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The blade cut through water where Nerida’s head had been. She twisted, her tail driving her sideways through the ship’s flooded combat chamber. Her own weapon came up to block Aiden’s strike.

“Too slow.” Her brother pressed forward. His movements carved through the water with ease. Each strike marked the opening she’d left. “You give away every move.”

Nerida’s grip tightened. The weapon sat wrong in her hands despite months of training. She parried another strike. The impact jarred her arm. Aiden followed, relentless.

“She doesn’t give away,” Mikael called from the chamber’s edge. He floated with arms crossed. “She hesitates. There’s a difference.”

“Same result.” Aiden drove forward with a thrust that Nerida deflected. “Dead either way.”

The word hung in the water between them. Nerida’s concentration slipped. Aiden’s blade found her shoulder. The blunted edge struck hard enough to bruise. She spun backwards through the chamber.

“Point.” Aiden lowered his weapon. “Again.”

Nerida caught the chamber wall. Her shoulder throbbed. Around them, the Abyssal Watch vessel Deepwatch hummed with activity. Through the chambers, crew members moved through decks. The water distorted their forms.

“Maybe we should rest,” she said. She rolled her shoulder to test the damage.

“The void doesn’t rest.” Aiden moved to the chamber’s centre. His blade was ready. “Neither do corrupted sea creatures. Neither do pirates.”

Mikael pushed off from the wall. He glided between them. “And neither do overbearing brothers, apparently.” He faced Aiden. His own weapon materialised in his hand with a shimmer of magic. “My turn.”

“You’re not due until—”

“I’m due now.” Mikael’s grin held an edge that twisted Nerida’s stomach. Her younger brother had their father’s temper. Quick to ignite, slow to cool. “Unless you’re too tired from beating up our sister.”

Aiden’s expression didn’t change. His grip shifted on his blade. “Fine. When you lose, you take the next watch.”

“When I win, you stop treating Nerida like she’s made of sea foam.”

They circled each other. Their movements created small currents that tugged at Nerida’s hair. She should intervene. Should remind them this was training, not a contest of pride. Instead, she watched their methods. She noted the differences.

Aiden fought like their instructors had taught them. Controlled. Efficient. Every movement served a purpose. Mikael fought like the sea itself. Unpredictable. Flowing from one attack to another without pause. Both styles had merit. Both were better than her own fumbling attempts.

The first clash sent shockwaves through the water. Mikael’s opening strike came from an impossible angle. His blade curved around Aiden’s guard. Their eldest brother adapted. He used his superior reach to keep Mikael at bay. Their youngest sibling refused to be contained.

“You’re showing off,” Aiden said. He deflected a spinning attack that belonged in a performance, not a battle.

“You’re boring,” Mikael replied. He pressed forward with a combination that forced Aiden to give ground.

The ship’s bell chimed. A low note that vibrated through the water and their bones. All three siblings froze. Their sparring forgotten.

“All hands to stations,” a voice called out. “Abyssal Watch to the briefing chamber.”

Aiden and Mikael lowered their weapons. The tension between them evaporated. Nerida’s stomach twisted. Bells meant tasks. Tasks meant facing the things that lurked in the deep places. Creatures twisted by void corruption into forms that defied nature’s laws.

“Come on.” Aiden moved towards the chamber’s exit. “We need to shift and get topside.”

The transformation from merform to human form always hurt. Nerida’s tail split and reformed into legs. Her gills sealed as her lungs expanded to process air instead of water. The change left her dizzy and gasping. Her brothers moved through it without pause.

They climbed from the flooded chamber into the ship’s main decks. Water streamed from their clothes and hair. Other crew members passed them with practised efficiency. Their faces were grim. Whatever had triggered the bell was serious enough to awaken the entire ship.

The briefing chamber buzzed with conversation when they arrived. Nerida recognised most faces. Wardens with scars that told stories of battles in the deep places. Younger recruits like herself who jumped at shadows. Ship’s crew who coordinated their efforts from above.

Captain Grey stood at the chamber’s front. Her weathered face was set in hard lines. She’d served the Abyssal Watch for thirty years. The sea had marked her with its passage. Her left arm ended at the elbow. Taken by something she’d never named. Her eyes held the weight of too many losses.

