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He turned and looked at the colorful fish he had watched swim around every day. With a smile, he went over to the large tank, flipped the lid open, reached in, and grabbed one of them. They weren’t large, but just big enough to fill his hand. Grasping it tightly, he lifted it to his face and smelled it. Without pause, he took a bite out of it. 

“I may never eat sushi again.” One of the men said. 

Taking another bite, he chewed slowly. They were so much more tasty than the dead food they dropped into the water to feed him. He looked at the rest, still swimming around, teasing him. They were coming with him.

The man, who he recognized was like him, came back into the room. “Raymond is sending clean up and transport. Let’s get him down to the dock.”

Another male wearing little covering nodded. “Yes.” He looked over at him. “You are definitely Northern clan.”

He didn’t know what that was. 

“How long have they had you?”

Finishing the fish in his hand, he picked up a small container that the land walkers threw things into, tipped it to empty the papers onto the floor, and then went back to the tank. “I have always been with the smelly land people.” He dunked the bin into the tank to add water. Once satisfied, he had enough to keep them alive and fresh, he pulled it out and then grasped one of the fish. Dropping it into the bin, he looked back at the man. 

“You were born in captivity?”

He tracked another fish with his eyes. “No. My mother said I was born in a cavern of icy water so blue it looked like the sky.” He glanced at him. “I don’t know what a cavern is, but I think she was free then.”
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Chapter One
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She watched the window. There was no reason for someone to look in it at night—unless they were planning to invade this building and get rid of the men who lived there. Talia was fine with them dying. What she needed was in a book in the desk five feet from where she was. She tapped her hand against the side of the tank. All that she had been through and done had been leading up to this.

After watching a net pull her brother out of the water, she searched for him for months. He should have known better than to go close to the surface when there were ships above. It had been he who had reminded everyone else to avoid the surface and always watch for the darkness, which meant there was something up there on the water. Why would he have gone up there, knowing this? There had to be a reason.

She had followed the ship and found where it stopped near the shore. The search began after that. She was good at being a normal-looking person, for short times, just as long as she didn’t interact with humans. She couldn’t very well walk up to one of them and ask if they knew where her sea clan brother was taken. A brother who breathed and lived under the water. Doing that would start a hunt for her kind that had happened hundreds of years earlier, and according to the elders, had been a very trying time for her kind.

Months of searching the buildings along the shore is what it had taken her. Hours of hiding on the land in the dark, watching and making certain no one saw her. She had finally caught the scent of him and followed it, only to feel like her heart was ripped from her chest when she reached where the smell was coming from. Outside the building she was now in was an empty tank. Her brother’s scent was all over it, as was the smell of land walkers—a vile scent she had been forced to smell for months now. She had nothing against land walkers normally, but if evil had a scent, it was on these men. She didn’t know what happened to her brother, or if he had survived whatever tragedy had occurred to the tank, but he had definitely been in it. She wasn’t giving up until she found out. 

Talia had allowed herself to be caught by their nets and brought here. She had it all planned out. She would bide her time, listen, and find out what happened to him. What she hadn’t taken into consideration was being in this water. It didn’t replenish her at all. In fact, it was like it was draining her. She had been in lakes before that were refreshing and hadn’t done this to her. Was it formulated this way intentionally? Were the land walkers that intelligent? She had little strength left. She spent most of the time resting and observing, and could only hope that when the time came, she would find the energy to get herself free. 

The water vibrated around her. She froze and looked at the door on the other side of the room. It was time. The people must be invading the building. Nothing else would cause the commotion that was taking place on the floor above her. 

A shadow filled the doorway, and then light shone on her. She kept very still, waiting for them to reveal themselves. Were they working for the vile man Kenric? Or were they here to bring him justice? They moved into the room and looked around. “It’s okay. We’re here to free you.”

Talia placed her hand on the glass, and a woman came over. She looked at the top of the tank and released the clasps that held the lid up. Talia rose to the top and grasped the edge. 

“My name is Eaton. Let’s get you out of there.” She turned around and pulled a chair over. “I don’t know how long you need to change, but I hope you can walk.” She dropped a bag on the floor. 

Talia used all her strength to boost herself over the edge and was thankful the woman grabbed her shoulders to slow her descent, so she didn’t land on her face. Eaton stepped off the chair and helped her to sit. “I need only a moment.” She closed her eyes and focused on breathing to allow her body to change. It hurt having been without replenishing waters, but she wasn’t going to let it slow her down. 

