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Prologue




The night was still, cloaking the underwater realm of Oceanea as merfolk prepared for slumber. Corals chattered in garrulous murmurs as fish returned home. The life of day withdrew, eager for rest. 

At the bedroom balcony of his castle, Sovereign Hong of Shuigang held the dominion’s Pearl in one hand, wielding its power and melting his sirenic song into the waters:



It was tragic

what happened

twenty-five years ago

our people’s lives were taken, but the event was never foretold.



Never have we thought our enemies would come from one of our own,

worse when she was once a friend who has died a foe.

That battle has taught us we will never be ready.

And I, as Sovereign, must protect my people as necessary.



He paused, visualized the cadence of his song seeping into every part of Shuigang, trickling to its far edges, imagining the notes and words melting into soils and gliding into homes before his thoughts traveled to the dominion’s borders, borders that his song strengthened every night for the past twenty-five years, and he sang:



A shield of safety let there be.

One that’s strong, sturdy

so that we need not flee



Those who seek to harm us shall not pass.

With these words sung, the spell is cast.

An impenetrable wall now erects from the Pearl I am bestowed.

One that rises just as the legends foretold.








  
  
Chapter 1




“I’m starting to think Mom and Dad really abducted Uncle Greg this time.” Princess Enora turned to the doorway for the third time in the past two minutes, then went back to fixing the code on the hologram screen. “What’s taking them so long?” 

“I’m sure His Grace will be back soon, Your Highness,” Ivory said, knowing she dreaded her uncle’s before-lunch chats with her parents about updates on diplomatic relations that affected the Secret Service.

“It’ll be lunch hour soon,” she noted. The chat only delayed their lunch once, but the princess never forgot it. “He, Lewis, and I have that weekly lunch thing with Aunt Sush today. Has she arrived yet?”

Ivory scrolled through his phone and checked the entrance records that only he and a few others had access to. “Her Grace arrived a minute ago. She should be here shortly.” Peering over Enora’s shoulder, he adjusted his eyepatch and, in genuine concern, asked, “How close is that code to being more . . . functional than yesterday?”

“I have no idea.” Enora almost groaned. This was why she should’ve gone for a job that built stuff instead. Right now, she didn’t care what she had to build—weapons, consoles, safety suits . . . She’d even help build another underwater headquarters if need be. She’d been stuck coding this thing for a week.

To be fair, she asked for this job because she figured helping build the security system was somewhat like building. Why did she gaslight herself to think that this was going to be fun? With the complexities her uncle insisted on, this could take forever.

“Do you think she’ll disown me if I make another stupid mistake that I won’t see until she points it out?” Enora asked, knowing that her favorite aunt would never do such a thing but needed to make small talk to pass the final minutes before their midday break.

Ivory stifled a laugh. “Given her other nieces don’t share many of the same interests and sense of . . . adventure as Her and His Grace, I’d say your standing with her is quite secure, Your Highness.”

“Second only to me, of course.” Lewis strode over with a proud grin when he was supposed to be across the room. At his cubicle. Doing his work.

“Of course.” Ivory conceded in a nod.

Enora’s eyes narrowed at her cousin. “Do you have to make it about you? I’m dying here. Can’t I have a pity party of my own right now?”

“When I had a pity party of my own two weeks ago after scraping my arm against a reef in swim training, you made it about you when Uncle Greg came to check on me.”

Enora scrunched her nose and made a face. “It was weird. It felt like he was gonna claw someone’s face until you said the offender was a random coral.”

“It was not a random coral,” Lewis protested. “It was red. It was sharp. It was hard. It’d be a weapon if it didn’t look beautiful. Took me longer than usual to heal that even I was starting to freak out.”

Underwater pressure and the overall composition of the depths slowed the lycans’ and werewolves’ healing abilities to a certain extent, one that archaic books warned about and a phenomenon that Lewis Blackfur and many others experienced firsthand.

A smile tugged Lewis’s lips. “I’ve always known he secretly cares about me.”

“No, you didn’t,” Enora refuted.

“Okay, fine. I didn’t. But I suspected it,” he said, his smile turning smug when he added, “though it must have been quite a shock to you.”

Her eyes narrowed like a measly fly just issued a challenge. “Oh, don’t get ahead of yourself, cousin. You’re still second to me with Uncle Greg.”

“That’s true,” Ivory declared. “Now, how about we all—”

“Aunt Sush,” Lewis called out and sauntered to their aunt walking through the door, wrapping her in a hug as she grinned in pride at the little boy she watched grow into a man. The fuchsia pink headband he got her ten birthdays ago sat on her head, pushing back the curly strands while the rest of her hair was tied into a short, bushy ponytail.

Ivory offered Enora a curt nod and went to greet the duchess.

As Enora watched her cousin’s and aunt’s usual exchange, a large pair of hands landed on her shoulders. His scent of wet sand and salty air permeated her nostrils when her chair was slowly swiveled around. He was lowered on one knee, looking up at her like she was the only treasure in the sea. Rough hands skimmed down her arms in one swift motion, leaving a blazing trail that heated the rest of her.

He brought her hands to his lips, planting a slow kiss without breaking their gaze, his midnight black eyes stared back at her, shining so clearly that she could see her own reflection in them. “Are you all right, my starfish?” he asked, his voice deep and smooth.

With an amused tip of her lips, she replied, “Why wouldn’t I be?”

Yao Bocheng’s thumbs drew circles on the back of her hands. “I heard you said you were dying. Many of us heard it, in fact.”

“It’s a figure-of-speech, Bocheng.”

The concern contorting his features ebbed away, and a low sound came from the base of his throat when he placed a hungrier kiss on her hand. “I love hearing you say my name.”

“That makes one of us,” Greg’s voice drifted from behind. His onyx eyes zoned in on the couple’s joined hands, and Bocheng wisely let go and stood to his full height. Before the young commander got a word out, the duke turned to his niece and offered her a hand the same way he did since she was little. “Sorry to keep you waiting, sweetheart. Ready for lunch?”

“May I join you, Your Grace?” Bocheng asked. When the duke’s eyes leveled with his while Enora sent her uncle an expectant look, her suitor continued, “Enora and I have been courting for a while now, and I’d be honored for an opportunity to get to know her family better.”

“Don’t get ahead of yourself, Commander. It’s only been three weeks,” Greg said, putting the youngster in his place. The audacity of him to even think he was in any position to ask to sit with them was appalling. Bocheng was opening his mouth when the duke raised his forefinger in a warning. “And don’t think of using her parents’ speedy courtship as a reason for your request, because unlike them, you’re both not bound by the mate-bond.”

“Reida and Theo didn’t have the mate-bond either,” Enora argued.

Her uncle’s features softened when he replied, “Your sister only sealed her fate with the high lord after four months, which was when he was invited to sit with us. It wasn’t three weeks, sweetheart.”

“What about you and Aunt Sush?” she persisted in an unrelenting hush, brows dipping lower.

“I was a hundred and ninety years old when I met your aunt. I’m more than happy to wait for our twenty-three-year-old commander here to reach that age if we go with that argument.” 

“Aunt Sush wasn’t a hundred and ninety.”

“You’re right. She was thirty-one. We can wait for you to reach that age too. It’s only nine years away after all.” Then, sensing the commander was still standing there like he was awaiting an invitation, Greg remained civil for his niece’s sake and said, “You’re dismissed, Commander.”

Bocheng brows shot to his hair as incredulity painted his face at being dismissed when he’d been commanding his own platoon for over a year, which meant that, more often than not, he didn’t leave a conversation until he wanted to, and he was one who dismissed anyone.

But he wasn’t speaking to just anyone, and given that the Secret Service was an institution independent of the governance and influence of any monarch and jurisdiction, Greg Claw was technically the one with the most power here, a fact that had Bocheng dipping his head in a conceding nod and leaving, but not before giving his new love a soft smile.

Once her suitor was out of earshot, Enora pivoted to her uncle. “Why are you being so hard on him? You’ve been nice to Theo before he and Ri were mated and marked.”

“Hardly,” her uncle replied. “Your mother was nice to him. I didn’t give a damn who the boy was as long as he didn’t put your sister and cousins in danger.” A thin sheen coasted over Enora’s lilac eyes as her face crumpled with shades of anger and hurt, and it sent a crack into her uncle’s heart. He kept a regretful sigh to himself, leaned forward like an animal about to coax its pup when he said, “If it’s real, it’ll withstand the test of time. There’s no need to rush it.” With a brief kiss on her head, he offered her his hand again. “Now, lunch?”

She forced a smile and let her uncle help her out of her chair. Greg wrapped her in a brief but tight embrace before they headed to the lunchroom where Lewis and Sush already got their meals. The two sat side by side at an irregularly shaped table for four, speaking to each other with a tablet between them as they pointed and spoke between mouthfuls while Greg asked for his niece’s order and told her to join them while he got them their food.

Enora plopped into the seat that resembled a half-opened shell opposite her cousin, and her aunt brought the tablet closer to the center of the table for her to get a better view of the sketch. It was for a new suit, one that aimed to be coral-proof, especially at the sleeves. While they brainstormed color and textile choices, Greg set Enora’s lunch in front of her and received her usual thank-you smile that eased the tightness in his chest.

The duke then settled his tray at the last empty seat, leaning across the table to kiss his mate on her cheek before the couple’s lips met in a brief brush, and the duchess of L’ouest whispered, “Hey.”

“My octopus,” he murmured in a baritone, his lips tugging high. “I’ve been thinking about you.”

As faint pink colored her cheeks, she gave him a look that told him to behave because they were in public. “That’s sweet, Greg. Now, sit. We have other things to think about.”

His knowing smirk told her they were going to pick up their heated gaze later, and he lowered himself into the chair and watched his niece and nephew zooming in and out of the sketch. “Ah, the Little Blackfur Problem,” he remarked.

“I’m not little anymore,” Lewis argued. “And I wasn’t the only one injured that day. Aunt Ella’s hair got caught in one of the corals. Baxter’s foot had it pretty bad too.”

“No one’s hair has the sensory receptors to detect pain,” his uncle began while transferring a cream puff from his tray to his mate’s, receiving her smile when he continued with his nephew, “And unlike Baxter who was merely scratched by the reef, the amount of blood your injury donated to the ocean had me wondering whether your assailant sliced off the entire top half of your arm.”

Sush flinched at the description, despite having imagined it a hundred times over since Greg told her about it. Before Lewis could argue that it wasn’t fair to name the problem after him when the reefs were a problem to so many others, Enora stepped in and gently nudged her uncle’s arm. “We’re discussing colors, Uncle Greg. Lewis is thinking seabed beige or brown to blend in with the sand. But Aunt Sush is going for versatility in the widest sense, like suits that switch colors.”

Her uncle beamed. “And what do you think, sweetheart?”

Enora shrugged and popped a seaweed fry into her mouth. “I like being able to switch colors. It’s like being a chameleon underwater without being one. Imagine how much that would bother Petty Patterson.”

At the mention of the chief chameleon of the hunters, a conspiratorial smile lifted Lewis’s lips. “That’ll actually be something to look forward to.”

Greg and Sush traded a glance, knowing they were going to do exactly that and proud that they raised these two to think just like them.

Halfway through lunch, Enora caught sight of Bocheng seated across the space with his two lieutenants. Their eyes locked, his lips tipped and hers followed, until a six-foot-two hindrance blocked their line of vision while he stood by his peers’ table and grabbed chips off his tray, munching while they chatted between themselves. When normal people sat to eat, Zhao Jian Wu made it a point to stand even when there were more than enough seats for everyone.

Last week, when Enora and Lewis were having lunch with a few mavericks, her suitor came to their table. Bocheng spoke to her for less than a minute before someone bumped into him from behind. It would’ve had him falling face first into Lewis’s bowl of watercress soup if she and her cousin hadn’t steadied the commander while he regained his footing. 

Zhao Jian Wu feigned alarm and remorse, and he feigned it really well, his hand and fingers signing frantically to explain that he didn’t realize he was standing so close to someone else when he laughed at a friend’s joke and leaned too far back, bumping into the commander. The garnet-eyed nuisance then made a show of flinching, signing that the table of lieutenants had begun looking in his direction, so he asked the commander if he was in trouble.

Knowing how bad it would look to chastise one of the few disabled members of the army and the only disabled cadet in this platoon, especially one his superiors pegged to be a great arsenal and epitome of representation, the commander merely brushed off the cadet and accepted the apology, telling him to be more careful.

