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They say the sea remembers everything. But what it remembers, it keeps in silence.

Before the kingdoms of Sound and Water began their long war, there was a single ocean—alive, listening, ruled not by men but by song. The gods spoke in melody, and every current carried meaning. Then came Dravain, the Dragon of Tides, whose voice could raise storms and drown armies. When mortals learned to imitate divine song, they broke the balance. Dravain fell asleep beneath the world, bound by a pact of melody and blood. The sea forgot his name—almost.

Centuries later, the war between Sound and Water bleeds into every reef. The Sound Tribe, masters of resonance, twist voice into power. The Water Kingdom bends current and pressure into weaponry. Between them lies the Mirror Trench, a scar that hums faintly at night. Both sides hear it and fear it.

Into this ruin drifts Eryndor, a man who should have drowned. He wakes beneath the sea breathing water, his lungs singing with an impossible harmony that halts the tide. The tribes call him cursed—some call him divine. But when he speaks, the ocean itself pauses.

Two princes find him: Aurel, heir of Sound, bound by law to silence anything that threatens his people’s song; and Kaelith, Prince of Currents, whose duty is to protect the ocean from what it cannot name. Enemies by birth, both are drawn to Eryndor—forbidden, fascinated, undone by what stirs in his voice.

Their collision awakens more than desire. The ancient Dragon Pact stirs, its melody echoing through Eryndor’s veins. The gods begin to dream again. As tides reverse and trenches rise, the three men must learn to trust the very bond their kingdoms forbid.

Love becomes the last form of defiance, the only power left that can stand against a god’s memory.

This is a story of three hearts bound by one sea—of enemies turned protectors, of music that rebuilds what war has broken, and of a voice that can remake the world only by forgetting it.

When Eryndor sings, the world listens.
When he falls silent, the sea holds its breath.
And somewhere beneath that breath—between the hush of gods and the heart of storms—a man falls through darkness, chasing the echo of his own name.
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Chapter 1: The Voice That Shouldn’t Exist
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I wake to pressure and dark.

The world weighs on my chest. My ears ring. Something cold tugs at my hair. I try to breathe and drown on instinct—lungs seize, throat locks, panic flares hot and bright—and then water slides in like air.

It doesn’t choke me.

It fills, and cools, and releases.

I don’t understand.

I push upright and hit nothing. The floor is gone. The deck—where is the deck? The ship? The storm? Splintered shadows drift where masts should be. Ropes curl like dead snakes. A lantern swings past, dim and far. I reach, miss, and tumble through a cloud of ash that turns to silver crumbs as it touches my skin.

A voice hums through the pressure. Another answers from below, not words, only syllables that knock against bone.

I turn toward the sound.

Shapes move in the dusk between wreckage and silt. Not fish. Not human. Finned arms, lit eyes, mouths that open on notes instead of speech. The nearest one glides closer and sings a line that brushes my cheek like a hand.

“Stay back,” I croak.

Bubbles burst from my lips and become points of light. They hear the noise—my noise—and ripple with agitation. The tallest flicks a wrist. The water thickens around me. My limbs slow to syrup.

Fear gathers fast. I kick anyway. The current holds me like netting.

A second figure arrives, golden hair bright even in gloom. His gaze lands on me and narrows. He sings once, low and steady. The pressure net slackens. He moves with clean control, a cut through water, tail long and strong, scales faint under skin like hammered sunlight. A man. Not a man.

He stops an arm’s length away.

“Human,” he says in a voice that is almost not a voice. The word carries on tone more than sound—felt rather than heard. “You breathe.”

“I—” My throat works. “I don’t know why.”

His eyes flick to my chest, to the slow lift and fall, then back to my mouth. If he is surprised, he doesn’t show it. He gestures. The others hesitate, circling like guards around a criminal.

He sings a short command. They scatter into the wreck’s ribs, watching from the edges.

He does not touch me.

“Name,” he says.

