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Content Warnings

​ This book contains themes
that may be uncomfortable or triggering for some readers. While I
tried my best to make this a comprehensive list with the help of my
beta readers, I’d love to know if there is something I have
overlooked. Please contact me if you would like me to include
something in future editions.

This book discusses in great detail body
dysmorphia, trauma recovery, and rediscovering physical pleasure
after assault.

ON PAGE (action described and depicted on
page): gore, blood, murder, kidnapping, discussions of
infant/maternal death, panic attacks, anxiety attacks, genocide,
dementia, chronic pain/illness, infertility, suicidal ideation,
body dysmorphia and dysphoria.

OFF PAGE (action describe but not depicted in
the text): sexual assault, person trafficking, enslavement,
torture, medical experimentation, sentient being abuse, and
war.

Below is a list of resources where you can
find help and support if you, or someone you know, is struggling.
Please note that there are many other tools, and in the case of an
emergency, you should always dial 911. Be well, lovelies.

Resources (United States)

24/7 National Human Trafficking
Hotline: 888-373-7888, or text HELP to 233733

www.humantraffickinghotline.org

National Sexual Assault Hotline:
800-656-4673

www.rainn.org

Nacional de Prevencion del Suicidio:
888-6289454

National Suicide Crisis Lifeline:
988

TTY Users: dial 711 then 988

Veterans Crisis Line: 988, then press
1, or text 838255

National Domestic Violence Hotline:
800-799-7233

Other U.S. Resource Lists:

www.apa.org/topics/crisis-hotlines

www.samhsa.gov/find-help/national-helpline


Author’s Note

​ This is the fourth
novel I’ve published set in the Underwater world. I usually
recommend readers start with Ocean’s Embrace and
Passion’s Power, then move on to Sand’s Caress. The
events described here happen adjacent to the main arc of the
series, after the events of Sand’s Caress, but Leanne said I
should give you a brief summary just in case. You can also find a
glossary of world-specific terms and a character directory on my

website.

Most characters you will meet here are
Ceteans. Ceteans are a humanoid race of shark-like people,
originating from Earth. They left for being hunted as monsters, and
other rather murky reasons that Leanne is still trying to figure
out on her and Sven’s current Hunt. The physiology of a Cetean is
much the same as a human, except they have many rows of teeth,
selective gill-itude (Leanne’s term), venomous barbs for
fingernails, with a skin texture somewhere between shark dermal
denticles and bony fish scales. All genders have pelvic slits for
reproduction, but generally male identifying Ceteans have claspers
in addition to the slits where they keep their equipment tucked
away. (You know, for hydrodynamics.)

​ Mature Ceteans
are more amphibious (as in, semi-aquatic, not frog-like), but the
young pups must stay Below so the weight of gravity does not twist
their cartilaginous skeletons. All the young are born in the water,
whether as a live birth or as a hatching egg. (Some Ceteans do one,
some the other.) Around what we humans would call adolescence, most
of their bones harden, and they can begin spending more time on
land. They use their selective gill-itude to stride between worlds,
Above the waterline and Below.

When a coven of Witches discovered the
cartilaginous quirk, they attacked Cetean nurseries and birthing
tide pools, taking any young, eggs, or expectant females captive.
Using the magic over the Dead, this group of Witches incorporated
them into Constructs—monstrosities of salvaged body parts, held
together with magic and used for many things, namely, attacking and
killing Ceteans in the Recent Wars. In Passion’s Power, Bea
and Vester end the war, and the Witches were sentenced to permanent
parole under Vamp supervision (the only other Race in the Alliance
with equal or stronger power of the dead).

As the Cetean society recovered, they
struggled to reestablish their population to pre-war numbers. A
series of studies were done, new protocols put in place to try to
reduce the complications resulting in maternal and fetal death, but
not much progress was made.

Except on the black market.