“Listen up.” The chamber fell silent. “We’ve received give updates of disturbances near the Abyssal Currents. Fishing vessels give update affected areas in the water. Areas where nothing lives. The few creatures they’ve pulled up are...” She paused. “Changed.”

A chill ran down Nerida’s spine. The Abyssal Currents marked the boundary between the known sea and the deep places where void corruption ran strongest. Ships that ventured too far rarely returned. Those that did brought back stories that kept sailors awake at night.

“What kind of changes?” asked Warden Blackwater. A grizzled veteran whose scars formed a map of battles across his arms and chest.

Captain Grey gestured to the chamber’s scrying pool. Images flickered to life in the water’s surface. Nerida’s stomach lurched. Fish with too many eyes. Their scales black as void-touched water. Crabs whose shells had grown into twisted spirals that hurt to look at. A dolphin whose song had become visible. It writhed through the water like living sound.

“The corruption spreads,” Captain Grey continued. “Whatever causes it grows stronger. We investigate before it reaches the shipping lanes.”

“How many groups?” Aiden asked. He’d moved to stand beside Nerida. His presence was solid and reassuring.

“Three crews,” Grey said. “First to follow the fishers’ tales and trace where the taint began. Second to dive for the source—any rift, any cursed stone still bleeding into the tide. Third to guard our return path and see nothing dark follows us home.”

Nerida hoped for the first crew. Surface work, speaking with shaken sailors and sorting through foul-touched catches—important enough, and far safer than diving into the deep where things with too many teeth waited.

“Maldon triplets.” Captain Grey’s words made Nerida’s heart sink. “Dive deep. Find the source.”

Of course. The deep places. Where void corruption was strongest. Where the water itself could drive you mad if you stayed too long. Where her inadequate skills would be tested against horrors that defied description.

“Understood, Captain,” Aiden replied for all of them. “When do we send out?”

“One hour. Use the time to prepare. Remember,” Captain Grey’s gaze swept across the assembled wardens, “void corruption isn’t just dangerous to sea life. It affects us too. Stay alert. Watch each other’s backs. If anyone shows signs of contamination, you surface. No heroics.”

The briefing dissolved into smaller groups. Groups began planning their approaches. Nerida was swept along by her brothers towards the supply holds. Her mind raced with everything that could go wrong.

“You’re doing it again,” Mikael said as they walked.

“Doing what?”

“That thing where you look like you’re about to be sick.” He bumped her shoulder with his own. “We’ve trained for this, Nerida. We’re ready.”

“You’re ready,” she remarked. “I can hold my own in a sparring match.”

“Sparring isn’t real combat,” Aiden said. “Different skills, different mindset. You’ll adapt.”

“Besides,” Mikael added, strapping on his gear harness, “it’s not like we’re going in blind. We know what to expect down there.”

“Do we?” Nerida asked. “When did anyone last map the deep currents? When did a group last return from that area with a complete give update?”

The silence that followed her questions was answer enough. The Abyssal Currents were largely uncharted. Their depths hid secrets that predated the current age. Groups that ventured too far often returned with gaps in their memories. If they returned at all.

“We’ll be careful,” Aiden said. “We’ll follow the Watch’s rules. Maintain contact with the surface. Get me out at the first sign of serious trouble.”

Nerida nodded. His words did little to ease her anxiety. The Watch’s rules were written by people who’d survived their encounters with the deep places. It didn’t account for the groups that hadn’t made it back to write give updates.

“Nerida.” Aiden’s voice was quiet. Meant for her ears alone. “I know you’re scared.”

“I’m not—”

“You are. That’s not a weakness.” He finished adjusting his equipment and turned to face her. “Fear keeps you alive down there. Makes you careful. Makes you think before you act. Overconfidence kills more wardens than void corruption.”

“Then Mikael’s doomed,” she said.

“Mikael’s reckless, not overconfident. There’s a difference.” Aiden’s expression softened. “You have good instincts, Nerida. Trust them.”

She wanted to believe him. Wanted to feel the confidence that came so naturally to her brothers. Instead, she felt like a child playing dress-up in adult clothes. Pretending to be something she wasn’t.

The ship’s bell chimed again. “Everyone to deck. Everyone to deck.”

“That’s us,” Mikael said, shouldering his pack. “Time to see what lurks in the deep places.”

