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  Chapter one
Songs of the Deep


The world was a single, mirrored eye, moonlight stretched flat across the ocean, unblinking, lidless. Selene broke its surface with the softest of ripples, her passage erasing itself almost before it began. The cold tonight was a living thing, so sharp it pressed down even through the thick velvet of the water. Her pulse was a careful drumbeat in her throat, where three fine gills trembled open and shut like the wings of frantic insects. 
She had watched the ship die from afar, its slow, human agony beautiful in its precision: a shattering on the blackest of rocks, a hungry mouth of water swallowing the hull, men’s cries drawn out long and thin as silver lines. All their songs had ended, save one. The last man clung to a splinter of mast, arms raw, blood dark against his skin in the moon’s milklight. He coughed out wet, desperate breaths, each one a little less than the last.
Selene drifted closer, blending herself into the currents until she was indistinguishable from the water itself. Her tail moved only in subtle flicks, muscle and iridescent skin, ribbons of blue and black like night painted onto the body of a predator. Her eyes, when she let herself open them fully, burned silver-blue, brighter than any torch those mortals could light. She felt the salt and copper of the man’s blood from meters away, the warmth of it diffusing and thinning. The scent beckoned her deeper, toward the place where the dying sailor’s heart kept a stubborn, foolish rhythm.
She waited until the tide itself urged her forward. Hunger was not the word for what stirred in her; it was something lower and more ancient, something neither need nor pleasure. The song built in her chest, compressing until it might crush her ribs from within. She allowed it to rise, at first a silent, internal keening, then a subsonic hum that vibrated the water for meters around.
She surfaced with the delicacy of a bubble. The dying sailor’s eyes were already wild, half from cold and half from what he saw as she lifted her face from the water: her hair, long and dark, flattened to her skull and streaming out in a living halo; her skin, nearly luminous, the fine blue veins visible beneath its translucence; the gills at her throat quivering in anticipation. She saw, reflected in his eyes, the echo of what he saw, a woman, yes, but not quite. Nothing so fragile as a human girl, and nothing so merciful as a goddess. Something that belonged to the deep.
“Please… ” he said, but the word was eaten by the sea.
She began to sing.
It was not the high, fluting call the legends suggested, but a deep, layered resonance, the harmonics of her voice wrapping around the sailor’s body like silk. The sound struck through bone and sinew, vibrating his every nerve until he shuddered. Above the water, it was a lullaby; below, a churning riptide. His grip on the mast loosened, fingers whitening, then blueing. His heartbeat slowed to meet the tempo of her song.
Selene felt his soul begin to lift, a pale bloom of essence, already untethered by so much pain. Normally, this was the sweetest part: the inevitable yield, the moment she drew in that final breath and sated the hunger in her chest. She tasted the beginnings of it now, electric and delicate, like eating the lightning from a stormcloud. But she was not hungry. Not truly.
The sailor’s eyes, wide and unblinking, did not flicker away from her face. Not even as his body failed him and the cold took his lungs. Not even as his mouth hung open, lips forming the ghost of another word: mother, lover, mercy, all the same in the last seconds of drowning.
Her song stuttered.
A ripple, then a break, her breath caught, and the gills on her neck fluttered in shock. She felt the compulsion to finish it, to pull hard and fast until the soul snapped free. But there was something in the sailor’s gaze that arrested her, acceptance, yes, but also the strange, naked hope that the stories were real, that death might have a face and it might be kind.
Selene’s hands, delicate and webbed, reached up. She touched the man’s cheek; it was rough, stubbled, brine-crusted, but alive, even now. The jolt ran through her, pain and longing and, impossibly, pity. Her mouth parted, but she did not sing.
Instead, she pressed her palm gently to his forehead. She had never done this before, never, not in the hundreds of harvests that filled her memory like the beads of a rosary. The old way said you must pull; you must feed; you must keep the balance. But Selene hesitated, and in that sliver of hesitation, the impossible happened: the soul, half-severed from its flesh, paused.
It hovered, caught in the undertow of her mercy.
Selene felt her own heart slam, frantic, against the shell of her ribs. Every instinct screamed at her to finish the work, but she forced her hand to remain soft, gentle. She cradled the man’s head as if he were a child. She poured, through the thin barrier of skin and bone, a thread of her own strength, not much, just enough to keep his soul from drifting all the way to the bottom.