After Wu’s right fist raised to his heart and his head dipped in a formal Oceanic salute, Bocheng excused himself from Enora’s table and made his way to his usual company, one that Enora and Lewis were often invited to join, but one that Lewis wanted to be with no more than once a week, so that was how often the cousins sat with the highest-ranking members of Bocheng’s platoon.

Wu would’ve gotten away with calling the bump-from-the-back an accident had he not rolled his eyes once Bocheng’s back was turned. And when Enora’s dipped brows had fuming lilac clashing with impish garnet, all the cadet did . . . was smirk.

That was when she knew it was no accident.

Just like the way he was blocking Enora and Bocheng’s view of each other now was no accident, using his stature and build as a wall between them.

Her annoyance must’ve transmitted across the space, because Wu met her annoyed sights with a smirk tipping his mouth, knowing exactly what he was doing, and he didn’t flipping care.








  
  
Chapter 2




“What did you and Mom and Dad talk about, Uncle Greg?” Enora asked, telling herself to ignore the nuisance of a wall and focus on something else. “You were gone forever.” 

“It was only thirty-one minutes, sweetheart. And I agree it took longer than expected.” Greg nodded at Wu, whose attention had gone back to his peers, signing something about swim practice later, and the duke shared, “We were discussing your sister’s missive about that drink Zhao Jian Wu consumes before swim practice.”

“And?” Enora waited, eyes widening in anticipation. Maybe this was a way to get him out. Maybe he’d been taking something illegal under the guise of . . .

“False alarm,” her uncle replied as her hope deflated quicker than a punctured balloon. “It’s just something to regulate his anxiety. Your sister and her friends verified the contents of his flask with the lab report Shuigang sent over.”

Lewis whirled to see Wu in a new light, then whispered, “Him? The fastest cadet has anxiety? Wow, that should make all of us feel better. He’s so calm in swim practice even when the currents are ruthless. Who knew we were all anxious! But I like that the drink vicariously helped me when he stopped me from scraping more of myself on the next reef, and—”

“You’re giving him way too much credit if you think that’s what he did,” his cousin said. “He didn’t save you from shit. He was just floating there, standing between you and the next reef just like he stands between everyone!”

Lewis shrugged. “I appreciate it though. Could’ve hurt the back of my head if the current pushed me back any quicker. I’d choose to slam into him over a coral any day.”

Sush’s eyes flashed with worry as she picked up her stylus and added to the sketch, murmuring, “The suit should be thickened at the skull and forehead.”

“And along the spine,” her mate suggested. “Every time there’s practice, I pray Tristan doesn’t report that someone broke their back from hitting a rock or a reef.”

Lewis winced, then shuddered, thanking Goddess for his healing abilities because the injuries sustained by the mavericks who were vampires, hunters or incantas had to be wrapped in bandages and took days to heal. Imagine being in pain for days. What a nightmare!

“Your Graces,” Bocheng’s voice pierced their space as he kept his eyes on the duke. “I don’t mean to interrupt b—”

“Then don’t,” Greg replied with a scowl.

“Uncle Greg, just hear him out,” Enora pleaded with a hand on her uncle’s arm. “Lunch is almost over anyway.”

Greg’s partially onyx eyes stayed on the commander when he heaved an impatient sigh and asked, “What?”

It annoyed Greg that the commander moved closer to Enora before saying, “Their Sovereigns asked if there’s been any updates on accepting the Blending Tonic yet?”

Greg’s brows lifted while Sush’s own drew tight when she said, “We only received samples of it six weeks ago and heard of it barely two months ago.”

Bocheng gave an understanding nod. “I’ll let them know the verifications require more time, then?”

Greg wasn’t about to let him off that easily. “How long did it take your own scientists to come up with the tonic, Commander?”

Bocheng vaguely recalled that “scientists” were “innovators” in his world, so he braved through the duke’s glower and replied, “I’m told it was two years, Your Grace.”

Greg decided this was a good day to show no mercy. “So what in Goddess’s name makes them think we’d have an answer in six weeks?”

“I . . . I can’t say for certain,” he admitted. “I’ll inform them that it’ll take a while.” And because the duke and duchess appeared to be increasingly unfriendly, Bocheng added, “I’m only here on orders, Your Graces. And . . .” Midnight black clashed with the lilac looking up at him, worrying about him. “And I wouldn’t be honest if I didn’t say I’d rather land dwellers have the advantage the tonic offers rather than risk further injuries. We’ve been among you and your people long enough for many of us to forge friendships. It’s awful to see them hurt.”

“Appreciate the concern, Commander,” Greg’s reply sliced through the speech like a knife. “But I will not let my followers, let alone my own family, ingest something that hasn’t been verified by our own sources.”

Bocheng’s head dipped in a compliant nod. “Duly noted, Your Grace. I apologize for badgering.”

Enora was about to tell Bocheng that it was all right because he was just doing his job, but her uncle beat her to a response. “Don’t let it happen again. Go.”

He left, but only after sneaking in another smile for Enora.

Sush’s eyes landed on Greg, and she hissed, “The sheer, fucking audacity of Shuigang royalty.”

“Imagine having to negotiate with their leaders and representatives for almost two years,” her mate replied.

Because that was exactly what happened.

Until a little over two years ago, the inhabitants of Oceanea only knew of life in Oceanea—a realm without land, where only two sovereign states existed—Shuigang and Dahai, two hostile dominions that severed diplomatic ties twenty-five years ago.

There was only one gateway leading in and out of Oceanea that was on neutral sand today. However, land dwellers were sealed away from the merfolk’s side for such a long time that generations of scholars have declared the gateway to be obsolete, especially when there was no way of reaching it. Vegetation there dwindled to nothing more than poisonous thorns over the centuries, and the place was eventually dubbed the Ghastly Depths. The thorns were designed to prevent sea creatures from attempting to open the portal after the way hunters and incantas worked together to hunt down and capture merfolk.

Hunters wanted their beautiful tails that fetched exorbitant prices in the black market since it was used to make luxury goods that increased in value over time. Incantas who practiced forbidden magic wanted the layer of mucus covering the merfolk’s skin to concoct potions and spells. Its chemical composition was unique and unobtainable through alternative means, so it was acquired through illegal methods.

In essence, hunters abducted ocean dwellers and placed them in tanks filled with a potion that induced excess mucus production, dark magic practitioners drained the captives of their mucus then handed over the severely weakened creatures back to the hunters for the tails to be removed and sold. But timing everything to the dot was crucial.

Dark magic practitioners had to hand back their victims before the shine of the scales dulled away, which would devalue the amount the hunters could fetch from their patrons. But hunters didn’t want their victims back too soon because merfolk that were not properly weakened were excruciatingly difficult to hold down and dissect, even with the chemicals and equipment at their disposal.

Sirens were an especially dangerous bunch.

In the abductors’ history, one siren managed to escape when she was nothing more than semi-conscious. Her assailant’s ears were not stuffed with wax that day because he thought she was unconscious from the cocktail of chemicals he made her inhale. Plus, she’d been doused with that mucus-producing potion for over a week! Long story short, when he came to the dissection table and ran his hand down her indigo tail, the siren sang in a weakened whisper. Her assailant went into a trance, brought her to the closest body of water, tossed an illegally produced portal-tablet into the pond, and gently released her.

Once she was back in Oceanea, help arrived. Within three months, she made a full recovery, returning to vocal studies and becoming one of the most revered vocal coaches of the century. Her legacy was the sirens’ greatest victory, Oceanea’s greatest pride, and the hunters’ greatest embarrassment.

She became living proof that the abductions and trafficking weren’t mere speculations, and since she’d seen other victims, learned their names, and heard their screams during their time in captivity, the merfolk who were declared missing on their travels to foreign land were deduced to be abducted and murdered.

Indignant that the political powers of Incanta and human territory weren’t taking necessary measures to put a stop to the monstrous practice, the sovereigns of the sea enlisted a trusted potions mistress who concocted a formula that enabled the underwater realm to seal itself away, one that forbade future generations of merfolk from attempting to open the gateway to foreign realms until it was “safe” to do so.

For generations, no one knew what “safe” meant, until the thorns that plagued the Ghastly Depths gradually cleared away. This phenomenon surprised the wary species, but it didn’t encourage them to investigate. Only when butter yellow flakes of huxi seaweed (that were thought to be extinct) began to grow and fish of all kinds dared to swim there did innovators and scholars speculate the possibility of change in neighboring realms that could benefit both land and sea just as it once did eons ago.

With the blood of Shuigang’s sovereign, they opened a rusted seal. The layer of reddish brown peeled away in disintegrating patches, a purple hue lit, and the portal opened. The water from the other realm, along with their odd-looking fish, astonished Shuigang’s monarch and army. But shuddering tales of the past had caution clinging onto them like a vise, even as a simple majority of Shuigang’s ruling members agreed that the world on the other side was worth looking into.

Admiral Yao (Bocheng’s father) was sent with a few others. The sturdiest seaweed was fashioned into a rope and tied at their waists, the ends of which were held by soldiers who remained in their own waters and were instructed to haul them back at a triple tug that would be the signal of something having gone wrong.

If only they knew they never stood a chance.

The admiral and four captains swam through the portal, holding themselves against the current of foreign waters in the vampire empire easily, oblivious that their entry formed small whirlpools on the surface that signified foreign life in the River of Heres. After a few uneventful moments in the shallow water, they swam to the surface, and that was when things got out of hand.

Branches, creepers, and vines of the Forest of Oderem snatched them by their tails and waists, slicing through the amateurish seaweed-rope like it was mere spider silk, spraying foul smells at their faces when they shouted, screamed, and stabbed the branches holding them. One captain had a foul yellow flower stuffed into his mouth, which he spat out and instantly threw up, angering the forest further because it considered its hostage dirtying its very pristine self.

More soldiers surfaced, and the forest seized them all. The admiral was barking orders so loudly that the forest shook him like a doll to get him to stop, sending the old man’s head in the spin as the lunch in his stomach threatened to make an appearance.

In the meantime, the forest used its connection with the vampire empress to alert her of the newcomers. 

Empress Pellethia was having a dreamless sleep. The sun was shining bright outside when the forest sent the scene of struggling trespassers into her mind, causing her to wake with a start. “Odi sensed something,” she told her wife and consort, Octavia.

They gathered their trusted advisors and vigils (the royal guard) and headed over, stunned at the sight of so many foreign faces, many of whom hadn’t shifted back and had their tails sticking out or were hanging upside down.

Upon asking who was in charge, the empress then coaxed the forest to gently set the admiral on his feet. 

But the admiral was impatient. And angry. When he was a few feet from the ground, he struggled through the loosened vines and fell face-first at the feet of the vampire rulers.

Not his best moment.

The Forest of Oderem couldn’t care less. It was going to properly set him on the ground, but the stupid man-fish just had to move.

Admiral Yao pushed himself to his feet with his natural left arm and prosthetic right arm, ignoring the hand Octavia was offering him and introduced himself as the “esteemed representative” sent by Their Sovereigns and had an entire army under his command.

“Is that a threat, Admiral?” Octavia asked, a shade of anger slicing through her tone.

“It’s an introduction,” he gritted.

“Then make it sound like one,” the consort warned. “You and your men trespassed while we were in the middle of our slumber. The empress will not tolerate any form of disrespect. Neither will this forest that’s connected to her.”

The admiral may have been reluctant enough to apologize when he felt the “attack” upon him and his soldiers was uncalled for, but his captains thought differently, all of whom shouted their apologies from high branches ensnarling them and were gently set on the ground after they did.

The admiral swallowed his pride and conveyed his apology, explaining the phenomenon in Oceanea and his rulers’ tentative plans to establish diplomatic relations. But the admiral himself didn’t look like he was keen on establishing any relations after the embarrassing start.

Pellethia cast a stern eye on the fifteen or so soldiers around them, then spoke for the first time that afternoon, telling the admiral to return to his rulers and submit a formal request to appear before her and her consort before encroaching on their land next time. Many soldiers had the decency to look sheepish, but several didn’t. Still, they abided, not wanting to know what would happen if they didn’t. Those who gave the forest apologetic pats on tree trunks and grass received friendship flowers of beige petals and red polka dots on their way home.

The vampire rulers didn’t sleep for the rest of the day, reaching out to lycan royalty and the commander of the hunters before alerting Incanta’s monarch as well. The rulers met at the empire a day later, discussing what the possible diplomatic relationship may mean and how far they were willing to go in terms of trade and cooperation.

When that was done, they waited.

Within a week, word was sent by a wary captain who swam to the surface of the River of Heres, climbed to the river bank, felt it odd that the branches and flowers weren’t assaulting him this time, then—having no idea what he was doing—spoke to the air while holding up a rolled-up parchment, telling the forest that it was a formal request for an audience with the vampire rulers from Shuigang’s monarch, government, and admiral.