They made their way through the ship’s decks. Past crew members who nodded as they passed. The Maldon name carried weight in the Abyssal Watch. A legacy of service that stretched back generations. Nerida wore that weight like a stone in her chest. A constant reminder of expectations she wasn’t sure she could meet.

The deck opened to the sea. Its massive doors were currently sealed against the water pressure. People moved around the diving platform. They ran final checks on equipment and enchantments. The deck’s walls were lined with scrying mirrors showing currents, water temperature, and tidal patterns.

“The way is marked,” Reeves declared. “Take the southern current where the waters run warm. It will carry you past the worst of the tide clash. Stay low as you near the tainted seas.”

She spread the sea charts before them, marking their intended path. Beyond the shallows, the ocean floor plunged into the deep trenches where no light had ever reached. Areas marked with black ink showed known void corruption. Places circled in red indicated waters where crew gatherings had reported strange happenings.

“Call out to us often,” Reeves continued. “If the speaking stone falls silent for too long, we’ll send down a recovery group. Rising spells are bound to your gear. Any questions?”

“What’s the deepest anyone’s gone in that area?” Nerida asked.

Reeves consulted her charts. “Official record reaches the seventh deep mark. Unofficial...” She shrugged. “There are stories of groups going beyond the charted depths. No confirmed give updates.”

The seventh deep mark. Deep enough that the pressure would crush an unprotected soul. Deep enough that the water itself became an unnatural environment where normal rules didn’t apply. They might need to go deeper still.

“Final preparations,” Aiden said as they gathered at the platform’s edge. “Weapons ready?”

“Ready,” Mikael replied, checking his blade.

“Ready,” Nerida echoed, though her shorter weapon still felt awkward in her grip.

“Speaking stone?”

“Clear connection to surface,” Reeves confirmed from her scrying pool.

“Rising spells?”

“All bound and ready,” Nerida said, touching the emergency spell at her throat.

The great sea doors opened. Ancient mechanisms groaned as enchanted bronze slabs parted. Water rushed into the chamber. The diving platform extended beyond the hull.

“Remember,” Aiden said as they moved to the platform’s edge, “we’re looking for the source of the corruption. Not trying to fight it. Observe, record, give update. If we encounter anything hostile, we retreat.”

“And if retreat isn’t an option?” Mikael asked.

“Then we improvise.” Aiden’s hand moved to the weapon at his side. A blade designed for underwater combat. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”

Nerida checked her own weapon. A shorter blade that sat wrong in her grip. She’d trained with it extensively. Training and real combat were different things. In training, mistakes meant bruises and wounded pride. In the deep places, mistakes meant death.

“Good luck,” came Captain Grey’s voice through the speaking stone.

Aiden stepped off the platform first. His form shifted as he entered the water, legs fusing into his powerful tail, gills opening along his neck. Mikael followed with an unnecessary flourish that made Nerida’s eyes roll despite her nervousness.

She stood alone on the platform’s edge. She looked down into water that grew darker with each fathom. Somewhere below, in the crushing darkness of the deep places, something was corrupting the sea itself. Something that had turned living creatures into twisted parodies of nature.

And she was supposed to find it.

Nerida closed her eyes. She whispered a prayer to the deep currents. She stepped into the abyss.

The water embraced her like a cold lover. The transformation came —her legs fusing into her tail, gills opening along her neck. The water welcomed her like coming home. Above her, the Deepwatch grew smaller. Its lights became distant stars in an inverted sky. Below, darkness waited with infinite patience. Her brothers were already ahead of her, their forms visible as shadows in the blue-black water.

“Nerida, give update,” Aiden’s voice came through the speaking stone.

“All’s well,” she replied. “Descending normally.”

“Stay close. The crossing currents begin at the deep mark.”

She could already feel it. The water moved in conflicting directions. Different heated flows created invisible boundaries in the sea. She adjusted her swimming, feeling the ocean trying to push her off course.

At the first deep mark, they encountered the first signs of the disturbance. Fish floated motionless in the water. Their bodies were unmarked but their eyes clouded with death. Not the normal death of predation or disease. Something else. Something that had stopped them mid-swim. As if life had abandoned them between one heartbeat and the next.

“Dead waters confirmed,” Mikael said. “No visible trauma. No signs of poisoning. They just... stopped.”