Cetean flesh was once again in high demand—by
the Ceteans themselves. Seemingly legitimate businesses, like clubs
and adoption agencies, fronted Cetean trafficking programs for
pleasure and breeding. Bea, the new Prime Minister, worked hard to
stamp out that business practice, but many females and young were
lost again. Many clubs in the Pleasure District were also shut down
by associating with, or even operating on the same street as, one
of these false businesses. The BDSM community and clubs suffered
most, due to an unfortunate circumstance that you’ll read about
later here.

Fears about Cetean trafficking rose once more
in Sand’s Caress with a revitalized trafficking ring. The
Witches got involved once more too, using the Liber warehouse site
as a processing lab. Divina, brave heart that she is, had a major
fin in dismantling the Liber Ring, specifically by murdering the
leader and blowing up the warehouse.

Now, in Ink’s Grace, there are still
many unanswered questions; about Liber, the Witches, the general
rise in crime and fraud among Ceteans… And Divina and Francis both
still wonder if they could find love again, if they could be graced
by a lover’s fingers, stained as they are with their pasts.


Dedication

​ For those struggling with
pleasure, or feel they don’t deserve to feel good.

You exist; therefore, you are worthy.


Part I


​Prologue

​ PARTNERED

SEVEN CENTURIES AGO

“We really thought you’d be the best to work with
it,” the technician said. “The others didn’t pass the tests with
the handlers, but judging just from the behavior in the exercise
ring with the other whelps, it will need a much more experienced
hand.”

Francis stifled his inward grimace. How this
individual was allowed to work with animals, when he still referred
to them as ‘it’ he did not know, could not understand. Even from
across the lab, Francis could tell the poor creature was male. How
hard could it be to use the proper pronoun?

Though, if Francis had been splicing genetic
codes to improve the species, inspecting cellular growth with
clinical distance, he would probably have hardened his heart,
too.

Just one of the many reasons Francis thought
the experiment was a bad idea.

“How old?” he asked as the technician led him
up to the cage.

“Just over six weeks,” the tech said
proudly.

Too young by far.

“Why is he in here, instead of loose on the
field?” The lab had a course and a range, where they would test the
beasts and train the handlers, but they also had a section meant
for the animals to roam at will. The space wasn’t large, but it was
fenced and watched. He had passed by it on his way, noted the water
and tree habitats, the technicians monitoring the space.

“This set was…” Francis raised an eyebrow
fringe as the tech struggled to find words. “Unique.”

“That was the goal, wasn’t it?” The lab was
meant to create new things, discover and unlock untapped
potentials, by genetically engineering the next generation of war
beasts to be better, stronger, faster, yada yada yada…

“Yes, and this set has proven to be
particularly resourceful.” The technician looked a little
chagrined. “After examination, it appears this one”—he nodded at
the cowering beasty in the cage—“was the leader of the bunch,
instigating. On their own, the others were unmotivated to perform
any similar tasks.”

Francis gritted his teeth. Since they failed
their tasks with the handlers, they were likely put down. A waste
of perfectly good life, for no reason other than protocol.

The tech approached the cage, but Francis
stopped him.

“I’ll handle it from here.”

“Are you sure?” the tech asked nervously.
“The saliva is—”

“You can go now.”

The tech clamped his jaws shut, nodded
mutely, and left Francis alone in the sterile coldness.

Alone, but for one scared pup.

Francis popped the door of the cage, locking
it open. Then he sat down on the floor outside of the pen, calm and
quiet. He’d had many job titles, which changed with each
administration, but the job remained the same: covert operations
that required expert finesse were his specialty. Francis was
volunteered for this experiment specifically for that reason.

Leaning against the wall of the hall, one arm
propped on his bent knee, the other leg stretched out in front of
him, Francis tilted his head back, keeping his eyes anywhere but on
the pup. For an hour or more, he wasn’t sure, they sat together
like that, separated by an open door and unfamiliarity.