A creeper from the closest tree took the scroll off his hands, and the ground grew a friendship flower that made the captain sigh in relief and murmur a silent thanks to his deities before he plucked the flower off the ground and made his way back.

The first meeting amongst the rulers went less than swimmingly, with the merfolk feeling entitled to better terms given the history of their species being victimized, and the other rulers arguing that using historical events from millennia ago to negotiate diplomatic terms today was a recipe for a strained relationship that would breed resentment before it broke out in war.

Commander Sushmita Alagumalai of the hunters didn’t hold back pointing out that Shuigang’s proposal wasn’t looking to build cooperation; it was a precursor for political domination.

From Incanta’s side, High Lord Theodore Paw-Claw-Ischyrós, High Lady Reida Paw-Claw-Ischyrós, Chief Royal Advisor Avra Pistós, and Prime Minister Mávros were more composed in their protests but were nonetheless insistent that Shuigang’s proposal was one-sided in the most draconian sense.

When Shuigang’s admiral brought up the “attack” by the Forest of Oderem, Empress Pellethia was ready to let the forest into her castle, and her consort wasn’t going to stop her.

Lycan royalty had the strongest bargaining chip here, since their ancestors (surprisingly) did almost nothing to merfolk, so King Alexandar and Queen Lucianne bluntly spelled out that every one of their species had reason to be wary of the other in the initial stages, given that lycans had a strained history with the vampires, hunters, and incantas before diplomacy was rebuilt over time. And if Shuigang was unable to open themselves to the possibility that there can be a form of cooperation that benefited both land and sea, it’d be best they returned and sealed themselves back up. The high lord’s parents would be more than happy to concoct a potion for them to do just that.

Egos were bruised and pride was torn down that day, as best as the merfolk tried to mask it behind political smiles. Sovereign Hong wisely chose to say that he and his governing party appreciated the “input” given by everyone and explained that the proposal was driven by a lot of fear of the past repeating itself. He vouched to review the proposal with his governing bodies and make “extensive amendments to best serve our people and each other.”

When the vigils escorted them out and back to the River of Heres, the land-dwelling rulers had an unfiltered chat and decided it’d be best for the one with the greatest bargaining chip to negotiate for all of them.

Did lycan royalty and their governing members do it? Yes.

Did they feel like they aged two decades over the course of two years? Also yes.

When the bureaucracy was behind them, plans to connect the land and sea began, the firsts of which was the construction of the underwater headquarters for the Secret Service.

Sush shuddered at recalling the past and waved a hand like she was giving something a hard pass. “I’m so glad Lucy and Xandar volunteered to do that on our behalf. Theo and Reida may be patient, but I swear, Pelly and I would’ve flipped.”

“Good,” her mate said with a smirk of pride. “She can send the temperamental forest; you can forge weapons from it. And we’d all be rid of any encumbrances in the immediate future.”

His mate’s eyes narrowed. “Then Lucy and Xandar would flip.”

“Maybe Shuigang royalty is just concern?” their niece’s careful voice echoed, pulling their eyes to her. “I know diplomatic efforts had a rough start. But Bocheng said his father admitted they were wrong to trespass like that. And Bocheng and I talked about the tonic over lunch the other day. It would’ve prevented Lewis’s injuries—our bodies would produce a mucus layer to shields our skin the way merfolk’s mucus shields theirs, so we’d merely slip off a reef or rock. We won’t be scratched or scraped with the natural protective shield.”

“Sweetheart,” her uncle began, “if a tonic is involved, it’s not natural. I know the selling point is appealing, but I need it to be safe. Your sister and brother-in-law are already studying it with their team in Incanta. And research and verification like that takes time. I don’t care if it takes them twenty years to verify it. I won’t let anyone ingest that thing until they say it’s safe. And if they say it’s safe, we’ll start using it. No questions asked. You have my word.”

Lewis checked the time and carefully stood. “Speaking of words, I should probably go. I promised Aunt Ella I’ll help with inventory this week. She’d have something to say if I’m late.”

“Go, go,” his aunt urged after he gave her a quick hug. “Tell her I said hi!”

“Will do!” Lewis yelled back as he sprinted out.

After a few more hugs, Sush made her way out while Greg and Enora got back to work for an hour before half their department broke for swim practice.








  
  
Chapter 3




Non-merfolk got into their gray stretchable suits that kept them warm during swim practice, though not yet safe from coral reefs. They gathered at the rearmost room of the headquarters and chewed down two sheets of dried, yellow huxi flakes each. This would help them breathe underwater for up to three hours of regular activity; two hours if it was high-intensity movements such as swim training. 

Merfolk filed in soon after, either topless (like most mermen) or with fitting tops (like most mermaids) to facilitate shifting when they stepped into the water. The tall and distinct presence of a shirtless Bocheng had heads turning when he sauntered toward his starfish all wrapped up in her suit, save for her face, which he cupped and brought her in for a lingering kiss.

“Now would be a fantastic time to let the water in, Tristan,” Greg spoke into the intercom even though he could’ve just mind-linked the order.

“Initiating opening,” her voice came in response.

Enora’s cheeks flushed, and Bocheng gazed at her with a satisfied smile. 

Somewhere behind him, leaning against the wall like it was another casual afternoon, the garnet-eyed nuisance kept his eyes on them while he tipped the opening of his silver flask into his mouth and downed that anxiety drink, as he always did before swim practice.

Enora recognized Wu’s frame without having to look and decided he wasn’t worth a glance, especially when she had the attention of this perfect man before her who was gazing at her like she was the only pearl in the sea. They were forced to pull away as the opening wall gradually let in a steady waterfall of Oceanea’s waters, but their fingers remained intertwined as the water reached their knees.

When it reached their waists, merfolk embraced the current and wonderfully lower temperature, putting their legs together and letting them meld into the tail they were born with, the scales of which came in a wide range of colors, from bright reds and yellows to cool blues and purples to subtle browns and grays. Each tail was patterned, distinguishing one family from another: siblings may exhibit different-colored tails, but their caudal fins shared the same pattern; cousins’ patterns shared some similarities, but once a merfolk was mated and marked, the patterns on the couple’s tails morphed into something distinct that represented their origins but also marked their ties as a new family.

Bocheng’s tail was a majestic jade green, one with undulating curves at the lower edges that represented waves and broken circulars that resembled air bubbles. Small frills of the same color fanned out from his ears as he brought Enora’s hands to his toned abdomen lined with a smooth film of mucus that kept merfolk warm, slowly dragging her hand south until it reached the green scales right below his belly button.

The surroundings blurred for Enora, until her uncle’s familiar voice brought her back to the room when he said, “If she hits a reef or scratches against a rock today, Commander, understand that it’s because of what you’re doing right now. And you’ll find my fist in your face and my claws sticking out from the back of your skull.”

Bocheng bit back a guilty smile and gave his starfish’s hand a reassuring squeeze when her gaze turned apologetic. Releasing her, he led his platoon out of headquarters and into the ocean, veering right for the obstacle course designed for merfolk while non-merfolk veered left for one that was less demanding since it was only their third week of practice.

On the merfolk’s side, everyone stretched their tails and relished in feeling their abilities at full force. Sirens hummed and murmured lyrics without setting any intention to entrance anyone, enjoying the way the waters of home lubricated their vocal cords.

Echoes were merfolk who communicated with animals and plants, who’d tell you that corals could be arrogant pricks while barnacles preferred keeping to themselves and hardly spoke to anyone. 

Drifters manipulated and stabilized currents, the strongest amongst them could create whirlpools that were comparable to hurricanes on land.

None of them were immune to fellow merfolk with the same ability, so a siren could still be entranced by another siren if one’s mind wasn’t trained to recognize the invasion and usurpation of autonomy. Untrained echoes could understand animals and plants but would fail to form good, lasting relationships with them, and they would soon tire the flora and fauna who sought something real and enduring. As for drifters who wove fingers through the streaks of water that twisted around their hands and arms by command? Let’s just say there had been numerous occasions where whirlpools were created when they were not supposed to.

The question of who could overpower the other boiled down to strength and skill. For members of the army, maintaining strength and skill was crucial.

In a five-hundred-mi race (around 547 yards) through a weekly changing obstacle course, the commander and his lieutenants took their starting positions by a boulder embellished with green and yellow barnacles. An ensign picked up a seasnail minding its own business, loaded the poor thing into a sling shot, and yelled, “THREE, TWO, ONE! GO!”

The slingshot was released, sending the seasnail flying across the line. The echoes heard the poor thing screeching while the commander and lieutenants made a consistent start in the first fifty mi, picking up the first pink shell and strategically avoided jagged sides of boulders and stinging tentacles of anemones as they tried to outswim each other through the path of rocks that only allowed one swimmer at a time.

Lieutenant Ming was leading, leaning sideways and veering through the course like it was second nature to him. And it was. He’d undergone years of training. Known for his speed and agility, apart from his dangerously melodious voice, he was good at taking advantage of his slenderer build and was the only one out of the three to get out of the boulders completely unscathed, collecting the second shell before his spruce blue tail paddled hard to put as much distance as possible between him and his competitors, one of whom was gaining on him.

Bocheng resisted manipulating the currents to sweep away anemones gliding peacefully on the boulders blocking his path. The commander sustained one sting from that blasted white anemone, and although it left no mark or injury, he blamed how closely the rocks were placed and hated that those tentacles were so flipping long. It wasn’t as if everyone was built like Ming. But once Bocheng got through, he gained on his rival, hovering over a reef of red and orange but stayed low enough to scour for the next shell that was hidden somewhere.

And this was where the sharp-eyed Lieutenant Siuli beat these boys, finding orange shells tucked safely in the shadows of the flat corals without needing to use her echo power to ask the corals where the shells were stashed. She cackled while zooming past Bocheng and Ming in a sweeping rush that inexperienced creatures would mistake for an underwater breeze, making the most graceful turn down the cliff and dove at full speed, though regulating speed was never her strongest suit. She’d just found the last shell when her rivals gained on her.

“Blistering barnacles,” Ming cursed when a need for speed had him picking up a seasnail by its shell instead of the seashell it was next to and lost time when he dropped the animal and picked up the last shell, sprinting as fast as he could because he didn’t want to finish last.

Bocheng and Siuli kept pace for no more than three seconds before the commander took the lead again, swimming over the same reef and angling himself through the same boulders, got stung by the same anemone—this time along his arm and at the end of his tail fin—before covering the last fifty mi, finishing the course and coming out a champion.

Ming complained about the seasnail when he, Siuli, and Bocheng tail-bumped at another completed obstacle course. They then lined up their subordinates, and Bocheng took the spot by the boulder, wanting the best view of the other side where non-merfolk were practicing. His eyes clashed with a lilac pair from across the space, bringing his lips into a smile before something small was thrown at his face, barely an inch away from his right eye.

The commander snapped to see two ensigns straightening and pointing at Wu, whose hands shot up in surrender before he signed that he thought the commander would catch the seasnail before it hit his face, seeing he managed exactly that the previous week with his “exceptional agility” when Lieutenant Ming playfully tossed a pebble at him.

Bocheng eyed the cadet, unsure whether he was being sardonic or sincere since Bocheng wasn’t known for his agility, especially when the anemone sting could still be felt on his tail.

He never had a problem with Wu, who had taken orders and gone through training, beating most of his peers. There were times Bocheng felt Deities had been unfair to the muted cadet by gifting him the power of a siren without him ever being able to sing. With Wu’s aptitude and discipline, his sirenic power could’ve been second only to Ming.

For some reason, the cadet began stepping out of line ever since they arrived at the Secret Service. Ming said folks reacted to homesickness differently, but Bocheng wasn’t sure if that was the case anymore, because he couldn’t figure out how throwing something at him correlated to missing home.

At the end of a five-second silence, the commander signed him a stern warning to behave like a soldier or risk suspension. The fact that Lieutenant Ming tossed anything at him before was irrelevant because the cadet was not Lieutenant Ming.

Wu held his head low and offered a fisted salute in apology.

The commander heaved a sigh, then looked around for the seasnail that was tossed at him, seeing it in some seaweed and picking it up only to discover it was an empty shell, usually because the snail in it died and the shell that took longer to disintegrate was left behind.

Loading it into the slingshot, he stole one more look of his alluring starfish taking her place at the starting line on her side before he started his subordinates’ race on his.








  
  
Chapter 4




Unlike her dashing suitor with little patience for scouring for hidden objects, Enora enjoyed shell hunting in the obstacle course, especially if the shells were hidden somewhere most creatures won’t think to look. 

