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			​Dedication

			To Hans Christian Andersen and all  the lost lovers of the past who were denied their happy endings by a world too cruel to have them.





​Prologue

			My clothes are all in pawn

			Go down you blood red roses, go down

			And it’s mighty draughty around Cape Horn

			Go down you blood red roses, go down

			Oh, you pinks and posies

			Go down you blood red roses, go down

			It’s round Cape Horn we’ve got to go

			Chasing whales through ice and snow

			Oh, my old mother she wrote to me

			My darling son come home from sea

			Oh, it’s one more pull and that will do

			For we’re the bullies to kick her through

			“Blood Red Roses”

			An Old World Sea Shanty

			Leon had always loved the sea.

			Growing up to a fisherman father and fishwife mother, it was easy to understand why. 

			He learned to swim before he could walk, he learned to write in the beach sand, and he learned his numbers counting seashells on his father’s fishing boat. His mother used to call him a fish out of water whenever he would toddle across the beach to dive headfirst into the surf. She used to joke that were it not for the nine months she carried him in her womb, she would think his father found him on a fishing voyage. His father used to praise him, saying a fisherman needed to love the ocean because the sea goddess would care for him so long as he too cared for her.

			So, yes, Leon loved the sea.

			He loved to dive into its depths and explore the seabed. He loved the colorful coral reefs, living paintings unlike anything ever seen on land. He loved the magnificence of watching a whale or shark breach. He loved swimming alongside seals and otters as they rode the waves to shore. He loved the calm rocking of a boat under his feet and watching the reflection of the moons dancing over the glassy surface. 

			He even loved the less gentle, more turbulent aspects of the ocean. He loved the way the storms made the water crash and roll—how the ocean never held back in its rage. He loved the blatant juxtaposition between life and death that a life at sea exemplified.

			But most of all, he loved how, when he was lonely or sad, lost or afraid, or sometimes even just tired, he could pretend, for just a little bit, that the sea was singing to him.

		


		
			1

			​Blow the Man Down

			Fifteen men on the dead man’s chest—

			…Yo-ho-ho, and a bottle of rum!

			Drink and the devil had done for the rest—

			…Yo-ho-ho, and a bottle of rum!

			An old world sea shanty from Treasure Island

			By Robert Louis Stevenson

			12th Day in the Month of Storms—1825 A.P.

			“Leon, do you mind finishing this, mate? I’ve gotta piss.”

			Izacc all but throws the line Leon’s way, and the twenty-one-year-old has to scramble to keep the spell cannon from rolling across the deck as the old, raggedy lycan stalks off with a wolfish laugh without tying the damn thing down. Leon grunts as the full weight of it nails him in his mechanical shoulder. 

			“Izacc, you bastard! You can’t just leave a cannon loose!” shouts Leon as he finishes tying it off, careful not to smear the sigils etched across its body. The rope pulls taut, and he flexes his fingers, organic bone and muscle jointed with bolts and framed in steel. He straightens to standing and sighs as his upper back cracks, tilting his head sideways until another satisfying crack sounds as the hooks and cables that comprise his exoskeleton realign with fleshy vertebral ligaments. The release of tension is so good he feels it all the way to his toes. “Why do we even still have cannons anyway when we have a fucking LDS?”

			“The Laser Defense System doesn’t replace a need for fire power.” Yoshi, their resident witch, comes to help him finish tying off the weapon.

			“So, I say we replace these ancient hunks of garbage with a machine gun.”

			“I can’t fire magic at technomancers with a machine gun, Leon.” The witch winks his blue eye at Leon, the other a milky, unseeing white. Yoshi unloads a basket of glowing silver spheres, the witch’s latest haul from the port. Inside each sphere is a spell locked in stasis. Once set off by the spell cannon, any number of effects will activate, from fireballs to lightning strikes.

			“Not sure the trade-off is worth it.”