At last, the pup moved. He sidled up to the
threshold, doing his best to act like he’d only just noticed it.
When he finally acknowledged Francis, it was with a cursory glance
and a single sniff of Francis’s outstretched boot. Without meeting
his eyes, the pup conveyed such disdain that Francis stifled a
rumbling chuckle.

This beast had attitude to spare.

The pup leaned against the open cage and
began to groom himself rudely.

Francis did laugh then, startling the pup
into looking directly at him, forgetting in his fright to
pretend.

“I’m so glad we can be brutally honest with
each other,” Francis told the pup. “Because I don’t keep company
with liars.” Not true on the job, but those he chose to spend time
with outside of work were few, each as loyal and honest as a friend
could be.

The pup let out a gruff cough, shaking his
snout.

“If you don’t want to come with me, that is
fine.” Francis would never force anyone. “But we could at least
give it a shot. Get you out of that cage, maybe find something you
like to do. Explore a little bit. If you don’t like it, I’ll make
sure you can go where you want, a place you will be safe and
healthy, with plenty of meat.”

The pup tilted his head, dorsal spikes
flexing.

“Hungry?” Francis fished in his pocket,
removing the airtight container of mixed meats he’d brought along.
He wasn’t sure what the pup would like, so he displayed the
selection on the floor in front of him: iguana-snake, white fin,
grouse, hare, and a bit of bacon.

The pup stared at Francis, never once looking
at the meat buffet.

“Go on, have a snack.” Francis pulled a
ration bar from another pocket and began to eat.

Only then did the pup tap on clawed paws to
sniff at the display, returning repeatedly to the iguana-snake
before eventually gulping it down. The bacon was next, quickly
followed by the fish and hare. The grouse he ate, but he didn’t
care for it much. Francis could tell by the look the pup gave him
when he paused, deciding if it was worth eating, or spitting
out.

Francis finished his own snack, then tucked
away the wrapper and the container, carefully avoiding the gently
smoking pits in the floor, where the pup’s saliva had dribbled as
he ate.

“There now, we did that.” Francis brought his
legs under him, as if to stand, but remained crouched. The pup was
perched on his own haunches, facing Francis. “You want to get out
of here for a bit? Maybe go for a run?”

The pup snuffled, shifting his weight on his
paws.

“Alright then, let’s,” Francis said, standing
and walking slowly toward the door. The tapping of claws followed
him.

In the hall, the tech gasped and rushed
toward Francis, before Francis held out a hand to stop him.

“Don’t.” He commanded, and the male swallowed
convulsively at his tone. “What do you want?”

“You should have put the muzzle and harness
on it first.” The tech swallowed again, looking around Francis at
the pup.

“Does he need it?” Francis asked coldly.

“It’s protocol.”

Francis looked down at the pup, who looked
back up at him with dark eyes. “Do you need it?”

In response, the pup sent the barest rumble
of a growl at the technician.

“He says he doesn’t need it.” Francis strode
past the tech, the pup close to his heels.

The other techs and lab staff had similar
responses, as they walked together through the halls, but Francis
ignored them unless they stepped into his path. When one
administrator tried, he gave her a quelling look, and she stepped
away again, hiding behind her desk as the pup trotted by.

At the door to the outside park, Francis
paused. He waited until he had the pup’s full attention, until the
dark eyes looked up and one spikey puppy brow raised in
question.

“I will follow your lead, young sir,” Francis
said. “But I can’t protect you from everyone.”

The pup held his eyes for a breath, then
looked at the door.

Francis hit the button and the door slid
back. Out went the pup, trotting at first, then moving into a run.
Francis followed along at a slower pace, tracking the beast,
watching his back when the pup ranged around him to check the blind
spots. It was a trick, too, because the little demon disappeared
into the tall grass, the trees, the small shrubs along the fences,
so well that Francis had to rely on signs of his passage and
electrosense, rather than sight.