The water tastes like iron and salt. Memory hides behind a door I can’t open. A woman with pale hair flickers—gone. Fire without heat—gone. My name stands stubborn.

“Eryndor,” I say, and the current carries it away like a secret sold.

A strange flicker passes his face. “Eryndor,” he repeats, softer. “You should be dead.”

“So I’ve been told,” I say, though no one has told me. My tongue moves ahead of sense. I scan for a way up. There is no up, only dim light and miles of green-black weight. “The ship—”

“Broken,” he says. He tilts his head and I follow his gaze. Wood lies split and hollow. Nets sag. A body floats face-down against a shard of hull, hair coiling. My stomach drops. I kick toward it.

The golden-haired one moves first, fast as shock, catches my arm. The water around his hand sings. Not a metaphor—an actual pitch, a thin thread of resonance that steadies me against sudden grief.

“Don’t,” he says. “That one is gone.”

“I won’t leave him.” The words scrape out. I try to pull free. His grip tightens a fraction. I feel bone under the water-shifted skin, the line of tendon, the heat of his pulse. The touch burns and anchors at once.

He glances at the watchers. They’re too close now, teeth bright, fins bristled. One bares needle-thin canines. “It is forbidden to touch you,” he says, more to himself than me. He doesn’t let go.

“Then don’t,” I say, reckless. “Let me go.”

Gold eyes cut back to my face. He is beautiful the way a blade is beautiful: not for ornament, but for what it does. “If I release you, you will die in the wrong direction.”

“What does that mean?”

“You’ll swim where the sea kills quickly.” He frowns, listening to something I can’t hear. “Listen. Can you hear the lower chord?”

I listen, because command has weight inside his voice. There: a slow throb under everything, like a heartbeat in the spine of the ocean. It matches nothing in my body. It belongs to the water. Images rise unbidden—spiral shells humming; coral doorways opening; a cavern of light and echo, a throne hewn from sound.

I flinch. The images hurt.

He notices. His tone softens a degree. “You woke under the sea into a song you do not understand. You are frightened. You want air.” He tips his chin toward the gray glow above. “But air will not help you now.”

“You keep saying I should be dead.”

“Humans drown. That is your gift and your limit.” His gaze tracks my mouth again, too focused. “Your mouth makes the wrong music. And yet you breathe.”

“Who are you?”

He hesitates, as if the answer has more consequences than I know. He gives it anyway. “Aurel. Prince of the Sound Tribe.”

The title sits between us like a drawn line. The watchers hiss faint chords. Aurel cuts them off with a look.

Prince. Sound Tribe. The words hit some old rumor, some sailor’s story told in a tavern: the people below who sing storms into shape, who hate the ones who ride above. Enemy, someone had said while breaking bread with laughter. Monsters, another had spat. I look at the golden mark on Aurel’s temple—a ring of faint luminescence like a crown. I swallow.

“Eryndor,” Aurel says, tasting the name like a test. “How do you feel pain?”

“I’m fine,” I lie.

“Humans lie badly.”

“And princes listen well?”

His mouth twitches, not a smile. “When we must.”

He releases my arm at last. The absence of his hand pulls a chill across my skin. He drifts a pace back, never turning his back on me, never fully opening his flank. Battle-readiness disguised as caution.

“What will you do with me?” I ask.

Aurel studies me. His gaze runs over face, shoulders, hands, the torn shirt stuck to my chest. He sees everything. He commits it. “The Council will want to judge you. The Water Tribe will want to claim you. Both will argue. While they argue, you will die of politics.”

“Then don’t take me to them.”

“That is also forbidden.”

“You keep breaking rules each time you breathe,” I say. “Adding one more won’t hurt.”

Aurel huffs a sound that is not quite a laugh. “You speak like someone who never had to survive a council.” His fingers flex. The water around us shifts with the motion, subtle currents weaving. He is building something: a corridor of pressure, an escape path. The watchers see it forming. Their fins lift. One sings a sharp warning.