			He’ll be lucky if the area doesn’t bruise by morning. Next he has the chance, he’s going to slug Izacc in the tailbone.

			“Aww, is our little mako admitting his pretty augmentations are just for show?”

			Yoshi cackles as Leon elbows him in the gut.

			“I’ll show you just for show,” he growls, tackling Yoshi to the deck. The witch goes down in a fit of giggles, and the two wrestle on the ground like a pair of squabbling sea lion pups until a bucket of salt water is poured over both of them.

			“Alright, alright, cut it out, you two,” chides Cassiopeia. “It’s almost sundown, and we’ve got work to do.”

			The buxom Amazon of a woman, who acts both as their ship mom and first mate, kicks a bucket at them with her mechanical leg. The bucket flies toward them at what could easily be clocked at 50 mph. While Yoshi flinches away, Leon catches it in both hands.

			“I was working,” shouts Leon, “until someone decided to throw a cannon at me.”

			“Oh, you’re fine!” calls Izacc, apparently back from pissing with an e-cig between his teeth.

			“Yeah,” scoffs Leon. “Fine enough to make sure you piss blood for the next week.”

			He pushes the lycan on the shoulder only to get shoved back. He lunges forward, catching Izacc around the legs. The lycan falls, his upper body shifting from human to wolfish disposition, and a grapple contest unfolds. 

			“Get ‘em, Leon!” shouts Yoshi. “Show him what’s what!”

			“That’s enough, you two.”

			“Aw, leave ‘em be, Cass.”

			The two devolve into a raucous dogpile of destruction while Yoshi snaps photos of their foolishness. They don’t stop until a pistol shot rings from the quarter deck.

			“Alright,” calls their captain. “That’s enough, gents. If we want to get to The Tai Tai by tomorrow, we can’t be mucking about.”

			Guadeloupe Cortez stands looking severe and imposing for all of five seconds before a grin splits his face, and all five of them share a good laugh. How ironic is it that on a ship full of cyborgs and hexen, the human is the one in charge?

			“But seriously,” says Loupe through his hand, “I just scrubbed that deck, and your sodding bodies are making a mockery of my hard labor. So, get!”“

			“Aye, aye, captain!” salutes Izacc, no longer wolfed out.

			Leon pulls himself onto his feet for a wide bent-knee stretch.

			“Leonito, you’ve got the crow’s nest? I want to make sure no one sneaks up on us.”

			That pinché nickname. As he is about to curse at his captain—

			BANG!

			The entire ship shudders, and Leon is sent reeling to the floor.

			BAM!

			The LDS detonates an oncoming missile before it can hit the ship. Flares rain down on their heads. Leon lifts up to peer over the edge of the railing, and sure enough, another vessel is sailing directly toward them.

			Military sea dogs.

			“We’re under attack. Battle stations, Everyone!”

			Utter chaos ensues as Leon and his crewmates take to arms. At the helm, Izacc prevents the enemy ship from getting into the boarding zone. It, however, doesn’t keep them out of aerial striking range. The enemy crew’s drones open fire on the C-Dev1l. They are outgunned three to one, but that doesn’t exactly mean much to them. They know how to handle an adept attack.

			Kill the operator, not the drone.

			 Cassiopeia fires on them with a rocket launcher while Loupe works the LDS to take out as much oncoming fire as possible. Izacc and Yoshi work the spell cannons, going back and forth between the three starboard guns as they fire Yoshi’s stock of spells. The lycan loads the spheres while Yoshi activates the launch seals and Leon…

			Leon is their sharpshooter. His job is to pick off the enemy crew one by one by one with his rifle from the crow’s nest.

			Leon aims another shot and takes down another adept; his drone goes still, hovering in the air without command. Izacc and Yoshi fire a perfectly aimed spell straight onto the other ship’s deck. A tech destabilization fog disrupts the ship’s communications, and Leon, ready to fire, takes aim and shoots another sailor down. As he readies another shot, fire floods his senses.

