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For those who never gave up on me, even when I wanted to give up on myself. 

You’re the reason I got this far. 

Sorry it took me so long. 

“Men really need sea-monsters in their personal oceans. An ocean without its unnamed monsters would be like a completely dreamless sleep.”

-  John Steinbeck
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Casey Cross felt it in her bones: something was wrong aboard the Neptune Platform. There was a saboteur on board—and she was certain she knew who it was.

She had no proof yet, only signs buried beneath layers of lies and malfunctioning equipment. A chance meeting had given her the edge she needed, but tonight would decide whether she could finally unmask the culprit she’d been chasing for weeks.

It had begun with harmless glitches in the Acoustic Doppler Current Profilers—an annoyance at first until the malfunctions spiralled into corrupted data and missing equipment. Something more sinister was afoot, and they had summoned her—the finder of the lost, the unraveller of hidden truths.

She’d taken on human form to deal with her Loreless employers. In this guise, she was athletic, with brown hair and a scattering of freckles—but her striking lilac eyes hinted at her origins in the Slipworld.

She preferred her true self: a Linx, a supernatural creature resembling a sleek, panther-like being able to see through walls. She missed it.

Most of all, she missed the certainty it gave her. Casey could sense lies—a gift that should have made this an open-and-shut case. But life was never that simple.

Everyone aboard the Neptune Platform lied. The only difference was why. It had been impossible to get a clean read on any of them.

Still, she thought she had them figured out now. Mostly. From the moment she’d arrived, she’d known it was sabotage. What else could it be? No one had that much bad luck. Even a curse would have behaved differently.

She’d been relentless—she’d had to be. The hunt for the saboteur had consumed her, every clue carefully pieced together into a picture that was never quite complete. It ate at her night after night. Especially now that she knew something larger was in motion—something far beyond simple sabotage.

Now she crouched in a control room bathed in the soft, electronic glow of machines she couldn’t name. She hid between a bulky console and a workbench, her lilac eyes adjusting easily to the dark. It was where she did her best work, though tonight her nerves were stretched taut.

Tonight would bring the final piece of the puzzle. Tonight, they would reveal themselves.

The hum of the machines filled the silence, while the sterile scent of ozone and metal filled the room. She shifted, muscles stiff from the chill and hours of stillness. A nagging instinct clawed at her mind, whispering that she’d missed something.

But she was sure.

She waited.

Hours passed. Then—a faint creak. The hatch opened.

Finally.

Her pulse quickened as she peered into the dark. A figure slipped into the room, smooth and silent. Their form rippled, like a reflection disturbed by a breath of wind. Or was that just her nerves?

She stepped from the shadows, voice calm and sure. “I knew it would be you,” she said, pulling a folded note from her pocket.

The saboteur didn’t flinch. Slowly, they turned, their face lost in shadow. For an instant, their eyes met—and a chill rippled through her.

Casey froze. The confidence she’d carried all night wavered. Why weren’t they moving?

Something shifted in the air—a sense of wrongness wrapping around her like chains.

A prickle ran down her spine, dread spreading like ice in her veins.

What have I overlooked?

She blinked, scanning the darkness. What was it?

Her pulse quickened, the hairs on her neck rising as understanding crashed in.

The truth hit her all at once.

Too late.

The saboteur lunged.
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The Lure of Adventure
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Autumn was already beginning to fade. The long, hot days of summer were barely more than a memory. Now, the nip in the wind said winter was just around the corner. In both the Upworld and the Slipworld, nature was putting on a spectacular show.

In Oregon, deciduous trees flaunted vibrant yellows and reds, laced with unexpected shades of blue and violet. In the Slipworld, the landscape shifted as if in a dream—trees glowed in lavender and rose, and the sky sometimes swirled in strange, fluid patterns. The weather was mercurial, swinging between brief, sun-dappled moments and sudden misty rain that shimmered faintly with magic.

For Bunyip Jones—Yip to her friends—both worlds were equally beautiful. Born in the Upworld, she’d once believed only in science and reason, where magic was mere trickery. But life had proven otherwise. Living in Portland with a werewolf as a housemate, her reality was nothing like what she’d once imagined.

Though she didn’t mind the cold, her healing gunshot wound made the chill uncomfortable. Luckily, Catch’s house had a cosy library and a fireplace—her favourite refuge. She loved curling up with a book and a cup of tea while the rain battered the windows.

Reading by the fire had kept her company through months of recovery. Three months ago, she’d struggled to walk unassisted. Now she moved with a limp but without a crutch. Full mobility might never return, but she was alive—and that was enough. For the first time in her life, Yip was content.

On rainy days like this, the fire crackled merrily as she propped her book on a stand, using her left forearm to hold the pages. Across the room, her gruff housemate, Thadian Catch, sat in a wingback chair, bare feet propped up as he knitted—a skill that still amused her. Over time, as their friendship deepened, Catch had grown comfortable crafting in her presence, and now they often spent hours in companionable silence.

“Hey, Tee?” Yip looked up.

“Humm?” he grunted, eyes still on his work.

“Fancy a cuppa?”

He smiled—a rare sight. “Sure, I’ll get it.”

“No, no,” she stopped him quickly. “Let me. I need to keep moving.”

He shrugged and went back to his knitting.

She set her book and blanket aside and swung her legs off the couch. That was the easy part. Bracing herself for the familiar ache in her hip, she stretched her bad leg straight. The pain was routine now, part of every movement, but she could live with it. What choice did she have?

Awkwardly, she levered herself upright.

“Another perfect dismount,” Catch teased.

She saluted him with her middle finger, and he smirked.

Yip limped into the kitchen to boil the kettle. While she waited, she grabbed mugs and teabags and leaned against the bench to ease the ache in her leg and hip.

These quiet moments had become precious—a rare, peaceful reprieve.

Then the buzzer rang, slicing through the stillness.

A small light beside the cellar door began flashing.

“Tee!” she called. “Someone’s at the door!”

She heard him get up and head toward the front.

“Not that door!” she shouted. “The other one!”

A moment later, he appeared in the kitchen. “You could have led with that,” he said, crossing the floor to open the cellar door. He left it ajar as he descended lightly down the steps.

Watching him, a twinge of envy ran through her. Stairs were still her enemy. He jogged down like it was nothing.

“How many cups?” she called after him.

“One—and coconut water!” came the reply.

Smiling, Yip limped back to the counter for another mug and grabbed the coconut water from the fridge. She went to her room for her prosthetic, feeling oddly exposed without it.

By the time she returned, footsteps echoed on the stairs. Catch reappeared, followed by Pia Tenwolde and, moments later, Sabrina Hynek. Sabrina’s short stature made stairs a challenge, but she never complained.

“What’s up, nerd?” Pia asked affectionately, unfazed by Catch’s silent retreat.

