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For the readers who love monsters with gentle hands,

wounded heroes who still choose courage,

and love stories that rise from the dark like a lighthouse in a storm.
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This story includes ocean peril, drowning threat, storm danger, captivity of sentient sea-born beings, grief, institutional exploitation, violence, emotional manipulation, injury, and emotionally intense rescue scenes.

All romantic characters are adults.

All intimacy is consensual.

The sea-born hero in this story is fully sentient, adult, intelligent, person-like, and capable of communication, choice, and consent.

This is a dark paranormal MM monster romance with emotional suspense, forbidden rescue, possessive protection, hurt/comfort, and a hard-won HEA/HFN.
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A Note on the World
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A few terms appear throughout this story. They will become clear as the book unfolds, but this short guide is included to help readers enter the world smoothly.

Saltbound


A binding state created when sea law marks two beings to one another through blood, breath, or witnessed rescue.


Returned Breath


The act of giving sea-air to a drowning land-born. It is forbidden under old law because it leaves a mark and creates legal consequence.


Witness Law


The rules governing what land and sea may do to one another, and what must be answered for when those rules are broken.


Red Ninth


A rare tide event when old sea law, drowned memory, and threshold places become stronger.


Choir-Core


A hidden resonance chamber where stolen sound, old witness law, and Red Ninth judgment collide.


Land Witness / Sea Witness


Paired roles that speak for land and sea when old treaty law is tested.
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## The Wrong Sound

The siren should have been dead between pulses.

Gideon Rusk knew the timing by muscle memory: three seconds of low harbor tone, half a second of mechanical silence, then the high warning note that carried over Saltmere Point and made every fisherman, tourist, and dock kid look toward the water.

Low. Break. High.

Low. Break. High.

Tonight, something answered him in the break.

Not loud, not clear, not human enough to name - but close enough to set the back of his teeth on edge.

Gideon froze with one hand inside the open service cabinet of Hollowspire Light, his knuckles wedged between a rusted fuse rail and a line of patched copper that should have been replaced ten years ago. Rain beat against the lighthouse windows in hard silver bursts. The storm glass on the far wall clicked and shivered in its brass bracket.

The siren cycled again.

Low harbor tone. Break.

There.

A thin note under the machinery - a strained vibration with shape inside it. Not a squeal, not a wire fault, not air trapped in a pipe. Something more deliberate than any of those. A voice, if voices could be dragged through saltwater and metal.

Gideon pulled his hand out of the cabinet.

The high warning note kicked in, blasting through the tower and into the storm. The floor trembled under his boots. Hollowspire’s old stone bones took the sound badly; every pulse traveled through the steps, the railing, the iron bolts, the old lighthouse lens sealed above him like a dead eye.

He waited the cycle out.

The siren died.

The room gave back its usual leftovers: rain, electrical hum, the slap of the Atlantic against the rocks below.

Then the service monitor flickered.

A thin green line crawled across the acoustic display. It rose, dipped, rose again. The pattern was too clean to be chance. He stepped closer.

The display was supposed to show storm-siren output only. Harbor broadcast. Array feedback. Maintenance vibration. The Pelagic Renewal Authority had paid for five million dollars of polished equipment to make Saltmere Point feel safe enough for insurers and tourists.

What the screen showed instead was an incoming distress pattern from below sea level.

From a sealed intake vault.

Gideon’s mouth dried out as the coordinates resolved.

Vault Nine.

Vault Nine had been decommissioned before he was old enough to drive. Officially, it had been filled with concrete after the ’09 surge. Unofficially, nothing in Saltmere ever stayed buried unless someone was still making money from it.

The monitor pulsed again. Low signal. Break. High strain. The wrong sound threaded through the siren gap a third time, and a small muscle jumped in Gideon’s jaw.

“No,” he said to the empty room.

The lighthouse answered with another shudder.

He hit the mute key on the service panel. The tower siren cut off halfway through its next cycle and left the room raw and too quiet. Across town, backup horns would carry the rest of the warning. Agnes Vale would curse his name over the harbor channel in about four minutes. He had less than that before someone asked why Hollowspire had gone quiet.

Gideon grabbed his field kit from under the workbench. Coil tester, signal reader, bolt cutters, waterproof lamp, spare fuse rope. The emergency whistle was still clipped to the inside strap, even though he hated the thing and could never make himself remove it.

The monitor pulsed again.

This time the wrong note climbed - not louder, closer to pain.

The back of his neck prickled. He had heard men make sounds like that in floodwater. Men who had swallowed too much sea and still did not understand they were dying. Men who clawed at rescuers, who begged and then fought and then went slack.

Luca had not made a sound at all.

Gideon shut the thought down before it opened, the way a man slammed a hatch over rising water.

He snapped the field kit closed, yanked his slicker from the hook, and crossed to the wall unit. The old lighthouse keeper’s phone hung there mostly for decoration. The modern comms were all digital, all tracked, all routed through Pelagic’s neat little network.

He used the old line.

It rang twice before Agnes answered.

“What did you break, Rusk?”

“Lost primary output for Hollowspire.”

“During a storm watch?”

“Temporary fault.”

“You said that last time right before you found a crack in the north horn.”

“And fixed it.”

“You also called me a cheap bastard for approving Pelagic parts.”

“You are a cheap bastard for approving Pelagic parts.”

Agnes exhaled hard enough to scrape the line. In the background, harbor chatter and rain static layered over men talking across one another. “Can you restore it?”

“Maybe. I’m tracing.”

“How long?”

“As long as tracing takes.”

“Do not get clever tonight, Rusk.”

He looked at the monitor. The signal line rose again, thin and desperate, like a hand reaching out of dark water.

“Never do,” he said, and hung up.

That was a lie, and not the first one Saltmere had heard from him. Not even the worst.

He cut the tower’s maintenance alarm from the local panel, which bought him maybe twenty minutes before Pelagic’s remote system flagged the silence. Then he killed the room lights. Hollowspire dropped into emergency red, the tower walls pulsing like something alive.

The storm outside had teeth.

Wind shoved him sideways the moment he opened the lower door. Rain struck his face cold and sharp. The path down from Hollowspire was a slick black ribbon carved into the cliff, bordered by iron rail on one side and a drop on the other. Below, Saltmere Harbor flashed in broken pieces - dock lamps, boat masts, the white slap of water against breakwall stone.

Offshore, the Vesper Array stood in the storm like a line of black ribs.