When she opened her eyes, Eaton held a blanket up for her to use. She touched her ear. “I have the woman. She’s strong enough to walk.”

Talia stood up; her knees were weak, but she grit her teeth and pulled the blanket across her shoulders, following Eaton up the stairs. 

“Konner will be coming to get you.” She held something out. “Drink this, he says it will help.”

Talia took the bottle and raised it toward her nose. She could smell the plants of the oceans and the other waters in it. Taking a sip, she closed her eyes. It was for her to drink, of that she was certain. She looked at Eaton as they walked. “Who is this Konner that he knows what I need to drink?”

She smiled. “He’s water clan.”

Talia took another sip. She knew of the water clan, those who moved to the lands and left the seas, but there had never been any in her area. As far as her clan knew, they had all died off, living on the lands. She needed to see this man with her own eyes before she believed it. If he were what she said, then he could help her find her brother and the others who had vanished years before, but first she needed to check on the others at home. 
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Chapter Two
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The drink had revived her better than the tainted amounts of water she had been in. When the man arrived, Talia had no problem confirming by his scent that he truly was water clan. He gave her two more containers of the drink, which she wasted no time consuming. 

She didn’t know where the books went that had the information to find Amaris, but the woman who helped her out of the tank said they were securing all of the information there. She had no choice but to accept this. The months in that water had taken more out of her than she realized. 

Her plan had been to ask the water clan man about it when he was escorting her away from that place. What she hadn’t known at that time was that they would be doing it in the air. She had seen plenty of machines in the sky and often wondered how they managed to keep them from falling to the ground, so it was exciting to be in one. Her curiosity was overridden once she was in the air. The machine was loud, smelled like the oil the land walkers loved, and the vibrations were so strong they pulsed through her chest. It was not a pleasant feeling, and it made her feel so off balanced, she couldn’t catch her breath to speak to him. 

Like everything else she had done on this journey to locate her brother, Talia forced herself to sit in the loud contraption until they were on the ground again and she could speak. As a distraction, she moved closer to the door and watched below them. The view from above was not what she thought it would be. Nothing looked recognizable from up there. How did the man know where to go?

When she was about to move away from the window, the view struck a familiarity inside her. Was it possible they were over her clan’s territory already? The machine was fast. A panic tightened in her chest. She couldn’t allow herself to be relocated too far from her clan territory. It had been at least three moon cycles since she’d left them to execute her plan and find her brother. She needed to check on them before she left again to find Amaris. 

She looked at the door, uncertain how to open it. It wasn’t like the doors in a building. There was an arrow. Checking on the man, she saw he was busy keeping the machine airborne. Grasping the handle, she moved it in the direction the arrow indicated, and it opened. Sliding over, she released the blanket and jumped out of the machine. 

Plunging beneath the surface, she closed her eyes and blew out a deep breath as her body changed to her natural form. The months in the stale, lukewarm water were washed from her system as the cold water moved over her, removing the taint of it. She felt strong and alive for the first time since allowing herself caught.

Opening her eyes, she moved closer to the surface and watched the water clan male circle around with his machine. He did this for several moments and then turned it away. Talia poked her head just above the water and watched him go. He was her only way to find her brother, so she needed to know the direction he went so she could find him later. 

Dropping back below, she descended quickly, seeking the cold darkness that she knew existed below what the land walkers saw. She could see in the water without light from the sun. Down here, everything was beautiful. There were so many colors and textures that it made the surface seem bland and washed out in most areas she had seen. Each creature had its own unique coloring that could help it blend into its surroundings or stand out and be noticed. It was guaranteed if a bright colored one was waiting to be noticed, something dangerous lurked nearby. Life and death in the deep was a symbiotic dance of all that lived there. She moved deeper with ease; her whole body felt anew. 

Her clan had been here for many decades now. For safety, even other sea creatures didn’t know how to access their hidden domain. The entrance was concealed and protected by plant growth and the type of creatures most wouldn’t go near. Talia moved by them without worry here. Her kind had the top place as far as predators went. That had been established long ago in these waters. 

Moving down through the tunnel, which had been carved thousands of years earlier, Talia paused and touched the wall with child carvings on it. They were all told no, but each young member of her clan, for as far back as she could recall, had added their own image to the wall. It was a daring thing to do. Swim the water-filled tunnel before your change and stay there long enough to make your mark. It was an unofficial right of passage. Hers was a flower. Smiling, she brushed her hand over hers and then continued down into the large area.

