of his heart now dragged against that burning ring, as if the inner stone had grown spines that scraped with every beat. The soldier clung to him until solid ground returned underfoot; together they stumbled back toward the line where sand grew firmer and the waves’ reach less vicious. Shields closed around them, a wall of iron and leather that turned aside the last few desperate lunges from the remaining mer.

Gradually, the attacks thinned. A few more silver flashes, a few more claws raking harmlessly over shields, and then the water beyond the second break emptied, leaving only the endless, restless swell. The sea did not quiet; storms over the deeper parts sent their report in thick, heavy waves, but no more scaled figures rose with them. The creatures that had harried these shores had taken their wounded and dead and retreated into depths unreachable by swords and spears.

“Hold,” Seren called, voice hoarse but steady, the word drawn up from a chest that protested every breath. “Shields stay up until the third set of breakers passes.”

Three more lines of waves rolled in and crashed, their foamy edges licking at the boots and greaves of the front rank, smacking against the curved shields with that hollow, ringing slap. Each impact ran up his spine in a dull echo; somewhere behind his sternum, a different rhythm objected, a stuttering pattern that refused to fall into easy alignment with the outside beat.

Only when the third wave flattened and drew back without offering up new enemies did he lower his hand. “Stand down. Retrieve our wounded. Count the living twice.”

Men laughed that brittle laugh that came after surviving something sharp and quick; a few shouted crude triumphs, fists punching the air; others moved more quietly, pulling bodies from the shallows, checking faces for breath, rolling comrades onto their sides to clear sand and water from throats. The dead mer that the tide had not stolen lay in awkward heaps where waves nipped at their hair and scales, limbs twisted in ways that belonged only to the sea.

Captain Jurel waded up to Seren, water dripping from his greaves, helm pushed back to reveal lines of salt etched into his beard. “They were right about you,” he said, voice grudging around the edges in a way that came from respect rather than dislike. “Move like you were born to it. Half the line went sideways the moment the sea hit their thighs; you cut through like it was a training yard.”

Seren’s answer lodged behind a breath that scraped its way past the burn in his chest. The world around him tilted for a heartbeat, not enough to send him to his knees, but enough that the horizon slipped and rode back into place with a slow, queasy sway.

Not now.

The words did not need air; they rose from the same stubborn core that had dragged him up from the last wave with a drowning man hanging from his arm.

He forced his shoulders back, pulling himself taller despite the weight of his armor. “The men held,” he managed between controlled inhales. “Without that, it would not matter how any one man moved.”

Jurel snorted softly, eyes flicking to the place where Seren’s hand had strayed without permission toward the center of his chest. “Even so. Healers will nag if you fall over in front of them; save us from their lectures and take a moment before you march us back up that cursed cliff.”

The older man moved on, barking orders at a cluster of soldiers dragging a heavy, limp shape away from the reach of the next wave. One of the younger recruits had the presence of mind to wrench a shield from a fallen comrade and plant it in the sand, curved surface facing the sea, as if daring the water to come and strike it again. The next breaker obliged, slamming against the metal with a sound that lodged in the air—a dull, heavy note that vibrated in Serenity’s ribs like an echo.

The ache responded to that note with a small flare, an answering thud that did not belong to external impact.

He stepped out of the shallows onto firmer sand, boots leaving deep prints that filled with water and then collapsed as the tide licked at them. Each step dragged a line of pain through his chest, as if invisible hooks had sunk into the muscles there and now pulled a little lower with every movement. The smell of spilled mer-blood clung to the lower air, mixing with the sharp smoke from tarred ropes on the nearby boats and the sweat of exhausted men.

By the time he reached the line where the dunes began to rise, breath came in shorter draws, each one tight around the band of burning that circled his heart. The world did not spin precisely, but edges blurred a little—the gulls overhead smearing into white streaks, the broken shells near his toes blending with the foam until everything near the ground turned into an indistinct swirl of pale color.

A healer waited near the gear cart, a narrow-faced woman in simple brown leathers, hands already stained with blood that did not match her own soft, human skin. She reached for him as he approached, fingers quick on buckles and straps, loosening armor with practiced economy.

“Any blades strike true?” she asked, eyes scanning for red that matched human patterns rather than mer. “You took waves to the chestplate again and again; bruising will bloom by dusk.”

“Nothing that cuts,” he said, and each word rubbed against dryness in his throat. “Only the sea pressing too eagerly.”

Her hand brushed across his sternum as she sought broken ribs beneath the leather and metal; the slightest pressure on that precise point drew a sharp, involuntary hiss between his teeth. Heat flared under her palm, bright and angry, a contained fire pressing upward as if the bones beneath wanted to reject any touch that might cage them.

Her gaze flicked up to his face, sharp now in a way that had nothing to do with respect for rank. “There,” she murmured. “Again.”

She had been there after the cliff training accidents, after the late-night collapses in the practice yard when drills stretched too long. Her fingers had traced that spot before, mapping the same unseen bruise.

He held still under her examination, jaw clenched hard enough that pain threaded up toward his temples. The healer pressed more gently this time, circling the area instead of pressing directly into it, listening in her own way for the secrets of bone and muscle.

“The king drives his young general like a warhorse,” she said finally, tone more measured now, as if choosing each word with care in case the wind carried them to unfriendly ears. “Warhorses break if they are not allowed to cool and rest between charges. Today you pulled a man from the sea and cut three of the creatures in half with that weight on your chest. Let the rest of this day belong to the healers and the scribes; the enemy is not returning before dawn.”

The order to return to the palace that afternoon already sat in his mind like a stone beside the strange one lodged beneath his ribs; reports to deliver, maps to mark, a king to reassure that his coasts would not be eaten away by scaled teeth.