Aurel answers with a single, precise tone. It slices the warning in half. The watcher goes still.

“You’re their prince,” I say. “They fear you.”

“They fear my mother’s laws,” he says. “They fear the echo those laws left in me.”

“You, then,” I say. “Will you fear touching a human?”

Aurel’s jaw tightens. The taboo stands in the water like a wall. He looks at my face, at my mouth, at the beat in my throat. He decides.

He reaches.

His palm covers my sternum. The contact sings a clear F above middle C—my mind supplies the note as if it remembers pitch better than prayer. The sound threads through flesh and bone and spreads like warmth. Panic drains. The lower chord of the ocean shifts, responding to the tone he starts. The corridor opens. The watchers back away on instinct.

“Follow,” he says. “Don’t speak. Whatever sleeps in the water might wake to your voice.”

“What does that mean?” My voice leaks soft despite myself.

He flinches, as if the sound pricked him. “Your noise is wrong,” he murmurs. “It pulls. It...stops things. Do not use it.”

I should argue. I don’t. I look once more at the body by the hull. Aurel reads the look and sings a short, mourning phrase. The water wraps the man gently and carries him down into the wreck, laying him in a cradle of coiled rope. It is not burial. It is the closest thing he can give.

“Thank you,” I say.

Aurel flicks his gaze away. “Move.”

He angles into the corridor he made. The water holds like glass around us, channeling our motion. We shoot through the broken beams and over a field of shattered glass that used to be a window. The sea darkens. The pressure deepens. Fear threatens again, animal and urgent. Aurel glances back each time my kick falters.

Behind us, the watchers follow at distance. One sings, inquisitive and cruel. Another laughs in a series of bubbles. Words come through the tones if I listen: animal. Tainted. Curse. The insults land on skin like grit.

“Don’t hear them,” Aurel says.

“How do I stop hearing water?” I mutter.

“Think of something else.”

“What?”

“Breathing.”

“That’s cruel.”

“It’s effective.”

He’s right. I center on the inhale that isn’t an inhale, the strange ease of it. The corridor widens into a long canyon between pillars of coral that rise like towers. Lights spark in the crevices—small shrimp, soft anemones, slow fish with lantern organs. Aurel slows, measuring. He leans to press his ear to a rib of stone. Sound travels through his bones. He listens.

“Patrol,” he says. “Ahead.”

“Yours?”

“Mine.”

“So not friendly,” I say.

“They are friendly to law.” He slants me a look. “You are the opposite of law.”

“What am I?”

“An answer I don’t have.” His mouth sets, resolved. “Stay behind me.”

The patrol appears as silhouettes first, then bodies: four Sound warriors with inked throat markings and shells strapped to their arms. They scatter into a formation that blocks the canyon. The leader, a broad-shouldered merman with iron-gray hair, lifts a hand. He sings a challenge—clean intervals, official cadence.

Aurel answers with authority that drops the water a degree colder. The leader blanches a fraction, then lifts his chin.

“Prince Aurel,” he sings, formal. “You bear a human.”

Aurel does not look back. “I bear a responsibility.”

“Humans are to be delivered to the Council for burning,” the leader replies. His words do not heat; they cool. “Touching one is forbidden.”

Aurel’s hand flexes once where it hovers at his side. He and the leader lock eyes. Old history hums between them. The leader glances past Aurel at me. His pupils narrow. “It breathes.”

“It lives,” Aurel says.

“It contaminates.”

“Your fear does that,” Aurel says, all velvet gone from his tone. He shifts forward half a span. The patrol tightens.

The leader’s gaze drops to Aurel’s hands. “Release him to us, my prince. Let law hold.”

Aurel sings a note. It folds the water into a wall in front of me. The patrol’s songs press; his wall holds. The leader bares teeth.

“This is treason,” he warns.

“It’s mercy,” Aurel returns.