From the corner of her eye, Yip saw him tuck his knitting away.

“What brings you here?” Yip asked, handing Pia the coconut water she drank to curb her blood cravings to keep the vampire’s attention on her, not her housemate. 

“Checking with the boy about our last mission,” Pia shrugged.

Yip’s heart lurched. They sometimes talked shop, but the mention still stung—exclusion creeping in like a shadow. Like in the bad old days.

“Kevin’s been harping on about filing the D59-A forms all week,” Sabrina added, rolling her eyes.

“Tea?” Yip asked, waving a spare cup.

“What?!” Catch yelled from another room.

“Not you!” she shouted back. “I was asking Brina!”

“Then say that!” he huffed.

Laughter rippled through the kitchen.

“Is the pot on?” Sabrina asked, her Britishness surfacing at the mention of tea.

“Always,” Yip assured her. She knew how everyone preferred their tea—even Catch, the only American in the group. He claimed coffee made him agitated, and no one needed an agitated werewolf.

Once the tea was ready, the three women sat at the table, and Yip pressed them for the real reason for their visit.

Before she moved in, Catch had insisted he rarely had visitors, claiming it was his sanctuary. Since Yip’s arrival, her friends regularly checked in to make sure she was comfortable—and that Catch wasn’t terrifying her.

And he could be terrifying. She had to remind herself of that, because he didn’t seem that way with her—not anymore.

She counted herself lucky for that.

Living with Catch had shown her sides of him no one else saw. Though he’d sworn her to secrecy about many things, it helped her understand him, softening her view of his prickly exterior.

But it wasn’t all roses and sunshine. Yip was sure she’d become a burden to her friends. In the beginning, she’d needed their help for everything—and they’d given it freely, just as Catch had offered her a home without hesitation. That generosity sat heavily on her heart.

Now, though she was stronger, it somehow felt worse. She could do more, but not enough to pull her weight. Until the doctors cleared her for duty, she couldn’t help on missions, couldn’t earn her place. And that gnawed at her—the sense that she was no longer an asset, but a liability.

Catch re-entered from the library and dropped into a chair, accepting the cup she slid his way.

“Could have used you on the last mission,” Sabrina grinned at him.

Catch’s eyes widened in warning.

“SSSSSSS!” Pia hissed, glancing at Yip.

“I knew it!” Yip rounded on Catch. “Two days last time—no one takes that long to file paperwork!”

“Ah, beans,” Sabrina muttered, staring into her tea. “Busted.”

“They weren’t exciting missions,” Catch said reasonably, though colour rose in his neck. “Poacher cleanup from the last job. Mostly day runs—if that.”

“MOSTLY?” Yip cried. “How many have there been?”

“A few,” Catch mumbled into his cup.

Before she could explode, Pia laid a cool hand on her arm. “Now, poppet,” she said gently, her Scottish lilt soothing. “They weren’t anything exciting.”

Catch shifted uneasily in his seat, clearly wanting to avoid the conversation.

“If they weren’t exciting,” Yip countered, lifting her chin, “why couldn’t I come?”

“Sweetie, you can’t even climb stairs yet,” Pia reminded her. “You know you’re grounded until the doctor clears you.”

The words hit harder than Yip wanted to admit.

Stairs had become more than a physical obstacle—they were a daily reminder of what she still couldn’t do. Of how she was failing her friends, and how easily she could slip back into being useless.

If she couldn’t conquer them, she might never get cleared for fieldwork. And if she couldn’t go back into the field...

What then?

These people—this team—were the first real home she’d ever had. The thought of losing that terrified her more than any villain they’d ever faced.

“I don’t see why I have to be in peak condition when my role isn’t dangerous,” she protested to cover her creeping sense of inadequacy.

Her friends burst out laughing.

“What?” she demanded.

“Remember your first mission?” Sabrina said. “When you got two serial-killing werewolves to chase you through town and took them on alone?”

“Or the time you wandered into the forest,” Pia added, “and you and Catch ended up captive for two days?”

“Or the time you got shot in a parking lot and nearly died?” Catch finished dryly.

“Ah, but the keyword is nearly,” Yip shot back. “I’m still here, aren’t I?”

“Barely,” Catch grumbled, glaring at his tea before sipping it.

“You’re not missing much anyway,” Sabrina said. “The last mission had so many stairs.”

“Yes, so many,” Pia nodded.

“It was a lot of stairs,” Catch echoed solemnly.

Yip huffed, defeated. Stupid stairs. Her kryptonite, apparently.

She knew the team couldn’t sit idle while she recovered, and she’d told herself to be grateful their jobs were short. Catch never left her alone long. She’d believed it was paperwork until last week, when they’d been gone two days straight. No one took that long for paperwork.

“When’s your next evaluation?” Sabrina asked kindly. She, more than anyone, understood the frustration of being sidelined.

“Two days,” Yip sighed. “If I can’t do the stairs by then, she’ll bench me another two weeks.”

“You’ve been doing your physio?” Pia asked, squinting at Catch.

“Every day,” Yip said. “Tee makes sure of it. Never lets me slack off.”

“The point of physio is not to slack off,” he said mildly, cup halfway to his lips.

Yip rolled her eyes and sipped her tea to keep from saying something rude. “You bastards could’ve at least kept me in the loop,” she said affectionately.

“We didn’t want you to feel left out, love,” Sabrina said honestly.

Yip snorted. “Well, that went smoothly, didn’t it, guys?”

They laughed, and the warmth of it lifted her spirits.

“Are you guys staying for dinner?” Yip asked, shooting a questioning glance toward Catch. He only shrugged and took a sip of tea.

“I don’t have anywhere to be,” Sabrina said, glancing at Pia.

“Why don’t we give that new action movie, Rogue Pursuit, a shot?” Pia suggested. “It’s streaming now, right?”

They ordered pizza and settled in the lounge to watch and chat.

Yip loved every minute. For most of her life, she’d been lonely—without friends or family. Her dark past had kept people away. An outsider. A “freak.”

Then the International Paranormal Response team found her, and Hitch recruited her. Among supernatural misfits, she finally belonged. These people weren’t just teammates—they were her first friends. Maybe even family. Evenings like this, full of laughter and warmth, were a gift.

But when the laughter faded, the weight of her predicament crept back in—slow and suffocating.

She was letting them down, and she couldn’t bear it.

Hitch was deferring missions because of her. Her team hunted veritable monsters—killers. The thought of them getting away because of her was too much.

She didn’t want that on her conscience anymore. The guilt sat too heavily.

Two days.

If she couldn’t climb those damn stairs by then, more people would suffer.
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Ready or Not
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It was late when Pia and Sabrina left, promising to check in a few days to see how Yip’s evaluation went.

Yip saw them to the cellar door, hugging them before they descended to the Eidolair, the IPR’s base. Each member had a door that led straight home—Catch’s opened into his cellar.