“Later,” he said, voice low. “Once the count finishes. Once we know which names we carry back.”

The healer’s mouth tightened, but she stepped away without more argument, moving toward another soldier with an arm hanging at an odd angle.

Freed from her hands, Seren adjusted what remained of his armor and walked back down the beach, not toward the cluster of tents where scribes had already begun setting up tables under flapping canvas, but toward the quieter curve of shore beyond the marked battlefield where the sand smoothed and the tide rolled in cleaner sheets.

Each step toward the water sharpened the sensation in his chest. The band of pain shifted from a blunt, oppressive weight to a sharper, pulsing line, as if thin fingers plucked at nerve and sinew with every approach of a wave. The sound of surf grew louder here, unmuted by shouts or clanging metal, the steady rhythm of water smashing into shore and retreating again in long, sighing pulls.

He stopped where the foam just reached his boots, letting the cold soak leather and seep into his socks. The sea stretched before him, grey and restless, its surface streaked with darker bands where deeper currents moved; somewhere beyond the far line of breakers, the creatures they had fought slipped back into caverns and trenches that human eyes would never see.

The horizon blurred under the low clouds, no clean line between water and sky, everything smeared into one continuous field of shifting shade. In that confusion of color, a thin, impossible sensation threaded through his awareness—a sense not of sight or sound but of presence, as if something far out moved in tandem with his own unsteady heart.

The next wave rushed in and struck his shins, the shock of cold biting hard enough that muscle clenched up his legs. At the exact moment of impact, the thing inside his chest convulsed, a sudden, fierce spasm that stole his breath and left him doubled a fraction over his own ribs. Fingers dug into the fabric of his tunic above the armor’s loosened plates, pressing as if pressure from outside might hold whatever lurked within in place.

Pain flashed white behind his eyes, the world narrowed again, and for a beat the roar of the surf fell away.

Under that brief silence, another rhythm surfaced—a slow, distant thud, not his own pulse, beating somewhere far below the visible sea. Each beat brushed against him with the lightest of touches, like a hand sweeping past at the edge of perception. The sensation lasted no longer than the space between one wave and the next.

Sound crashed back in with the following breaker, filling his ears with the slap of water on sand and the more distant chatter of men breaking camp. The burn in his chest ebbed to its usual, sullen ache.

He straightened slowly, forcing his shoulders back despite the lingering stiffness around his ribs. Wind tore at his damp hair, flinging it across his brow; he pushed it aside with a short, impatient motion, palm lingering for a second over the spot where hidden bone still protested.

The tide advanced again, thin fingers of foam reaching higher up the beach, licking at the scuffed leather of his boots, tapping at the empty shield that one of the men had left planted in the sand. Each tap sent a small tremor through the metal, a hollow tone that nested neatly inside the space his pain had just vacated.

Behind him, Jurel called for the final count, voice brisk with the ritual of numbers that measured a day’s cost. Ahead, the sea continued its tireless assault on the shore, each wave erasing the marks of battle and leaving its own in their place.

Seren stood between those two pulls for another moment—a breath held a little too long, the air lodged too high—while the steady, indifferent water traced its pattern around his feet and the hard, quiet thing beneath his ribs held its secrets close.
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Chapter 3: The Depths Stir
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The southern trenches slept under morning light in a way that always soothed the palace wardens, their soft vibrations threading through coral buttresses and stone corridors until even the most anxious guards eased their grip on tridents. Calm days held weight down here, the kind of weight that settled into the ribs and encouraged slow breathing. Aland welcomed it as he left the palace gates, tail sweeping once to clear the threshold before he glided into the open blue that stretched between ridged columns of volcanic stone.

A faint current drifted from the outer reefs, warm from the sun-touched shallows above and carrying the scent of crushed shell and kelp; it curled along his arms and brushed the edges of his red scales with the affectionate familiarity of an old companion. The deeper pulse beneath him answered with steadiness, reflecting his own composure: the city stood secure, the morning patrol ahead of schedule, and the sea behaved with the cooperative rhythm expected of early tide.

He slid past the last of the palace’s protective arches, the carvings of the old kings receding into softer silhouettes, and let his senses open fully to the water. Cool pressure settled along his temples as the currents spoke their usual chorus—grazing fish, drifting sand, the slow boom of far-off pressure changes. The water’s texture shifted against his cheek, smooth as silk drawn through fingers.

Aland angled upward, moving toward the patrol route above the ridge where ridged stone rose like ancient bones from the seafloor. Red light pulsed under his skin with each strong sweep of his tail, a glow that remained disciplined and small, kept in its proper place beneath the sternum. The sea registered that light with a subtle tightening, the long strands of amberweed bending toward him as he passed.

He let the silence hold for several breaths. It steadied him.

But as he neared the crest of the ridge—a jagged black line separating the deeper run from the hunting bands of mid-sea predators—the quiet wavered.

The first disruption arrived as a tremor of unnatural warmth. It threaded into the colder currents from above like a single vein of heated metal, thin but unmistakable, brushing the inside of his forearm before vanishing in the swirl of tide.

He slowed. The water around him deepened in color, shadows lengthening despite the clear morning light filtering from the surface. The ridge’s skeletal silhouette sharpened.

Then the second disruption followed: a hush.

Not the peace of a calm sea, but a suspension—an absence. A portion of current simply refused to move, as if caught on something invisible and taut. Aland drifted closer, sliding a hand through that warped water; the space pressed against his palm with a faint electric buzz, too soft to be dangerous but too wrong to ignore.

The burn beneath his sternum tightened, small at first, then spreading outward in a slow, deliberate unfurling like a wound remembering itself. He exhaled carefully, long and
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