The mavericks were strong contenders since their eyes were trained to be sharp, so Enora usually spared a second or two to make other shells harder to find or reach, whether it was burying them deeper into the sand, pushing them further into the shadows, or camouflaging them, like putting a green shell on moss-covered boulders. It started out as pure fun, especially when Lewis got annoyed, but later on, it became a strategy to buy herself time.

Even so, she wouldn’t always win. The main difficulty she shared with the others was swerving through the boulders. It was like learning to drive a car, except they were driving themselves while the currents may or may not work against them. After numerous injuries in their first week of practice, they unanimously decided to slow down and get the hang of turning with the buoyancy of water before thinking about speed.

Their obstacle course had a much wider space between boulders without anemones, and still there were many who couldn’t get to the end without knocking into a boulder or two, especially those of larger build like Lewis and Baxter. And don’t even get them started on the reef that hit Baxter’s crotch this time when he didn’t hover high enough over the elevating reef. Lewis retained a scratch on his temple when he was bending over to reach a shell tucked deep in the shadows of an umbrella-like coral. 

“You’re lucky you’re pretty,” he muttered to the anchored structure of purple.

Most of them took much longer to get through the course compared to their merfolk counterparts, but they were improving in terms of maneuvering without being swept away by a current that could come from anywhere at any time depending on the sweeps and swerves of other sea creatures roaming the depths.

Enora was covering the last fifty mi when one such unpredictable current created a force that swept her off-course. While attempting to steady herself, a second wave swept right under her and had her turtle-turning and veering sharply toward the boulder at the starting line. Her mind knew she was going to crash into the red and blue barnacles, but her body didn’t know how to stop it until she bumped into something that was neither a barnacle nor boulder.

A grunt came out of him when she slammed into his solid abdomen. Rough palms wrapped her elbows and steadied her from behind, straightening her while waiting for the offending current to pass, then released her.

She spun around too quickly that had her tipping too much to the left, then too much to the right as she rebalanced herself and internally cursed the laws of physics while the garnet-eyed impediment watched her wobble with dipped brows as his hands balled into fists by his sides. Only when Enora was finally floating straight did his stare on her unstable stance flicker to her eyes.

If Enora hadn’t caught his subtle insubordination these past few weeks, Wu would have fooled her for looking concerned. But several run-ins with him told her everything she needed to know about this cadet—he was one top-notch actor.

“Thanks,” she said, almost having to choke out the word.

Unlike the times he smirked in a way that tempted her to scratch his face, Wu merely dipped his head in a courteous nod and signed, “You’re welcome.”

She was about to swim away when someone yelled, “Starfish! What happened? Are you hurt?”

The stern concern in Wu’s eyes ebbed away as his cadet self surfaced once more.

Bocheng drifted over like a worried lover, scouring non-existent wounds on Enora’s face and hands, and garnet eyes managed a 360-eyeroll when the commander wasn’t looking.

But the princess was, and her eyes sharpened in warning. As they always did.

The knowing, irritating smirk lifted his lips. He held her fiery glare for a second, then bowed at his waist, which Enora couldn’t tell whether was a gesture of respect or mockery before her suitor gave him a dismissive wave.

Wu swallowed the words he so badly wanted to sign, deep down waiting for the day when Bocheng was the one who’d be forced to leave. He made a swift turn of his garnet red tail when the corals around them paused their chatter and toned down in a hush.

Corals were the ocean’s reporters before merfolk developed the craft of reporting. Although historically prized and respected, the fact that corals couldn’t explicitly say or sing anyone’s name had skeptics arguing that coral-reports were unreliable, if not misleading.

These multicolored creatures could describe the attributes of the merfolk or fish they were talking about, but when there was more than one creature with a certain color tail or particular stature, it was difficult to identify the subject of their song or speech. Even so, they remained a priceless source of information and were usually the firsts to learn anything new or significant, leading merfolk reporters down the trail to fill in the gaps.

While only echoes could hear corals chat and speak, everyone, including land dwellers, could hear corals sing.

The hush on the training ground had everyone gathering around the nearest reefs when the song began:



And nowwwww

that

ties are formed

beneath that mate-bond

the seas shall see

to what degree

would aid show in claws

for that battle loss was but a battle paused.



The stone has sung

and feelings are stung.

Someone now has more reason than the one since young.



Hush us up and you shall see

Who’s going to grovel with no dignity!



Whoo!



Another thing about corals: They required everyone to respect their sensitivities, but this was rarely reciprocated.

Most merfolk froze at the mention of a battle, the remainder of the song became a blur, and many had an idea which battle was being referred to.

Bocheng’s jaw ticked. His posture turned rigid, until Enora’s hand wrapped around his arm when she asked, “Is this about Shuigang’s battle with Dahai?”

“It could be,” Bocheng muttered, scowling at the chattering gossipers. Giving Enora’s hand a squeeze, he said, “We should head back. I need to speak to my father about this.”

He reached above and pulled out one of the many silvery streaks in the water surrounding them. Messaging streaks had facilitated merfolk communication since the beginning of time. The application was simple: Pull any amorphous, silver streak from the water and it’d crystalize when one whispered the sender’s name and coordinates, followed by the message, then ended it with the name and coordinates of the recipient. Addresses today corresponded to these coordinates for efficiency.

Bocheng whispered his name and the coordinates of the Secret Service, then his message about joining his family tonight to understand how the corals’ song affected the military, then ended it with his father’s name and position, along with the address of the defense ministry. The silver streak glowed in faint green, matching the sender’s tail color, and once released, it turned amorphous once more and zapped across the distance at a speed no merfolk could hope to attain. Bocheng repeated the process one more time and sent it off as well.

Messaging streaks that didn’t reach their destinations were not dissectible, so the messages could not be opened by another recipient even if the intended recipient was dead, at which time the glow in the streak would fade and the message would die. The streak would then be ready to pick up the next message.

If messaging streaks were intercepted before they reached their destination, they’d make a relentless effort to escape, so if it was accidentally swallowed by a whale, one would have to wait for the animal’s digestive system to release the glowing streak. It was the reason urgent messages should be sent at least twice to ensure that at least one of them made it on time. But it was best practice to send an animal as well to make sure something gets to the recipient, so Bocheng would get Siuli’s help with this later.

Enora had seen Bocheng do this a few times by now, but the process still left her in awe.

Her suitor took her hand and led everyone back, and while the mavericks and merfolk tailed them, Lewis caught Wu staring hard at the corals with his fingers skating across the structure. His gray- and green-tailed friends were making their way back without him.

Lewis swam over, getting close enough for the cadet to notice his presence and look up. The focused seriousness in those garnet eyes gave way to surprise and a sliver of wariness, which Lewis only caught from being raised by highly observant creatures. He would’ve missed it otherwise because the cadet turned his expression into something that was more open, confused, and—as every Shuigang soldier was trained to be—compliant.

“Everything okay?” Lewis asked, not sure what Wu was looking at.

Wu signed, “I thought I saw a fish in there, my lord. But I’m not too sure.”

Lewis’s eye twitched at his title. It was weird having a colleague calling him that. “Just Lewis is fine.” He studied the white coral drifting gracefully with the currents, failing to see any fish and turning back to Wu only to catch him glaring at the white thing before schooling his features once more.

“What color was it?” Lewis asked for the hell of it. “The fish.”

“White,” he signed simply.

“Well, that makes sense,” Lewis mused. “Camouflage and all. And I hate to tell you this, but if it was there, you definitely scared it away with that face. C’mon. We should head back before you scare the corals too.”

A non-echo couldn’t hear it, but the corals cackled at the remark as the two left.








  
  
Chapter 5




“I thought I saw a fish in there, my lord?”  the gray-eyed Wei Kit asked with a lifted brow. “Did he believe you?”

“Well, he started looking for one, so I’d say I half convinced him,” Wu signed in response.

“Was there a fish there?” Kit asked.

“No.”

Behind the safe walls of their room in the barracks situated at a ten-minute swim from headquarters, the three comrades were in the guys’ shared room that night when Kit’s sister, Le Qi, sneered, “Couldn’t the message wait? Someone could’ve caught you.”

“Someone already did,” Wu signed. “I doubt the lord will think much about it. He probably suspects I’m mute and a little wrong in the head.” When they cast him an unconvinced stare, Wu continued, “The two of you really have to school your faces or we’d risk outing ourselves.”

Kit snorted. “Says the one who keeps trying to get the princess’s attention.”

“That is not the same,” the cadet signed. “Look, I’m not sure how many of them know corals are still reliable messengers, so I doubt anyone would think much about what I was doing.”

“You’re absolutely right.” Kit stretched himself out on the bed and continued, “They’d probably pay more attention to your efforts in riling up Bobo because it’s a hundred times worse. I can’t think of a worse way to blow our cover.”

“It won’t blow our cover,” Wu signed, his insistence clear from the lethal certainty in his eyes. “They hardly give us a second look unless we’re needed.”

“Thank Deities for that,” Qi muttered.

“Bobo and his dada probably think they’ve got everything covered when the treaties were signed,” Kit said. “The old man seemed pretty confident they have sufficient arsenal in case Dahai attacks, which I think is a great reason to be confident, more so with that song today—to what degree would aid show in claws.” Kit placed his stuffed animal on his face and muffled, “We’re doomed.”

Eyes narrowing at his dramatic reaction, Qi took the faded green stuffed seahorse from him, after which Wu signed, “Just because this platoon interpreted the corals’ song to mean that lycans and wolves would aid Shuigang, it doesn’t mean they’re right. Corals have a way of playing with words.”

Kit huffed an incredulous scoff, snatching his support animal back from his sister and tossing it into the air, watching it slowly descend. “So you’re saying the lycan kingdom won’t aid Shuigang, that their treaties meant nothing?”

“I’m saying no land dweller went into these treaties knowing everything.”

“So what? Are you going to tell them?” The seahorse reached Kit, and he tossed it back up.

“I’m not stupid,” Wu said.

“Unless the princess is seen cozying up with Bobo, of course. By the way,” Kit sat up so that Wu could see his smirk in full view when he asked, “Would you like me to save her for you next time?”

“That’s not necessary,” Wu signed stiffly.

“Ah, right. Because you have no problem doing it yourself,” Kit taunted. “You know, this may be a coincidence, but you somehow always find the best spot and best time to watch the mavericks.”

Wu lowered himself at the edge of his bed, sighing at the glass ceiling where schools of fish swam by before ultimately signing, “The safety precautions in their obstacle course is so horrendous that it’s practically non-existent.”

“Oh, it’s fully existent,” Kit said. “You exist after all.”

Wu barged over, caught the stuffed animal before it fully descended, and swung it at Kit’s face to block out his cackles. “Pray we continue existing,” he signed, then checked the time on the sundial clock on their shared nightstand before turning to Qi. “You should head back.”

With a reluctant nod, she peeled herself from her brother’s bed and headed to the door. “Say hi to him for me. I hope they’re not too shaken by the corals’ song back home.”
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The roommates turned off the lights shortly after. Wu waited another half an hour before crawling out of bed, with Kit reminding him to be careful under heavy eyelids as Wu got into their shared bathroom, stepped on the closed toilet seat, reached for the low glass ceiling, and found the latch he and Kit installed not long after they moved in to help with sneaking out.

He unlatched the panel and drew it opened, then peeked out to make sure the only ones looking at him were scarce fishes tipping their heads like they were asking why he didn’t just use the front door. He put a finger to his lips, and the fishes’ heads tipped back straight when they looked away, pretending they didn’t see a merman sneaking out as he stayed close to the walls, using more time than he anticipated when he had to slow down at the sound of his peers’ laughter outside.

It got easier to leave from there as he blended into the shadows cast by reefs and larger-than-average boulders, making his way past their training ground, where he could breathe easier now that he was a good distance away from the barracks, reaching the mouth of a canyon and diving straight in, hoping he wasn’t late.

The dive to the bottom took several minutes, but the cold didn’t bother him, much less the darkness and increasing pressure. It may have caused nausea and light-headedness to the average folk, but Wu and most soldiers had been trained to withstand the harshest conditions.

The bottom was littered with pebbles and stones without a fish in sight. A groan came from the cave on his right, and he swam in. A wary tentacle of the octopus living here carefully reached out, making him pause as one the suckers found his hand, got a sense of his callous palm and scent, recognizing him, and let him go.

Wu darted deeper inside, knowing he was late now, reaching the meeting point and spotted the merman he came to meet. The elderly’s back faced him and slowly turned with the racket Wu made from his rushed swimming, pausing before him between huffs when he lowered his head in a respectful bow, greeting the old man by signing through their mind-link, ‘Master Kang.’