They stare and measure. I listen to the lower chord of the ocean and the faster pulse that is mine. The two beats feel misaligned, like a song played wrong. A pressure grows behind my teeth—a word or a note that isn’t either.

Aurel’s head tilts, as if he senses the pressure too. His voice softens enough to thread back to me through the wall. “Do not speak,” he says without turning. “Not a breath.”

“I don’t plan to—”

“Not a whisper.”

The patrol leader tires of talk. He slices the water with one hand. The current slams Aurel sideways. He catches himself on the pillar, reorients, answers with a chord that splits the incoming pressure like cloth. Two of the warriors lunge past him toward me, tridents formed of hardened water in their hands. The wall in front of me ripples under their strike.

I raise my palms. “Stop—”

Aurel wheels. “Eryndor, no—”

The word in my mouth surges out before I can lock it behind my teeth.

“Stop.”

It’s barely a breath. It’s nothing. It’s the smallest of sounds.

Everything halts.

The warriors freeze mid-lunge. The tridents pause an inch from the wall. Bubbles suspend like pearls around Aurel’s hair. A loose coin from the wreck spins and hangs, edge-catching light. The anemones close and hold. Even my own heartbeat flinches.

The ocean stills for a single heartbeat.
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I felt the stop like a blade against my ear.

One word from the human and the canyon seized. Water locked. Fins halted. Pressure froze mid-blow. Even the lower chord of the sea clipped into silence. It lasted a heartbeat—no, less—and then motion slammed back, jagged and hungry. The two warriors overcommitted and crashed into the wall I held. Their tridents fractured into white shards.

I dropped the wall and cut the current into loops that forced them backward. “Fall,” I ordered. The command snapped. They went limp enough to slow, stunned.

The leader blinked hard, shook the stall from his skull, and aimed for Eryndor again, stubborn. I stepped into his path and let him see my teeth.

“Try it,” I said.

He didn’t. He signaled retreat with a sour chord. The patrol withdrew, not from fear of law, but from the wrongness of what they’d felt. The canyon emptied. Their wake left a taste like iron filings.

I turned to the human. He hovered in the water with his hands raised, eyes wide, chest heaving slow. He looked at me and closed his mouth, as if he could stitch it shut by will alone.

“Do not do that again,” I said.

“I didn’t plan to the first time,” he said.

Truth. It rang. The sea under him trembled like a horse that smelled fire. I moved closer and took his wrist before I remembered the taboo. The touch sparked. The watchers were gone; still, the law sat in my bones. I let go.

“Come,” I said instead. “Stay behind me. No sound.”

He nodded. He didn’t ask where. Good. He obeyed. Less good that it had the feel of surrender.

We cut through the safe corridor before the patrol found a way to report without shame. I took the long path, crossing behind a fan of stone where the City’s first resonance anchors hid. Eryndor followed, arms close, legs working like a swimmer who learned young and never forgot. He moved without panic. He adapted fast. Dangerous.

The City of Resonance rose out of the basalt shelf like a song given structure. Spires held open by carved ribs. Arches slung with shell-strung chimes, each tuned to a different current. Homes woven from coral and bone. We kept low, out of main thorough currents, and slid along the seam where market traffic thinned and hall traffic thickened. Voices layered. Trades and gossip and chant. I kept us between pillars and shadowed gullies until the palace ridge sat above, a shoulder of black and silver with the Council Hall like a pearl bulb at its crest.

“Is that—” Eryndor’s voice dropped to a whisper before he caught himself. He stopped speaking. He flicked a finger toward the ridge.

“Yes,” I said without looking. “Do not look long. The City listens back.”

“I am trying not to be loud by accident.”

“You’re failing beautifully.” The edge on my words softened when he winced. “Breathe. Keep your mouth shut. Think quiet.”

“If I could think quiet, I wouldn’t be me.”

“You don’t know who you are,” I said.

He went still. “Point taken.”