The main alcove was filled with water. Many slept here. Beyond that were empty caves and living areas, some with water, some without. Her clan had been able to walk on land for many generations before other swimming clans. With their standing in this world, it was expected that they could understand the ever-changing world above them. She didn’t know if there was understanding of all the odd rituals and methods, but they had to try to do that; they had to spend time on land.

As soon as she crossed the alcove, her heartbeat sped up. It was abnormally quiet. Her clan only had twenty members, but with the six young ones, who spent most of their time down here, silence was rare. Emerging from the water, she paused a moment to let her body change and listened.  She stumbled the first few feet, too anxious to allow her form to catch up with walking instead of swimming. The silence was scaring her.

Hurrying up the wide channel, she ran into the large cave with the pool. It was empty. Spinning around, she went to the smaller family caves. There was no one there. Her breathing caught in her throat; there were no personal items in the spaces. Gasping, she ran to the one she shared with her grandfather and brother—her only remaining direct blood relatives.  Everything was gone except a single flower sitting on the area where she practiced resting out of the water. 

Going over, she picked it up. It wasn’t real. It was crafted to look like the flowers she admired in the winter territories. Squeezing it in her hand, she took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. With her gone and her brother missing, her grandfather must have moved the clan to the area they used to go to when those above were at war. She had been there twice when she was young. Turning, she looked around. There was nothing to help her find those waters. She didn’t know how to find the location where her clan was hiding. Traveling that distance alone was one of the things the elders long ago forbade all heirs to do. It was a dangerous trek out in the open water alone. 

Sucking in a breath, she looked up. The water clan male could use his machine to fly her North so she could find her clan.  She felt shaky. Unsure if it was from fear for her clan or a result of living in that water, she reluctantly decided she would stay here tonight and sleep in the pool to regenerate her body. It would serve no purpose if she collapsed before she got back to her people. 
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Chapter Three
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The water was cooler here. He preferred that to the warm, bubbling water in his little glass chamber. This area wasn’t small or made of glass. He wasn’t on display when he was here, making it his favorite place of the three he knew. Glancing at the door, he moved to the other side so he could see if it opened. This was the only place he could just breathe air and not have to be on high alert.

The people who dominated this building must be away again. It was the only time he was allowed long stays in this space. The servants of the man didn’t need to see him behind glass in water for entertainment. 

When he was in here, it was the only time he could sleep peacefully. He didn’t dare do that when he was a showpiece. Even when the lights were off, and it was dark, it didn’t mean the one form men were sleeping. When he was there, regardless of time, he stayed awake to listen, watch, and learn more. It was true that he had learned many words and understood much from years of being around them, but the reasons he listened and watched everything now had nothing to do with the need to learn words. 

He had escaped once a long time ago. At that time, he hadn’t known enough about the world on land, and it complicated things for him, causing his recapture as a result. Touching his throat, he ran his fingers down the scar that didn’t end until the middle of his chest. This was his reminder that he needed to know more before finding his way back out into the world outside these walls. The men talked about places, and he listened intently so he would understand the type of location they spoke of. The last time he had gone to an area with many that walked on land – he wouldn’t make that mistake again.

He lifted himself out of the water. There wasn’t much space in here out of the water, but he still practiced using his limbs outside the water. Being able to move with speed was important. His childhood friend, Malik, would have laughed to see him balancing on one foot and then hopping around. He stopped; it had been years since he’d thought of him. It pained him each time he did. That one time, he hadn’t been the only one who had escaped. Malik had also. Sadly, he hadn’t recovered from his injuries their captors inflicted when they were recaptured. He still missed him. How could he not? Malik had been the only other being he had to communicate with for years. He didn’t know how many years, only that he had grown larger than the humans holding him in that time.

Leaning his body over the water, he extended his arms and looked down. His reflection reminded him that it was his looks that made him a treasured possession to the land walkers. He didn’t have dark hair and one-form eye color. His hair was almost white, and his eyes were close to that as well. He didn’t remember his people, but would have liked to see them just once, so he could find out if they appeared as he did or if he was truly alone in all ways.

Teetering on the edge, he dropped his hands back to his side and silently stepped into the water again. He was sure that he was mentally ready to break free of his captors again. Just a little longer, if he had counted right, and they would move his inside glass prison into the sunlight soon. During the time he was in a slightly better container with the light shining on him, there were many visitors to where he was held. Although for the longest time, he thought that would make escape harder. He realized now that it wouldn’t. Without the visitors, the ones that guarded over him watched him closely.  With the distraction of many others, their attention was on much more than him. He would need cloth to cover his body. That had been one of the mistakes the last time. Not having any covering was noticeable. With the exception of when the one forms went in the water or to lie down with another, they covered most of their body with cloth. He really didn’t understand its purpose, but he would find something somehow when he left this place. He would be ready this time.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Four
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Four days. It had taken her four days to find the right direction the water clan male had gone in. She had never realized how many flying machines were in the sky before. How could she? She didn’t like being on the land more than necessary, and hovering around the surface of the water was a definite taboo, so she never had the opportunity of sky watching.