To his surprise, the pup sent out his own
electrical pulses, scanning his surroundings and brushing across
Francis’s electroreceptors in experimental touches. He conveyed so
much information, Francis struggled to parse it: the pup shared his
awareness of the yard, of the boundaries around him, of the birds
and voles, but also of the people. Francis could taste his dislike
of the techs, the vets. Foremost, however, was a sense of curiosity
about Francis himself.

As they passed the training course, Francis
paused. He could tell the little beast was listening, watching,
though he couldn’t see the pup.

“Want to see what I can do?” Francis
asked.

Another curious pulse across his senses, the
pup confused and interested in equal measure.

Francis sent back another pulse, a neutral
welcome, inviting the pup closer to watch. Then he strode up to the
beginning of the training course meant for handlers. Similar to the
obstacle courses he’d trained on at the Academy but nowhere nearly
as intensive, it also included elements for four-legged partners to
accompany the handler through the ramps, slats, climbing walls,
crawling tunnels, swing races and rope pulls. Francis ran the
course once himself, then returned to the starting place. The pup
sat there, looking up at the jump lines.

“Want to try it out?” Francis asked him. The
pup blinked a couple times, tilted his head, then took off, running
through the course at the speed Francis had done.

Back at the start, panting only slightly, the
pup sat, looking out at the crowd that was gathering near the
windows of the laboratory building, everyone eager to see what
would become of the new monster they were too afraid to let
out.

“Want to race?”

The pup perked up, his head tilting so that
the sun glinted on his glossy scales, catching slivers of light on
his spikes. A pulse of attentive waiting touched Francis, and he
held the pup’s gaze for one breath.

Then he bolted.

He raced through the jump lines and climbing
ropes, completing that portion rapidly, and the pup was right
beside him. As they hit the balance ramp, pulses reached out to
Francis, indicating what the pup wanted to do next—and Francis took
his suggestion. He slowed marginally, allowing the pup to go first,
catching up again at the rope climb. Just as Francis was halfway
up, the pup gave warning a split second before he leapt onto
Francis’s chest, and up to the top of the wall. Francis had only a
moment for shocked surprise, however, because the little demon
turned and gripped the rope with his teeth, trying to pull Francis
up the rest of the way. Francis caught the top of the wall and sent
a silent signal that the pup could go on, which he did. The rope
fell like a dead eel behind them, the frayed end smoking slightly
from the pup’s venomous bite.

The rest of the course went the same way, a
collaborative race to the finish. When they tied, the pup sent
Francis a questioning touch to his electroreceptors:
Again?

Francis grinned at the pup, nodded. They
completed faster that time, and Francis was hard-pressed to keep up
with the beast. By the time they completed the more advanced
course, their audience had spilled into the yard. They couldn’t see
how the pair did on the underwater course next, but they could see
they left the water at speed and tied once more.

When at last they stopped their play,
sprawling on the grass and panting to catch their breath, Francis
knew he’d found his match.

The pulse from the pup said he thought so,
too.


REUNITED

FIVE CENTURIES AGO

“Mr. Hyle, I’m so sorry, but there has been no news.”
Beatrice watched a member of her House, a male from a lower Family,
struggle to keep himself composed. “I will notify you personally,
the moment I learn something useful.” She paused, unsure if she
would be insulting the male before her but decided to offer anyway.
“Contact me, should you need assistance of any kind in this hard
time.” And didn’t that sound like a politician’s planned
speech?

“Thank you, Tagmatarcha.” Mr. Hyle bowed low
to her, though his neck was stiff and his fringe was quivering. He
kept his eyes low as he strode away, to the door and out of her
office.

Beatrice sighed and rubbed her face. She sat
at her desk, in the Lower public office for her House. Fielding the
questions and petitions of Families within the House, and the even
lower illegitimate families, should have been her mother’s job, as
the Matriarch of House Requiem. Or even her father’s job, as a true
Son of the House. But he was away at a council of war, and Mother
never wanted to run a House. All of it fell to Beatrice, but the
appointments like this one took more out of her than any other.