Most people saw safety when they looked at it: three steel platforms, tide gates, storm-baffling towers, cables thick as tree trunks disappearing into the sea. Pelagic called it the future of coastal protection. Brochures showed clean diagrams and smiling families under clear skies. The town council called it the reason Saltmere still had a working harbor.

Gideon had spent years maintaining the sirens that spoke to it.

He no longer believed a word printed on its brochures.

The wrong sound came again through the portable signal reader clipped to his belt - one note, strained and wet and buried. He took the cliff stairs two at a time.

By the time he reached the service road, water had already started running over the pavement in sheets. His truck sat near the equipment shed, salt-faded and dented and reliable in the way ugly things often were. He tossed the field kit into the passenger seat and started the engine.

The radio came alive before he touched it.

“ - north pier closed. Repeat, north pier closed. All nonessential personnel clear harbor level.”

Then Agnes: “Hollowspire, status.”

He ignored her.

The truck lurched down the service road, tires cutting through standing water. Wind hit from the east hard enough to drift the vehicle toward the ditch, and he corrected by feel. He knew every bad shoulder on this road, every pothole, every place the tide came up through cracked drainage and pretended to be rain.

Saltmere Point slid past in wet fragments. A shuttered bait shop. An empty storm-tour bus parked outside the hotel. Pelagic Renewal’s polished visitor center glowing warm and corporate behind reinforced glass. A kid’s red rain boot abandoned near the boardwalk rail.

That last one made his hand tighten on the wheel.

He kept driving.

Vault Nine sat below the old fish-processing yard, at the far edge of the restricted intake district. The yard had been closed since Gideon was a teenager, fenced and posted and used by Pelagic crews who always seemed to arrive at night and leave before the coffee shops opened.

The gate should have been locked.

It hung open.

Gideon stopped the truck without cutting the engine.

The chain wasn’t broken. The padlock rested on the wet gravel beside the gate, cleanly opened. No pry marks. No snapped shackle. Someone with a key had been here recently.

He killed the headlights.

For one long second he sat in the dark, rain ticking on the windshield, the signal reader pressed against his hip. The wrong sound came again, closer now, and his body made the old calculation before his mind had agreed to any of it.

Call it in. Wait for official crew. Do not enter a restricted flood facility alone during storm watch. Do not follow unknown acoustic distress into a sealed intake vault with no backup, no clearance, and no idea who opened the gate.

He opened the truck door.

The wind punched cold water across his face.

“Smart,” he muttered. “Very smart.”

The gate screamed when he pushed it wider.

Inside, the old processing yard smelled of rust and diesel ghosts and rotting kelp. The buildings had been stripped down years ago, but the place still held the shape of work: loading bays, cracked concrete, hanging hooks, old drains running brown water toward the sea. Pelagic had added new security cameras along the fence and clean white sensor boxes above the doors.

One of the cameras tracked him as he crossed the yard.

Gideon looked straight at it and lifted his hand in a lazy wave.

Then he stepped under its blind spot.

He knew blind spots. He had helped install half the town’s emergency network after the council signed with Pelagic. Back then, he still thought better equipment meant fewer graves. Back then, he hadn’t yet learned that new machines could hide old sins better than rust ever had.

The service hatch to Intake Vault Nine sat behind a corrugated shed marked CONDEMNED - STRUCTURAL RISK.

Someone had scraped fresh mud off the hatch rim.

Gideon crouched.

Two sets of boot marks. Heavy tread, work issue, likely Pelagic. One drag mark between them, narrow and uneven, as if something had been pulled across the ground in a containment sling.

His pulse slowed.

That was how he knew he was in trouble. Panic never came as panic for him. It came as focus - a terrible, clean narrowing where the world reduced itself to useful parts. Mud. Lock. Camera angle. Wind direction. Signal. Sound.

He took the bolt cutters from his kit, then stopped.

The hatch lock was already open.

“Of course it is,” he said, and lifted the hatch.

Cold air breathed out from below. Not stale. Briny. Deep.

His lamp beam caught old ladder rungs descending into concrete dark. Water moved somewhere far beneath, slow and heavy. The signal reader spiked at his belt, the line jittering hard enough to throw static across the small screen.

The wrong sound came up through the shaft, and this time Gideon heard the shape inside it. Not a word. A command, maybe. Or a refusal.

His throat tightened around an old memory: his brother’s yellow sleeve vanishing under black surge water, Gideon’s hand closing on nothing, adults shouting above him as if shouting could change weight or tide or time.

He climbed down.

The ladder was slick. Cold water ran over his fingers from the hatch above and down his sleeves. Halfway into the shaft, the sounds from the yard thinned until only the storm’s bass remained. The air changed - less wind, more pressure, concrete holding the damp close.

At the bottom, his boots landed in six inches of water.

He swung the lamp.

Vault Nine’s upper access corridor stretched ahead, a low concrete throat ribbed with old pipes and newer cables. Pelagic cable ties. Pelagic fiber conduits. Clean white labels on equipment that was supposed to sit inside a sealed dead system.

His lamp found one tag.

PRA-VESPER AUXILIARY RESONANCE FEED AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY

“Auxiliary,” Gideon said. The word tasted dirty in his mouth.

He followed the corridor.

Every twenty feet, the wall carried old flood marks - numbers painted by maintenance crews decades ago. Three feet. Six. Nine. The highest mark sat above his head, black and flaking.

On that line, someone had scratched a name into the paint.

LUCA.

Gideon stopped so fast water slapped around his boots.

He lifted the lamp.

The letters weren’t fresh, but they weren’t ancient either. They had been gouged with something sharp - maybe a nail, maybe a pocketknife. Four crooked letters under the nine-foot flood mark.

His brother had never been in Vault Nine. Could not have been. Luca had drowned in the eastern surge channel thirteen years ago, half a mile from here, during a flood everyone had called natural until Gideon stopped believing in natural.

Still, the name sat there. Waiting.

His hand rose before he could stop it. He touched the scratched L with two fingers.

The wrong sound ripped through the corridor, loud enough this time to make him flinch. The signal reader squealed and died at his hip.

Gideon jerked his hand back, jaw clenched, and forced himself forward.

A sealed pressure door waited at the end of the corridor: old industrial steel, wheel lock, manual release. Above it, Pelagic had mounted a modern keypad and a biometric pad. The green light was on.

Access granted.

Someone wanted this door opened. Or someone had left in a hurry. Neither option helped him.