“Nephew,” Master Kang acknowledged. “How are all of you?”

Wu straightened. “Just fine, Uncle. And everyone back home?”

“Min Ya is still putting your soldiers through hell, so I’d say everything is all right.”

Wu knew Kang meant it to be amusing, and he probably found it so, but the nephew released an exasperated sigh. “I talked to her about this,” he signed, more to himself than his uncle. “And the corals in Dahai? Did they sing?”

“They did, about the paused battle and the message you sent. Your poor soldiers went through a mere moment of relief when the first song started because Min Ya paused training but then blanched white when the lyrics came out.”

“Do you think it’ll happen—the lycans and wolves siding with Shuigang?”

“I don’t know them enough to make a proper assessment. None of us do. It’s a possibility, but I’ll tell you what I told our sovereign—corals sing about the present; they don’t prophesy the future. And if they do help them . . .  Well, we’ll cross that tunnel when we come to it. We’re prepared. We’ll be fine.”

Wu swallowed, thinking about what that would mean. “I keep wondering whether it was right for us to hide when Shuigang reached out to land dwellers. It gave them ample time to poison us against them.”

“True,” Master Kang readily said. “But it also gives land dwellers ample time to recognize who Shuigang is on their own terms, allowing them to decide who their rulers and leaders are without Dahai’s influence.”

“Why do you sound so calm about this?” Wu asked. “Especially after the corals’ song today. Shuigang can technically attack us in a way they couldn’t before with the help of their allies.”

“I agree, so why haven’t they?” his uncle questioned. “Technicality doesn’t always equate to feasibility. Shuigang’s ties with land don’t seem particularly strong at the moment, especially when negotiations went on for two years. What kind of negotiation goes on for two years?”

“I assumed it was tedious at first, but I do admit it was strange. But surely this doesn’t mean we wait for those ties to strengthen?”

“With everything you’ve learned,” his uncle began, “do you think it’s wise for us to put a stop to it?”

This wasn’t the first time a question like this was tossed back at him, and he replied, “No.”

“Why not?” Uncle Kang prompted as a master—as one of his teachers.

Wu sighed, thinking about his time here and everything at stake. “We don’t know enough about land dwellers to assess how they’d react. If Dahai reached out, we could be walking into a trap if they alerted Shuigang about it. If those of us here identified ourselves to lycan royalty and disclosed our side of the story about ongoing tensions with Shuigang, we’re not putting our best tail forward when we’ve infiltrated foreign waters ourselves.”

“So we should simply wait?” his uncle asked him in return.

Wu used to find this aggravating, but he learned to fish through his thoughts with his uncle’s prompts. “We simply focus on why we’re here—to secure the Pearls and return home. With them, we can protect ourselves, whether or not land dwellers decide to join Shuigang and attack should their relationship grow stronger one day.”

His uncle gave a nod and a satisfied smile. “Sometimes I wonder why you ask questions that you already have the answers to.”

Maybe because I didn’t have those answers when I flipping asked, Wu thought, and it clearly showed on his face because his uncle chuckled and gave his shoulder an encouraging pat of pride, then handed him a bag of elixirs that were masked as anxiety drinks. 

“Take care of yourselves,” the old man said quietly, worry lining his forehead.

“We will,” Wu promised, though they both knew safety wasn’t something that could be promised. He knew it was time for their usual goodbye, and heaviness set in his chest when he signed, “Could you ask Min Ya to—”

“Yes, Nephew. I’ll make sure she doesn’t run your soldiers to the ground before your return. Go now. You need rest.”

Wu nodded and dragged his tail away, making a successful trip back to the barracks without being seen. Kit was awake, clutching the stuffed seahorse as he awaited Wu’s return, as he always did, then linked his sister before they all surrendered to the night.








  
  
Chapter 6




That same evening, Bocheng and Lieutenant Ming packed a few things for a night’s stay and took a fifteen-minute swim to the nearest commute, leaving Lieutenant Siuli in charge of the barracks. 

The two alighted the almost empty commuteel (a commuter whose inventor credited the mechanism to electric eels), took the seaweed-shaped seats and slept for an hour, waking briefly when barnacles peppering every surface of Shuigang melted a quiet song into the waters, one that carried the same lyrics echoed in the same tune, discharged at the same time every day for as long as Bocheng could remember:



For all that’s good and all that’s happened,

today’s events are no exception.

When questions arise,

will they spring free

or must they be caught it a web of secrecy?



Is there a need to hide

in the name of honor when it may be wounded pride?



Truth is amorphous and fluid,

tends to be bottled with a tightened lid.

Yet bottles break and lids come loose.

When they do, will one run, hide, or finally take the clue?



Truths are stacked against every lie

They mirror each other, much like our tides.

There’s a price to pay once either is set free

Will one pay either with dignity?



Let’s not confuse right and wrong.

Silence out the noise of the throng.

Pride is necessary, but never an excuse

to bury whatever happens lest it’ll cause a bigger bruise.

Honor leans us toward what is right,

a conscience that guides us, even amid a blight.



To accept the loss is but a step.

Duty requires more than just that.

Be mindful to remember a simple fact—

dishonor is as simple as failing to act.



Barnacles were believed to be the intermediary between Deities and Oceanea, passing on words of wisdom when required, which was why they were found everywhere, sticking on boulders, corals, even sea creatures, normally by their tails, and—when civilization began—they latched on buildings, sidewalks, street signs, and any other surface that could hold them. Sure, they were pulled out like weeds a few times a year, but in respecting the deities who once ruled the sea, merfolk only removed enough barnacles to avoid compromising safety and efficiency.

Back in school, Bocheng and fellow fingerlings were taught that the barnacles’ evening song reminded merfolk to honor the truth. The lyrics intrigued them as children but ebbed into normalcy as they aged, so much so that they could sleep through the song and still remember the lyrics.

Bocheng and Ming woke up shortly before they arrived at the heart of Shuigang. The lights from trillions of multicolored bioluminescence planktons encased in glass lamps brightened the city, making it harder to welcome the darkness than to find light.

Getting off at their stop, they swam through checks and returned salutes to officers, alighting royal animals that were sent, which assured Bocheng that the messaging streaks reached their destination. That, or the jellyfish Siuli spoke to, passed on the message through other jellyfish without issues.

Siuli sent the coelenterate after failing to get the fish around headquarters to help. She didn’t bother with the corals, which were notoriously unhelpful unless helping someone helped themselves. Fish were more accommodating to requests, but when none wanted to help, jellyfish were their next best bet since they thrived in abundance, allowing them to convey the message to one another until it reached a jellyfish that was closest to Shuigang’s capital.

In exchange for their collective labor, only the jellyfish that was asked the favor would demand nothing more than a measly snack (Siuli got it a dying fish from the lunchroom). The rest of them would be happy for the “privilege” to convey anything to folks in positions of power. The downside was that jellyfish didn’t have the best mental capacity, which was why it was important to keep messages short, preferably not more than ten words. Even then, there’d still be jellyfish who’d get it wrong.

“An interesting choice of messenger you sent,” the footman of the castle greeted Bocheng and Ming, leading them through the high gates of stone, gates that were once high-reaching corals of mulberry purple and salmon pink. Castle grounds were protected by a dome-shaped forcefield powered by harvesting the excess electrical charge from eels, and it was a protective measure that not even animals could breach. “The jellyfish that arrived said, and I quote, ‘The commoner and loose tenant ring the castle tonight.’”

Ming stifled a cordial chuckle while Bocheng shook his head with a smile, the three of them thinking about how hopeless those creatures were, astounded that they’d dodged extinction and survived this long.

They hovered over floors made of the finest ground pebbles that only crustaceans stepped on since merfolk usually swam through hallways. Seaweed of green and turquoise with the occasional white and pink flowers spiraled large pillars of tightly glued stones. Luminescent bulbs with trapped planktons that would be freed in the morning lit the space in a calming yellow hue, its light reflecting off the translucent ceiling and was meant to encourage rest.

But since the “commoner and loose tenant ring” had sent word, this night would not end early, and dinner was delayed awaiting their arrival. Two guards at the dining room entrance pulled open the deep green doors engraved with the three deities of Oceanea as the footman announced the soldiers’ arrival to the royal family, joined by Shuigang’s head of innovation, and the admiral and his family.

With dipped heads and a salute, Bocheng and Ming greeted, “Your Dejesties, Your Royal Depthness.” Pivoting to the side, they continued, “Sir Ji, Sir Shang, Admiral Yao.”

“Commander, Lieutenant,” acknowledged Sovereign Hong, who had the largest seat at the dining table to accommodate his eight tentacles. While everyone else had tails, mermen of reigning families were cecaelia, bearing eight tentacles with suckers underneath, most of which hid retractable hooks that came in handy in battles. “Have a seat. We’ve waited for you,” he said, beckoning them to the two empty spaces next to the admiral and Sir Shang.

“Father,” Bocheng offered the admiral a brief salute before he sat. He and his elder brother had long known that Admiral Yao was a soldier before a parent.

On the opposite side of table that curved inward to accommodate a seat and outward to partition folks sat the former admiral and father to Her Sovereign, Sir Ji, followed by Her Royal Depthness and Bocheng’s future sister-in-law, Young Sovereign Ailing (pronounced: eye-ling), Bocheng’s elder brother and captain, Bohao, and Bocheng’s mother, Xiaole.

“Mother,” Bocheng greeted with a smile as Xiaole beamed with pride.

The sight brought out Her Sovereign’s own smile. She cared about this family as her own, which was why she was so pleased when the admiral’s eldest son declared his intentions to court her daughter. Who could ask for a better match?

“Bocheng,” Her Sovereign began as the waiters laid down the appetizers of seasoned shellfish. “Do enlighten us about the progress with the Secret Service.”

The commander felt his father’s eyes on him, stern and demanding, just as they always had been. Growing up in his household wasn’t without immense pressure, but he and his brother agreed that it made them better—stronger, more efficient, and more accomplished. Even when Bocheng was speaking to Her Sovereign, he was truly reporting to his father.

Admiral Yao was held to high regard, and he’d trained his sons to emulate or be better than him in every possible way.

None of the elders seem pleased with Bocheng’s report, but they weren’t surprised either. If land dwellers were easy to deal with, their ancestors wouldn’t have sealed themselves away.

“Have you at least reminded the duke that our innovators have verified it?” Admiral Yao asked. “Because if strategically hinted, their skepticism can be seen as an insult to an ally.”

“Father, the lycan duke and his wife seem to pay little heed to the findings of Shuigang’s innovators,” Bocheng shared. “I’ve raised the matter with the princess as well, but the duke seems rather . . . adamant in utilizing his own sources.”

The head of innovation, Sir Shang, who personally oversaw the creation of the Blending Tonic twitched in dissatisfaction. “That’s bold. Lycans and wolves had never been known for their innovative prowess. Only brute strength.”

“It’s actually the incantas who are running the tests, sir,” Bocheng shared, having spoken to Enora about it. “I wasn’t able refute their decision upon learning that, considering magical beings are widely respected in that field.”

“Were, son. Were widely respected,” Admiral Yao said.

“Yao,” Her Sovereign interjected. “It’s all right. Incantas have historically been contenders, and it appears that they still are today. It’s something we must accept. Discrediting the lycans’ source would only discredit ourselves, given the trust between the lycans and incantas is stronger than the trust they have in us.”

“Of course, Your Dejesty,” Yao replied with a compliant nod and courteous smile.

Sovereign Hong set his sights on Bocheng. “We shall stop pursuing the matter for now, Commander. Let them do what they want. They’ll eventually see that the tonic is a gesture of goodwill given for their own safety. And ours. Now,” he sat back as the waiters served the first course, one where glutinous wheat was mashed with algae with a side of fish, “on to more pressing matters—the corals.”

“It’s troubling,” Her Sovereign mused.

“No, Mother. It was taunting,” her daughter, Ailing, argued. “Assuming what Grandfather said is true—that the corals referred to the mate-bond Bohao and I have been forming during our courtship while diplomatic ties with land dwellers were being discussed—a song with a celebratory melody while their lyrics signaled an ominous future was outright derisive.”

“Perhaps the corals meant for their song to be celebratory and ominous,” her fiancé offered, turning to his father. “Perhaps they foretell celebration in our mate-bond and forewarn us that the Stone of Jicheng has sung to the next Mersoldier chosen by the deities, and this may stand to hurt the feelings of whoever isn’t chosen.”

“If that’s true,” Ailing began, “then pray the chosen one is from our dominion.”