The effect was immediate. The sailor shuddered, mouth closing, a rattle working in his throat as breath fought back in. His eyelids fluttered; his body tensed and seized. Selene felt the pain of it reverberate up her arm, like being caught in a vice of ice and iron. This was not feeding. This was mutilation, a war against her nature.
The gills at her neck began to spasm, an agony blooming there as her song reversed direction. The water around her boiled with invisible force as she drew the soul not into herself, but back into the mortal vessel from which it had begun to slip. She did not know why. She did not know if she could endure it.
He gasped.
Selene could see him see her, truly see her, not as a vision in the mist or a trick of moonlight, but as a being capable of choice. His lips worked in silence, but there were no words anymore. Only the thin whistle of air, the taste of hope mingled with salt and blood.
She released him.
The sailor’s body drifted free, no longer limp but animated, if only by the smallest measure. Selene watched, chest heaving, as he managed to grip the splintered mast again and keep his head above water. She could feel the wound inside her where the song had been interrupted, raw and pulsing. Her body convulsed; her tail thrashed, sending black spray into the air. Something had been torn loose, something vital.
She retreated below, out of sight, and wrapped herself around a stone on the sea floor. She let the current buffet her, let the cold bite deep, trying to remember the sound of her song before it broke. But all she could hear was the echo of his gasp and the phantom touch of his soul, unfinished and unfinished and unfinished.
Above, the moon drifted behind a curtain of clouds. Selene stared upward through the water’s shifting glass, her silver-blue eyes dimmed to the color of mourning. It was done. She had spared him, and it was the beginning of her ruin.
The sea felt it first. Not in the usual way of hunger or balance maintained, but as an absence, an unfinished chord that vibrated out through the fathoms and came back empty. Selene hid herself in the darkest pocket of rock she could find, heart clawing at her chest like a caged animal. She tasted blood in her mouth. It was not hers.
She did not look up when the water turned colder, not merely in temperature but in its very intent. The currents stopped flowing, as if the sea itself held its breath. Out beyond the edges of her hiding place, moonlight dappled and then vanished, devoured by the advancing gloom.
Something ancient was coming.
The ocean was not a place but a presence. Selene knew this in her marrow, just as every siren did. Still, it did not prepare her for the sight of the Sea Queen: how the body resolved out of nothing, a crown of living coral rising first, then a face carved from blue marble, then a torso that melted seamlessly from flesh to water to razor-edged shell. Thalassa did not swim; she simply existed, her mass bending the water around her like gravity. When she passed, the fish fled and silence swelled.
Selene tried to shrink away, to fuse herself into the rock as small as a clam. But the Queen’s eyes, black as the deepest trench, found her instantly. “Daughter of the Deep,” Thalassa intoned. It was not a voice but a collective utterance, as if the whole of the abyss spoke through her mouth. “You have broken the ancient covenant.”
Selene fought the instinct to sing, to beg, to defend herself, to explain. Her voice refused her, caught in her throat like a hook. The Queen drew nearer, shifting between shapes with each undulation: sometimes entirely water, a ghostly silhouette in the gloom; sometimes solid, coral plating growing over her limbs like exoskeleton; sometimes translucent, the organs and muscles inside her visible and repulsive in their beauty.
“You spared the soul of a mortal,” Thalassa continued. “You poured your own life into his. Why?” Selene had no answer that could survive the pressure of that gaze. She gathered what courage she could, let it float to her lips. “He was already dying,” she whispered, the sound instantly devoured by the ocean. “There was nothing left to take. Only the pain.”
“Pain is what draws the line between mortal and immortal,” Thalassa said, her many voices echoing off the stone. “You think yourself above the order. You think your sorrow grants you an exception?” A ring of spectral light encircled them, sealing off the rest of the world. The water within this perimeter was thick, heavy, pushing in on Selene’s gills until she could barely open them.
“He was afraid,” Selene tried, desperate now. “I wanted to give him something better.”
“Better?” The word was a curse in the Queen’s mouth. “You wish to become human, then? To trade your song for their weakness?” Selene shook her head, but Thalassa was already advancing. The Queen reached out, her arm transforming as she extended it, first liquid, then flesh, then branching coral tipped with sharp, glimmering polyps. She trailed her fingers along Selene’s jaw, each point a stinging cold.
“In your arrogance, you have endangered all our kind,” Thalassa said. “Mercy is the seed of decay. It cannot be allowed to root.” Selene opened her mouth, tried to muster a protest, but the Queen’s fingers pressed down, silencing her.