Gideon set down the field kit, pulled a coil probe, and opened the keypad housing. The wiring inside was new and expensive and sloppy in the particular way of rushed installation done by people who assumed no local mechanic would ever come looking. He found a bypass loop tied into the emergency siren line and his teeth came together hard enough to ache.

The Vesper Array was not only receiving from Hollowspire. It was feeding through it.

He patched the probe into the loop. The handheld meter sputtered, then displayed a live acoustic map.

Below him, under the sealed floor, something pulsed in a circular chamber - not pump rhythm, not turbine, nothing he could match to any system he had ever serviced. The cadence was biological.

Gideon stared until the numbers blurred.

A living signal.

The wrong sound threaded through the door, softer now but nearer.

His left hand moved to the wheel lock.

He stopped.

If he opened the door and there was a person inside, he had no backup. If there was something else inside, he had no plan. If he walked away, he would hear that sound for the rest of his life.

He turned the wheel.

The first rotation fought him. The second gave. The door seals groaned and split with a wet cough. Black water leaked across the threshold and wrapped around his boots.

The smell hit next. Salt. Blood. Burned copper.

Gideon pushed the door open. His lamp beam entered before he did.

The chamber beyond was circular and half-flooded, built like an old intake well and refitted into something no honest engineer would put his name on. Cables dropped from the ceiling in wet ropes. Metal arms extended from the walls into the center of the pool. Resonance plates lined the concrete like ribs.

A cage hung in the middle of the water.

No - not a cage. A frame. A restraint system built around a body.

Gideon did not move.

For a few seconds, his mind refused to arrange what he saw into anything real.

The body was upright in the floodwater, arms drawn back into curved restraints, wrists fixed to dark metal cuffs threaded with glowing wire. Shoulders broad, skin not pale or brown or black in any ordinary human way but dark blue-black with a deep-water sheen that caught the lamp and gave it back in fragments. Along the throat and ribs, fine lines of cold light flickered under the skin like trapped lightning seen through waves.

Hair drifted around the figure’s face in long black strands.

His chest moved - slowly, wrongly, but moving.

Gideon’s lamp trembled once in his grip, then steadied.

The figure’s head was bowed. A metal collar circled his neck, bolted to a cable that ran into the chamber wall. Electrodes - or something pretending to be medical - pierced the scaled bands along his upper arms. Blood had darkened the water around him in thin ribbons. Not blood exactly. Something darker, salt-bright at the edges.

A monitor on the wall displayed waveform after waveform, each labeled with terms Gideon understood well enough to hate.

PRESSURE RESPONSE STRESS RESONANCE BREATH RETURN THRESHOLD VOCAL RESISTANCE

Vocal.

The wrong sound had a source.

The body in the frame shifted. Every cable tightened at once. The chamber answered with a low mechanical pulse.

The figure’s mouth opened.

The note came out of him - raw, dragged thin by pain, forced into the siren system as if the town had built an instrument out of him and called it weather protection.

Gideon’s hand curled around the lamp until the plastic creaked.

“That is not a machine,” he said.

The figure went still. The sound cut off.

The only movement was water lapping against concrete, cable light stuttering, and Gideon’s breath turning harsh in the cold.

Then the head in the cage lifted. Not all the way. Enough.

The face that turned toward him was too sharp for human and too controlled for animal. High cheekbones marked with faint scaled seams. A mouth shaped like a man’s, edged with danger. A pressure veil, translucent and dark, slid back from eyes that caught the lamp with impossible depth.

They were not empty. They were not wild. They knew him - or knew what he was.

Gideon had faced storm surge, snapped cable, collapsing pier, men drowning with their hands locked around his coat. None of it had prepared him for the intelligence in that look.

The figure’s lips parted.

The first word came broken, airless, and perfectly clear.

“Leave.”

Gideon did not.

~ End of Chapter ~

—  —
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## Wire and Bone

“Leave,” the thing in the frame said again.

Not thing. Man. Gideon corrected himself before fear could choose the easier word.

The voice had a ruined edge, scraped raw by salt and electricity, but it carried intention. Warning. Command. Restraint. Nothing about it suggested the mindless noise of an injured animal or the chatter of a damaged machine.

A man was trapped in the water - a man with black-blue skin, luminous seams under his throat, and blood-dark salt spreading from the cuffs at his wrists.

Gideon kept the lamp trained low, away from the man’s face. Panic made people stupid when light hit them wrong. So did pain.

“I’m not leaving you wired into a flood system.”

The man’s head lifted another inch. Water slid from the sharp line of his jaw. The pressure veil over his eyes withdrew in a slow, controlled blink, revealing irises so dark they seemed to hold depth rather than color. The look should have sent Gideon back through the pressure door.

Instead, it pinned him where he stood.

“You do not know what I am,” the man said.

“No. But I know what that is.” Gideon pointed his lamp at the wall monitor.

The waveform spiked. The restraints tightened. The man’s shoulders jerked once - not much, but enough to make every wire in the chamber sing.

Gideon lowered the light fast. “Sorry.”

The man watched him. Not confused, not grateful. Assessing.

That was somehow worse. Saltmere had built too many stories around teeth in the deep, hands dragging sailors under, voices luring men off piers during fog. Stories made monsters easy. They saved people from the harder work of asking who had been harmed first.

This man was looking at Gideon like he was deciding whether Gideon had arrived as rescuer, threat, or fool.

Fair.

Gideon took one step into the chamber. The water climbed over his boots and bit cold through the seams. The circular room gave him more details now that his brain had stopped trying to reject it.

Three resonance plates along the wall, two of them active. A manual isolation lever near the left bank. A wet cable bundle feeding into the old siren interface. A red containment switch under a plastic guard. A pressure sensor wired to the cuffs. A sedation pump with an empty reservoir.

They had meant to keep him awake.

Gideon’s stomach hardened.

He moved toward the control bank.

The man in the frame made a low sound, and the chamber answered with a faint vibration.

“Do not touch the red control.”

Gideon stopped with his fingers two inches from the switch guard. “Why?”

“It floods the lower mouth.”

“Lower mouth?”

“The shaft beneath you.”

Gideon looked down. The water around his boots wasn’t sitting still. It pulled gently toward the center of the room, where the suspended frame disappeared below the surface. Beneath that, a circular intake throat opened into black.

So he was standing above a floodshaft during storm surge with one exit and a machine designed by people who apparently thought lower mouth was an acceptable engineering term.