			The first shot mangles the robotics on his left arm. The second rips through Leon’s flesh, and pain erupts. His vision blackens as he falls backward, out of the nest.

			“Leon!” 

			Leon hears someone shout as he tumbles from the crow’s nest. He flips head over heels before landing ass-first in the water. The impact knocks the air out of him, which is probably for the best since he sinks immediately under the surface. His arm is out of commission, white-hot agony as sea salt floods the flesh wound and short circuits the mechanical one. He can still kick, trying to push himself back to the surface, but he’s so disoriented, he doesn’t know up from down anymore. The sting from the bullet wound burns in the saltwater, and all around him the ocean turns red. His whole body feels numb and cold despite the sun-warmed water around him.

			How much blood has he lost?

			An explosion goes off next to him, and bullets rain down into the water. One of the shots grazes his already injured shoulder while another one catches his thigh. He dives forward to get out of the line of fire, but as he goes, something wraps around his ankle and yanks.

			He immediately thinks “shark,” but there is a distinct lack of the pain that comes with flesh being torn apart. Am I caught on a line?

			He folds himself in half to see if he can find the rope through all of the bubbles obstructing his vision, but his hands don’t close over anything material. Whatever is wrapped around him is fleshy, made all the more apparent when the grasp shifts from his ankle to his hands. Something curls itself around his body even as he tries to swim toward the surface, but whatever it is is strong. Strong enough that his kicks don’t faze it.

			It is as his lungs start to protest the lack of air that he realizes whatever has a hold of him is dragging him deeper into the depths. He gets flashes of the creature, scales and a large burgundy fin, but he also sees tanned skin, glowing orange marks, long black hair, and suddenly, the stories of sailors being lured to their deaths don’t seem like fairy tales anymore. Shock manifests as panic, and like a guppy just learning to swim, he inhales seawater, kicking and flailing toward the surface despite the bullets piercing the water. He lashes out at his attacker, but the creature holds firm, dragging him down, down, down until he can no longer see the light of the sun.

			This is how he dies. This is how La Santa Muerte comes for him: drowning in the arms of a creature his mother told him stories about. There are red and black scales, webbed hands, the endless blue of the ocean, and not much more as the edges of his vision turn dark. Clawed hands pry his mouth open, soft flesh seals over his lips, and air is pushed into his body.

			The flood of oxygen is both a relief and a jolt to his system, and he drinks greedily from the fountain of life-sustaining air. Clawed fingers curl around his head as gentle as a mother cradling her newborn. Abyssal song echoes in his ears, hauntingly beautiful like whalesong. It takes Leon a short eternity to realize what is happening as the fae creature holding him breathes for him. In the throes of the current, Leon drifts, slow and steady and safe, under his savior’s guidance even as his limbs leaden with exhaustion and the pressure in his ears makes him dizzy. Between the blood loss and the adrenaline crash, Leon’s last bit of strength fails him, and the dark pulls him under.

			 He allows the gentle rocking of a turbulent sea to carry him off; La Santa Muerte flits away, a specter on the water.
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			“Leon! Leon!” 

			The calls of his name are muted as though he has his head ducked under a pool of water, and Leon feels a gentle push set him upward toward those calls.

			Leon comes to with a jolt as his head breaks the water’s surface. He chokes and sputters and takes in as many lungfuls of fresh air as he can manage. Within a few seconds, two sets of hands are yanking him up and out of the water.

			“Leon, pinche vato! You’re alive!”

			“Brat! You must’ve saved the emperor or something in a past life to have survived that shitstorm! I don’t even fucking know how long you were under.”

			He is rolled onto his back in the cockboat to Izacc and Yoshi’s worried faces. As he is gagging up water, he realizes the sound of cannon and gun fire are absent. He blinks stupidly into the sunlight.

			“Yosh? Izacc?”

			“They’re fine, you bloody guppy.”