Once they were gone, Yip closed the cellar door and limped back to the media room. Catch sprawled on the sofa, one arm draped casually across the back.

She flopped beside him, leaning back with a sigh and closing her eyes.

“Tired?” he asked, not moving.

Lately, he went still whenever she drew near—not from discomfort, but from a cautious awareness she couldn’t quite read. It wasn’t because she was a threat; she was Loreless, without magic, while he was a Faoladh—a werewolf of Irish legend. But still... she tried not to think about it.

“Hmm, mmm,” she murmured, letting her head rest against his arm, acutely aware of its warmth. She wasn’t used to this kind of closeness. But she trusted Catch. He never crossed the line; he gave her space to breathe—and that was new.

“Bed then,” he said, jumping to his feet.

She didn’t budge. “Don’t wanna move,” she mumbled. “So full and sleepy.”

“You can’t sleep here,” he insisted, taking her elbows and guiding her. “March, Little Bit.”

“Shut up, you’re not the boss of me,” she retorted as he steered her toward her bedroom.

“I am,” he replied, placing his hands on her shoulders.

Physical contact still startled her sometimes—after the years she’d spent learning that touch meant control or pain—but Catch never made her feel cornered. He respected her boundaries, and that trust was hard won.

They shuffled through the library until they reached her room. Catch opened the door and pushed her inside.

“Go on—bed,” he ordered. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

“I hate you,” she replied flatly, not meaning it. She fumbled to turn on the lamp with her prosthetic hand. Well, that isn’t going to work. She sighed and used her good hand.

“Back at you, Little Bit,” he said lightly. “Come on now.”

Sulkily, she rolled over and sat up, grudgingly pulling her prosthetic off to set it aside on her bedside table.

The usual mix of annoyance and affection settled over her as she listened to his teasing. She loved their banter, even when he needled her stubbornness.

Yip stared glumly at her shoes. “My feet are too far away,” she pouted, sticking her leg out. “Help.”

“Oh, my god, you’re such a baby,” he grumbled, but obligingly knelt and unlaced her boots, pulling them off one by one and setting them beside her bed. He tossed her socks into the hamper.

“I’m not a baby,” she muttered.

“Okay, not a baby—more like a grumpy toddler,” he teased, leaning against the doorframe with a smirk. “But a toddler who needs her sleep.”

Yip stifled a yawn, her eyelids growing heavier by the second. “Fine, you win. But I don’t have to like it.” She shifted into a more comfortable position on the bed.

“Good. You’ve made progress,” Catch quipped, his mouth twitching. “Come on, get under the covers before you pass out sitting up.”

As he pulled the blanket up around her shoulders, a surge of warmth washed over her—not just the comfort of the covers, but the quiet safety his presence brought.

“Thanks, Tee,” she murmured.

He paused, brow furrowing as he studied her. “You sure you’re alright?”

“Just tired,” she admitted, weariness softening her words. “And maybe a little frustrated.”

“About the missions?” he asked, his tone shifting.

She nodded, gaze dropping to the blanket. “I hate being sidelined. It feels like I’m being left behind, and I know I shouldn’t, but...”

She trailed off, unsure how to explain that it wasn’t about missing the action. It was about not being the broken one in a team that saved the world.

Catch let out a slow breath, his expression softening. “You’ve been through a lot, Yip. It’s okay to feel that way. Remember, when you’re back in the field, you’ll make your mark. You’re part of this team for a reason.”

“Yeah, but I don’t want to be the weakest link,” she replied, biting her lip. “What if I can’t keep up?”

“You won’t be,” Catch told her. “Focus on getting better. You’re tougher than you think. You’re not alone in this—we’ve all got your back.”

“Thanks, Catch.” Her voice was soft, the warmth of his words wrapping her like a shield.

“Now sleep,” he ordered lightly, slipping back into playfulness. “Tomorrow you’re marching up and down those stairs like a champ.”

“Okay, drill sergeant,” she muttered, smiling despite herself.

Catch turned, pausing a moment to take in the sight, then left the room, closing the door softly behind him.

Yip sank into the mattress, the comforting weight of the blanket enveloping her.

For the first time in a while, she felt she was part of something bigger than herself—something that mattered. As she drifted off, peace settled over her.

Sunlight slanting through her curtains and the sound of easing rain woke her. 

The following day, Yip awoke to find the sun was already up and the rain was gone. Typical Oregon autumn—or fall, as Catch called it. She wondered if Americans called it that because leaves fell from trees. They could be so literal. 

Yawning, she stretched and flung back her covers, rolling awkwardly out of bed, her left leg stiff.

In the kitchen, Catch already had the kettle on.

“Morning,” she yawned as she eased into a chair with a twinge of pain. She accepted the cup of tea he offered.

“Are you ready for the stairs today?” he asked, handing her toast.

Yip accepted the plate cautiously, her heart skipping a beat. “Already?” 

“If you want to pass your evaluation tomorrow, you need to navigate stairs. If you can’t do it today, you won’t be able to do it tomorrow.” He shrugged. “Up to you.”

She nibbled her toast, thinking. “Do we have to do it right now?”

“I was thinking physio first,” he said, “then tackle the stairs when you’ve loosened up.”

She sighed and picked up her tea. “Fine. But if I end up trapped on the stairs like last time, it’s your fault.”

“If that happens, I’ll rescue you like last time,” he replied easily. “Don’t worry, Bits—you’ve got this.”

Yip sighed as she chewed on her toast, pondering her newest nickname.

Years ago, she’d abandoned her birth name—too tied to her past—and renamed herself Bunyip. Most people shortened it to Yip, except for Catch, who called her Little Bit, then Bits.

Living with someone and only ever using their surname was odd, but Catch hated his first name, Thadian. She was proud to have found a nickname he accepted—he let her call him Tee. No one else had that privilege.

It kept her amused until they had finished breakfast, and it was time for physiotherapy.

And then it was time to face the biggest challenge of her recovery.

Yip stood at the top of the cellar stairs, her heart racing as she stared into the dark. Can I do this?

Giving her a reassuring pat on the shoulder, Catch flicked on the light and jogged down to the bottom, moving with effortless grace.

He looked up and smiled. “One step at a time. You’ve got this.”

Yip hesitated.

For an instant, her mind flashed back to another flight of stairs, long ago—dark, cold, and endless. If she went down, she wouldn’t come back up for days. She’d been a child then, helpless.

But she had control now.

Exhaling slowly, she gripped the handrail and took her first step, leading with her bad leg. The descent was painful, but manageable.

A few minutes later, she reached the bottom and fell into Catch’s arms, trembling with relief.

“Ready to head back up, Bits?” he asked.

She chewed her lip and eyed the stairs warily, pain already shooting up and down her leg. 