“The law is clear,” Thalassa continued, her eyes drilling into Selene’s soul. “Any who refuse the Hunt must be stripped of their voice. Cut from the chorus. Cast to the shallows until you earn back what you have lost, if ever you can.” Selene’s body went rigid, tail curling around itself as if to hide from the decree.
“You will walk the mortal world,” the Queen said, her words now slow, savoring the punishment. “You will carry the weight of your compassion like stone. You will find love, true love, as the humans call it, and only then may your voice return. But you may never reveal your nature, nor sing again until the bargain is fulfilled. Should you fail, you will fade, nothing more than a shadow in the tides.”
Selene’s heart stilled. She thought of the sailor above, clinging to his life with desperate hands. She thought of her sisters, of all the voices that once sang in harmony. She thought of the cold hunger that would be her only companion now. Thalassa leaned in, her face inches from Selene’s own. The Queen’s breath was the taste of salt and rotting pearl.
“This is the law of the abyss,” she whispered. “Do you understand?” Selene nodded, or tried to. Her body was leaden, the water itself conspiring to hold her in place. “Good,” said the Sea Queen, and as she spoke, her form erupted into a corona of living coral and razor-tipped tendrils, each one alive and hungry. “Let it be done.”
Selene screamed, but the sound made no mark on the ocean. The judgment had already begun.
Pain came first, a constriction at her throat, then the sensation of something vital being pulled out by the roots. Selene’s scream, once the envy of every singer in the deeps, did not pass her lips. It curdled in her chest, crawling up her windpipe like acid. Her gills flared wide, then collapsed as the glowing tendrils coiled tight around her neck. The Queen’s magic was a thing with weight and temperature, both burning and freezing. It sought every secret chamber of her voice, every note and memory, and pried them loose.
Selene tried to claw at her own throat, but her fingers passed through the spell as though it were both smoke and steel. The glowing threads, now a nest of burning white, twisted until her entire head was crowned in agony. The light burrowed into her skull, behind her eyes, into the wet gray matter of her brain. Every song she’d ever sung, every lullaby, every dirge for the dead, every triumphant anthem, each was ripped out in sequence, spooling out of her like an unspooling nerve.
Through it all, Thalassa watched, her coral crown growing more elaborate with every second, as if feeding on Selene’s loss.
When it was done, the threads withdrew, carrying with them a pulsing sphere of silver-blue, brighter than the moon. Selene watched, blind with pain, as the Queen plucked the orb into her hand. In her palm, it shrank and hardened, refracting the faintest echoes of Selene’s lost voice within its depths. A pearl, luminous and perfect, alive with captive sound. Thalassa closed her fist, and the light dimmed, as though snuffing out a sun.
The aftermath was worse than the event. Selene’s body seized, every muscle locked, her lungs refusing to draw. Her tail spasmed, then twisted violently, each vertebra snapping and reforming with a soundless shatter. She felt her scales splitting, flesh parting along lines she never knew existed. Her tail, beautiful and irreplaceable, split down the center, each half unfurling in a grotesque parody of flower petals. Bones rearranged, nerves screamed. Where there had been grace and symmetry, now there were two uneven, trembling limbs. Human legs.
Her gills sealed over with skin, the tissue inflamed and scarred. She thrashed, unable to breathe, saltwater flooding her mouth and nose as she tried to suck in air. Panic overtook pain, and for a moment, she thought she would drown in the very element that once held her. Thalassa leaned in, the shadow of her form blotting out all moonlight. Her eyes, black and lidless, narrowed.
“Remember this,” she said, and even her voice was softer now, almost motherly. “Every exile is born of love.” Selene’s body convulsed one last time. A whiplash of current seized her by the ankles, pulling her upward, away from the only home she’d ever known.
She broke the surface, not in the silent glide of her arrival, but in a violent expulsion, water vomiting her out and flinging her through the freezing night air. She tumbled, graceless, and landed hard on a shelf of rock. The impact stripped the breath from her; she lay stunned, unable to move, as the tide receded and left her exposed.
She tried to inhale, and her lungs filled with nothing. The absence of gills was a torment; the newness of lungs was an offense. She sputtered, coughed, retched salt and bile onto the stones. The cold wind cut her skin, slick with mucus and blood from her transformation. Slowly, she forced herself to open her eyes.
The world had changed. The moon was pale and distant, no longer the full and constant face that watched over the ocean, but a sickle, sharp and judging. The water, her mother and her cradle, now spat her out like waste. Above her, only empty air, stretching away forever. She tried to call for her sisters, but her voice, her beautiful weapon, was gone, her cry little more than a rasp, the death rattle of something no longer truly alive or beautiful.