Talia traveled along the coast and had almost given up when she caught sight of him landing his machine. He was at least a three-day swim from her territory. She had hoped that would be as far as he went, but hours of observing had her watch him load some things into his machine and take to the sky again. He was moving in the wrong direction for her to find the winter territory. Talia had no choice but to try to follow him. It was risky putting all of her hope in the hands of a water clan member, but without him, she was on her own.

Several times on her trip, she thought she could smell the scent of the other sea clan. The first time, she had almost lost sight of the man going below to look for a like being.  Each time after that, she had to ignore the scents and stay on the man’s machine. Her kind moved through the water too quickly for her to find them. Even if she had, there was no guarantee they would recognize what line she was from or help her find her clan. It had been too long without communication from the other clans in the sea. She had no way to know who was friend or foe.

One thing she did know was when it was her time to lead, or Aramis, he would listen to her, she planned to reunite every one of her kind. All those who lived in water, whether on land or sea. It was long overdue. The reasons for the clans to separate and hide were now, many decades later, the same reason why they needed to unite under one leadership and join to maintain the strength to ensure all people of the water survived. 

Before any of that could happen, she had to find her clan and then her brother. She missed him dearly, but he was also her main ally with her grandfather. His ways were old, and if they were going to continue to be the sovereign of the waters, he needed to change how he governed. 

By the sixth day, Talia was tiring. The last light cycle had been spent on land, tracking the man out of his machine. He had traded it in for one with wheels to move over the land quickly. Talia did not run as fast as she could swim, but she had been able to trace his scent, and that of the motor vehicle he was in. 

She would need water soon if she was going to continue to track him. Clothes as well, because she knew the land walkers insisted on covering their skin with itchy cloth. While she understood the need for it when the ground was white during the winters, she really couldn’t grasp why they had to do it in the summers. She had asked her brother when she was young. He believed it was for the sake of modesty to hide their sex from view. While she found it odd that males and females, as well, didn’t have any skin flaps to cover their sex organs, it was nothing that bothered her when she was in her body on land. If anything, it was freeing to move without clothing binding you. 

She watched until the lights went out. The male was staying here for a rest with the other men. She didn’t know what they were, but their scents were neither water clan nor land walker. Checking around her, she hopped down out of the tree and ran in the direction of the lake she had seen. It wasn’t the best way to refresh her, but it was better than no water at all. The fish that lived in the water would be a most welcome meal. If she were lucky, she may even find some sort of body covering along the way.

~
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She had lost the man in his machine. He had moved too high in the sky for her to keep up.  Talia’s only hope was to continue in the last direction he had gone. When she had paused to regroup in a nearby waterways, her senses told her there were water clan in this region. They had been in the same water. Even though leaders had separated from them long ago, they were still of the same. If she found them, surely they would help her.

Too tired to run any longer, she carefully crawled under a large truck vehicle and held on to the bottom of it when it began to move. She couldn’t smell anything beyond the stench of this land walker’s invention, but she was able to see the water way she had been in. As long as they followed along with it, she would stay where she was until she found the water clan. Even if they lived on land, they would have a rejuvenating water source.

The creek wasn’t deep enough in some sections for her to swim beneath the water, but she continued to follow it. Once she washed the scent and taste of the truck from her system, she had been able to follow the scent of water clan. It grew stronger, telling her she was going the right way. 

When she saw the fencing, she almost turned to go back. She didn’t want to be trapped again. Her weak limbs didn’t have enough strength for her to go back. Pulling herself onto the shore, she paused to rest for a short while.

She heard voices before they came into view. 

“Griffin...” A woman with long dark hair started to run toward her. 

She slid down the bank. “Are you all right?”

Talia could smell that she wasn’t a normal land walker.

“They’re gone.” Her voice was so weak. “I need the man in the helicopter. He is water clan.”

The woman looked around. “How did you get here?”

“In the water. I followed him from my territory–” She lowered her head and closed her eyes. “I thought I lost him, but he appeared in the sky again.” Pausing, she looked at her. “I hid under a truck, then followed the river.” She needed to rest. “Do you know the man in the helicopter?”