“You can do this,” he said, then added with a cheeky smirk, “and I’m here to catch you if you don’t.”

“Thank you for the support,” she replied dryly, making him chuckle.

Torn between uncertainty and determination, Yip surveyed the stairs.

Going up was the real challenge. Her leg wasn’t strong enough to carry her weight—not completely, and certainly not without pain.

The moment of truth.

Every step asked the same question: Can I still be who they need me to be?

The answer wasn’t in the pain, but in her resolve. She had to prove she could keep up. She had to.

Taking a deep breath, she approached the stairs. Might as well get the hard part over with. She placed her left foot on the first step. 

Instinctively, she gripped the handrail with both hands, aiming to steady herself.

Her prosthetic hand slid on the polished rail. She hooked her elbow to stop herself from falling, heart pounding.

One wrong step would set her back weeks—she couldn’t afford that.

It was moments like this she wished she had two good hands. The prosthetic was fine for holding cans and carrying baskets, but too smooth for grip. At least it was more comfortable than her last one. Thank heavens for dwarfish tech.

Taking a deep breath, she gripped the rail with her good hand and tried again. Right foot up, pull, balance. Step by step, she climbed, every movement a minor victory.

You fought a goddamned werewolf and survived gun-toting hunters, for heaven’s sake. You can do this.

She leaned on the rail to support herself. Her knees threatened to buckle, and her thigh burned, but she pushed through the pain.

Slowly, Yip ascended the stairs. Right foot up, pull, balance.

Finally, she reached the top and collapsed against the kitchen table, trembling but exhilarated.

She’d done it. It wasn’t easy, but she’d made it up the stairs. Maybe she wasn’t as weak as she feared. 

Sure, I can do it now—but in the field? With someone chasing me?

She wasn’t sure, and that bothered her.

Catch bounded up from below, taking the stairs two at a time. “You did it, Bits!” he cheered, giving her a high-five. “Way to go! I told you.”

Yip smiled at his enthusiasm. Catch was rarely this animated. She hadn’t known he could be until she’d come to live here.

“We should celebrate,” he said, drumming the table enthusiastically. “Ice cream?”

“Ice cream,” she agreed, still glowing from her success—and from sharing it with someone who’d become a friend.

It was exhilarating, but later that night, alone in the dark. Can she do it again tomorrow? Or had her success cost her more than she knew?

The thought chased her into sleep and still haunted her the next morning. It lurked in the dark recesses of her mind right up until the moment she was face to face with Dr Whindrina Hunbell.

The doctor had arrived to conduct her return-to-duty assessment. Dr Hunbell was exacting, but Yip surprised her with resilience.

She still bore scars, inside and out, but she’d learned to move forward—to hide the struggle most people never saw.

Dr Hunbell listed restrictions: no lifting, no fighting, continued physio. But at last, she cleared Yip for active duty.

Yip struggled to hide her excitement. She missed the work, the team, the purpose. She missed making a difference.

Showing the doctor to the door, she closed it with a click of finality. She paused, processing, then turned. Catch was there, watching her with an amused smile teasing his lips.

Excitedly, she made a “squee!” sound and skipped towards him, bouncing happily. Her movement was still stiff and painful, but even that couldn’t suppress her joy. 

Spontaneously, Catch swept her into his arms and spun her around in a circle to celebrate her joy.

Her breath caught as her feet left the floor. For a heartbeat, her body remembered to panic—but the fear never came. Only warmth, dizzy and unexpected.

I don’t hate this! The thought startled her.

Then Catch seemed to realise what he was doing. Their eyes met; he gently set her down and stepped back, awkward.

Uncomfortably, they moved apart.

Yip swallowed, trying not to overthink why she hadn’t flinched—or why he looked like he regretted it.

She should have hated it. A hug like that used to send her into a tailspin, every nerve screaming to pull away. But this time, the panic wasn’t there—not like before. She wasn’t sure what to make of that.

Catch’s smile faltered, like he wasn’t sure he should have done that. He raked a hand through his hair, suddenly fascinated by the floor, and gave her space.

And just like that, the moment was gone.

A comfortable distance, one they both knew how to navigate, flooded in.

“I’m happy for you, Bits,” he said quietly.

“Now we have to wait for a mission, I guess,” she replied, fiddling with her prosthetic.

He gave a noncommittal nod. “Hmm. Tea?”

“Yeah, I think I’ve earned it.” She understood the offer for what it was—a return to comfortable normality. There were some unspoken lines they wouldn’t cross.

She didn’t have long to savour her victory. That night, a knock jolted her from sleep.

Catch burst in, laptop in hand. “Hitch has been trying to reach you,” he said, turning the screen so their boss filled it.

Yip guessed he’d heard she passed the assessment. They must have a job. Why else would he be calling at this hour?

“A Linx dead in a deep-sea facility,” he said without preamble, grave as always. “Not much to go on, but they’ve sealed the facility—the killer is inside.”

The hair on the back of Yip’s neck prickled.

That meant the killer was one of the crew. A crew would be as close as family, and now there was no escaping that one of them was a murderer. 

And they were trapped together, with nowhere to run.

And if they still didn’t know who the killer was... Anxiously, she glanced at Catch, unwilling to imagine what that would feel like.

“Something about this feels wrong,” Hitch said, rubbing the bridge of his nose. “This case could go sideways fast.”

Catch squinted. “You think they’re hiding something?”

“I don’t know—and that worries me,” Hitch said. “The crew’s on edge. We need to get there before things escalate.”

“Don’t blame them,” Catch muttered, rubbing his jaw. “They’re like fish in a barrel. I wouldn’t be happy either.”

“Glad you feel that way, Portland,” Hitch replied dryly. “Because you’re all going in. And you’re staying until it’s done.”

A chill ran through Yip. Locked on a deep-sea vessel with a killer. Nowhere to run.

And she had a gimpy leg. Oh... heck.

Hitch’s eyes met hers. “We need your skills, Yip.”

A blush crept onto Yip’s cheeks. It was the first time anyone had called what she did a “skill”. 

Catch ended the call and nodded at Yip. “You’re up.” He gave her an encouraging tap on the thigh to help her get moving, then rose, tucking the laptop under his arm. 

He smiled, but she caught the flicker of worry before he looked away.

“Yay,” she sighed and flopped back onto the bed. She was excited, yes—but afraid her body might betray her. And her bed was comfortable—and safe.

“Nuh-uh, none of that,” he said, yanking the covers off. “People are locked in with a killer right now. Up. Shower. We leave in twenty.”

“Fine,” Yip groaned, pushing herself up.

He was right—she wouldn’t want to be trapped like that either. And wasn’t this what she’d fought for?

Still, a knot of anxiety twisted in her gut.

Dressed and packed, she slung her go-bag over her shoulder, the weight pulling on her sore leg. Her hands trembled, doubt gnawing.  