			That at least brings a smile to Leon’s face, though he winces when he notices that somewhere between being shot out of the crow’s nest and being hauled up by his mates, he’s split his lip open as well. How he managed that, he’ll never know. Gods below, his head hurts something fierce and his lungs still feel like a fire was lit inside them.

			“It’s you we all thought were dead. I was afraid I’d be an only child for a second.”

			Yoshi gives a dramatic faint and fans himself like a swooning woman. It makes Leon laugh at least, even though he is hardly feeling cheery at the moment. 

			Yeah, Leon thought he was dead, too, when he was dragged into the deep by a… Wait…

			Leon lurches up from the boat and all but throws his head over the lip and into the water. He opens his eyes and sees nothing but vast fathoms of blue at first, but then he looks toward the deep and sees it, a long shadow flitting by in the darkness. It is large enough to be a shark, but it’s the wrong shape and bulk, too sleek, and the tail fin is angled the wrong way, horizontal like mammalian flukes rather than a vertical caudal fin.

			He almost dives farther, but Izacc and Yoshi pull him back up.

			“Leon! What the hell!”

			“Have you lost your damn mind?!”

			Leon gapes at the pair.

			“I just. I—”

			He just what? Wanted to verify that a mermaid just saved his life. Gods, he must be going insane. Must be the bloodloss.

			“Ahoy, down there! Did you find him?”

			“We got ’im, Cassi. He’s alright. You can pull us up.”

			“Fuck.” Leon sighs under his breath, reaching up to check his shoulder while Izacc calls up to Cassiopeia that they are ready to be hoisted back up.

			“Whoa, whoa, hold up. Let me help you.”

			Yoshi catches Leon’s shoulder and gently pulls back the collar of his tunic to check on the shot. Leon expects the fabric to peel away with a sting, but it just feels wet and maybe a little sticky until the witch freezes entirely.

			“What the—”

			He looks down to see what Yoshi has paused over. Wrapped around his shoulder is a piece of dark purple seaweed, bound up like a bandage. It’s warm to the touch and covered in a thick smelly glaze. Leon reaches up to unravel it. When he drops it to the floor of the boat, it makes a wet, flopping noise. Mysterious seaweed aside, what’s more interesting is what Leon has revealed beneath it.

			“How in the…” says Yoshi, jaws slack in wonderment.

			“I don’t know,” replies Leon.

			He doesn’t have a clue how, but the gun wound that had gone through and through on his shoulder is completely healed.
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			Leon sits up awake that night. It is not a common occurrence, not with his crewmates around him all the time, but tonight… Tonight, in the wake of his near-death experience, he finds no ease in slumber.

			It’s too quiet, too still for him. It puts his teeth on edge.

			You would think loud noises would prove more frightening. Explosions, gunshots, the grind of wood and metal during a crash, thunder during a typhoon, even the rush of water from an oncoming tsunami. These things don’t frighten Leon. Loud, while not necessarily good, is predictable. It’s the affirmation that the world is still moving around him, and so long as there is motion, Leon can keep slogging his way forward. He can fire his gun at a loud noise, take a stab in the dark with his sword toward rustling movement, or run from the sound of footsteps, if need be, but the quiet? Quiet is unpredictable.

			The quiet before and after the noise is the frightening part.

			Quiet is the stillness before a calamity. The ocean recedes before the tsunami rises from the depths. The quiet click before a pistol is fired. The quiet comes before the unknown.

			And then after…

			The silence after the calamity is worse. It is in the quiet when a gunshot victim bleeds out. It is the quiet below the surface of the sea that enfolds sailors as they drown. The total stillness after a crash that prevents movement is what ends life.

			He’ll never forget how quiet the world became when his father died.

			Silence is frightening. Darkness is debilitation. Silent and dark: two words that no doubt describe death.

			After today, the last thing Leon wants to feel pressing in on him is the quiet dark.