The reason for General Tyris to be in a war
council was the same reason Mr. Hyle had come to Beatrice. Rising
disappearances, increased hostilities between the Ceteans and the
Witches, more frequent skirmishes in supposed neutral zones… and
now attacks on Cetean nursery pools.

Largely aquatic, Ceteans could go ashore once
they reached maturity, or at least when their bones calcified and
could take their weight on land. Born cartilaginous, Cetean tads
risked malformations, twisted limbs, and painful misalignments if
they spent too much time out of the water too soon. This reason
among others required Cetean females give birth in water,
traditionally in sheltered tide pools. Those Houses that laid eggs
preferred this system as well, staying in the water and nurturing
the eggs. It was not secret, per se, but it was a respected part of
their cultural heritage, kept close and quiet.

Somehow, the Necros had discovered the
location of several on- and off-planet nurseries, and each House
was scrambling to find safer solutions without drawing attention to
the as-yet undiscovered tide pools. Most of the Houses were
failing. Requiem was holding their own still, except for two.

One had been razed, now a coastal desert on
the northern-most tip of their territory. The other was silent to
all outside communication, a remote island deep in the Requiem
Sea.

More than the escalating conflict, more than
receiving the bad news, Beatrice hated waiting with the hurting and
grieving Families under her House. She’d sent the Melakhim Eli, the
fastest they had in contract, to check on the silent island, to see
what had really happened.

Mr. Hyle’s bound mate and unborn tads were on
that one.

Please, gods, protect them. Please, gods.
They can’t take much worse.

The next morning, Melakhim Eli returned. She
sent for Mr. Hyle before she rushed to meet the Melakhim in her
Upper office, unwilling to deny the male any news.

“Decimated,” Melakhim Eli said after he
arrived. Beatrice’s heart shattered in her chest, but then he held
up a small bundle. “This was all I could find, by His Grace.”

Beatrice did not need to check his findings.
There was only one member under her House, only one small Family
that had anyone in the nursery in those signature spiral shapes.
She brought Mr. Hyle into the office at once.

“His Grace led me to this small one,”
Melakhim Eli told him gravely. “This one, I think, is special, for
it was the tiniest glinting starlight on the casing that caught my
eye.”

Just for being the only surviving
offspring in a charnel pit that should have been a birthing
pool. Beatrice kept her thoughts to herself.

Mr. Hyle took the corkscrew egg casing from
the Melakhim, his fingers trembling, his scales pale under the
unsloughed scruff on his cheeks. He held the last piece of his
family to his heart. For a time, they were all silent, until they
had counted one thousand tiny heartbeats from the small
survivor.

“She should have an honorable name,” the
Melakhim said, a strange pride suffusing his face as he looked at
the father and egg. “May His Grace always be upon you, small
keto,” the Melakhim Eli intoned, using the old-Earth formal
name for the Ceteans, as a mark of respect. “May she always be a
shining light in your life, Mr. Hyle.” Bowing low enough that his
feathered wingtips touched the ground, Melakhim Eli left.

“Mr. Hyle,” Beatrice said, halting the male’s
movement to follow the Melakhim. When he looked at her his eyes
knew things Beatrice never wished to see, which made her stomach
liquify and her mouth go dry. “Mr. Hyle,” she began again, then
swallowed. “I would like to offer you a job.”

“Tagmatarcha?”

“Please, join my Household staff.” Beatrice
tried to smile. “I am up to my gillslits in work, and I’d love your
assistance. You may, as part of your salary, take full advantage of
House services on premises.” Like the secure medical facilities,
where his daughter-egg could incubate and hatch, away from any
further harm, gods forfend.

Mr. Hyle looked at Beatrice’s outstretched
fin, turned and flattened, presented for the sealing of the
business deal. After several long moments, he reached out and
bumped it with his own.

“Thank you, Tagmatarcha,” he said with
another bow—awkward now, with the weight of the egg at his
chest.