At the top of the cellar stairs, Catch waited, prepped to go.

He held the door open. “Are you ready for this?” 

Her chest tightened—but this was what she wanted. She steadied herself.

“I’m ready,” she said. “Let’s do this.”
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At the Eidolair, Yip and Catch stepped from the elevator into the third-floor bullpen. As they emerged into the antechamber, Yip greeted Hortense, the hobgoblin who managed the administration. Hortense glared at her, stabbing her middle and index fingers toward her own eyes, then pointing them at Yip—a clear reminder she was watching them.

Yip tried to smile pleasantly as they passed Hortense. The illuminated sign behind her displayed only “International Paranormal Response”, showing that they were the only team in the office that day.

They made their way into the conference room, where Hitch and Osric, their tiny Code Pixie, were already discussing a case.

“Welcome back, Yip,” Hitch nodded.

Much to her embarrassment, a chorus of applause arose as her team acknowledged her return. Yip hated being the centre of attention. She’d rather they got on with what they’d come for.

Beside her, Dr Reese Shelley, the team’s pathologist, whispered to her. “You seem very well,” they said, teeth like yellowed ivory showing starkly against the nearly translucent paleness of their skin.

Reese was a wight and was not truly alive in the same sense that Yip was; thus, they had pale skin, but they cared about their teammates. Despite their unsettling but typically ghoulish habit of consuming the deceased, Yip had become fond of the pathologist. Reese was a strange but gentle person.

“Thanks, Reese,” Yip smiled back.

When the group settled, Hitch began the briefing: a woman named Casey Cross had been found dead on the Neptune Platform, a deep-sea research vessel involved in a covert supernatural sanctuary project.

It was the only one of its kind in the Slipworld, unique because the crew were entirely Loreless, yet working to protect rare species from the Slipworld.

Osric worked his magic, and images from the crime scene appeared on the screens before them.

As the images scrolled past, Hitch continued.

“Her name is Casey Cross,” Hitch began.

Pia squinted at the images. “Linx?” 

Hitch nodded. “She was sent to investigate a string of incidents believed to be sabotage.”

The images changed to display various pieces of damaged equipment.

Hitch rested long, elegant fingers and his attention on the tabletop. “Our working theory is that she uncovered the identity of the saboteur—and they silenced her.”

“Why a Linx, boss?” Pia wanted to know. “Deep-sea research isn’t something that concerns the Slipworld, so why are we involved?”

Hitch’s response was cryptic. “The matriarch of the platform, Maxine Watch, is an old family friend of Joshua Wise.”

That was a name they all knew. The Collector, Joshua Wise, assisted them in their last case by offering rescue and sanctuary to the imprisoned creatures the IPR had uncovered as part of an investigation into poaching and blood sports.

The Neptune Platform was more than simply a research vessel. It was a front for a deep-sea supernatural sanctuary, like The Collector’s refuge in England.

“So, why are they calling us in?” asked Kevin.

“Mr Wise recommended us,” said Hitch. “Ms Watch insisted it was our team that performed the investigation, and her name has enough sway that they agreed without any pushback.”

Sabrina shrugged. “It’s who you know.” 

“What’s the brief?” Catch asked, sitting at the end of the table opposite Hitch and pressing his fingertips together to form a temple.

“They locked the facility down as soon as they found the body,” Hitch explained. “There’s been no one in or out of the facility since then. All communication has been remote. Which means the killer is still on the base. Our job is to find them.”

“Find the killer, find the saboteur,” Pia summarised.

“Exactly,” Hitch agreed. “But don’t underestimate what we’re up against. We’ve been locked in with dangerous people before, but never with an entire ocean over our heads.”

Kevin frowned. “If this base is in the middle of the Southern Ocean, how do we get there? Do they have their own slipway on the base or something?”

“We’re going the old-fashioned way,” said Hitch. “We’ve chartered a boat to take us there.”

“Great,” sighed Pia, dropping her head on the table, dreading seasickness.

Hitch offered a small, sympathetic smile for Pia’s situation. “Remember—the crew has been locked in with the killer for days now, and the stress has taken a toll. We’re walking into a powder keg. So step lightly.”

His gaze rested on Pia and Catch, the two members of his team most likely to rub people up the wrong way. Pia beamed at him, her expression promising good behaviour, but Catch only folded his arms across his chest and stared back.

The screens behind Hitch went black.

“Let’s go, everyone,” said Hitch as he rose. “We’ve got to get the Slipway to the coast, and we’ll get the ship from there.”

The team moved out as one, shouldering their go-bags as they went. Catch automatically grabbed Yip’s bag for her.

Pia stepped beside her as they left the room.

“Congratulations on escaping the house,” she said, tucking her hands behind her back. “Nice to have you both back.”

“Both?” Yip repeated, surprised. “I thought he was going on missions with you guys this whole time?”

“No, he wouldn’t ever go further than this Eidolair,” Pia said. “In case you needed something.” She smirked. “We’ve been doing paperwork this whole time.”

“Then what was that whole business the other night!?” Yip accused her, appalled that her friends had tricked her in such a way.

She shrugged. “Oh, we’ve been doing missions.” She gestured to the rest of the group. “Short ones. But he’s not been joining us. That two-day mission was the furthest he’s gone since you got hurt! We’ve been two down for a while.”

“I didn’t know, I’m sorry!” The words slipped out before she could stop them—an old reflex, one she hated, but one the part of her raised to expect blame couldn’t shake.

Pia shrugged. “Hardly your fault.” She paused and gave Yip a weird look. “Or is it?”

“I don’t see how,” Yip said, not knowing what she was angling at. “I’m not his keeper.”

“Oh, Yip,” Pia sighed, realising she wasn’t getting it. “Let’s say he’s very protective of you and leave it at that, shall we?”

She tucked her arm through her friend’s elbow as they hustled into the elevator cabin and squeezed in. The elevator dropped.

“I assume we’ll be using the labs at the Neptune Platform?” Reese inquired as they stepped into the basement-level car park.

“You assume correctly,” Hitch said. “I’ve been assured they have well-equipped labs at our disposal, complete with a pathology laboratory.”

“Why would they need that?” asked Kevin. “I thought they researched fish?”

“Part of researching fish is dissecting them,” Sabrina explained. “Necropsy is simply a word for the autopsy of something that isn’t human.”

“A human body is much larger than a fish,” Kevin argued.

“But a good deal smaller than a great white shark,” Reese replied sagely. “Also a fish.”

Realising he had no counterargument, Kevin helped Catch load their gear into the SUVs while the others climbed in. As the last to enter, he took the wheel of the first vehicle with Hitch, Sabrina, and Reese, while Catch drove the other. They soon left behind the only Slipworld city Yip had seen, Stellaris.