He moved his hand away from the red switch.

The man’s gaze tracked every inch.

“You understand the system,” Gideon said.

“I have been made to understand it.”

That answer landed too cleanly to ask about right now. Gideon opened the control panel below the monitor instead. Inside, the wiring was a crime scene: Pelagic-grade components spliced into old municipal lines, emergency broadcast tied to biometric feedback, a living body used as a tuning fork.

He had seen bad work before. Cheap work, rushed work, arrogant work. This was careful, and that made it obscene.

“What’s your name?” Gideon asked.

The man did not answer.

“Fine. I’m Gideon.”

“I know.”

Gideon paused. The monitor ticked upward, registering his voice. Audio capture. Stress response. The machine was listening to both of them.

“How?”

The man’s mouth tightened. The expression was almost human, except for the slight shift of seam-light at his throat. “Your tower speaks you into the water.”

“My tower does what?”

The waveform jumped. The man’s restraints flexed. He closed his eyes against it, jaw locked.

Gideon turned back to the panel and started pulling labeled relays. “Don’t answer. Not if talking hurts.”

“It is not speech.”

“Then what?”

The man looked at the cables running into his cuffs.

Gideon understood, and the understanding moved through him with such cold precision that his hands steadied.

“Okay,” he said. “I’m going to cut the feed first. Then I’ll get you out of the frame.”

“No.”

Gideon glanced over.

The man’s eyes were open again. “You will leave.”

“I heard you the first time.”

“You did not obey.”

“I’m bad with that.”

“The upper door will seal when the feed is cut.”

Gideon looked toward the pressure door. It remained open, but the hinges had old automatic clamps above them. Dead system, his ass. The whole chamber had been kept quiet under a lie and a coat of rust.

“How long after cutoff?”

“Thirty heartbeats.”

“Mine or yours?”

The man stared at him.

“Right. Bad joke.”

Gideon checked the relays again. One line ran through the tower circuit. One through the Array. One into a local battery backup sealed behind a bolted plate. He could cut the obvious feed and still leave the cuffs powered, because Pelagic had built redundancy. They had expected someone to interfere.

Or expected something to fight back.

The man’s left hand flexed inside the cuff. The fingers were long, webbed between the knuckles, tipped with dark, curved claws made for cutting current or flesh. One of those claws had cracked halfway down, the break held in place by dried salt and blood.

Gideon looked away before pity could show in his face.

Pity made people feel smaller. He knew that from the years after Luca: the casseroles, the lowered voices, the way grown men slapped his shoulder and called him brave when all he had done was survive with an empty hand.

He chose facts instead.

“Can you move if I free your arms?”

A beat. “Yes.”

“Can you walk?”

“Not as you do.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It is the answer you get.”

Gideon almost laughed. Not because it was funny - because the man was strapped into a pain machine below a town full of liars and still had the nerve to be difficult.

Something in his chest shifted. He killed it.

“Fine. Can you get through that door if I cut you down?”

“If the collar is released.”

Gideon’s lamp moved to the metal ring bolted around the man’s throat. The collar was not just restraint; it was a converter. The cable at the back ran into a ceramic housing stamped with a Pelagic serial number and three warning marks Gideon had never seen on public equipment.

“Does the collar have a manual release?”

“Yes.”

“Where?”

“Behind me.”

Of course.

Gideon scanned the chamber. The frame hung from an overhead track. If he waded in, the water would reach his thighs, then his hips near the center. If the intake opened while he was under the frame, the shaft would take him before he could grab the ladder.

He measured distance, route, angle.

The man measured him back.

“You are thinking how to reach me,” he said.

“Correct.”

“You should think how to survive leaving.”

“Usually one problem at a time.”

“That is how land-born die.”

“Usually they die because someone builds a death room under a town and doesn’t tell anyone.”

The man went still. The seam-light along his ribs gave one faint pulse under the water. Gideon caught it.

“You’re not from here.”

“No.”

“But this town knew enough to build this around you.”

A pause. Then, quiet: “Your town knows more than it admits.”

The sentence moved through the chamber like a hand passing over old bruising. Gideon thought of Luca’s name carved under the flood line.

“What does that mean?”

The man’s eyes shifted - not away, but down. Toward the water between them. Toward the shaft.

The machine gave a soft click.

Gideon looked at the control bank. A new light had appeared above the monitor.

REMOTE HANDSHAKE INITIATED

Pelagic had noticed.

“Damn it.”

The system began to wake around them. One resonance plate warmed from dull gray to blue-white. The water trembled in shallow rings. The cuffs tightened with small, precise movements, drawing the man’s arms farther back.

A sound left him - cut short, refused.

Gideon stepped to the panel and ripped open the lower housing. “Tell me what happens when that handshake completes.”

The man’s head lowered. “Extraction.”

“What kind?”

“The kind I do not survive cleanly.”

That was enough.

Gideon shoved the probe into the tower feed and watched the reader spit nonsense back at him. Pelagic encryption. Remote override. Layered fail-safe. He did not have time for elegant.

He grabbed the insulated cutter from his kit.

The man’s voice cracked through the vibrating room. “If you sever the wrong line, the chamber will call the sea in.”

“The sea’s already in.”

“No.” The man’s gaze sharpened. “Not like that.”

Another light flashed.

REMOTE LINK: 68%

Gideon’s hands moved over the wires. Red was never just red. Blue-white ran to the plates. Black braided cable to the cuffs. Green to monitor. Yellow to broadcast. Old municipal copper sat under newer synthetic shielding.

The tower line hummed under his palm. Hollowspire’s pulse. His system. His town’s lie, wearing his work like skin.

He cut the yellow cable.

The siren feedback screamed. Every monitor in the chamber spiked white. The man in the frame arched hard against the restraints, the water around him bursting into violent ripples that slapped the concrete walls. Gideon flinched but did not stop.

“Wrong line?” he shouted.

The man’s teeth were clenched. “Incomplete.”

“Noted.”

REMOTE LINK: 81%

Gideon yanked the cut cable free, stripped the end with his teeth, and jammed the copper against the old municipal ground. Sparks snapped blue across his knuckles. Pain bit deep into two fingers, and he kept going.

The plate lights flickered.

“Again,” the man said.

“You giving advice now?”

“You are making ugly work.”

“But useful ugly work?”

A pause, strained and dry. “Potentially.”

Something like a smile almost reached Gideon. It had no business showing up here, in this chamber, while a remote system counted toward murder.