Beatrice offered him another smile as he rose
to his full—albeit much shorter than her own—height. She sent him
off to get settled in a new world, one in which he knew his wife
was gone. One also, however, that held a sparkle of hope still, of
the family he had planned for with her. Just a small one, but a
significant spark in the sea of things.

“What will you name her?” she asked abruptly,
halting his exit once more.

Mr. Hyle blinked, seeming to come back to the
room, and swallowed audibly before he spoke.

“Divina.”


STOLEN

TWO CENTURIES AGO

Hot. It was so hot. For all that the Ceteans ran
cooler than many peoples, Sir’s blood was hot on her scales. She
could clearly feel each individual drop, each splatter on her face
like burning freckles.

Only when the other male dragged her away
from Sir’s crumpled form did Divina’s mind propel her to
action.

“No!” she cried. “Let me go! Jimmy—”

“Shut up,” Jimmy growled in her ear. “You’re
coming with me, and you’ll be quiet.”

“No—” A strong fin covered her mouth, a sharp
jab stuck under her scales on her neck. She felt the sedative flood
her body at the same moment she saw Sir move.

Oh gods, she thought. He’s still
alive. But he wouldn’t be for long, because blood was still
flowing down the pavement and into the gutter. As she was dragged
away and around the corner of the club she and her Dom had been
leaving, her gaze connected with his. She had a moment to read all
the pain and fear in his soul before the light left his gray
irises.

Panic set in then, because if Jimmy could
ambush Sir… He was far more dangerous than she had ever
realized.

Her limbs grew heavy, her struggles feeble
and pathetic, entirely ineffective against the stronger and
unmedicated cage of her ex-lover’s arms.

“You belong to me,” he rumbled into her aural
membrane, and it was the last thing she heard before the world went
black. “Happy birthday, Divvy.”


WITNESSED

150 YEARS AGO

It was the drugs that gave them away.

While his partner was helping the Boss
establish her reign, Beast took on his own projects. He’d spent
long hours wandering the streets and wild rural zones between
Cetean cities, doing sweeps for more of those… programs. It
made Beast’s spikes rise to think about anyone being used,
so he had begun his own patrols for any as-yet undiscovered
sites.

For several years now, false adoption
agencies and fertility clinics had been using females and young for
monetary gain, preying on the Cetean families that could not grow
on their own. Beast himself knew what it was like to be alone, to
be captive. Knew also what it was to long for bloodkin of his own.
Francis was the best partner and friend he could have asked for…
But he was no replacement for his murdered littermates. To use that
longing and sadness against anyone was beyond cruel.

So Beast ran his own patrols when he wasn’t
pupsitting the Boss’s tads or working with Francis. Nearly all
those abducted had been taken Above, so that the scents were harder
to track… But they didn’t anticipate a Beast doing sweeps. And how
could they? He was the only one of his kind. His nose was
exceptional. Which was why he caught the scent of the drug they
used and followed it to the compound.

Now he stalked the compound grounds at a
distance—because he made the Enforcement teams nervous—and watched
as they took emaciated Cetean after emaciated Cetean out of the
dank basement cells. He wanted to go in there, wanted to help,
wanted to claw and bite and tear at the jailers… but that would
only frighten the enslaved more.

A particular officer and his burden drew
Beast’s attention. Scales and bones, like the rest of the Ceteans
they’d emancipated so far tonight, this one was… Different. The
officer set her down in the medtent, and Beast padded nearer. The
scent of chocolate and the crinkle of wrapping touched his senses
when the officer stood and returned to the building.

Covered in filth, he couldn’t tell what she
would have looked like before… But as he drew closer another
familiar scent came to him. He knew her. He’d smelled that before…
Somewhere. He moved closer breathing deeply, filtering the scents
of confinement—feces, sedative, rot, infection, ammonia,
death—until he touched on the one he recognized.