I led him along the palace’s underplates, where the stone thickened and the currents slowed to hush. Guards rotated there—my guards, which made them twice as dangerous. I folded the water over us like a cloak. The cloak held only because he didn’t fight it. His stillness had a shape. It pressed different than fear. I kept glancing back because I wanted to touch it again, to be sure it was real.

I shouldn’t want that. Wanting would build habit. Habit would break us both.

At the intake grating beneath my house, I cut a slot, slipped through, and sealed it after. The private conduit ran to my chambers. I pressed my ear to the wall. No steps, no chatter, no echo of my brother’s voice.

“Follow,” I told Eryndor. “If you hear anyone, put your mouth in your shoulder.”

“That seems unhygienic,” he said.

“It will save your life,” I said.

He obeyed.

We reached my bath first—a hollow of polished stone with a lip where water held higher and brighter. I broke the surface and stepped into air. Eryndor hesitated at the edge. Water sheened down his face. He eyed the divide like it remembered drowning him.

“You said air wouldn’t help me,” he said, voice low. “Has that changed?”

“You can breathe both,” I said. “I don’t know why you can do anything.”

He climbed out. He shivered once, then steadied. The room wrapped him in quiet—no currents to carry sound, no chorus to crowd the edges. My chambers beyond the bath were bare on purpose: one resting platform, one table, weapons on the wall, a narrow alcove closed by a drape. No ornaments to ring and tell tales.

I threw a dry cloth at him. He caught it on reflex. He rubbed his hair, then realized his shirt clung. He worked it over his head, winced when the fabric scraped a cut across his ribs. I looked away and pretended it was prudence.

“You said there is a Council that burns humans,” he said into the cloth. “Why?”

“Because three generations ago, a human freed a plague into our singers and stole a god,” I said.

He stilled. “I didn’t do either.”

“I know.” I met his eyes. “They don’t.”

He finished drying and draped the cloth around his shoulders. He stood barefoot on my stone and looked like he belonged and didn’t. I wanted to push him back into the water where my laws could rule him. I also wanted to anchor him where my laws could not reach.

“Why did you not deliver me?” he asked.

“I am deciding,” I said.

“On whether to betray your Council,” he said. “Or your mother. Or your brother. Or yourself.”

“You think in straight lines.”

“I think in ship routes,” he said. “It helps with storms.”

We both listened. The palace had its own pulse: messengers’ footsteps, distant practice drills, a kitchen bell that rang the hour’s half. No heavier tread. No army.

I moved to the door and listened. No one. I opened it and scanned the corridor. Empty. Good. I locked it. Better.

“Sit,” I said.

He lowered himself to the floor, spine to the wall, knees up. He didn’t take the platform. He knew what belonged to whom. He placed his hands palm-down, showing he held nothing. No training taught him that. Old instinct did. I sat across, weapons within reach.

“You froze an ocean,” I said. “What do you remember before you woke under my City?”

He searched. He waded through blankness. “Storm,” he said. “Shouting. A woman’s hand letting go of mine because it had to. A bell that rang wrong. Then your face.”

No name for the woman. No family. No House. His blanks rang as loudly as any confession.

“You are dangerous,” I said.

“I am lost,” he said.

The corridor outside shifted. A shadow crossed the lower light.

I rose. “Stay,” I said, and flicked the drape aside over the alcove. I pushed a panel. A second skin slid into place—the kind of old secrecy my house pretended not to need. I gestured. He moved into the hollow, cloth tight around his shoulders. He smelled of salt and smoke. I sealed him from sight.

He had the sense not to speak.

I opened the door as my brother lifted his fist to knock. “Kael,” I said. “To what do I owe the honor of your suspicion?”

Kael filled the doorway like a bad idea that turned into law. Taller than me by half a head. Older by two cycles. Marks across his throat from war drills that he never let heal pretty. High Marshal’s bands braided into his hair. Our mother’s eyes, harder.