He twisted the ground hard.

The wall monitor blacked out. The chamber dropped into emergency red. For half a second, there was no machine sound at all - only rain far above, water below, and the man in the frame breathing through his teeth.

Then the upper pressure door began to close.

“Thirty heartbeats,” Gideon said.

The man looked at him. “You wasted six.”

“Then we’ll be efficient.”

Gideon plunged into the pool.

The cold hit higher than expected, punching through clothes and muscle and thought. Water climbed his ribs by the time he reached the frame. Up close, the scale bands over the man’s shoulders were not armor exactly - finer than that, layered like dark shells smoothed by pressure. Wires had been threaded between them by hands that should never touch another living body.

The man watched him come closer. No pleading in his face. No trust either. Good. Trust given too fast was usually a trap.

“I’m going behind you,” Gideon said. “For the collar release.”

“I know.”

“If anything I do hurts worse, say so.”

The man gave him a look that made the chamber seem smaller.

Gideon ignored the heat under his skin. He moved around the frame, one hand gripping a slick support bar. The water pulled steadily at his legs toward the lower intake, not strong yet, but present. Behind the man, the collar housing sat between shoulder blades marked by old scars and fresh burns. A manual latch was buried beneath a steel lock clip.

Gideon set the lamp between his teeth and raised both hands.

The clip had no standard release.

“Pelagic,” he muttered around the lamp, “you sanctimonious sons of - ”

A sharp metallic knock echoed through the chamber. The pressure door had closed another foot.

“Faster,” the man said.

“Encouraging.”

“You move slowly for someone disobeying death.”

“Keep charming me. It helps.”

The lamp beam shook across the man’s wet back, catching scars too ordered to be accidental. Parallel marks. Restraint history. Not from this night only.

Gideon’s anger lost its clean edge.

Someone had done this more than once.

He pulled the small pry tool from his sleeve pocket and wedged it under the lock clip. It slipped. He reset it. The chamber shook as the system tried to reboot on backup power.

The man’s claws curled against the cuffs.

“Name,” Gideon said.

“What?”

“If this goes bad, I don’t want the last thing I call you to be hey.”

The man was quiet long enough that Gideon thought he would refuse. Then, “Ilyr.”

The name settled between them, strange and exact.

Gideon pressed harder on the pry tool. “Ilyr. Got it.”

“Not all of it.”

“Probably true.”

The clip snapped loose. The collar opened with a wet metallic crack, and Ilyr dropped forward.

The cables at his wrists caught him before he hit the water. His back flexed - not in weakness, in restraint. Every line of him looked ready to tear the frame apart, but he held still because Gideon’s body was close and the cuffs were still live.

That kind of control did something dangerous to Gideon’s concentration.

He waded around fast. The pressure door was halfway closed. Water climbed another inch.

“Wrists next.”

Ilyr’s head lifted. Without the collar dragging him upright, he looked more alive and far more lethal.

“You should have opened the door first.”

“Probably.”

“You are poor at survival.”

“I do okay.”

“No.” Ilyr’s gaze moved over him, sharp as a blade. “You are skilled at rescue. That is not the same.”

The sentence hit where Gideon had no armor.

For one moment he was nineteen again, standing on flood-slick stone with Luca’s yellow sleeve gone from his hand and people shouting hero at him because they needed the story to end better than it had.

He shoved the memory down so hard it left an ache behind his teeth.

“Save the lecture for when you’re not cuffed to a wall.”

The first wrist restraint was a curved black clamp sunk into the metal frame. Gideon found the release slot under a panel crusted with salt and jammed the pry tool in.

A warning light blinked on the cuff. Ilyr’s arm locked.

“Stop,” Ilyr said.

Gideon froze. “What?”

“The cuff will punish force.”

“Of course it will.”

The water pulled harder toward the intake. Behind them, the pressure door kept closing.

Gideon leaned closer to the cuff and examined the seams. Not a lock. A response band. Pressure-based, maybe keyed to resistance. If he pried, it tightened. If Ilyr fought, it punished him. Cruel work, smartly made.

“Can you make your hand smaller?”

Ilyr stared.

“Bad phrasing. I mean - can you reduce pressure against the cuff?”

The seam-light at Ilyr’s throat flickered. “Yes.”

“When I say.”

Gideon moved the pry tool from the front latch to the side hinge and slipped two fingers under the pressure sensor. His burned knuckles throbbed. He ignored them.

“Now.”

Ilyr’s whole body changed. Not melted, not shifted enough to name. The muscles of his forearm narrowed in a controlled ripple, his hand folding inward at angles no human hand could manage. The cuff registered slack.

Gideon popped the hinge.

Ilyr’s left arm came free, and the movement was too fast for Gideon to track. One moment the arm was trapped; the next, a clawed hand struck past Gideon’s shoulder and caught a cable whipping down from above. The cable had been aimed at Gideon’s neck.

Ilyr crushed it. Sparks burst against his palm.

Gideon stared at the dead cable dangling inches from his face. “Thanks.”

Ilyr looked at him, then at the remaining cuff. “Do not waste heartbeats.”

“Bossy after one arm.”

“I will be worse with two.”

That almost-smile threatened Gideon again. Worse timing than before.

He moved to the second cuff. The pressure door groaned. Two feet left.

Water shoved at his thighs. The lower mouth had begun pulling for real now - slow and patient and hungry. His boots slid an inch.

Ilyr’s freed hand locked around the back of Gideon’s jacket and anchored him without asking.

Gideon should have objected. He didn’t.

The second cuff was damaged. The hinge had fused from repeated current. He would have to cut close to skin.

“I need to use the bolt cutters.”

Ilyr’s expression changed by almost nothing. Almost. Gideon saw it anyway. Not fear of pain - fear of what his own body might do if pain crossed some final line.

“I won’t cut you,” Gideon said.

“You cannot promise that.”

“No. But I can try like hell.”

A beat passed. Then Ilyr turned his wrist as far as the restraint allowed, giving him better access.

Consent, in the middle of a death room.

The trust was not full. It was not soft. It was a blade handed handle-first.

Gideon took it carefully.

He set the cutters around the narrowest part of the hinge. Ilyr’s claw grazed his wrist - not an attack, a reflex - and the tip opened a shallow line in Gideon’s skin.

Blood welled.

The chamber reacted.

Every dead monitor flashed on at once. The water around them pulsed bright. Ilyr’s head snapped toward Gideon’s wrist.