The woman looked at the large male with her. “Konner. I think you’re talking about Konner.”

The man was using one of those phone machines now.

“Let’s get you inside.” The woman held out her hand. 

“No. No. I need water.” Talia closed her eyes.

“Get Noyln. Hurry.” The woman leaned down beside her face. “What’s your name?”

“Talia.”

She nodded. “We have a freshwater pool here, Talia.”

Talia opened her eyes wider. “I need ocean water.”

“We have a saltwater tank, too.”

Talia lifted her head. “I will come. Once I am replenished, I have to find my people.”

The woman helped her up. Two more women were running toward them. “You’re in the right place to get help. That’s what we do. Find people.”

The other two women reached them. 

“I’m Shaelan, a healer.”

Talia nodded in response. A healer was a treasured position. Her scent was close to the land predators she had fought before.

The other woman with the short, dark hair slipped under Talia’s arm and assisted with holding her up. Talia recognized the scent. 

“You are water clan.”

“Yes. Nolyn from the Flores Clan. Kenna Fior.”

Talia stopped walking and looked at her. She hadn’t heard that spoken since her grandmother passed on. “Kenna fior, sister.”  Kin would help kin.  “I need to find my people. They moved to the winter territory when I did not return. I left to find my brother and need the information from the books of the man, Kenric. I had to jump from the machine to check on my people.”

“You’re the woman who jumped out of the helicopter?” The man asked.

“Yes. Now I need the water clan male to fly me to find my people.”

Nolyn urged her to walk, which was a good idea because it was getting harder to stay on the weak limbs of the land.  “I’ll get Konner here. You need to soak and rejuvenate.”

“I’ll go get the biotrein dinks.” The healer ran fast away from them.

“You were looking for your brother when you were captured?”

Talia focused on keeping her legs moving. “No. I was caught to find my brother.”

“On purpose?” The man asked.

“Yes. I tracked him to Kenric.”

“How did you end up here?” The gentle one with the long hair asked.  

“I followed Nolyn’s scent in the water.”

The man looked at Noyln. “You guys can do that?”

Nolyn made a strange sound. “I can’t. I can smell fish and others close to me, but another clan in the water?” She shook her head. 

“It is because I am of the first.” Talia clarified.

“The first what?” The man opened a door for them.

“Of our kind.”

Nolyn looked at her and then at the man. “How about you give her a lift to the water tank?”

He nodded and then looked at Talia. “May I carry you?”

She admired proper manners. “Yes.”

“I’ll go find her some clothes. Muna is going to be excited to know there’s another sea clan here.”

The man lifted her and carried her with proper poise.

A tall woman came running toward them. “She just washed up in the creek?” She walked with the man, not behind him. 

“On purpose.” The man said.

Talia recognized a warrior when she saw one. 

“Are there others? Were you followed?”

Talia held her look. “I am alone. I would have killed any that tried to follow me to your territory.”

The woman grinned. “Aces.” She looked at the man. “I like her already.” Turning back to look at Talia, she held herself taller. “I’m Blaise. I run this place.” She glanced at the man. “This is Griffin, my mate.”

Talia was so tired, but it wouldn’t do to offend her caregiver. “Thank you for the sanctuary and your mate’s assistance, Blaise.”
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Chapter Five
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A young one stepped into the room. In her hand was a bottle filled with more of the replenishing drink. “Nolyn said you could use more of this.”

Talia shifted herself higher in the water and held out her hand. “Thank you. It is welcome.” She studied her for a moment. “You are of the sea, young one.”

The girl smiled. “I just found out that I was today when I went in that water. Nolyn recognized that I wasn’t a land shifter.”

“You are not with your clan?”

She shook her head. “I was little when Cassius’ family found me. I don’t know what happened to them.”

While she took a drink, Talia studied her. The coloring of her hair and eyes told her what she needed to know. “You are from a Northern clan. I will take you there and teach you to kill with great proficiency.”

The girl’s eyes rounded.  Talia was sure it was excitement. 

Nolyn stood in the doorway of the small room. She was on her phone. “That’s what—hold on.” She looked at Talia. “What is your full name again?”

“Talia Marinus of the first.”

She repeated it into the phone and then smiled. “When will you be here?” She nodded and put her phone away. “Konner will be here in record time.”

Talia felt great relief fill her. “Thank you.”

“I have to go tell Rhogue.” Muna rushed out of the room.

Nolyn leaned against the wall. “When
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