Nerida swam closer to examine one of the fish. A large grouper that should have been a formidable predator in these waters. Its gills were still. Its fins spread as if it had been swimming normally when death claimed it. But there were no wounds. No signs of struggle.

“The water itself?” Aiden asked.

Nerida drew a crystal vial from her belt. She collected a sample of the surrounding water. She held it up to the light filtering down from above. The water looked normal. Clear. But it carried a faint scent that made her nose wrinkle.

“Void traces,” she said. “Faint, but there.”

“How faint?” Aiden’s voice carried new tension.

“They are there. But...” She paused. “If it’s this strong at the first mark, what’s it like at the source?”

“We’ll find out,” Mikael said. “Assuming we can find the source.”

They continued their descent. They passed through layers of water that grew progressively stranger. At the second deep mark, they encountered a school of fish swimming in perfect formation. Their movements were so synchronised they seemed like one being. At the third mark, the water itself shimmered with an oily iridescence that hurt to look at directly.

“Current’s getting stronger,” Aiden said. “Stay together.”

The Abyssal Current was living up to its reputation. It pulled them towards the deep places with inexorable force. Nerida fought against the current, feeling the ocean’s power surrounding her. Vast and indifferent to mortal concerns.

The creature that waited at the fourth deep mark defied description. Once it might have been a shark, but void corruption had transformed it into something that hurt to observe directly. Its skin rippled with patterns that moved independently of its body. Extra fins sprouted along its flanks in configurations that violated natural law.

“Nobody move,” Aiden whispered through the speaking stone.

The creature circled them with predatory. Its multiple eyes—far too many eyes—tracked their every movement. When it opened its mouth, rows of teeth gleamed like black glass.

“It’s studying us,” Nerida breathed.

“Can we go around it?” Mikael asked.

“Not without losing our depth. And there might be more below.”

The corrupted shark’s attention fixed on Nerida. It moved closer with each pass, drawn by something in her magical signature that the others lacked.

“Nerida, don’t—”

Too late. The creature struck without warning. Nerida raised her blade as training took over. The weapon bit deep into corrupted flesh. Black blood clouded the water as the shark thrashed in pain and rage.

Its scream was audible underwater—a sound that vibrated through their bones and made their teeth ache.

“It’s calling for help,” Aiden said.

Shapes moved in the darkness below them. More corrupted creatures, drawn by the sound of battle. They rose from the depths like living nightmares.

“Time to go,” Mikael announced.

But as they prepared to ascend, Nerida saw something that made her breath catch. Far below, in the deepest part of the trench, silver light pulsed against the darkness.

Something was fighting the corruption from within.
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Malachai gripped the ship’s rail as another wave of pain tore through his chest. The curse twisted in his veins like molten iron. Each pulse reminded him of what he was losing. What he’d already lost.

“Captain?” Tobias moved to his side. The first mate’s scarred face showed concern. “The pain’s getting worse.”

“I’m fine.” The lie tasted bitter. Malachai straightened, forcing his body to obey. Around them, the Wraith cut through dark water with unnatural speed. The ship moved like a living thing. All sharp edges and predatory grace.

“You’re not fine.” Tobias kept his voice low. The crew didn’t need to hear this conversation. “None of us are. The curse is accelerating.”

Malachai looked out over the water. In the distance, lights marked the position of an Abyssal Watch vessel. The Deepwatch, if his sources were correct. A crew gathering ship investigating the void disturbances that had been plaguing these waters.

The same disturbances that were killing him and his crew.

“How long?” he asked.

“Jenkins collapsed this morning. Couldn’t hold his form for more than an hour. Garrett’s magic is failing. He can light a candle, let alone work the weather charms.”

Malachai nodded. He’d seen the signs in his crew over the past months. The curse was a slow poison. It drained their magical nature bit by bit until nothing remained but empty husks wearing familiar faces.

“And the girl?”

“Still aboard the Watch vessel. Our contact confirms she’s with the sea crew gathering.”

Nerida of the Maldon line. A druid, mermaid hybrid with spell weaver heritage running through her veins. If the old texts were correct, her power might be enough to break the curse that bound them.

If she was strong enough. If she was willing. If she didn’t die in the attempt.