“It’d be interesting to see whether Deities favor familial ties of blood or marriage,” Bohao said because, for as long as Oceanea knew, the deities’ chosen one alternated between dominions: If the Mersoldier was from Shuigang now, then the successor would be from Dahai. There hadn’t been any exceptions thus far.

“‘Interesting’ is a word for theorists, Captain. Not soldiers,” Sir Ji remarked. “The last Mersoldier may have originated from Shuigang, but her marriage to Dahai’s lord made her Dahai’s civilian, not ours. Marital ties aside, her treasonous acts committed with Dahai against Shuigang should prompt Deities to avoid choosing someone from that dominion altogether.”

“We shouldn’t speak for our Deities, Father,” Her Sovereign said, gently and respectfully.

“I’m simply participating in the speculation,” Sir Ji replied, deciding to proceed with his food before his daughter argued with him again.

“Yao, what do you think?” His Sovereign prompted.

The admiral harrumphed. “I agree that the next Mersoldier would soon be revealed, Your Dejesty, seeing that the passing of the last one was so long ago. But I must admit that I don’t know when it’ll happen.”

A hearty laughter chortled out of Sovereign Hong, the kind of laughter that one only shared with someone close. “You and I are no experts in that regard, old friend. Let’s leave the prophesying to our philosophers.”

“What we want to know,” Sir Ji began, straightening spines in a quieted room, “is whether the troops are prepared should battle ensue with Dahai. We’ve seen firsthand how ruthless that dominion can be when power comes into question.”

“Our troops are ever ready, sir,” Yao replied, doing well to hide his ire. Sir Ji tended to forget he was no longer the admiral, and because he was the father to Her Sovereign, Yao had to swallow much and put on a good face. “Our numbers are in the tens of thousands, and no section of the border is left without eyes and ears. The army is loyal to this dominion, and to the royal family, of course.”

“Good,” Sir Ji replied in a satisfied grunt.

“Now, on to lighter matters,” Sovereign Hong said, turning to Bocheng. “How goes the courtship with the princess, Commander?”

Yao’s stern eye fell on his son once more, and Bocheng wondered how his father could eat without looking at his food. “I’m making progress, Your Dejesty. We truly like each other.”

“Now, where have I heard that before?” Hong commented with a knowing smile directed at his future son-in-law while his daughter rolled her eyes just to rile up her father’s tentacles. To Bocheng, His Sovereign continued, “You’re doing a good job, Commander. Just like the rest of your family. Keep it up.”

That was both an honor and a relief, because if there was anything Bocheng learned from growing up, it was that his father took the sovereign’s words and reactions very seriously. Pleasing the rulers and earning their praise earned Bocheng his father’s pride as well. And that was all Bocheng needed.
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After dinner, Bohao escorted his fiancée back to her quarters while the rest of his family made their way out of the castle. Admiral Yao paused outside the gates and asked Ming to give him and his son a moment while his wife waited several steps behind.

With a firm hand on Bocheng’s shoulder, matching midnight black eyes met, one with a modicum of pride and the other with an anxious need to please. “Well done tonight,” Yao said.

Bocheng fought back a smile. “Thank you, Father.”

“About the princess,” he began with a scrutinizing stare. “Is there truly progress?”

Holding back a stab of defensiveness, Bocheng replied, “Of course. Father. I know better than to lie to Their Sovereigns.”

An uncertain nod dipped the old man’s head. “How far along is this courtship?”

“What does that m—”

“How much longer before it is appropriate to ask for her hand and mark her?”

“I . . .” Bocheng paused, mind going blank. “Given that it’s only been three weeks, I’d say there’s still a long way to go. I’m not even allowed to sit with her family yet.”

“Have you asked to sit with them?”

“Yes, I just asked today. I can’t force myself in if the duke says no, Father. I’d be further distanced. He’s very protective of the princess, as is his wife and many others in the Secret Service.”

“Hm.” Yao’s attention drifted, brainstorming a solution.

“Father,” Bocheng said, “Any attempt to rush this won’t end well.” Lowering his voice into a whisper, he added, “Brother and Princess Ailing courted for a full eighteen months before he was granted permission to ask for her hand. I shouldn’t be subjected to a shorter timeline, should I?”

“Tell me, boy. Do you want to marry the lycan princess?”

“Of course I do, but—”

“Then understand that there’s a big difference in your case—she is a lycan, a species known to give in far more easily to their animal instincts, one that makes them mate and mark very quickly upon meeting. I doubt half their kind know what a courtship is.”

“Well, the girl I’m tasked to pursue happens to know what it is,” Bocheng bluntly said. “There’s also the fact that she and I are not bonded by her Goddess or our Deities. That animal instinct you speak of has little effect without the mate-bond. I’d wager it wouldn’t have enough effect with it. Her sister’s mate-bond was with someone else before she severed it for her chosen mate who’s the high lord today.”

The admiral’s brow furrowed deeper. “How is it that the high lord managed to convince her sister to sever the sacred bond while he secured her hand, yet you can’t manage to do the same without the mate-bond being an impediment?” Yao’s voice was even, but degradation slid through like salted water skating into fresh wound.

The waters of the night seemed to have gotten colder as Bocheng replied, “The high lord and high lady knew each other months before they sealed their fate. Enora and I are only at our three-week mark.” Before his father’s opening mouth poured out the next words, Bocheng soldiered on, “I’m aware of my duty, Admiral. I know what I must do. But understand that forcing myself into that family—her family—will be a colossal mistake. You’ve met them. You’ve negotiated treaties with them. You’ve seen how much they don’t need us. They don’t need Shuigang, given their relations with the other rulers—they’re all practically family. Do you truly believe our best step forward is to rush my courtship with the princess and subject ourselves to the wrath of every one of them? I’m not my brother. I don’t just have one set of rulers breathing down my scales as I pursue this girl; I have four. Five, if we count the head of the Secret Service, which we should. Combined, they’re equipped with a varying set of abilities that I do not want to see used against our dominion. Give it time, Admiral. I understand you want to secure our position with them, but as Commander and your son—as someone you personally taught—I’m imploring you to give this time.”

Silence thickened the air, and only the ticking legs of a crustacean navigating the crisscross corals nearby could be heard, if one didn’t count the distant sound of whales ushering their young to keep up. Funnily enough, that was what every young was expected to do in Shuigang—keep up.

Yao’s face was unreadable. When his chin lifted—an indicator that a verdict had been reached, Bocheng stood taller, and his father said, “Very well.” His son sagged with relief on the inside. But externally, he remained stoic, even as Yao continued, “The intention was never to rush the plan; it was always to let it unfold over time. But after the corals’ song today, I felt there was a need to restrategize, but perhaps I stand corrected.”

Bocheng’s surprise emanated from briefest rise of his brows. “How does the corals’ song relate to securing the princess’s hand in any way? Deities’ choice of the next Mersoldier isn’t dependent on their chosen one having a mate. Numerous of them throughout history were celibate and were still given the power.”

“Yes.” Yao spoke as a father again, “But history also foretells worrying times when corals sing about a battle. And worrying times may require restrategizing, though you’ve persuaded me that hastening something as delicate as this may not be the best way forward.”

Bocheng’s heart expanded at the praise.

“The lyrics trouble me,” the admiral admitted, then paused, recalling a difficult time. “That battle loss was but a battle paused,” he recited, subconsciously reaching for his prosthetic arm. A grim shake of his head followed before his sights returned to his son. “We all know which battle they were referring to, and Deities help us if that battle didn’t end there. The last thing I want is for yours or your brother’s mate to be sacrificed in the hands of those Dahai lunatics before they manage to bear us an heir.”








  
  
Chapter 7




“Hey Dad?” Enora chimed. 

“Yes, cookie?” King Alexandar replied over the dinner table after setting her dessert of apple and pomegranate ice cream by her empty plate while he and his queen shared a scoop of blueberry peppermint gelato.

“What do you know about the Battle of Tusha?”

She tried asking Bocheng, but he had to return and pack, so she only got an over-summarized version of the battle that was deemed to be Shuigang’s most recent nightmare, where many in the military, including his own father, were attacked by Dahai’s troops led by the late Mercommander.

The king’s brows raised as a smile teased his lips. “Finally taking an interest in history?”

“Selective interest,” she admitted, unabashed, getting her mother’s chuckles and her father’s exhausted sigh that came with a knowing smile.

“If this is about the singing corals today—” he began.

“It is.”

“Then, I have to tell you, cookie, you’d only be scraping the surface by exploring that single piece of history. The strained relationship between Shuigang and Dahai dates way back, even before we lost touch with Oceanea. They were still on speaking terms, but they weren’t friends. The pillar of their diplomacy can be summarized in one word: necessity. They only saw eye to eye when they had a common enemy—us land dwellers. If you want to know about the Battle of Tusha…”—he paused, noticed his wife had some ice cream at the corner of her lips, and his hand stopped hers from wiping it away, reaching over with his thumb to gently clean it himself, earning her smile before he left a kiss on her temple, then turned back to their youngest pup trying not to gag or get an eye-twitch at having to witness their interaction without being able to leave because she didn’t want to undergo the ordeal of reading a history text—“I have to disappoint you, Enora. Because Oceanea was sealed away for so long, the only version of history we have is Shuigang’s.”

“That’s what I’m asking for,” she insisted, finishing the last of her dessert.

Her father’s brows pulled tight, the way they did before he reminded his pups to be careful. “I’ll tell you. But take this tale with a grain of salt. In fact, take it with all the salt you can salvage from the ocean, because a single version of history is always the most unreliable.”

Enora waited, her hand supporting her head, her lilac eyes wide, letting her father know he had her full attention. And since it was history, no one knew how long her attention was going to last, so it’d be best if he got on with it.

“According to Shuigang’s texts,” he began, like he was reminding her that this was just one version. “It started over thirty years ago. Trade negotiations for the new term hadn’t been going well. What was supposed to be a six-month discussion dragged on for years. But it was argued that the presence of the Mersoldier changed that, mostly because she was seen as a symbol of peace when she fell for an authoritative figure from Dahai.”

“I’m guessing the peaceful symbol didn’t last?”

Her father gave a sad nod. “She was said to be a close friend of Shuigang’s royal family until she married a lord from Dahai, when she turned against Shuigang by leading an attack to steal Sovereign Hong’s Pearl.”

“Oh, Bocheng said something about that!” Enora exclaimed. “He said there were only three Pearls imbued with power in Oceanea—one wielded by Shuigang, one by Dahai, and the last one by the Mersoldier. And only the wielders themselves can use them, so they’d be useless in the hands of someone else.”

“Yes,” her father said with a smile. “That, we can believe, because those Pearls existed even before land lost touch with Oceanea. Now, what we should be questioning is why the Mersoldier . . . or, rather, the Mercommander of that time sought to steal Shuigang’s Pearl.”

“Bocheng said it’s for power,” Enora said, then tipped her head. “Or was it domination?”

“Both valid reasons,” her father replied. “But why? Why take Shuigang’s Pearl when only Shuigang can wield that power? If it’s for domination, why would the Mercommander support Dahai doing it? The Mersoldier’s duty has always been to Oceanea, not to one dominion at the expense of the other. Her job was to maintain peace and uphold the independence of both dominions. What happened in between that had her almost stealing Shuigang’s Pearl, which would’ve caused a power imbalance?”

“You think she was right to steal it?”

“I don’t know what to think, and that’s the problem,” her father admitted. “The texts Shuigang sent over said that she prioritized her duty as the wife of a Dahai nobleman over her spiritual duty to the ocean, which is possible, but odd on so many levels when Mersoldiers are trained for years to place duty to Oceanea above everything else.”

“You don’t believe the texts,” Enora observed.

“I don’t believe one-sided history in general, cookie. It’s nothing personal.”

“Dad, I suck at history. Can you just tell me what you believe so I can just go with it?”

With a judgmental brow that carried a sliver of amusement, her father replied, “Are you sure you’d like to do that? What if it means siding with your suitor’s enemy while you’re still with your suitor?”

Enora’s mouth opened to say that their love was strong enough to withstand a simple disagreement, but a click from the front door had their heads turning to the dining room entrance as they waited.

The crown prince appeared, pushing a tired smile as he gave his mother a side hug. “Mom. Dad.” To his twin, he dragged out a sigh and greeted her with, “Why do you always take half my space?”

Enora shifted back to her side of the table. “It’s not as if you were having dinner with us.”

Ken sauntered to the freezer and grabbed his pint of chocolate walnut ice cream, then plopped next to her. “One would think you’d take half of Ri’s space now that she’s in Incanta.”

“Hm. Maybe it’s a twinsie thing to scooch into the twinsie’s space.”