Before long, Yip spotted the runalongs keeping pace with them, their sleek bodies racing alongside the vehicles in eerie silence.

“Catch, are you bored again?” Yip inquired, knowing it was usually the reason they appeared. She wasn’t sure if he was ready to have a nickname while working, so she consciously used the same name everyone else did.

“Not this time,” he replied.

Osric raised his finger. “That would be me. I’m too short to see anything or hear anything, which is making this drive as dull as dog doo.”

“Should we get you a booster seat, Osric?” Pia teased.

“Only if you want me to change from a Code Pixie to a Code Goblin,” he replied sweetly, the dangerous expression on his tiny face underscoring that what he was suggesting was not a good thing.

Pia couldn’t help but laugh at the idea of being cursed by a tiny goblin. She knew well that size didn’t equate to danger in the Slipworld, but could still find humour in her teammate’s threats.

After a long drive to the Shadowrun, Yip spotted a rise ahead—too big to be a hill, too small to be a mountain. As they entered, sunlight faded, replaced by the glow of bioluminescent fungi lining the walls. The road widened at a junction where Kevin and Hitch shared their coordinates with an engineer before moving onto a broad, circular turntable suspended above a seemingly bottomless chasm.

Darkness surrounded them until the engineer cranked an old-fashioned lever, and the fun began. Like before, the void flickered and spun as a dizzying array of slipways appeared, flashing by too quickly to see where they led.

Eventually, the chaos slowed, revealing an alley between two warehouses. The cars waited for the bridge to extend from the platform, then moved when the light turned green.

With a drop, they were somewhere new.

The tang of brine filled the air, and the distant call of seagulls indicated they were near the ocean. Kevin guided them out of the alley and into a nondescript parking lot, waiting for Catch to park beside him before the passengers disembarked.

“Leave the cars here,” Hitch said. “We’ve arranged for them to stay the duration.” He raised his voice so everyone could hear. “Get your stuff! We’re heading to the dock to meet our contact and board immediately.”

Everyone grabbed their go-bags and technical gear from the vehicles before marching down to the pier.

Yip wasn’t used to walking empty-handed, and guilt tugged at her as she followed her doctor’s orders.

She had never been on a boat before and recalled only one outing to the seaside during her time in foster care, long ago. Since then, her life hadn’t brought her to the coast often, so she was oddly excited to see it again.

As they walked down the pier, dodging seagulls, terns, and pigeons, most of the group focused on their destination. Yip, however, took in her surroundings. The salt tang of the ocean and the vast expanse of blue stretching endlessly before them, as far as the eye could see, filling her senses as they made their way forward. Something struck Yip as strange.

She had the surreal impression she was traversing the multiverse—everything was the same but subtly changed. The gulls and terns appeared different, and there were no pelicans in sight—not one.

“Where are we?” she asked no one in particular, curious to understand where they’d ended up this time.

“Takaroa Bay,” Hitch told her. “South Island of Aotearoa.”

“New Zealand!” Yip blurted, surprised.

Sabrina frowned slightly. “Where did you think we were?”

“Still in Australia,” she admitted. “Didn’t we come from Stellaris? That’s in Australia, isn’t it?”

Pia smirked. “Yes, but the Shadowrun can bring us anywhere. This dock is the closest place to where we need to be, so... here we are!”

Yip’s mind reeled as she realised she’d been in three separate countries and two hemispheres in a few hours.

“Keep up!” Hitch encouraged them, taking long-legged strides along the pier towards the dock he was searching for. “We have to meet our contact,” he said.

“Who are we looking for?” Pia asked, peering at the angler-types scattered along the docks.

“I’ve not met Maxine Watch,” Hitch admitted, “but I’m told she’s in her late forties, with dark hair. She’ll be expecting us.”

Pia nodded, and they continued searching.

Moments later, Yip saw a young woman loitering on the pier ahead. She appeared to be watching them.

She had a short bob of black hair, pale skin, heavy eyeliner, and red lipstick. A choker necklace designed to resemble barbed wire accented her business-meets-punk chic.

She clasped her hands behind her back and swung her shoulders back and forth as she watched them approach, chewing lightly on her lower lip and smiling.

Something about that smile—confident, almost predatory—made Yip’s skin prickle. She couldn’t quite put her finger on it, but it was the kind of attention that made her want to disappear.

Uneasily, Yip glanced at the others, but nobody so much as blinked. Just me, then, she thought, focusing on the gulls overhead instead. 

“Hello,” she greeted them when they came within earshot. “You must be the International Paranormal Response team.”

Her vowels had that crisp London edge—polished and deliberate. Her gaze skipped over each but lingered longest on Kevin and Catch, her lip-biting becoming more pronounced.

Almost like she thinks they’re delicious, Yip thought uncomfortably. Please tell me I don’t have to run already!

“Maxine Watch?” Hitch asked, surprised. They had expected Maxine to be older. This young woman couldn’t have been more than mid-twenties at most.

“That’s my mother,” the young woman clarified. “My name is Kelly. Kelly Watch.” She hung her hand out for Hitch, almost like she expected him to kiss it, rather than shake it.

Suspiciously, Hitch took the proffered hand.

Kelly beamed like she’d taught a puppy a new trick.

“We were expecting Maxine,” Hitch said, his eyes narrowed.

Kelly whiffled off his concern. “I was on shore leave the night when it all went down—the only one off the base.” She sighed. “I haven’t been allowed to return to the rig. Since I was already topside, my mother sent me to meet you.” She frowned slightly. “I’m surprised she didn’t tell you.”

She beamed. Yip had the impression there was something almost predatory about her, but she couldn’t place what it was. Whatever it was, it made Yip uneasy.

Kelly waved the concern away, moving past it quickly. “Maxine is on the base, since it’s on lockdown. She couldn’t be here. But I’m her 2IC, so here I am to take you to the Neptune Platform.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” said Hitch, shaking her hand. He introduced himself and the rest of the team.

“Pleasure,” Kelly told them with an abbreviated curtsey. She tossed her head, making her perfectly straight bob swing. “This way.” She turned on those spike heels and headed down the dock towards a waiting boat.

The group hesitated, and Kelly noticed. She checked over her shoulder.

“Well, come along then,” Kelly smirked. “I promise I’m not dangerous—unless you’re into that.” She tossed them a wink and sauntered on.

Kevin chuckled under his breath, and even Pia cracked a smile. Only Yip remained silent, her shoulders stiffening as Kelly’s gaze lingered on Catch.

Hitch glanced around as they began following Kelly down the pier. His expression remained calm and focused as ever.

Yip recognised the quiet, calculating expression on Hitch’s face. He didn’t need to say anything; he was already piecing together their next steps.

She led them to a boat called Neptune III, where she crossed the gangplank without waiting. They followed.

