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The Heart of the Abyss

Chapter 1 – The Black Tide
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Rain hammered the harbor like a punishment from the gods.

The city of Noctharrow crouched against the cliffs beneath a sky the color of bruised flesh, all black stone towers and crooked lantern bridges swaying above violent water. Waves crashed against the sea walls hard enough to shake the streets, spraying salt across crowded markets already half-flooded from the storm tide.

Nobody in Noctharrow trusted calm seas.

Calm meant the Abyss was listening.

Cassian Vale pulled his hood tighter as he crossed the harbor docks, boots splashing through seawater that should not have reached this far inland. Fishermen muttered prayers while hauling nets dripping with silver-black algae. Dock bells rang continuously in the wind.

Three more ships missing.

That was the rumor spreading through the harbor tonight.

Three ships swallowed whole somewhere beyond the western trench.

No wreckage.

No bodies.

Only black water.

Cassian ignored the whispers as he descended toward Pier Nine, where the relic divers gathered beneath a rotting awning that smelled of salt, rust, and old blood.

The crew was already waiting.

“You’re late,” Bram growled.

Cassian rolled his eyes. “You say that every time.”

“And every time it’s true.”

Bram was built like a sea wall, broad and permanently scowling, with a jagged scar splitting his beard in half. Beside him stood Lysa, checking diving lanterns with quick nervous hands.

Neither looked happy to see him.

That usually meant money was involved.

Cassian leaned against a support beam. “So who’s desperate enough to hire us during a death storm?”

Lysa exchanged a look with Bram.

“That’s the problem,” she said quietly. “We don’t know.”

Cassian frowned.

Bram reached into his coat and tossed a soaked parchment onto a crate between them.

A symbol was stamped into the wax seal.

A black circle split by a silver line.

Cassian’s stomach tightened instantly.

“Abyssal script,” he murmured.

“Exactly,” Bram said. “Courier dropped it off an hour ago. No name. No face. Just coin.”

He kicked a heavy chest sitting nearby.

The lid cracked open slightly.

Gold glimmered inside.

Enough gold to buy half the harbor district.

Cassian stared at it for a long moment.

“No legitimate scholar pays like this.”

“No legitimate scholar sends divers into the Maw Trench either,” Lysa muttered.

That made his attention snap upward.

“The Maw?”

Bram nodded grimly.

“The client wants a relic recovered from somewhere beneath it.”

A cold pulse slid through Cassian’s chest.

Every child in Noctharrow grew up hearing stories about the Maw Trench.

Bottomless waters.

Living darkness.

Voices beneath the sea.

Ships vanished there so often sailors no longer crossed themselves when speaking about it. They simply refused to sail near it at all.

Cassian unfolded the parchment carefully.

Coordinates.

Ancient glyphs.

And a single line written in sharp silver ink.

Bring back the heart beneath the tide.

The moment his fingers brushed the writing, pain lanced through his palm.

Cassian hissed softly.

The ink shimmered black for half a second before settling.

Lysa noticed immediately. “What happened?”

“Nothing.”

But it wasn’t nothing.

The parchment felt warm.

Breathing warm.

He shoved the thought away before it could settle too deeply into his mind.

Bram folded his arms. “We turn this down, right?”

Cassian looked again at the gold.

Then toward the storm-dark ocean beyond the harbor.

Most relic divers spent their lives hunting scraps from drowned ruins—broken charms, old coins, fragments of cursed statues. Dangerous work for mediocre pay.

But true abyssal relics?

Those could change a life.

Or end it.

Probably both.

“When do we leave?” Cassian asked.

Lysa groaned immediately.

Bram swore under his breath.

“You’re insane.”

“Possibly.”

Cassian folded the parchment into his coat.

“But none of you are walking away from that much gold either.”

That silence was answer enough.

Outside, thunder cracked across the sky hard enough to rattle the pier.

Somewhere far out in the black ocean—

something answered.

The sound was low.

Ancient.

Not thunder at all.

The harbor fell quiet.

Every sailor on the docks froze.

Cassian slowly turned toward the sea.

Dark waves churned violently beneath the storm, but for one impossible moment—

he thought he saw something enormous moving beneath the water.

A shape larger than ships.

Long enough to blot out reflected lanternlight beneath the surface.

Then lightning flashed.

And it vanished.

Dock workers immediately began muttering prayers.

“The Deep is restless tonight,” an old fisherman whispered.

Another spat into the water for protection.

Cassian forced himself to look away.

“Superstitious idiots,” Bram muttered, though he sounded unconvinced.