“Don’t blame biology for this. This is all you. So, what are we talking about?” he asked, sending the first spoonful of dessert into his mouth with a forceful shove.

His mother’s eyes never left him. She reached for his hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. “Is everything all right, Ken? How was the date?”

Ken’s jaw tightened. The moisture from his eyes that dried up over an hour ago threatened to make a reappearance. A moment went by before he found his voice. “We broke up,” he said, feeling the coldness of the ice cream numb his tongue, hoping it’d numb out every other part of his body too.

“Seriously? How?” his sister exclaimed. “You said Elliot was it!”

“Yeah, until he cancelled today’s date because he was supposed to be tutoring someone.”

His parents and sister had an idea of where this was going, and Enora beat her parents to a response, “Must have been quite a cozy tutoring se—”

“Enora!” her mother chided.

Ken’s face scrunched. “What? No. The guy Elliot was supposed to be tutoring was Alonso. The one he cheated on me with is MacDonald. I found out because Alonso came back to campus early from volunteering and told me he was going out for drinks with his group tonight when we bumped into each other. That’s when I knew things were off. I went to the journalism side of campus, and you know their flat has these big windows so passersby can see the ground floor lounge? Yeah, that’s how I saw my now-ex’s mouth attacking MacDonald’s. And MacDonald’s shirt was off, if you’d like something to picture.”

Enora did not like anything to picture. As her brother continued hiding from everyone’s gaze, she asked, “When you said MacDonald, you wouldn’t happen to mean—”

“Lionel MacDonald,” Ken shared. “Yes, from kindergarten.”

Something in Enora’s brain snapped. “He’s in HELM? HOW THE FUCK DOES THAT UNIVERSITY APPROVE APPLICATIONS THESE DAYS?”

“Thoroughly, I suppose,” he muttered.

“Well, blindly too, I’m guessing,” she fired, and when her mother gave her a look, she patted Ken’s shoulder. “I’m sorry to hear that. Elliot seemed nice . . . But you gotta admit, if he sees something in Lionel MacDonald, you may have just dodged one hell of a bu—”

“I think that’ll do, cookie,” her father interrupted.

But she just had two more questions. “MacDonald’s in journalism? Should we be worried about the future of news reporting?”

“We’ll think about that later, Enora,” their mother reminded her youngest, “There’s a time and place for these things.” She gave her son’s hand another squeeze.

“I’m okay, Mom,” Ken pushed a smile, but couldn’t meet anyone’s eyes. “I was right outside the window. He saw me catching them, and . . . Well, I walked away. I texted him that we were done and spent the last two hours alone in my car. I needed to think. And I blocked him everywhere and asked myself how I missed the signs.” The young prince heaved an exhausted breath, set down his spoon, and pressed away tears. “I just . . . I’d really like a distraction right now. What were you all talking about before I came in?”

“Corals singing,” his sister piped. “Battle lost is a battle paused. Uh . . . Oceanea. You know, history. I was asking Dad what to believe because we all know how much I loooove history.”

Ken’s chest jerked with a brief chuckle that betrayed a sniffle, and all three of them handed him some tissues, which he hastily reached to collect so that the conversation could move on. With red-rimmed eyes still set on the pint, he asked, “The corals sang?”

His twin recited the song for him, then said, “They have really good vocals.”

“They have to be to have raised generations of sirens,” he chimed.

“I’m sorry, what? They did?”

“Okay, maybe ‘raise’ is a strong word, but the earliest sirens honed their skills by learning from corals and studying their vocals, range, and songs.”

“Huh,” Enora noted. “Really pretty teachers they had, even if they’re a little rough on the surface. Anyway, that’s like side information. The point is the battle they sang about. Bocheng said it severed all ties between both dominions.”

“The one where Shuigang’s Pearl was almost stolen?”

“Yep, that one. What do you believe about it?” Enora asked.

Despite his state, Ken managed to look judgmental. “Aren’t you a little too old to just be going with what I believe in?”

“Nope,” she replied with an innocent shake of her head. “Let me put it this way: If someone with better understanding of something advised Mom and Dad, like Sir Weaver proposing something to reduce environmental harm, they’d go with his suggestions. The same applies here: I don’t have a good intuition for history, so I’m going along with those with that intuition.”

“It’s not intuition if we have the facts,” Ken argued with a twitched eye.

“But Dad said we don’t have the facts and that’s the problem!”

“Then speculate with the facts we have.”

Steam rose from her head. “Which facts? The one where the last Mercommander tried to steal Shuigang’s Pearl with Dahai or the fact that there may be a reason she did what she did that aren’t in their books?”

“Both,” Ken said like it was obvious.

She tried this another way. “Shuigang said she did it because she was loyal to her husband and new home in Dahai over Oceanea, do you think that’s true?”

“No.”

“Why not? It’s what the books say.”

“The books also say Oceanea’s deities won’t choose someone who couldn’t place their duty to the ocean above everything else.”

“So you’re saying she couldn’t have fallen foul of that rule?”

“That’s not what I’m saying,” Ken admitted. “She could’ve cast aside her duty, sure, especially when Shuigang’s texts highlighted her love for Dahai’s lord, but there’s also a possibility that isn’t true because she’d been taught and trained for years before meeting him—a fact that’s also in Shuigang’s texts.”

“That’s something we’ll all do well to remember,” their father said, getting his pups’ attention when he eyed his youngest. “Everything we know is from Shuigang’s texts.”

“Why do you keep saying that like I’ll forget?” Enora asked with narrowed eyes.

“Because you’re in a good position now to see how much of those texts are true.”

Her left eye twitched. “You want me to use my boyfriend for information. Really, Dad? You know, Mom would say that’s Uncle Greg’s thing.”

“No, I wouldn’t,” her mother mused. As her daughter shot her a look of betrayal, she added, “Aunt Sush told me that Bocheng tried to ‘snake his way in’ during the weekly family lunch?”

Enora straightened. “Okay, he didn’t ‘snake . . .”

“Those were your aunt’s words, cookie, not mine,” her mother explained. “All I’m saying is that everyone in the family doesn’t know him well enough yet. It was the same with Érik. Even Theo was initially kept at a distance despite being Liam’s closest friend. So this could be an opportunity for Bocheng to show more of himself.”

“By giving us a history lesson? Sounds swell.”

“And it sounds simple, until it isn’t,” her mother warned. “Whether he chooses to tell you and how much he chooses to disclose will say a lot about his character. And the way he shares the tale will shed light on his own beliefs and priorities. It’s not just the what that should be your focus, cookie, it’s also the how—how much or little respect he’d offer any part of the story he’s telling, and how much he cares about your need to know to tell you.”

“What if he doesn’t know that much?” Enora asked. “What if he has a built-in history repellant like me?”

“A man who truly wants you,” her father began, “will do anything to please you, even if it means trying his hand at something he doesn’t excel in. I speak from experience.”

“Really? I would’ve never guessed that, Dad,” Enora chimed sardonically, and everyone counted it as a win when a quiet chuckle came out of Ken.








  
  
Chapter 8




“How’s your brother?” Greg asked in headquarters the next day, handing her a new phone. 

“Heartbroken,” Enora shared, gratefully accepting the gift and began unboxing. “Can you believe it, Uncle Greg? Lionel MacDonald! Like . . . Our worlds aren’t even that small now. There are tons of vampires, hunters, and incantas at Helm today, and the trail still got led to him? Him?”

“The world can work in devious ways sometimes,” he said, pulling out his buzzing phone and swiping to answer, waiting a few beats, then turned to his niece and asked, “Quick question, sweetheart: paper or magazine?”

“Uh . . . for what?” Her head tipped to the side.

“Something random. Just off the bat, which would you choose?”

“Hm. Magazines are nice and glossy,” she said, and only when her uncle repeated the words into the phone did the wires in her brain fired right. Her head swung to him, eyes growing wide, which made him pause when she whispered, “Does Ken know?”

He covered the mouthpiece. “No. We both know what he’ll say. He’s just a slightly improved version of your father.”

“You’re going to publish his breakup in a magazine?” she whisper-yelled. “That would put Ken in the spotlight! He wants to hide and wallow like ducks soaked in the rain right now!”

Her uncle dragged out a sigh, contemplated, then spoke into his phone, “Scrap it.” Enora was taking a relieved breath when he continued, “Just find a way to get MacDonald and Lowell expelled. I want them out of Helm by the end of the week.”

Enora double-blinked, then shrugged. She didn’t really care what happened to them. After last night, she regretted not putting a real arrow to MacDonald’s nape when they were pups. “Are you going to tell anyone about this, Uncle Greg? I’m not sure who it’s safe to say around.”

“I’ll tell your aunt Sush when I meet her for lunch, and I’ll tell your mother . . . eventually.”

“And Lewis?”

“Little Blackfur will probably hear about it by tomorrow from Aunt Sush, so whether your uncle Blackfur would know after that will depend on whether she’ll ask Lewis to keep this to himself.”

“That’s unlikely,” she mused.

“I agree.”

“Which means Mom will find out soon too. Probably from Aunt Annie, unless Uncle Christian gets to Dad first.”

“Yes.”

“Which means you don’t have a lot of time to come clean with Mom.”

“Excellent analysis, sweetheart, but that doesn’t make me want to tell her any sooner. In this case, I’ll wait for the damage to be done then deal with the aftermath.”

Enora released a chuckle, and her uncle left a quick kiss on her head before leaving her to work and getting some work done himself.

Now that the coding was over, she could start her new project—creating a communication device for Oceanea’s climate. Not every maverick had the ability to mind-link. Those who did had another impediment: Oceanea waters.

As far back as archives went, mind-linking with unlimited range was a luxury not afforded in Oceanea, not even to merfolk. They could still link each other at a good enough distance apart (scholars said it was roughly 300 gongli—around 186 miles), but their links would blur then disconnect beyond that range.

Since non-merfolk couldn’t pull messaging streaks from the water and everyone’s mind-links were limited, Enora was set on finding a way for everyone to be able to communicate with each other at any depth.

Their current devices didn’t cut it. She tested it with her waterproof phone that morning. It went dead when she ventured less than a mile out of headquarters, which was why her uncle got her a new phone.

She pulled up a few research papers on messaging streaks from a database shared with Shuigang and learned that there were already devisers (Oceanea engineers) working on something to overcome the limited range. It was published to be a successful prototype but hadn’t received the required approval from three sides: innovation, government, and monarch. Which was a bummer. They could’ve had those devices by now.

The good news was that the whole paper was accessible. If Enora understood things right, she could convert the faint electric charge in messaging streaks to power up the device she was going to build.

Her uncle encouraged her to give it a go, just as he encouraged her to do almost anything since she was little, as long as it wasn’t illegal. Now, all she needed was supplies, and thank Goddess she was spoiled. Her uncle gave her permission to take anything she wanted from the inventory, as long as she notified Ella Tristan about it so that she wouldn’t think supplies were disappearing.

Enora already made a sketch and laid down all the pieces at her cubicle table, but hardly got any work done when Bocheng came to her, his hands falling on her shoulders, sliding forward and wrapping around her collarbone when she looked up, and their lips met in a kiss, which didn’t last two seconds before a loud clang had them flinching apart.

Everyone’s heads whipped to the clamor that was followed by light clings of smaller objects bouncing off or rolling on the ground. Many mavericks were already off their seats, helping Wu pick up everything he dropped from the box while the cadet hastily swept knives and arrow tips back in, signing to everyone, “Sorry. Thank you. Sorry.”

Enora’s instinct to help made her stand, but Bocheng’s hand on her stomach made her pause. “They got it, starfish.”

Kit placed the last arrow tip into the box and was shooting Wu a glower that seemed to go beyond annoyance.

One arrow tip landed at the foot of Enora’s desk, so she bent down to pick it up. The moment she rose, Enora found herself standing a little too close to someone who didn’t smell like Bocheng, someone who carried the timbered scent of red reefs and underwater night air.

Wu plucked the arrow tip out of her hand, his garnet eyes searing into her lilac ones, looking too sharp for an awkward and embarrassed cadet who’d just dropped a whole box of supplies. “Apologies, Your Highness,” he signed with the tiniest smirk that she learned to spot from seeing it come and go so often, one that complemented the knowing mischief behind his eyes. He had to be really bold or really stupid to imply the last thirty seconds wasn’t an accident.

The smirk and knowing gaze were wiped away when Wu turned to the commander and signed his apology, and his superior asked, “What’s with the supplies, Cadet?”

“I got inventory duty this week. I probably should’ve set the box down before opening it.”

“Why didn’t you?” Bocheng questioned, thick brows knitting in disapproval.