Neptune III was a flashy blue and white seismic survey vessel with a helipad on the bow deck and an array of scientific equipment on the aft. The gangplank bounced gently as they crossed from the dock to the ship. Kelly’s high heels clanged loudly on the steel deck as she led the way aboard.

“Guest quarters are below,” she said, leading them towards the lower decks. Gripping the handrails with both hands, she crossed her ankles and slid down the steep stairs to the bottom. Stepping aside, she waited for the group to join her.

Yip hung back. These stairs were steeper than the ones to the cellar at Catch’s house, and she wouldn’t be able to slide down the rails the way Kelly had—not with a prosthetic hand.

She watched Sabrina navigate the steep steps and baulked when she saw how much difficulty a Little Person had. With similar mobility issues, how could Yip hope to get down safely? 

Catch paused, glancing below before he dropped their bags down the stairs. “Come on,” he said to Yip, waving her over.

“They’re too steep,” she hesitated. “I can’t do these.”

“I know,” he said, mutely suggesting she climb onto his back piggy-back style.

Reluctantly, Yip did as she was asked and held on tight, wondering what he would do next. Walk down the stairs? Slide like Kelly had? She shuddered at the thought.

Instead, Catch bypassed the stairs by dropping from the upper deck to the lower one in a single jump. Landing smoothly at the bottom with minimal jolting, Catch put Yip down, straightened, and picked up their bags.

Yip touched down easily, but her cheeks still burned. She hated needing help—hated it—but there wasn’t time to dwell on that. Yip forced herself to shake off the discomfort. There were bigger things to deal with than her ego right now.

Kelly grinned, toying with her necklace as her gaze flicked back to Catch. “Fun,” she murmured, the word hanging in the air. Yip wasn’t sure if she meant the jump or the company, but she guessed Kelly was enjoying herself either way.

A cold flutter stirred in Yip’s chest—not jealousy, exactly, but that old instinct that said this woman was trouble. The kind that smelled like danger before you could see it.

Yip cleared her throat. “I don’t do stairs well yet,” she muttered, rubbing her leg. “Still working on that.”

Kelly only hummed, already losing interest.        

She gestured at the doors. “Pick any room you like. There’s not much room, so everyone will have to share. The mess hall is aft, and if you want to relax, there’s a room on the forward deck. I doubt you’ll need either, though.”

“How long will it take us to get from here to the base?” Reese asked, clearly anxious about how long their dead body would have to wait before they could attend it. Every moment was precious in pathology.

“Not long. An hour or so.”

The group shuffled in confusion.

“Then why do we need quarters?” Kevin inquired before anyone else could.

“Oh, you’ll find out soon enough,” Kelly replied with a mysterious smile and a wink. “Batten down your hatches, mateys.”

The smile lingered a moment longer, and then she winked and sauntered away, leaving them to find a room and stow their gear.

The crew quarters were small and clearly designed for easy cleaning: industrial vinyl covered the floors, and the seats and tables were all built in or welded to the floor.

Everything was designed so that a simple wipe would clean it, and nothing would move, even in high seas.

Each room had bunk beds, a tiny cupboard, a fold-out desk, a chair, and little else. They all had a portal overlooking the ocean, and another set was built into the door, allowing them to see into the hallway.

So much for privacy! Yip thought sourly.

Familiar with sharing sleeping quarters during their travels in the Science Truck, Sabrina happily chose a room with Reese. They claimed the first room on the left without argument.

Moments later, Osric opened a door and turned to Hitch. “Big bunk and a little bunk, boss,” he noted. Hitch, tall and lean, nodded in agreement. While Osric was small for the Slipworld, he magically grew to an average height of 160 centimetres here. They squeezed into the room comfortably.

That left two rooms for the four of them. Kevin immediately entered the room opposite without caring who followed him, eager for the first pick of bunks. Pia hesitated before taking Yip by the elbow.

“Come on, Bunyip,” she said. Yip paused as Catch tossed her go-bag into the room with Pia, nodded at her, and joined Kevin in the last remaining bunk.

Watching him leave, Yip sighed, realising she had to adjust to not always having him around. Shaking off her melancholy, she stepped into the room with Pia, missing Catch’s glance back at her by seconds.

“You take the bottom bunk,” Pia said. “I get seasick.”

“Even on a trip expected to last an hour?” Yip asked.

“Even on a trip expected to last five minutes,” Pia admitted. “I get seasick on river ferries.”

Yip gulped, wishing for the top bunk but knowing she couldn’t manage it. They barely stashed their bags before an alarm rang, slamming the doors shut and locking them in.

“What the hell!” Pia exclaimed, moving to the door to peer out the window. She spotted Reese peering into the dim hallway, puzzled by their sudden confinement.

Before they could figure it out, the alarm sounded again, and the boat lurched forward unexpectedly. It took a moment to regain their balance.

Pia pressed a hand to her stomach, frowning at the sudden movement of the boat. “I don’t like this,” she muttered. “Something’s... weird.”

Yip moved to the porthole, her heart skipping a beat. “Uh, Pia?”

Pia turned, brow raised. “What?”

“We’re underwater.”

Pia hurried over. “Maybe the hull dips—”

“No,” Yip shook her head. “We’re going down—like a submarine.” She stuck her pinkie in her ear, wincing at the pressure. “Feel that?”

Pia gulped, turning pale. “I feel something...” she muttered, then abruptly turned and hurled into a wastebasket, the marvel of underwater travel lost on her.

Minutes later, darkness swallowed the boat, broken only by the drift of bioluminescent jellyfish. The water warped around them, stretching and dropping as the slipway took hold.

This boat was designed for underwater travel, using a specific slipway for faster transit and concealing sensitive cargo from the Loreless.

Soon after, they heard the hydraulic noise of the doors unlocking, and they were free to explore. The doors swung open, and heads began popping out. At the end of the hall, Kelly grinned at them as if she’d pulled a clever prank.

“Welcome to the Southern Ocean,” she said with a knowing smile. “Tea?”
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The Neptune Platform

[image: ]

––––––––
[image: ]


About an hour after leaving Takaroa Bay, the Neptune III surfaced near a massive oceanic rig, resembling an oil platform—minus the drills. The structure sprawled across the water, featuring a helipad, solar panels, weather monitors, and iron stairways that linked four smaller platforms via high-sided gangways. Two had cranes; one, a large A-frame shed.

The boat docked beside a small platform with a simple, glass-walled room—likely the main supply conduit from the mainland. As the crew tied off, Kelly gestured for her guests to follow her to the upper deck.

Once again, Yip needed Catch’s help to climb the stairs. He ascended two at a time, having already dashed up once to drop their bags. It was humiliating, but there was no other way.

The rig’s staircases would trap her either way; forcing her leg to cooperate would only mean agony. By the time they left, Yip hoped her leg would remember how to cooperate on its own.