			So, Leon doesn’t sleep. He sits instead at the aft of the ship, a stiff blanket wrapped around his shoulders, a lantern at his side as he tinkers with his out-of-whack mechanics. It’s a mindless activity, one Leon has carried out hundreds of times before. Maintenance is a daily must for human+, especially after taking a hit like he did today. He’ll have to visit his mechanic once they get to Calypso City.

			Leon has always loved music. Loved to dance and sing and play the cups when he was a boy. Even after he was indoctrinated into piracy, he still liked to indulge in those pastimes, had a gift for them that made him worth keeping around rather than being tossed overboard or worse by the crew that stole him from his life. He imagines the music now as he sits.

			The waves become a tenor, the quiet crackle of the lantern flame a sharp staccato, the occasional splash of a fish an accent, his stone zinging over his blade a percussion. He even begins to hum low in the back of his throat, an old tune he remembers hearing as a child but can’t quite place when or where he ever heard it. 

			Come and sway with me

			For I lost myself in a cloud

			Where the riverbed winds and the trees bend time,

			Come sway with me.

			Come and sway with me

			No one ever lost their heart in a storm.

			Where the eye look on in a calm so strong,

			Come sway with me.

			Enfolded as he is in his own world, he doesn’t notice the singing right away. It blends so cleanly into the tune he is humming, folds itself neatly inside of it, that Leon can’t say when exactly he realized another voice had joined his own. When he does notice it, he immediately stops humming and stops sharpening his blade to look around, expecting Cassiopeia or Loupe to have joined him, but no. He is as alone now as when he first padded his way up here in bare feet. Only, he isn’t alone, if the haunting voice dancing over the waves is any indication.

			Leon rises from his seat, turning to face the direction the song seems to echo from, and he follows after it as though compelled. At the ship’s prow, the voice is louder and impossibly more beautiful, dancing over the waves like a phantom. Yet Leon feels anything but fearful.

			Come and sway with me,

			On this cloud I call my own.

			Where the daffodils swim and the lochs stand grim,

			Come sway with me.

			Come and sway with me

			Bring me the rain on my doorstep.

			Where the hailstorm fails and the snowfall melts,

			Come sway with me.

			“So, you hear it, too.”

			“Captain?”

			Guadeloupe came onto deck without Leon even realizing it. His booted feet make solid thumps as he makes his way to Leon.

			“I haven’t heard one since I was a boy,” he says as he reaches the rail. His hands brace on the wood as he leans forward.

			Leon turns to look at Loupe.

			“One of them?”

			“The Chinese called them Rényú, ocean spirits. The Greeks called them sirens. Most people know them as merfolk. Mermaids, if you will? But you already know the stories. We all do. Though if the tenor of this voice is any indication, it’s probably a male.”

			Leon stiffens. Red scales, black hair, and tanned skin…

			“Get out of here,” scoffs Leon, trying to sound skeptical. “You been in the spirits or something? You know mermaids don’t come near the surface this far from land.”

			“I am very much sober, Leon, and yes. How else do you explain a voice like that? And don’t tell me it’s just the wind. The last I checked, the sea breeze doesn’t know human language, let alone sing it. And don’t try and sound tough. You wouldn’t have been standing here looking out over the water like that if you didn’t wonder at least a little bit.”

			Looking like what?

			The song continues, and Leon chews on his lower lip.

			“I always thought they were just scary stories told to sailors to keep them from getting the clap from seaside prostitutes.”

			Loupe scoffs.

			“No, they are very much real even if no one believes the legends anymore. Why we have one serenading our ship though, I couldn’t even begin to guess.”

			Leon swallows, his nerves rising into his throat.

			“I think one of them saved my life today.”

			“Impossible.”

			Leon’s eyes narrow. “Lou, I’m telling you, I think one of them—”

			“It’s not possible, Leon. The merfolk are killers. That’s all. Whatever you think happened while you
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