“It’s nothing,” Gideon swore.

Ilyr did not look like it was nothing. For the first time, something wild moved beneath his control. His nostrils flared. The seam-light along his throat brightened in a quick, violent line.

The machine hummed.

BLOOD-SALT MATCH: ACTIVE

The words flickered on the wall monitor.

Gideon did not have time to understand them.

The pressure door slammed faster.

“Cut,” Ilyr said.

Gideon cut.

The hinge snapped. Ilyr tore free.

The frame recoiled upward, cables lashing loose into the chamber. The water churned. Ilyr hit the pool on both feet, not steady but terrifying, one hand gripping the frame, the other still half-curled from the cuff. Full height, he was taller than Gideon by several inches, broad through the shoulders, narrow at the waist, built for pressure and speed and violence in water.

For one suspended second, they stood inches apart.

Gideon smelled cold mineral salt and something like storm rock.

Ilyr looked at Gideon’s bleeding wrist. Then at Gideon.

“You should have left me claimed.”

The words were not accusation. They were grief spoken before the grief had happened.

The chamber bucked. The lower mouth opened. Water dropped out from under Gideon’s feet.

He grabbed for the frame and missed. The pull took his legs first, then his hips. His shoulder slammed into Ilyr’s chest. A clawed hand caught the front of his slicker.

For a fraction of a second, Ilyr held him.

Then the emergency plates fired. A white pulse struck the water, and Ilyr convulsed. His grip broke.

Gideon went under.

Cold swallowed sound and light and direction. The intake dragged him down through the circular throat. His shoulder clipped concrete. His field kit ripped away. Water filled his nose, his mouth, the hood of his slicker, his sleeves.

He kicked hard and hit nothing.

Above him, the chamber collapsed into a boiling red blur. Below him, the floodshaft opened black.

Something cut through the water after him. Not a cable. Not a machine. A body, fast and terrible, coming straight for him.

~ End of Chapter ~

—  —
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CHAPTER 3

Brine Breath

⚓
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## Brine Breath

Ilyr had one lawful choice.

Let the land-born fall.

The floodshaft took Gideon Rusk like a throat closing around prey. Black water folded over his head, dragged the yellow edge of his slicker down, and swallowed the bright human blood threading from his wrist.

Above, the chamber screamed. Below, the old intake opened into pressure and stone and depth.

Ilyr launched after him.

Pain tore through his newly freed arms. The cuffs had left deep burns along his wrists, and the emergency pulse still snapped through his muscles in broken flashes. His left hand did not close right. His collar wound throbbed where the metal had drunk from him.

None of it mattered. The human was sinking.

Not drifting, not swimming - sinking wrong. His limbs fought the water with land-born panic. Too much force, too much air wasted. The coat ballooned around him, caught the current, twisted him shoulder-first toward the lower turn.

Ilyr cut through the flood.

The shaft walls rushed past, concrete scarred with old salt and newer drilling. The water tasted of machine heat and storm runoff and copper - and Gideon’s blood. That last taste struck too sharply. Not hunger. Recognition.

His mouth filled with warning-salt.

Blood-salt match.

The machine had named it before the flood took them. A human device had spoken an old crime in dead letters, and Gideon had not understood.

Ilyr did.

He should have let him fall. The laws were cleaner than fear and older than choice. No returned breath above the Undertow Line. No land-born carried into the Ninth Sound alive outside judgment or treaty. No reciprocal rescue within seven tides.

The laws moved through him as cleanly as current. They had been pressed into him before he learned air-speech. They had kept the deep from becoming a graveyard for every curious hand from shore.

They had kept him alive.

They had also kept him obedient.

Gideon struck the shaft wall. Bubbles burst from him in a violent stream.

Ilyr reached him before the current could turn him again. His good hand caught the back of Gideon’s slicker. The fabric tore, so he hooked his claws into the harness strap beneath and dragged the man away from the intake bend.

Gideon thrashed once, blind and reflexive. His elbow caught Ilyr’s restraint burn, and white pain opened across Ilyr’s arm. He locked Gideon against his chest anyway.

The human fought the hold. Of course he did. Land-born always mistook rescue for attack when water took their thinking. Gideon kicked, twisted, struck at Ilyr’s ribs, trying to climb toward air that was no longer there.

Ilyr turned them both into the pressure and wrapped one arm across Gideon’s chest.

Still, he commanded in pressure-song - a sound the human ear could not catch.

Gideon jerked again.

Ilyr pressed two fingers to the hollow under Gideon’s jaw. Pulse fast. Too fast. Air nearly gone.

The shaft opened below into the Undertow channel. If Ilyr let the current carry them into the deep, Gideon would die before the first turn. If he fought back toward the chamber, the emergency plates would burn them both and the closing door would cut off the last upper exit.

Only one route remained.

The old service bleed.

Narrow, half-collapsed, built for water and not for bodies. Dangerous for Ilyr. Impossible for Gideon, unless Ilyr gave him breath.

His fingers tightened against Gideon’s jaw.

The law rose again.

No returned breath.

The last time Ilyr had broken rescue law, twelve land-born had lived and one of his own had been stripped of standing for aiding him. Marrek had smiled during judgment. That was the part Ilyr could never scour out of memory. A calm smile. A terrible one. As if forgiveness could make punishment clean.

Marrek had died three currents later, alone beyond the silt fields, too marked for welcome and too proud for pity. Ilyr had not touched comfort since.

Gideon’s pulse stumbled under his fingers. The human’s body convulsed, trying to breathe water.

Ilyr made his choice.

He gripped Gideon’s throat and jaw, not hard enough to harm, hard enough to anchor, and turned Gideon’s face toward his own.

The human’s eyes opened in the black. Storm-gray. Wide. Furious. Alive for another few heartbeats, fading.

Ilyr put his mouth to Gideon’s.

Gideon tried to pull back. Ilyr held him still - not taking, holding. There was no time for permission in words, so he gave it in action: one hand open at Gideon’s neck, no claws set against the spine, every path clear except the one death wanted. He pressed brine-breath into him with the old rhythm. Slow. Deep. Salted. His own tide-right pushed from chest to mouth to Gideon’s failing lungs.

Gideon’s body seized.

Then took it.

The change was immediate and terrible. Human lungs did not like borrowed sea. Gideon’s hands clamped around Ilyr’s forearm, his nails dug in, his throat worked against Ilyr’s palm - rejecting, accepting, fighting, living.

Ilyr gave him more.