“I’ve never seen colorful arrow tips before, Commander,” Wu replied innocently. “I was fascinated.”

“Well, be more careful. I don’t want to have to send our superiors a bill because we broke something.”

Enora would’ve said that nothing in the inventory could break easily, but she was still scrutinizing the cadet, wondering what he was trying to achieve.

Wu offered Bocheng a sheepish smile and dipped his head in a nod, stealing a glimpse of Enora before retreating to his seat, ignoring Kit who was trying to send him a scowl and Qi who was itching to tell him to hold in whatever it was that made him drop the box on purpose. She saw him.

In his space, Wu rearranged the knives and arrow tips in a loud clatter, making sure the atmosphere was too noisy to allow any kind of romantic exchange, biting back a smile as he thought about the princess seeing right through him.








  
  
Chapter 9




“Here you go, my starfish. A rainbow wrap with a cupcake on the side.” Bocheng placed a folded wrap made of battered fish skin with dots of seaweed. The colorful filling had cubes of scarlet red fish, tangerine orange underion (underwater onion), canary yellow kelp, lavender purple tomajal (a hybrid of tomatoes and brinjals), green herbs, and crushed blue flower petals for garnishing.

“Thank you,” she said with a smile.

He dropped into the seat next to her and Lewis while his lieutenants sat facing them, offering the cousins courteous smiles and formal nods. It was difficult to get them to speak to her like she was one of them. Conversations with these two always felt too controlled, like they were having a formal chat with superiors and not friends. The cousins brushed it off as unfamiliarity, and maybe Shuigang had an unspoken rule about maintaining decorum in the presence of royalty.

Before taking the first bite, Enora asked, “Hey, Bocheng? Can you tell us more about the Battle of Tusha?”

The lieutenants froze, eyes darting to their commander in such synced speed that even Lewis paused to observe their reaction.

Bocheng’s munching halted when midnight black eyes clashed with lilac. “It’s Shuigang’s most recent nightmare, and some would argue one of our dominion’s greatest losses. Many military officers were sacrificed that day.”

“What was the reason for the attempted theft?” she asked, taking the next bite.

“Economic disagreements that went on so long that Dahai decided to take the uncivilized route by conspiring with the Mercommander to relief Shuigang of its Pearl. It’s unfortunate that things escalated that way,” he replied like he was reciting from a textbook.

“Isn’t that a little extreme? That couldn’t have been the first disagreement between the dominions.”

“It definitely wasn’t,” Bocheng affirmed. “But it was the first one that had the Mercommander picking a side, which was a disgraceful on her part when she was supposed to remain neutral and protect the interests of both dominions.”

“O . . . kay,” Enora pondered. “What was the specific economic disagreement, though?”

Lewis noticed the lieutenants were chewing much slower now as their eyes darted between their commander and his cousin.

Bocheng’s mouth lifted into a smile as he took a sip of his drink. “I never pinned you to be one to enjoy historical facts.”

“I can be selective,” she said. “And after the corals’ song, it’s hard not to be curious.”

He chuckled like it was the most endearing thing he’d heard. “Starfish,” he began, “There are details of that time that even I don’t know about.”

Her head tipped. “And you’ve never questioned it even when your own father was in the middle of it?”

A choke bombarded from the next table. As Wu covered his mouth and did his best to hold back a stream of coughs, Kit, who had bits of food splattered all over him like confetti, shot out of his seat and cursed, “What in cleaving corals, Wu!”

Wu signed a quick apology while trying to get ahold of himself, and anyone who was quick enough would’ve caught the smile on the cadet’s mouth before it was covered. Kit groaned and left his lunch to get himself cleaned up at the sink while Wu turned to a narrow-eyed Qi and signed, “What? It was funny.”

Qi’s eyes narrowed further, and when her brother returned with wet hair and a new sandwich, he sat next to his sister on the far end of the table, ditching the seat opposite Wu and shot him a scowl, which Wu responded with dissipating coughs and a sheepish smile when he signed, “Sorry.”

“He doesn’t look sorry,” Lewis muttered.

“Must’ve been a really good joke,” Enora replied.

Her voice summoned a kind of attention she didn’t ask for, one from those garnet eyes that didn’t carry its usual mischief but shone in bright-eyed wonder when they landed on her, and one she looked away from when Bocheng cleared his throat.

“It’s not a time my father or any soldier involved likes recalling,” Bocheng explained, his tone dire, his eyes scanning the space like he’s worried someone would hear him. “Many who died were dear friends of Father and Sovereign Hong. To this day, they carry a lot of guilt for not being able to save everyone.”

“But there must be some kind of archive that recorded that time in detail?” Enora pressed, even as Lieutenant Siuli’s expression darkened.

“Enora,” Bocheng snapped.

Against Wu’s best instincts, his ears perked up. Garnet eyes traveled across and blistered with something dark and dangerous at the commander’s tone, but a quick nudge to his side reminded him of where he was and what was at stake. As difficult as it was, he clamped his jaw and looked away.

Bocheng continued, “Please understand that even history lessons in schools don’t have the details. It was a traumatic time for our elders, and we only know as much as we need to. We refrain from prodding out of respect.”

Enora felt the jab but figured was unintentional. “I’m not asking to be disrespectful, Bocheng. I just want to understand. Maybe see it as a way to honor the full extent of the truth and—”

“Forgive me for interrupting, Your Highness,” Siuli began, stern as if she was giving a command. “But what the commander is trying to say is that we can offer no further help than the texts that have already been provided to your kingdom.”

Lewis and Enora traded looks. Both weren’t sure whether it was for the tone or substance of her response. He then turned to Siuli and asked, “That was all every single one of you learned in the classroom?” He knew a modicum of condescension slipped through but pressed on, “Dubbed ‘Shuigang’s most recent nightmare,’ and the texts don’t even cover the specific economic tensions that led to that?”

He'd been briefed about the limited history that his uncle Xandar knew about, and like Enora, he found it strange that even his uncle—the family’s walking history textbook—didn’t know everything about such a recent piece of history.

The straightening of Siuli’s spine gave away her discomfort, followed by a sudden awareness that she may have spoken out of line.

Next to her, Ming took over. “Forgive us, my lord. I’m afraid fifteen-year-olds in Shuigang weren’t required to study the conflict in sufficient detail for us to be able to indulge you and the princess with the intricacies of that terrible time. And I’m personally unsure if there has been a change in the syllabus since then. We are humbled that the princess is eager to learn our history, but as we are in the military and not in education, we must defer to the education ministry for assistance. Our knowledge is admittedly limited, but what we can do is perhaps…”—his eyes landed on Bocheng—“have a discussion with Admiral Yao about speaking to the education ministry to see if there are any archives that we aren’t aware exist, and if not, why not.”

Bocheng’s agreement came in nothing more than a firm nod, a gesture that also signified his thanks to his right-hand man.

“And when will you speak to the admiral?” Lewis prompted, leveling his eyes with Bocheng as he sipped from his cup. Like his cousin, the more something was determined to be buried, the greater was his urge to excavate it. Why bury something if it was nothing?

“I’m returning in two days for a status report, so I’ll speak to my father about it then. You have my word,” Bocheng assured.

“That’s nice,” Lewis replied, then dipped his head toward his cousin, “Does the princess have your word as well?”

Bocheng’s brows pulled close. “Of course. She always does.” Turning to her, he continued, “You always have my word, starfish. You know that, don’t you?”

She offered a pressed smile and a quick double nod. “Mm-hm.”

“Starfish, hey,” he cooed, getting her to look at him instead of her mixed berry cupcake. Their eyes met, his sucking hers like a vortex. “I’ll give you an answer by next week, I promise.” And he sealed that promise with a kiss on the back of her hand before holding it over his heart.

As Lewis texted his aunt about the last few minutes because a mind-link would disturb her lunch with Uncle Greg, Siuli diverted her line of vision before she accidentally rolled her eyes at the princess’s face. The sheer entitlement of lycan royalty was appalling, making demands as if they were running the underwater dominion. Thank Deities these two cousins weren’t the heir to the lycan throne.

Though usually alert, she failed to catch a pair of garnet eyes witnessing the minute changes on her face, ones that were making him hold back a whole host of aggressive thoughts before a stronger nudge to his side got him to turn away.

That slight movement had Ming’s steely stare drifting across the small space and settling on Qi. An ensign came up to her and said something that Ming couldn’t hear, but it was a conversation that peaked with Qi’s raised brows, apologetic smile, and a few polite words being exchanged before that military officer left with a forced smile.

Qi then delivered a forceful punch to her cackling brother’s shoulder before her eyes met the lieutenant’s, holding his gaze for barely a second before she looked away while Ming bit back a smile.








  
  
Chapter 10




At swim practice two days later, Enora had just completed her turn through the obstacle course, finishing six seconds quicker than her previous time when she spotted something she’d never seen around the training ground—large blue flowers that bloomed like lilies huddled in a cluster above sand. 

There wasn’t another flower cluster in sight, which was odd. Like any normal snoopy creature, Enora brought herself closer and caught the citrus scent. She reached out, her fingers tentatively gliding down a petal when snap!

Enora balked back when a pincer snapped close to her face as the flower cluster moved when a crustacean in the same blue shade emerged from the sand. She gawked at the crab with beautiful flowers atop its shell when the furious crustacean charged toward her with fierce snaps of both pincers, its little legs rickety racking toward her as Enora went farther and farther back while speedily saying, “I’m sorry, I didn’t know those were attached to you. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sor—”

A whoosh came from her side when warmth skimmed her waist and timbered red corals invaded her nostrils. She couldn’t see the angry crab anymore now that her view was blocked by a toned back attached to a red tail, but she could still hear those snapping pincers that was hungry for justice!

Enora carefully slipped to the side just as Wu lifted a brow in the crab’s direction like he was watching an insect throwing a tantrum, only this wasn’t an insect, and the crustacean redirected its sights, spotted Enora, and charged!

Wu came between them again, this time gripping Enora’s arm to keep her behind him as he lowered himself and opened his palm before the crab.

“Are you insane?” Enora hissed in a whisper. “It’s gonna—”

“Shh,” he hushed, opening his palm wider and bringing it closer to the offended little thing.

The crab considered the offer as its snapping paused, then placed one pincer into Wu’s palm. Wu’s thumb tapped across the pincer to communicate with it, then flattened his palm to get its reply. The same pincer tapped furiously across his palm, and this went on a few times before the crab’s sights went to Enora in a way that made her flinch and repeat, “I’m sorry.”

The crustacean tapped Wu’s hand one more time before pulling away, jutted eyes darting to Enora when it scooped up some sand and tossed it in her direction with a force that couldn’t reach her, like it was saying, “Screw you!” before turning and skittering away, flaunting its flowers with its shell held high.

“Uh . . . It’s not going to bring its friends and rally against me, is it?” she asked, genuinely terrified.

The crab made its way to the far end of the training ground and burrowed itself next to a blue coral, and Wu turned back to Enora to sign, “Pang likes her solitude, so I’d say your chances of survival are quite high.”

“Pang?”

“That’s her name.”

“You know her?”

“Given that she almost snapped your nose off and was insistent in jabbing you in the eye, introductions had to be made to facilitate a discussion that would leave both sides unscathed.”

She peered over his shoulder, relieved to see the blue flowers still planted there. “I really didn’t know the flowers were on her shell. We don’t have these kinds of crabs in our world, and . . .”

“I know,” he replied with a smirk. “And now, Pang does too. But that doesn’t mean she’ll let you touch her without consent.”

“Well, I know that now, but how was I supposed to know flowers were attached to animals?” she exclaimed loud enough to convey her frustration but not too loud that it’d reach the crab.

“Sprinkling sand over something you want to touch would be a good start,” Wu replied. “If it moves, you have your answer. If it doesn’t move, toss a pebble at it next, and toss it gently.”

“Huh.” Maybe she should’ve thought of that.

Wu shrugged. “Or if you’re in the mood to lose a body part to a crab”—he raised his hands like it was up to her—“be my guest, though it would look very strange in your legacy.”

Her eyes narrowed as he pressed back a smile that threatened to burst into a cackle. The usual devilry mischief still swam in the garnet, but it didn’t contain the usual malice. Taking a chance that he may be becoming less of a nuisance with the increasing familiarity with each other, she asked, “On a scale of one to ten, how humiliating would it be to lose a body part to a crab like Pang?”

Wu stifle another chuckle that dimpled his cheeks. “I’d say an eleven, but it’d differ depending on who you ask.”

“Eleven?”

“Pang is quite even-tempered.”

“Are we talking about the same crab? Did you see the way she snapped at me?”
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