Too many ifs for Malachai’s liking. But they were running out of options.

“Captain,” called Bran from the crow’s nest. “Watch vessel’s send outing sea crew gatherings. Three groups heading for the deep water.”

“Which group has the girl?”

“Can’t tell from this distance. But one group’s heading straight for the void source.”

Malachai’s blood chilled. The void source. The twisted stone that had been pumping corruption into these waters for weeks. The same corruption that was accelerating their curse, drawing them towards a death that wasn’t quite death.

“Tobias, signal the crew.”

“All of them, Captain? Or just the girl’s group?”

Malachai considered. Three groups meant three chances to capture Nerida Maldon. But it also meant splitting his crew’s attention. And if the girl’s group really was heading for the void source...

“Just her group. The one going deep.”

“Aye, Captain.”

Tobias moved away, barking orders to the crew. The Wraith changed course. Her sails filled with winds that obeyed Malachai’s will rather than nature’s laws. The ship picked up speed, cutting through the water like a blade through silk.

Malachai closed his eyes and reached out with his senses. The curse made it difficult. His magic was unreliable now, responding in fits and starts like a dying flame. But he could still feel the void source in the distance.

It called to him. Called to the curse in his blood. Promised power and transformation if he would only surrender to its embrace. The same promise it had whispered to Morrigan all those years ago.

The same promise that had destroyed his homeland and scattered his people across realms.

No, he told himself. Not again.

“Captain,” Tobias returned to his side. “Crew’s ready. But some of the lads are asking questions.”

“What kind of questions?”

“The usual. Why we’re risking everything for one girl. Why we don’t just raid a coastal town for spell casters? Why we’re not heading for safer waters until the curse burns itself out.”

Malachai turned to face his first mate. Tobias had been with him since the beginning.

“The coastal raids won’t work,” Malachai said. “We’ve tried. Remember the fishing village last month? Three druids, all willing to help for the right price. None of them had the power we need.”

“And this girl does?”

“Her bloodline goes back to the spell weavers who bound the void sources. If anyone can unravel Morrigan’s work, it’s her.”

Tobias was quiet for a moment. “And if she can’t?”

“Then we’re dead men anyway. At least this way, we go down fighting.”

The first mate nodded. “I’ll keep the crew focused. But Malachai... some of them are scared. The curse is taking them faster than we expected.”

“I know.” Malachai looked out over his ship. His crew moved with purpose, but he could see the signs of decay. Men who had once been powerful mages now struggled with simple tasks. Warriors whose reflexes had been honed by decades of battle now moved like old men.

“How long do we have?” Tobias asked.

“Weeks. Maybe less.” Malachai touched the charm at his throat. A piece of Erthean crystal that helped slow the curse’s progress. Its light was dimmer than it had been yesterday. “The void corruption is accelerating everything.”

“Then we’d better hope this girl is as powerful as you think she is.”

“Captain!” Bran called from above. “The sea crew gatherings are in the water. One group’s heading straight down. Deep water course.”

“That’s them.” Malachai moved to the ship’s bow. “Take us in. Quiet approach. We don’t want to spook them.”

The Wraith obeyed his command. Her sails furled themselves. Her wake disappeared. The ship became a shadow on the water, moving with predatory stealth towards the diving site.

“What’s the plan?” Tobias asked.

“We wait. Let them go deep. When they surface, we take them.”

“All three?”

“Just the girl. The brothers can go free if they don’t interfere.”

Tobias raised an eyebrow. “And if they do interfere?”

Malachai’s hand moved to the sword at his side. The blade was Erthean-forged, its metal singing with contained power. “Then we do what we must.”

The ship settled into position a quarter mile from the Watch vessel. Close enough to watch the sea crew gatherings, far enough to avoid detection. Malachai’s crew moved with practised silence.
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The corrupted sea drake circled them. Its skin had turned translucent, revealing organs that pulsed with sickly light. Extra fins sprouted along its flanks in patterns that hurt to look at. Worst of all, its eyes had multiplied. Black orbs covered its head, tracking their every movement.

“Nobody move,” Aiden whispered.

Too late. The creature had already seen them.

It moved with fluid grace that defied nature. Normal drakes were fierce hunters, serpentine predators of the deep waters. This thing flowed through the water like liquid death. Its multiple eyes never blinked. Never looked away from the three intruders in its domain.