Too much would damage him. Too little would let him drown. The balance was fine as wire and cruel as law.

Gideon’s pulse steadied by one beat. Then another.

A pale line ignited under the skin at Gideon’s wrist where the blood had opened. It ran thin as a cut of moonlight along the vein, up under the sleeve, then vanished beneath his soaked clothes.

Ilyr pulled back.

No - not vanished. Hidden.

Salt answered salt beneath human skin.

Ilyr’s own throat seam flared in response, bright enough to silver the water between them.

The old stories had not lied. He hated that more than if they had.

Gideon stared at him, dazed now, no longer fighting with purpose. The brine-breath had bought time but taken sense. He would not understand the cost. Not yet.

Good. Let one of them be spared knowledge for another moment.

Ilyr locked Gideon tighter against him and turned into the service bleed.

The current struck from the side. Stone scraped his shoulder. His bad wrist failed. He shifted Gideon’s weight, used his legs, used the ridged strength of his back, used the narrow power that had survived cages and hooks and men who spoke of innovation while cutting into living skin.

The service bleed was darker than the floodshaft, older, less human. Salt had eaten the concrete down to the first stonework in places, revealing the bones of the treaty channel underneath.

Gideon would not know what that meant. Ilyr did.

Saltmere had not merely built over the old border. It had tunneled through it. The thought carved cold through him. The human system had not stumbled into the Ninth Sound by accident. It had followed a path someone had known.

The channel narrowed. Ilyr folded his body around Gideon’s, taking stone against his spine so the human’s head would not crack open. The current shoved them through a broken grate. Metal teeth dragged across Ilyr’s ribs.

Blood-salt spilled from him.

Gideon made a small sound against his shoulder - not speech, not panic. Pain recognition, carried through the new mark.

Ilyr went still for half a beat. Impossible.

Gideon’s hand moved weakly against Ilyr’s side, fingers curling into the torn edge of the old restraint wound. Not deliberate. Not comfort. Reflex only.

Still, Ilyr felt the contact as if the entire sea had narrowed to that hand.

Fool.

He kicked off the wall and drove them forward.

The bleed angled upward. Pressure changed. Fresh stormwater mixed with older tide. Air trembled somewhere ahead, trapped in a cistern pocket beneath the lighthouse cliff. Ilyr tasted lamp oil, mineral damp, rust, and human stone dust.

A refuge. Temporary.

The route opened into a narrow vertical pocket. Ilyr broke the surface first, dragging Gideon up with him.

Air struck like knives. The human coughed once and folded forward, but no proper breath came. His body had not chosen land again. Not yet.

Ilyr hauled him onto a stone shelf slick with moss and old salt. The hidden cistern spread around them in dim black shapes - curved walls, shallow tidal water, a rusted ladder vanishing up into dark, old lamp niches cut into stone by hands long dead.

Lantern Cistern.

He knew the place by memory, though he had never entered it from above. Border room. Treaty room. Forgotten by land. Not by the sea.

Gideon lay on his side, wet and heavy, one hand curled near his chest. His lips had taken a faint blue cast. His pulse beat under the new line at his wrist, visible now in the dark.

The mark glowed. Not bright - worse than bright. Steady.

Ilyr crouched over him. “Breathe.”

Gideon did not.

Ilyr set two fingers to Gideon’s throat. The pulse was there, stubborn but uneven. Brine-breath had carried him too far below and not far enough back. He needed to call the borrowed salt out, and that required touch - more than touch.

The law had already been broken. The second breach waited with open jaws.

Ilyr’s hand hovered over Gideon’s sternum. He could stop now. He had pulled the human from the lower mouth. He had given breath. Perhaps the sea would count that as one violation instead of three if he left Gideon to wake or die by land’s mercy.

A sound came from the human - small, ragged, not a word. His fingers opened on the stone, searching for something. A tool, a weapon, air, a brother long gone. Ilyr did not know.

He knew only that Gideon Rusk had cut a collar from his throat when leaving would have been wiser.

Ilyr placed his palm flat to Gideon’s chest.

“Return,” he said.

The word left him in air-speech first, then pressure-song.

The cistern water answered. A low vibration moved through the stone shelf. Gideon’s back arched. His mouth opened. Sea poured from him in a harsh spill, black with old intake grime and tinged faintly silver from Ilyr’s brine.

Then Gideon dragged in air - not gracefully, not gently. He took it like a man stealing back his own body.

His cough cracked through the cistern and echoed up the ladder shaft. Ilyr shifted, placing himself between Gideon and the upper dark before thought caught up with instinct.

Gideon rolled onto his hands and knees and retched water onto stone. His shoulders shook. His injured wrist left a thin smear of red diluted with salt.

Ilyr watched the smear. The glow beneath Gideon’s skin pulsed once, and Ilyr’s own wrist answered with a sharp burn.

He closed his hand around it. Not now.

Gideon coughed until his body emptied itself of the shaft. Then he stayed hunched over, breath tearing in and out, palms braced against the stone.

Alive. Land-born and alive below the treaty room.

Because Ilyr had chosen wrong again.

The thought should have brought regret. Instead, what came first was relief so fierce it bordered on anger.

Gideon turned his head.

His face was pale under the cistern’s thin emergency light, hair plastered to his forehead, mouth bruised from the rescue-breath. He looked half-dead, furious, and unreasonably determined to get his knees under him.

“Don’t,” Ilyr said.

Gideon tried anyway. His arm gave. Ilyr caught him before he struck the stone.

The human stiffened at once.

Good. Still sense enough to resist.

“You drowned,” Ilyr said.

Gideon’s voice came rough. “Apparently not well.”

Ilyr stared at him. The response made no sense. It also tightened something in his chest he had thought the cage had killed.

“You should not speak.”

“People keep saying should tonight.”

“You have ignored all of them.”

“Working so far.”

“You were dead in the shaft.”

Gideon’s face changed. Only slightly. His mouth lost the dry shape. His gaze flicked past Ilyr, toward water, toward nothing, toward some place behind his own mind.

“No,” he said.

That was not argument. That was refusal - a denial with structure inside it, a locked door.

Ilyr recognized the shape. He let the word pass for now.

Gideon shifted, then hissed through his teeth. His hand went to his shoulder. The impact against the shaft wall had injured him. Not broken, likely. Painful. Limiting.

Ilyr reached toward him.

Gideon caught the movement and went still.

Ilyr stopped. The restraint cost him more than he expected.