The moment they reached the top, Sabrina called from below. “Oi, Catch!”

He reappeared at the stairwell, peering down curiously.

“Can I get a lift, too?” she asked. “It was hard enough on the way down. My little legs won’t enjoy climbing them, so... if you wouldn’t mind.”

Catch favoured her with a smirk and dropped again, not bothering with the stairs this time. He lobbed Sabrina’s bags up to the top—like dunking a basketball—then crouched. “Hop on,” he invited, dropping to one knee.

“Oh my days, I can’t believe I get to do this,” she giggled, clambering onto his back and wrapping her arms around his neck.

He tucked her legs under his arms and vaulted the stairs as if they were nothing. At the top, he set her down beside the bags. She carefully disengaged, fanning her face with both hands.    

“Whew. Well, that’s my excitement for the day.”

“I hope so!” Yip replied. “New mission. Anything could happen.”

The platform was unnaturally still. The kind of hush that came before a storm. The kind that meant the monster was already awake. Her skin prickling, Yip shook it off and tried to match Sabrina’s good humour.

Sabrina gave her a mock-venomous glare. “Why’d you have to ruin it like that? Let a girl have a good time, would you?”

That made Yip laugh, harder still when Sabrina added, “I’ll tell you this much for nothing: I’m glad it was Catch, not Kevin. If he’d been any broader, I would have had to learn to do the splits!”

Ignoring their chatter, the Neptune III crew tied up as the boat bumped gently against the platform. The gangplank dropped. Kelly crossed first, waiting for the others to follow.

Once the last of them were safely on the platform, she signalled the sailors. They withdrew the gangplank and cast off with practised efficiency. They weren’t taking any chances of someone sneaking aboard.

Kelly watched the vessel retreat, then turned back to her guests with a knowing smile, eyes bright with intelligence. “Welcome to the Neptune Platform,” she said. “Let’s go meet my mother.”

With that, she turned on her heel, all business now, and led them through the empty building and across another high-sided gangway, then another and another, until they reached the central platform.

Each rough-and-ready section was crammed with equipment, rust, and old ropes—exactly what one expected of a research rig—but otherwise deserted. That was fine for the first three. By the fourth, the one with the helipad and scientific array, it was unnerving.

“Where is everyone?” Sabrina asked as Kelly guided them through what appeared to be a control room, toward a massive rectangular column at its heart.

“Confined to quarters,” Kelly said. “Standard procedure. I was the last person to leave this rig before the murder—and this is the first time I’ve been back. No one else has been here or left since then. Whoever you’re looking for, they’re still aboard.”

A chill rippled through Yip. Locked in a metal maze, deep under the sea, with a murderer. They’d worked with killers before, sure—but not like this. This time, they’d be breaking bread with a killer—without knowing who.   

Kelly pressed a button on the column’s panel. The elevator door slid open.

“Fingerprint recognition,” she explained. “Right now, only my mother’s and mine will work. We’ve blocked everyone else until this... situation... is resolved. No one in the labs can use this elevator unless one of us is present.” 

She rocked back slightly on her spiked heels as she spoke. It reminded Yip of a kid presenting a report they are proud of to their class. She doubted Kelly would thank her for the comparison.

“Smart,” Hitch approved.

“Thank you,” Kelly said with a faint duck of her head that wasn’t quite a curtsey.

Once everyone confirmed they had their gear, she ushered them inside.

Yip hesitated at the threshold, eyeing the elevator warily. It would drop them thousands of metres below the surface, into darkness and crushing pressure. Her pulse quickened.

The ocean was a mystery, and being trapped in the bathypelagic zone beyond the reach of sunlight was like entering another world entirely.

Yip drew a steadying breath and stepped inside.

Kelly closed the door and entered a code. The elevator plunged so fast that Yip thought the cable had snapped. Then came that weightless moment before the brakes caught, followed by a gentle bump as it came to a stop.

After several cycles of equalising pressure—ears popping each time—the elevator came to rest. Kelly pressed a button. The air thinned to a metallic chill. 

When the doors slid apart, light spilled over Yip’s boots like water—before them, gleaming stainless-steel floors. Massive windows looked out onto the deep ocean.

Stepping out, Kelly turned, smiling with a showman’s ease. “Welcome to Atlantis,” she announced. “This is the secret below the secret.”

As the team approached the viewing window, Kelly explained that the transparent panels were acrylic, built to withstand the cold and pressure at this depth—3,020 metres down—where they might glimpse squid, sharks, and deep-sea jellyfish.

While she spoke, Yip watched an enormous bioluminescent jellyfish drift by, its tentacles swaying in the current. Strange. Beautiful. But the silence behind it made her chest tighten again.

There were almost no ambient sounds here—only the distant hum of machinery and occasional haunting, ululating calls. They reminded Yip of whale song, though distorted in a way she couldn’t quite explain. Voices echoed strangely against the cold metal around them, and their steps rang off the floors.

Otherwise, everything was silent. It was... eerie.

In the reflection of the glass, Yip spotted an older man in a white boiler suit cleaning the windows. When their eyes met, she smiled and waved, and he nodded in return.

Had she just shared a pleasant moment with a murderer? Hard to say. It was too early to tell.

“Why so deep?” Hitch asked, oblivious to the man.

“Partly to remain undetected by surface dwellers,” Kelly replied. “And partly because this is one of the ocean’s most intriguing places. It sells the scientific research we use as a front for our real work.”

“This is where you’re hoping to establish the ocean sanctuary for marine cryptids,” Hitch deduced.

Kelly nodded. “You’ll find it’s a constant twenty-two degrees Celsius everywhere down here, but the Moon Pool Level is always colder. Outside, it’s four degrees.” She turned to face Catch with a smile and added, “That’s thirty-nine Fahrenheit.”

Yip spotted the shift—Kelly must’ve picked up on Catch’s American accent earlier. It amused her, the way people automatically converted for him, knowing Americans could be metric-challenged.

“The pressure outside is a thousand times higher than at the surface,” Kelly continued. “Step outside unprotected, and you’d implode.” Her tone shifted. “Lately, I’d say the pressure in here has been almost as bad.” She arched a brow towards Hitch as though assuming he would understand.

The more Kelly talked, the tighter Yip’s chest became, until it felt like she could barely breathe. She was acutely aware of exactly how far below the surface they were, with no easy escape. Like they’d been buried under kilometres of water, trapped in a tin can at the bottom of the world, waiting to be crushed.

Kelly took a breath and gave them a crisp smile. “I should introduce you to my mother before she starts to worry.” Her eyes widened slightly, hinting at her mother’s dramatic tendencies, then she led them down the hallway.

No natural light reached this deep. The sterile, artificial glow reminded Yip of a hospital. Now and then, a bulb would flicker a little, like that section of the hall was haunted.

They followed
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