Selene dragged herself forward, each movement an agony of torn muscle and skin. Her new legs were weak and alien, twitching in directions she could not predict. She bit her lip to keep from sobbing, the taste of blood familiar, but now tinged with the metallic flatness of mortality.
She reached the high point of the rock, shivering, and wrapped her arms around her knees. The wind dried her too quickly, and her skin cracked, opening a hundred tiny wounds along what used to be scales. She pressed her fingers to her throat, desperate to feel the flutter of gills, but found only three parallel ridges, scarred over, hot and angry.
The dawn crept up with an indifference she had never known before. In the water, sunrise was a song; here, it was just light, banishing the last comfort of darkness. Selene stared out at the horizon, eyes wide and rimmed red, unable to comprehend the emptiness before her. She understood, now, what the Queen had meant. Every exile was born of love, love for a human she did not know, love for a hope she could not name. The price was this: to live apart, to ache in the knowledge of what she’d lost, and to carry that ache forever.
Selene’s first mortal tear slipped down her cheek, slow and hot, carving a track through the salt and blood. She wiped it away, and already, another followed. The tide would not take her back. Not now. Not ever, unless… unless…
She clung to the thought, absurd and frail as it was: that one day, she might earn her voice again. That someone might love her enough to break the Queen’s decree. For now, she was alone on the shore, shivering beneath a sky she did not know, silent as the grave. The sun rose, gold and pitiless, over the beginning of her exile.






  
  Chapter two
The Dying Artist


The Anchor’s Edge crouched at the hem of the harbor, a squat building with warped windowpanes and shingles that peeled like old scabs. From the street, the windows glowed gold, the warmth inside offered but not guaranteed. The sign above the door, a ship’s anchor, half-devoured by rust, creaked on its chain each time the door opened to admit another body. 
Tonight, the Edge was packed tighter than a sardine tin. Fishermen in salt-stiff overalls jostled for elbow room with college kids and burnt-out locals who haunted the same three barstools year-round. The air was dense with brine, spilled beer, and the tang of cigarettes smoked on the splintered back patio. Near the bar, a woman in a rain-slick windbreaker laughed so hard she bared a chipped tooth. By the windows, a pair of old men watched the world through squinted, cataracted eyes, drinking whiskey with the reverence of monks. In the corner, a makeshift stage, really just a raised platform scarred by decades of muddy boots and dropped gear, awaited its offering. Tonight, the sacrifice was Elias Vale.
He stood at the edge of the platform, wiry and ill-dressed for the lingering cold. The dim bulbs overhead caught in his curls, painting them the color of dark honey. He wore three shirts layered under a battered navy cardigan, fingers poking from the cuffs already blue at the knuckles. The house lights, set low for ambiance, made his face appear drawn and spectral. When he shifted to adjust the strap of his battered acoustic, his shadow flickered in the puddle of light beneath his boots, hollow-eyed, almost insubstantial.
At the foot of the stage, someone called out, “Play us something sad, Vale!” The bar laughed, rough-edged but not cruel. Elias smiled, a quick flash that vanished before it took root. He nodded, hunched over the guitar, and began.
The first notes trembled in the air, precise and sharp as frost. He played with meticulous violence, each chord struck as though the strings had personally wronged him. The room stilled, voices lowering, drinks paused midair. Elias’ voice followed, soft at first, almost apologetic, but growing as he sang. There was a breakage to it, a fracture line running straight through the melody. The lyrics, all original, all rumored to be true, spilled out in a hush that clawed at the ribcage. It was less a performance than a confession.
He lost himself in the sound. The room, the people, even the ache that had been growing behind his breastbone since midafternoon, he folded it all into the music. It was a set built for bleeding, the kind of set that demanded something be left behind after each song. Three tracks in, he switched to a minor key, and the mood shifted from mournful to almost predatory. Heads turned; even the bartender, usually immune, drifted closer, glass in hand, to catch the edge of the next verse.
Elias barely noticed the wetness on his upper lip or the way his left hand trembled on the fretboard. He kept his gaze angled down, jaw clenched. Each note was a rung on a ladder above a pit. At the end of the fourth song, he hit a chord that bent the air, the resonance echoing longer than physics should allow. For a moment, no one breathed.