Every instinct in him wanted to check the wound, the wrist, the breath, the strange glowing mark that should not exist on human skin. He wanted Gideon close enough that no hidden cable, no sea law, no human hunter could reach him first.

Wanting had always been where ruin began. So he held still.

“Your shoulder,” Ilyr said.

“I’ve had worse.”

“That is not care. That is comparison.”

Gideon blinked at him, then gave a short, broken laugh that turned into another cough.

Ilyr did not like the cough.

“You need warmth.”

“I need answers.”

“You need both.”

Gideon looked at him properly then. The cistern was dim but not fully dark. Old lamp niches along the wall held Pelagic emergency bulbs that someone must have installed and forgotten. Their weak amber glow touched Ilyr’s arms, his torn seam lines, the places where the cuffs had burned and opened skin.

Gideon’s gaze moved over the wounds - not with hunger, not with horror. With calculation first. Then anger.

Anger on behalf of another was a dangerous thing. It could become pity. It could become possession. It could become a lie people told before walking away.

Gideon’s jaw tightened. “They did that to you.”

Ilyr did not answer.

Gideon pushed himself upright against the wall. The movement cost him; he hid that badly. “How long?”

“Long enough.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It is the answer you get.”

A faint line appeared between Gideon’s brows. Recognition. Even half-drowned, the man remembered words.

Ilyr looked away first.

The cistern water lapped at the stone. Above them, through the throat of the hidden ladder shaft, distant machinery groaned. The storm had not ended. The flood system had not failed completely. Pelagic would know the cage had lost signal. They would come.

And below - below, sea law had felt the breach. Returned breath leaves a mark in the currents. Reciprocal rescue leaves a wound.

They had little time.

Ilyr tried to stand. His legs did not answer cleanly. Pain bent through him, sudden and bright. He caught himself with one hand on the stone. His freed wrist spasmed; claw tips scraped rock.

Gideon moved before sense could stop him. He grabbed Ilyr’s forearm.

Ilyr froze. So did Gideon.

The contact held between them.

A human hand around burned halidran skin - what land-language would call sea-born - warm through the cold. Too warm. Life-warm. Choice-warm.

The mark on Gideon’s wrist flared.

Ilyr felt it in his own throat, a pull under the seam-light, not pain exactly. Recognition with teeth.

Gideon looked down. The line under his skin glowed from wrist to forearm, thin and pale as salt under moon. It did not sit on the surface; it moved under him, following the pulse.

“What is that?” Gideon asked.

Ilyr said nothing.

Gideon’s grip tightened. Not enough to hurt. Enough to demand he stay present.

“Ilyr.”

Hearing his name in that human voice struck harder than the emergency pulse.

He should not have given it. He should not have saved him. He should not have liked the sound of it in Gideon’s mouth.

“It is consequence,” Ilyr said.

Gideon looked from the mark to Ilyr’s face. “From the machine?”

“No.”

“From the water?”

“No.”

“Then from what?”

Ilyr lifted his own wrist. Beneath the burns and torn skin, a matching line had appeared. Not bright. Not complete. Alive, threading through the dark seam at his pulse.

Gideon stared. The chamber seemed to shrink around them.

“What did you do?” Gideon asked.

Ilyr heard the fear under the anger. Good. Fear was honest.

“I returned breath.”

“You mean you saved me.”

“No.”

Gideon’s face hardened. “Looked like saving.”

“It was more. Among my people, breath given to a drowning land-born is not rescue. It is binding. The sea will mark the giver and the taken. Both.”

Gideon went very quiet.

Above, a metal sound echoed through the shaft. Both of them went still.

One knock. Then another. Not storm. Not settling stone. A hatch opening somewhere in the system.

Gideon’s expression changed at once, the shaken man vanishing beneath the mechanic who understood danger by sound. He released Ilyr’s arm and reached for his belt, found no field kit, cursed under his breath.

“Someone’s coming.”

“Yes.”

“Pelagic?”

“Likely.”

“Can you move?”

Ilyr looked toward the water. Then toward Gideon’s injured shoulder, the mark on his wrist, the stubborn set of his mouth.

“I can kill if needed.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

“No.”

Gideon absorbed the answer fast. No wasted panic. No theatrical fear. His gaze cut around the cistern, measuring the ladder, the water, the narrow ledge, Ilyr’s wounds, his own bad shoulder.

“You know this place?”

“I know what it was.”

“Good enough. Exit?”

Ilyr pointed to the far curve of the cistern, where a low crawl arch sat half-hidden behind hanging mineral deposits. “There. Tidal service passage. It will take us below Hollowspire.”

“Us?”

Ilyr looked at him.

Gideon’s mouth flattened. “Don’t start with leave again.”

“You cannot run well.”

“You can barely stand.”

“I can remain behind.”

“No.”

That word came fast. Too fast. The mark at Gideon’s wrist brightened, and Ilyr felt the refusal in his own bones.

Not law. Not command. Something worse, because it had no authority except the human choosing to mean it.

Above, voices filtered through the shaft - muffled by stone, human. Two, maybe three. A radio crackled.

Gideon pushed away from the wall. His face went gray, but he stayed upright. “We move.”

Ilyr forced himself to stand fully. His body wanted water, depth, the pressure that would close his wounds enough to fight. The cistern gave only shallow tide and stale air. His seam lines ached where dryness had already begun to bite. Still, he moved.

Gideon took one step, then staggered.

Ilyr caught him again, this time at the waist. The human went rigid under his hand.

Ilyr loosened his grip at once. “Should I release you?”

Gideon’s answer came through clenched teeth. “Not if you want me fast.”

The words were practical. They still burned.

Ilyr adjusted his hold, careful not to trap. Gideon accepted it with visible irritation, which was better than gratitude. Gratitude built debts. Irritation kept people sharp.

They crossed the stone shelf toward the crawl arch.

Halfway there, the mark on Gideon’s wrist pulsed hard, and Gideon stopped. His head turned toward Ilyr, eyes narrowed with sudden comprehension.

“That hurt you.”

Ilyr said nothing.

Gideon looked at his burned wrists. “You felt that?”

“Move.”

“Answer me.”

The voices above grew clearer.

“ - signal died below the old hatch.”

“Dr. Voss wants the chamber secured before harbor authority gets wind of it.”

“Subject status?”

A pause.

“Unknown.”

Gideon’s face changed at that word. Subject.

He looked at Ilyr, and this time the anger in him
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