“It’s not attacking,” Mikael observed. His hand hovered near his weapon.

“It’s studying us,” Nerida replied.

The drake’s attention focused on her. Its circle tightened. It moved closer with each pass.

“Nerida, don’t—”

The creature struck without warning. Its corrupted form moved faster than anything that size should manage. Nerida raised her arms before it was on her. Its jaws opened to reveal rows of teeth grown in impossible spirals.

Her blade appeared in her hand. Training took over. She thrust upward as the drake’s momentum carried it past. The weapon bit deep into corrupted flesh.

The creature’s scream was audible underwater. A sound that vibrated through her bones and made her teeth ache. Black blood clouded the water around them. The drake thrashed in pain and rage. Its extra fins beat the sea into foam.

“Move!” Aiden grabbed Nerida’s arm and pulled her away from the wounded creature. “It’s calling for help!”

The drake’s scream was indeed a call. Shapes moved in the darkness below them. More corrupted creatures, drawn by the sound of battle and the scent of blood. They rose from the depths like living nightmares.

“Surface?” Mikael asked. He was already reaching for his rising charm.

“No,” Aiden replied. “Look at the water.”

Nerida followed his gaze. The water around them glowed with oily iridescence. Stronger than they’d seen before. Much stronger. It came from below; from the deepest part of the trench they’d been following.

“The source,” she breathed.

“We need to give update this,” Mikael said. He eyed the approaching creatures with obvious concern. “Let a full group handle whatever’s down there.”

“By the time we get back, it might be gone,” Aiden replied. “Or worse. It might have spread further.”

The corrupted creatures were getting closer. Sea drakes, giant crabs, and things that might once have been leviathans. All transformed by void corruption into living weapons. Their forms became clearer in the strange light from the depths.

“We can’t fight all of them,” Nerida said.

“We don’t have to fight them,” Aiden replied. “We just have to get past them.”

“Past them to what? We don’t even know what’s down there.”

“Only one way to find out.”

Before either sibling could protest, Aiden dove downward, his powerful tail driving him towards the source of the light. Mikael cursed and followed, leaving Nerida alone with a choice.

The corrupted creatures were almost upon her. She could see in their eyes. Malevolent awareness that spoke of something far worse than simple predatory instinct.

Nerida made her choice. She activated her own descent charm and dove after her brothers. The corrupted creatures fell behind as she plunged towards whatever waited in the deepest part of the trench.

The water grew stranger as she descended. Its properties shifted in ways that made her depth charms gave conflicting responses. The pressure should have been crushing at this depth, but somehow it felt normal. The cold should have been numbing, but her body temperature remained steady.

She caught up with Aiden and Mikael. They had stopped their descent to stare at what lay below them. Nerida followed their gaze and her breath caught.

A structure rose from the sea floor. Its architecture was unlike anything she’d ever seen. artificial, but built according to principles that hurt to contemplate. Spires twisted through the water in impossible spirals. Their surfaces were covered in symbols that moved when she wasn’t looking at them.

And from every surface, void corruption poured like liquid darkness. It spread through the water in tendrils that reached towards the surface world above.

“What is it?” Mikael whispered.

“I don’t know,” Aiden replied. “But it’s the source. It has to be.”

“We need to get closer,” Nerida said. The words surprised her. “We need to understand what we’re dealing with.”

“Are you mad?” Mikael demanded. “That thing is pumping void corruption into the sea. Getting closer is suicide.”

“Getting closer might be the only way to stop it,” she replied. “Look at the rate of corruption spread. If this continues, it’ll reach the shipping lanes within days.”

Aiden studied the structure with tactical precision. “She’s right,” he said. “We need more information.”

“Then we call for backup,” Mikael insisted. “A full crew. We don’t investigate something like this with three people.”

“By the time backup arrives, this could have spread beyond containment,” Aiden replied. “We’re here now. We have training and equipment. And we’re running out of time.”

The structure pulsed as if responding to their conversation. Its corruption output increased. The water around them grew thicker, more viscous, as void energy saturated the sea.

“My charms are showing contamination,” Nerida said. She checked the small crystal at her throat that watched void exposure. “Low level, but rising.”