He was halfway through “Severance,” the new one, when it hit. The pain, sudden and bright as a dropped match, flared behind his sternum and radiated outward. His hand slipped, fretting the wrong note, and he hissed a breath, pressing a palm hard to his chest. The room’s attention, always partial and liquid, snapped to focus. A few regulars at the front exchanged glances, but no one moved to help. It was a familiar sight by now.
Elias closed his eyes, rode the current of pain, and found the next chord. He finished the verse, voice ragged but still in tune. The lyrics bent to fit his breathing: “Cut the tether, swallow the blue, nothing left to lose but you… ” The final “you” came out nearly a whisper, but the crowd heard it. He forced the rest of the song into the open, sweat beading at his hairline, vision tunneling at the edges. The world narrowed to a single trembling note and the beat of his traitor heart.
When he strummed the last chord, the sound stretched and shimmered, suspended in the dense bar air. For a second, even the ocean outside seemed to hush, the harbor’s endless wind faltering at the windows. The applause was slow to start, as if the patrons feared the noise might shatter what was left of him. Then it built, first from the younger faces, then from the fishermen, until the whole room was clapping, stomping, or just hoisting their glasses in silent salute.
Elias allowed himself a breath, then another. The ache in his chest retreated, replaced by the familiar numbness. He set the guitar gently on its stand and gave a shallow bow, careful not to tip his balance. A woman in a pea coat called, “Encore!” and the room seconded with a ripple of eager noise. But Elias just smiled, lips pale, and shook his head. “That’s it for me tonight,” he said, voice carrying more than the mic ever could. “Tip your bartenders. Tell your mother you love her.”
He stepped down, careful on the narrow stairs, and the crowd parted for him as if he were radioactive. Someone patted his back, leaving a damp handprint; another pressed a folded bill into his hand. He nodded at each with mute gratitude, eyes already tracking the nearest exit.
The “backstage” at The Anchor’s Edge was a glorified broom closet, occupied by two battered folding chairs, a sticky countertop crowded with dead Sharpies, and a wooden bench that could have been salvaged from a prison yard. The walls, painted a sickly pale green, curled in sheets where the salt air had chewed through every layer. Each footfall on the floorboards sent up a fresh, sharp stink of mildew. The room was so close to the water that the thud of waves against the pilings came through the walls, an irregular percussion line that underscored even the silences.
Elias collapsed onto the bench, clutching at the edge with both hands. His heart hammered inside his ribcage, furious and arrhythmic, like someone shaking a jar of nails. Sweat stuck his shirt to his skin, and his lungs worked double shifts to draw enough oxygen from the rank air. He kept his head bowed, letting his hair fall forward to curtain his face from the world.
The door banged open, and Theo Mercer swept in, crisp, composed, and vibrating at a higher frequency than any three people in the building. He wore a puffer vest over business casual, running shoes so clean they squeaked, and the kind of expression that could turn good news into a tax audit.
Before he spoke, Theo checked his watch, a matte-black rectangle blinking a dashboard of health stats. He frowned at the screen, then at Elias, then back at the screen. “You were at one-seventy-five for almost the whole set,” he said, voice flat. “Do you want to drop dead on this floor or just flirt with the idea?” Elias managed a breathless smile. “I wouldn't want to mess up the acoustics here.”
Theo ignored the joke, tossing a bottle of water in Elias’ direction. It bounced off his thigh, landed in his lap. “Drink. Then the beta blocker. And I want you horizontal for at least fifteen.” Elias twisted off the cap with shaky fingers and forced down a swallow. The water tasted faintly of lemon and plastic, but it sluiced the sandpaper from his throat. He closed his eyes as the first cooling wave passed through him, then opened them to find Theo inches away, brandishing a pill organizer with the precision of a blackjack dealer.
“Blue one first,” Theo said, snapping open the appropriate slot. “Then the orange. Not together. You know that, right?” “Got it,” Elias said, his voice more gravel than music now. He took the pills, washed them down, and let his head fall back against the wall. The surface was clammy, but after the past hour, it felt like reprieve.
Theo hovered, watching for any sign of protest. When none came, he set the organizer on the counter and folded his arms, leaning his hip against the edge. “I’m cancelling Harborview,” Theo announced. “Tomorrow’s load-in, but you can’t do two nights back-to-back. It’s insane.” Elias opened one eye, staring up at the water-stained ceiling. “We need Harborview. It’s the last real venue before the dead zone. If I miss it, they won’t book me for the next cycle.”
“We’ll get by,” Theo replied, not quite looking at him. “You want to burn out before you hit thirty?” Elias snorted. “That’s optimistic.” The silence stretched. The only
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