Sudden comprehension sent a chill down his
bones, even as his anger rose hot in his breast. Turning, he bolted
from the scene. People dove out of his way, shrieks and cries
echoing in his wake, but he paid them no mind. Once more, he
mentally cursed his creators. They’d engineered a beast with
the brilliance of any sapient race—more intelligent, if he were
being honest—but no way to communicate in ways most could
understand. So far only Francis could interpret his peculiar
electrosensory speech, and now would have been a good time to be
able to tell the Enforcement officers who they had found.


BEFRIENDED

100 YEARS AGO

Time moved in waves. Not with the tides, but in fits.
Great stretches where nothing happened, then rushes of frothing
activity around her that left her feeling tossed and drained like
so much flotsam. Though she was no longer in perpetual dark
underground, she still did not mark time by the light through the
water, or by the shifting currents.

They didn’t lock her away, but they didn’t
leave her unwatched either. The open archways of her rooms Below
left no place to hide, and she never saw any attendants, but she
knew they were there. They took the intravenous drip away and
started bringing her meals. She was given a new stack of clean
clothes every few days, the dirty ones taken away. Small puzzles
and tablets of reading material appeared on her small table, but
she did not touch them. Sometimes Da would visit, but she found
herself cringing away from him, and she was not allowed to see
Rosie again, after that first time. Mostly, she sat in the chair by
the window arch and watched the fishes and crustaceans in the
garden beyond.

An unknown number of days passed while she
sat before the Underwater window arch, before a new creature came
to the garden. Scaly with a spiked ridge, pointed ears tucked back
against its head, it explored the rocky seabed and coral
outcroppings, scenting the water as it went. Padding along with
carefully placed steps and well-timed leaps, it navigated the
darting defenses of various garden inhabitants, ignoring snapping
eel maws and clicking crab claws like they could not touch it.
Looking at the scaly hide and sharp fangs of the creature, she
imagined they couldn’t truly do much damage.

The creature lifted its head and scented the
water once more, looking around. Divina watched on curiously, until
it looked in her direction. Her heart froze in her chest, the
primitive part of her brain deciding for her that she was once more
prey to it. Beedy eyes in a scaled face looked back at her, the
body held equally still.

It won’t hurt me. It can’t. I’m within the
Requiem boundary, and nothing harmful would be permitted this near
the Prime Minister’s home.

These thoughts skittered across her
mind as the creature took the first few graceful pelagic leaps
toward her. Divina’s heart stuttered and her instincts flailed at
her to move, run. She didn’t move though, years of habit halting
her.

Slowly, indirectly, the creature
made an underwater saunter in her direction. Divina stayed still at
the window arch, trying to slow her heart and look like a piece of
the architecture. But the beasty didn’t do anything, only sat with
its rump against the wall. After a time, it swam up, up, up to the
surface and then returned, taking the same position it had before.
Her muscles finally began to relax, her fear and anxiety subsiding
with the tension. It surfaced once more and returned, but the third
time it went back along the reef garden, touching the sand with its
toes just briefly, elegantly, as it disappeared into the water in
the distance.

This was the start of a new
routine, Divina came to realize, because the creature returned
every day after that, and did the same thing. After several visits,
she looked forward to the creature’s company, because it did not
pester her, or talk to her, or try to get her to talk, like all her
other visitors. It did not poke her and prod her, and most
importantly of all, it did not look at her with pity.

The following week, the beasty
brought her something shiny. Just a polished piece of shell, left
on her windowsill, but she treasured the gift all the same. Two
visits later, it brought her what she presumed was a stolen snack—a
small hydrocrate, the kind with the flap lid to keep things in and
still allow the owner to reach in and collect whatever was
within—containing an assortment of sashimi. Despite her suspicions,
she ate it anyway. The day after that, the creature looked at
her.

At first, she didn’t notice it was
looking at her. When she did, she felt a little fear once more,
because there was no way that much intelligence lay inside a
bestial mind. No way at all. The creature had to be a shifter,
or—
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