“Same here,” Mikael confirmed. “We need to decide. Go in, or get out.”

Aiden looked at each sibling in turn. His expression was grave. “It’s your choice. I won’t order you to follow me into that thing. But I’m going in. Someone has to.”

“You’re not going alone,” Nerida said. Whatever lay within that impossible structure, her brother shouldn’t face it without backup.

“Nerida—”

“I’m going,” she repeated. “We’re family. We go together or not at all.”

Mikael sighed. “Fine. But when we all die, I’m blaming both of you.”

“Fair enough,” Aiden replied. “Stay close. Watch each other’s backs. If anyone’s contamination levels spike, we abort.”

They descended towards the structure. Their forms were dwarfed by its impossible architecture. As they drew closer, Nerida could see that the symbols covering its surface were indeed moving. They shifted and changed in patterns that made her eyes water. The void corruption flowed from these symbols like blood from wounds.

“There,” Aiden said. He pointed towards what might have been an entrance. “Looks like an opening.”

The entrance was a circular aperture that dilated as they approached. Its edges were lined with the same moving symbols that covered the rest of the structure. Beyond the opening lay darkness so complete that their charm-lights couldn’t penetrate it.

“I really don’t like this,” Mikael muttered.

“None of us do,” Nerida replied. “But we’re here.”

They passed through the entrance and into the structure’s interior. Their lights illuminate their surroundings. What they found defied description. Decks that curved in directions that shouldn’t exist. Chambers whose walls extended infinitely in all directions. And everywhere the symbols, moving and shifting like living things.

“Stay together,” Aiden ordered. “Don’t touch anything unless you have to.”

They moved deeper into the structure. The decks led them through spaces that violated every law of Nerida had learned. Rooms that were larger inside than outside. Passages that looped back on themselves while somehow leading forward. Always the sense that they were being watched by something vast and unusual.

“The corruption’s getting stronger,” Mikael said. “My charms are having trouble filtering it out.”

“Same here,” Nerida confirmed. “Whatever’s at the centre of this place, it’s powerful.”

They found the centre sooner than expected. They emerged into a vast chamber whose walls stretched away into darkness. At the chamber’s heart stood something that might once have been an altar. Its purpose was far removed from any religion.

And floating above the altar, suspended in a sphere of pure void energy, was the source of the corruption.

It was beautiful and terrible. A crystalline structure that pulsed with dark light. Each pulse sent waves of corruption through the water, spreading the void’s influence further into the sea. But there was something else. Something that made Nerida’s breath catch.

The crystal was cracked. Its surface was marred by a web of fractures that leaked void energy like blood from wounds. And in those fractures, she could see something else. Threads of silver light that fought against the darkness, trying to contain the corruption’s spread.

“It’s damaged,” she whispered. “Something’s trying to hold it together.”

“Or someone,” Aiden replied. “Look at those silver threads. That’s spell weaving.”

Nerida stared at the crystal. Her mind raced. Spell weaving was a rare art, practised by only a few bloodlines. The Maldon line had been known for it, before the wars scattered the family and drove them into service with various factions.

“Someone’s been here before us,” she said. “Someone tried to contain this thing.”

“And failed,” Mikael added. “The containment’s breaking down.”

As if responding to his words, one of the silver threads snapped. Its light faded as void corruption poured through the new gap. The crystal’s pulse grew stronger, sending a wave of darkness through the chamber that made all three siblings stagger.

“We need to get out of here,” Aiden said. “Now.”

But as they turned to leave, the chamber’s entrance sealed itself. The opening flowed shut like a healing wound. They were trapped, alone with the source of corruption that was poisoning the sea.

“Emergency ascent?” Mikael suggested.

“Through solid stone?” Aiden replied. “Our charms aren’t that powerful.”

Nerida stared at the crystal. She watched the silver threads struggle against the void corruption. Someone had tried to contain this thing. Someone with her family’s gift for spell weaving. They’d almost succeeded.

Almost.

“I might be able to fix it,” she said.

“What?” both brothers said.

“The containment. I might be able to repair it.” She moved closer to the altar, studying the pattern of silver threads. “It’s spell weaving, but not like anything I’ve seen before. Older. More complex.”

“Nerida, no,” Aiden said. “We don’t know what that thing is or what it might do to you.”

“We know what it
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