“Aurel,” he said, looking past me. He never waited to be invited. He stepped into my chamber and claimed my air. He paced once, measured. He clicked his tongue against his teeth and pulled the current from the bath to taste it. His mouth thinned. “Your water tastes like a lie.”

“You lick my bath now,” I said, careful and bored.

“Patrol Thirteen reported an anomaly in the south canyon,” he said. “A recoil of silence. They say you were there.”

“I go where my City requires.”

“You go where you shouldn’t,” he said. “They also say a human was present. That you touched it.”

“They say many things when they want my attention,” I said.

“You already have it.” He swung his gaze to my wall where the weapons hung. He ran a finger over a trident’s edge and nicked skin on purpose. He watched the bead of blood fatten and held it until surface tension gave. It dripped to the floor with a loud click. He smiled with no teeth. “Mother would enjoy burning a human. It would settle the chorus. It would remind Houses what happens when they forget who owns their voices.”

“Mother enjoys endings,” I said. “She never listens to what starts.”

“She listens to survival,” he said lightly. “And to treason.” He leaned his shoulder against the wall and stared. “If you harbor a human, our House sinks.”

“If you accuse me without proof, you drown alone,” I said just as lightly.

Kael laughed. “Proof is a flexible instrument.” He pushed from the wall and stepped closer, slow enough to show he didn’t fear my reaction. “I wanted to see your face. The patrol’s tones carried your signature. The silence carried something else. It tasted like old corridors. Like prayer. It tasted like the hymn Mother forbids the choirs to sing.”

I kept my breath even. “You chew too much on old songs. It rots the teeth.”

“It rots the City when you feed it to humans,” he said, and his voice dropped, not an accusation now, but unguarded curiosity. Kael respected only strength, but he worshiped mystery. “Tell me you did not touch it,” he said, not quite pleading. “Tell me you did not look at it and wonder if its silence would fit your hand.”

Our family made cruelty out of love so we didn’t have to say the word. I looked at his mouth, at the old scar at the corner where he bit back words as a child. I shrugged. “If I had a human,” I said, “I would use it to quiet the Council’s endless noise.”

He marked the evasion and smiled. “Don’t let Mother hear you joke.” He stepped back a pace and rotated toward the door, easy, as if the conversation had been about tail oil or training rosters. Then, and only then, he reached a hand into the bath’s lip and plucked one hair from the surface—a gold strand that wasn’t mine. He held it up. It glowed against his darker skin. He met my gaze.

“Your tastes change,” he said softly. “I look forward to the performance you will give the Council if they ask you to sing under oath.”

He left the hair on my table and walked out.

The door shut. I listened until his footsteps faded past three turns. I counted to thirty. I let out breath I had held too long and pulled the panel aside. Eryndor stepped out of the alcove, eyes sharp.

“You have a brother with a knife for a tongue,” he said.

“You have a talent for understatement,” I said. I took the golden hair from the table and flicked it into the bath. It dissolved into the water’s memory and spread into harmless pieces. “We cannot keep you here.”

“We?”

“You can barely stand upright in our laws,” I said. “And yet I’ve already broken three to shelter you. The Council will call for an oath-song. If I refuse, they strip my sigil. If I sing, they hear the shape of you in my throat.”

“You could deliver me,” he said without heat.

“I could,” I said. The words grated. “It would clean the air. It would kill the part of me that hears quiet and wants more.”

He looked at me a long time. The distance between our bodies hummed. He closed a hand around the cloth at his shoulder and pulled it tighter, as if the motion could keep the room from moving. “Where, then,” he said, “if not here?”

“There is a vault below the Hall,” I said. “We use it to deaden dangerous echoes. It is not guarded because no one can sing in it. If we reach it, the City cannot hear you while I think.”

“While you think?”

“I need one hour without my brother’s pulse and my mother’s law beating at my ear,” I said. “I need to decide what you are.”

“Eryndor,” he said, almost dry.

