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  Chapter 1

  
  




The Call Beneath




The pressure was not merely a weight; it was a truth. Down here, in the obsidian throat of the world, lies were crushed before they could leave the tongue.




Aeron Thal drifted, suspended in the absolute dark of the Midnight Zone. He was far beyond the safety of the bioluminescent reefs that cradled the upper cities, deeper than any patrol from the Imperial Currents dared to venture. Here, the ocean was a living, breathing entity, pressing against his enviro-skin suit with the force of a collapsing star.




He counted the rhythm of his own heart. One. Two. Three.




Silence.




One. Two. Three.




A perfect, terrifying trine. It was the only sound in the crushing void, save for the low, tectonic groan of the trench walls shifting miles below. Aeron closed his eyes, though it made little difference in the gloom. He was hunting, not for prey, but for a frequency—a vibration that had haunted his sleep for seven nights.




He extended a gloved hand, his fingers brushing against a spire of black coral that twisted upward like a calcified scream. The water here tasted different—metallic, ancient, heavy with the salt of forgotten eras. It tasted of iron and blood.




Come.




It was not a sound, but a resonance in the marrow of his bones. Aeron gasped, a sharp intake of recycled oxygen that tasted stale against the sudden clarity of his mind. The sensation was electric, a phantom touch dragging a cold finger down his spine.




He opened his eyes and ignited the small, amber lumen on his wrist. The light spilled out, weak and trembling, illuminating only five feet in front of him.




There, staring back from the abyss, was an eye.




It was vast, ancient, and clouded with the milky film of centuries. It belonged to no fish or serpent Aeron had ever studied in the archives of House Thal. It was set into a face of scaled rock, or perhaps rock that had become flesh. The pupil was a vertical slit, a gateway to a void darker than the water surrounding them.




Aeron froze. The currents around him seemed to stop, the water solidifying into glass.




We wait, the voice echoed, vibrating through the water, bypassing his ears to ring directly in his skull. The Third Tide approaches.




Before Aeron could move, before he could even reach for the harpoon strapped to his magnetic belt, the massive shape shifted. A displacement of water struck him like a physical blow, tumbling him backward. His lumen flickered and died.




In the darkness, the pressure spiked. His suit’s warning chime shrieked—once, twice, thrice, four times, five…




He scrambled to stabilize his buoyancy, his breath coming in ragged gasps. He was spinning, disoriented, the taste of copper flooding his mouth. He had gone too deep. He had touched the forbidden.




With a desperate kick, Aeron triggered his ascent thrusters. The hum of the engine was a comforting, mechanical roar against the mystical silence he was fleeing. He shot upward, leaving the crushing depths behind, rising through the strata of the ocean—from the midnight black, to the twilight blue, and finally, toward the faint, green glow of the inhabited shelves.




The Citadel of House Thal emerged from the gloom like a jagged crown of black basalt and reinforced glass. It was a fortress built into the side of the Great Rift, a monument to a family that had once ruled the tides but now clung to the edges of power like barnacles on a dying whale.




Aeron docked his sub-glider in the private hangar, the heavy hydraulic hiss of the airlock signaling his return to the world of men and politics. He stripped off his pressure suit, his body gleaming with sweat and the residue of the deep-sea gel.




He caught his reflection in the polished chrome of the locker. He was tall, lean muscle carved by the resistance of water, his hair the color of wet sand. But it was his eyes that arrested him.




They had always been grey, like a storm horizon. Now, in the harsh halogen light of the hangar, they flickered with a faint, iridescent violet—the color of the deep-sea trenches.




He blinked, and the color vanished, returning to grey.




" hallucination,” he whispered, his voice hoarse. “Nitrogen narcosis.”




But he knew it wasn’t.




He dressed in the formal tunics of his station—woven kelp-fiber dyed the deep indigo of House Thal, clasped with silver forming the family crest: a shark wrapping its jaws around a trident. He moved through the corridors, the floor vibrating subtly with the impact of the eternal currents outside the thick glass walls.




The Great Hall was cold. It always was.




Seven elders sat around the obsidian table, their faces illuminated by the floating glow-spheres. At the head sat his father, Lord Kaelen Thal, a man who looked as though he had been eroded by the ocean itself, his skin leathery and pale.




“You were below the Shelf again,” Kaelen said, not looking up from the holographic map sprawling across the table. It showed the movements of the Imperial Currents—red swarms of troops moving dangerously close to Thal territory.




“I was scouting,” Aeron replied, keeping his voice steady. He could still feel the phantom vibration of the Call in his teeth.




“You were chasing ghosts,” Kaelen snapped, finally raising his eyes. “While the Empire tightens its noose around our throat. Admiral Vane has moved three legions into the Crimson Reefs. Three legions, Aeron. Do you know what that means?”