“Names are shapes,” I said. “You are a door.”

“And you’re a key,” he said.

“Keys obey the hand that holds them,” I said. “I don’t.”

He stood. He took one step. He wobbled and caught himself on the wall. I moved without calculation. I reached. I stopped an inch short and closed my hand on the air.

He breathed out. “I don’t bite,” he said.

“Your mouth bites the ocean,” I said. “Don’t be bold.”

“Bold got me to shore once.”

“Bold gets you burned here,” I said. “Move.” I palmed two knives, slid them into the wrap at my waist, and opened the door again. I set the current outside to misdirect footfalls. I layered the corridor with common noise. I gestured Eryndor ahead and kept my body between his and the approach to the Hall.

We cut along servant routes and through a storage hollow stacked with sealed shells that held preserved songs we weren’t allowed to teach. Eryndor brushed one with his knuckles. It sang a whisper and went quiet.

“Don’t touch,” I said.

He nodded. He didn’t ask why we bottled voices like wine.

The vault entrance hid behind a relief of the first dragon spined along the wall, mouth open in permanent threat. The old hymn we no longer sang used to open it. I’d learned a new way—three knocks, one drag of fingernail over stone, a click against a specific notch. The stone slid. Cold breathed out.

We stepped into the vault. Sound died. The room guillotined the last murmur. Even my pulse muted. It felt like falling into snow. Eryndor’s shoulders dropped. He closed his eyes.

“Better?” I asked.

“I can think,” he said simply.

“Do it fast,” I said. “We don’t have long before Kael follows his curiosity instead of his orders.”

He turned to me then, measuring with a look I didn’t enjoy being under. “You want me to hide,” he said. “Your Council wants me burned. Your brother wants you loyal. Your mother wants you predictable. And you want—what?”

“Control,” I said. The word cost nothing. “And answers.”

He drew breath. He exhaled slow. He sat cross-legged on the floor, hands on knees, face calm in the dead air. He didn’t fidget. He didn’t bleed noise. The stillness inside him pulled again, a gravity that rearranged the room around it. I felt myself lean—not with my body, but with whatever part of me lived between song and silence.

“I should kill you,” I said, and my voice carried no echo. It sounded like truth.

“You won’t,” he said.

“Arrogant.”

“Practical.” He looked up with that level gaze. “You want the thing I do not understand. You won’t break it before you name it.”

He wasn’t wrong. I hated he wasn’t wrong.

He set his palms together. He lifted them to his mouth. He didn’t speak. He hummed once, low.

The note ran under the room like a river.

My breath hitched. The vault should have swallowed it. It didn’t. It held. The tone curved and deepened, simple and spare, a single line without ornament. It lodged under my ribs where old memory lived. I knew that line. Every child under this ridge knew that line even if our teachers pretended we didn’t. It was the first measure of the hymn my mother banned, the hymn to the vanished Dragon God that no living voice could shape clean.

Eryndor hummed it, and the stone remembered, and something in the City turned its head.
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Chapter 3: The Prince of Currents
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I taste silence in the canyon report and it does not wash out.

The patrol captain waits in my office with his head lowered and his fins still. He does not tremble. He wants to. I circle him once and hear the shape of his fear anyway. It clicks against my teeth like grit.

“Say it again,” I tell him.

“High Marshal,” he says, “the water stopped. Not slowed. Stopped. Prince Aurel stood before it, and a human stood behind his wall. When the human spoke, everything held. Then it broke. The prince ordered retreat.”

“You fled your brother,” I say.

“I withdrew under command,” he corrects, brave enough to keep his spine unbent. “We could not fight that sound, sir.”

I dismiss him with a nod. He bows and leaves. I hold the taste of his report in my mouth until the flavor resolves: disobedience, attention, opportunity.

I leave the office and cut through drill corridors where recruits throw tone against tone and break each other’s balance. I ignore their salutes. I swim hard up through the palace’s arterial current toward the Hall. Courtiers peel away at my approach. I let my bands flash. I want them to talk. I want my mother to hear their talk before I speak.