“It means they are preparing for a siege,” Aeron said, stepping closer to the table. “Or a sacrifice.”




The room went silent. The word sacrifice hung heavy in the damp air.




“Do not speak of the Old Ways,” an elder hissed—a woman with skin like parchment, wearing a necklace of seven pearls. “The Empire forbids it. The priesthood forbids it.”




“The Empire fears what it cannot control,” Aeron countered. “And the ocean does not care for their laws.”




He looked at the map. The red dots of the enemy were forming a crescent shape, a pincer movement designed to crush House Thal against the Rift. But Aeron’s eyes were drawn to the empty space on the map, the blank void beyond the shelf where he had just been.




The map claimed there was nothing there. Just depth. Just death.




But Aeron had seen the eye. He had heard the voice.




The Third Tide approaches.




Suddenly, the water in the decorative canals running along the walls of the hall rippled. It wasn’t a mechanical failure. The surface of the water agitated, forming concentric circles.




Three rings.




Then, the water settled.




Aeron felt a sharp, piercing pain in his left palm. He clenched his fist, hiding it behind his back.




“I need to rest,” Aeron said abruptly, turning away from the council and his father’s disapproving glare. “The dive was… taxing.”




“Go,” Kaelen dismissed him with a wave of his hand. “But be ready at dawn. The Imperial envoy arrives. We must look strong.”




Aeron walked out, his boots clicking rhythmically on the stone. He didn’t stop until he reached his private chambers, a room with a single, massive viewport looking out into the abyss.




He uncurled his left hand.




There was no wound, no scratch from the coral. But etched into the center of his palm, glowing with a faint, bioluminescent pulse, was a mark. It was not a bruise. It was a geometric pattern of three intersecting lines, looking suspiciously like a coordinate. Or a key.




He looked out the window. Far in the distance, beyond the lights of the citadel, the darkness of the ocean seemed to breathe.




The Call had not ended when he surfaced. It had only just begun.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




House Thal


The walls of the citadel wept. It was a peculiarity of the geo-thermal glass and the immense pressure of the abyss outside; condensation formed like cold sweat on the interior of House Thal, running in slow, salty rivulets down the dark stone.


Aeron stood before the mirror in his quarters, the silence of the room amplified by the rhythmic thrum of the filtration systems. He held his left hand up to the light. The mark was still there—three intersecting lines, glowing with a faint, rhythmic luminescence that matched the beating of his own heart. It was not a bruise. It was a brand, seared into him by the gaze of the creature in the dark.


He pulled a glove over his hand, hiding the geometry of the deep. He could not let them see. In House Thal, weakness was blood in the water, and difference was heresy.


Walking through the corridors of the ancestral home, Aeron felt the weight of history pressing down as heavily as the ocean above. House Thal had once been the wardens of the Midnight Zone, the kings of the lower shelf. Now, they were a decaying nobility, their influence eroded by the sterile, mechanized precision of the Imperial Currents.


The architecture reflected this decline. Statues of legendary ancestors—riding great sharks or wielding tridents of coral—were covered in microscopic algae, their features blurred by time. The bioluminescent moss that lined the ceiling, once a vibrant azure, had faded to a sickly, pale green.


Decay, Aeron thought. We are rotting from the inside out.


He reached the heavy double doors of the Audience Chamber. Two guards stood at attention, their armor reflecting the dim light. They carried pulse-spears, but their eyes were tired. Aeron nodded to them, and the doors groaned open.


The chamber was vast, a dome of reinforced crystal that looked out into the gray twilight of the middle depths. In the center of the room sat the Council of Seven, though two chairs were empty—lost to assassination or old age, never replaced.


Lord Kaelen sat at the head, his face a mask of stone. Opposite him sat the Imperial Envoy.


Legate Xol was a man of the surface philosophy: rigid, artificial, and devoid of soul. He wore the white, hermetically sealed armor of the Empire, a stark contrast to the flowing, organic robes of House Thal. Xol did not breathe the water of the room; he breathed purified air through a rebreather mask that hissed rhythmically.


Hiss. Click. Hiss. Click.


“The Admiral is losing patience, Lord Kaelen,” Xol’s voice came through a synthesizer, stripping it of all emotion. “The tithe is overdue. Five shipments of refined deuterium. Five shipments of rare-earth minerals. You have sent only two.”


“The currents have been unkind,” Kaelen said, his voice low and rolling like a distant underwater landslide. “The mining drones are failing. The pressure in the lower rifts has increased.”


“The Empire does not care for weather reports,” Xol replied. He placed


















































































