The Hall doors stand open. Voices stack in orderly columns inside. The Council holds session to decide trade rhythms with the Water Tribe. I don’t care. I cross the threshold and the columns buckle. Heads turn. My mother sits on the high seat with her hands closed on the armrests. Light rings her throat sigil. She looks at me and doesn’t move.

“A report?” she says, as if I have interrupted nothing.

“An anomaly,” I say. “A human in our canyons. A word that stopped the tide.”

Murmurs spike. Someone barks for order. My mother lifts two fingers. Silence in one beat.

“Where is it?” she says.

“With Aurel,” I say.

That breaks the room cleanly in half: those who swallow their breath and those who show their teeth. Mother does neither. She looks to the door on her right.

The door opens. Aurel enters with his shoulders set and his chin even. He has that calm that looks like obedience until you press it and find rock. He stands below our mother’s seat. He bows just enough.

“You have a human,” she says.

“I have a guest,” he replies.

The room goes sharp. I almost laugh. The word hits old law. Guest-right binds host and held. It forbids harm to the guest inside the host’s boundary. It also hangs a noose around the host’s neck if the guest breaks law. Aurel has chosen a trap and wrapped it around his throat in front of the Council so no one else can tighten it first.

“Bold,” I say. He doesn’t look at me.

Mother’s fingers flex once. “Bring the guest,” she says.

“I will not risk a cascade in this hall,” Aurel says. “I request closed chamber.”

He means the Dead Vault. He wants to control his liability under a lid. He also wants to keep me out. I step forward. “As High Marshal, I object. A human belongs under guard, not in a prince’s bath.”

Courtiers choke on laughter they don’t dare release. Aurel glances at me. The look is a knife without blood. “You tasted my water,” he says.

“You left hair in it,” I reply. “Sloppy.”

“Enough,” Mother says. “Closed chamber. Marshal Kaelith will attend. So will I. No others.”

We empty the Hall without noise. We move through a service artery that keeps commoners out. I pace half a length behind my brother and watch the small things: how he grips his hands, where he looks when we pass a crosscurrent, how he listens. He listens like he expects the walls to speak. He has always been that way. Today the habit feels like a map drawn over a minefield.

At the vault door, he knocks the way only a prince knows. The stone slides. The cold hits.

Inside, the air kills echo. My breath presses back into my chest. Aurel steps over the threshold and stops. I follow and stop two paces to his right. Mother enters last, because she can, and the door seals us in.

Eryndor sits against the far wall with his legs folded and his hands loose on his knees. Cloth slants over his bare shoulders. He lifts his head when we enter. He does not stand. He watches with steady eyes that leave no fingerprints on the room.

I wait for the old hatred the songs taught me to rise. Fire, plague, stolen god. I wait to feel right.

I feel it—something like right—but not where I expect it. It lands behind my sternum like a weight I recognize. For one, irritating moment, memory runs after a shadow that looks like his face. I stop it before it makes me weak.

“Human,” I say. The word carries no resonance in this room. It hits him plain. “Stand.”

He stands. He is taller than I thought he would be. He is not afraid the way prey fears. His stillness does something to my jaw.

“Name yourself,” Mother says.

“Eryndor,” he answers.

The room holds it. The name fits the shape of his mouth. It tells me nothing. Good names hide their owners.

“You claim guest-right under Aurel,” Mother says. “Do you understand the bond?”

He looks at my brother. Aurel does not speak. Eryndor nods. “I understand I am alive in this chamber because your son offered and I accepted.”

“Alive for now,” I say.

He meets my voice head-on. He does not drop his gaze. “You are the one who wants me dead.”

“I am the one who will carry it out when law requires,” I say.

“The same thing,” he says.

“Not to me,” I say.

Aurel cuts us off with a line of tone
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