Cassian wished he felt unconvinced too.

Because the ocean suddenly felt aware of him.

Watching.

Waiting.

—
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They departed an hour before midnight.

Their vessel, the Mourning Tide, cut through violent black waves while rain lashed the deck hard enough to sting skin. Lanterns swung wildly overhead.

Cassian stood near the bow, gripping the railing as Noctharrow disappeared behind curtains of storm.

The farther they sailed from shore, the stranger the ocean became.

The water darkened unnaturally.

Not navy.

Not gray.

Black.

As though ink had spilled endlessly beneath the waves.

Lysa noticed too.

“I hate this,” she muttered beside him.

“You hate everything.”

“I especially hate cursed oceans.”

Fair.

Bram emerged from below deck carrying diving gear.

“Coordinates say we’re close.”

Cassian unfolded the parchment again.

The silver ink shimmered faintly in the darkness now, almost guiding them.

His unease deepened.

The storm abruptly stopped.

Not gradually.

Instantly.

One moment roaring chaos.

The next—

silence.

No wind.

No rain.

Nothing.

Even the waves stilled.

The crew exchanged nervous looks.

“That’s impossible,” Lysa whispered.

Cassian slowly lifted his gaze.

The Maw Trench stretched before them.

The ocean split open in a colossal ring of darkness.

Water spiraled downward endlessly into a vast circular abyss beneath the ship, like the sea itself had become a drain into another world.

And surrounding it—

towering black stone ruins protruded from the water.

Ancient spires.

Broken arches.

Statues eroded beyond recognition.

An entire drowned city buried beneath the sea.

Cassian stared in stunned silence.

“No one told us there was a ruin field here,” Bram said hoarsely.

“No one knew,” Cassian answered.

The parchment in his hand suddenly grew burning hot.

Silver symbols ignited across the page.

Then the parchment crumbled instantly into black ash.

Lysa swore.

Before anyone could speak again—

the water moved.

Something massive shifted beneath the trench.

The ship rocked violently.

Crewmen shouted.

Lanterns crashed.

Cassian grabbed the railing as black waves surged around them.

And then—

a sound rose from below.

Singing.

Not human.

Deep.

Beautiful.

Wrong.

The melody vibrated through his ribs like fingers sliding beneath skin.

Crew members began staring blankly toward the trench.

One sailor stepped toward the edge of the deck.

Then another.

Cassian’s pulse spiked.

“Don’t listen to it!” he shouted.

Too late.

One man climbed directly onto the railing, eyes empty.

And jumped.

Lysa screamed.

Another sailor followed immediately after.

The black water swallowed them without a splash.

The singing grew louder.

Cassian’s head pounded violently.

Images flashed through his mind—

dark halls beneath the sea

silver eyes opening in endless blackness

chains breaking

a voice whispering his name

He staggered.

Then Bram slammed a hand against the back of his head hard enough to jar him free.

“Stay with me!”

Cassian sucked in a sharp breath.

The singing stopped instantly.

Silence crashed over the ship again.

Everyone remaining stood frozen, shaking.

Then the trench began glowing.

Soft silver light pulsed upward from the darkness below.

Cassian stepped toward the railing slowly.

Far beneath the surface—

he could see it.

A structure.

Huge.

Ancient.

A doorway carved directly into the floor of the abyss.

Covered in glowing runes.

Waiting.

His heart began hammering for reasons he couldn’t explain.

Not fear.

Recognition.

As though something beneath the sea had just realized he existed.

Lysa grabbed his arm tightly.

“We leave,” she said immediately. “Right now.”

Cassian couldn’t stop staring downward.

The silver light pulsed again.

Like a heartbeat.

Calling him closer.

Somewhere deep beneath the ocean—

something ancient was awake.

And it wanted him to find it.
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Chapter 2 – Beneath the Temple
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The sea should not have been this quiet.

Cassian felt that truth deep in his bones as he stood at the edge of the Mourning Tide, staring down into the glowing abyss beneath the ship.

No waves crashed.

No wind moved.

Even the storm clouds above had frozen unnaturally still, suspended over the Maw Trench like something painted across the sky.

The ocean waited.

Below them, silver light pulsed softly from the submerged doorway hidden in the depths.

Like a living heartbeat.

Behind him, the remaining crew whispered nervously.

“We should leave,” one sailor muttered.

“No relic is worth this.”

Bram looked ready to agree for once.

But Cassian couldn’t drag his eyes away from the trench.

That pull had only grown stronger since the singing stopped.

It wrapped around his ribs like invisible hooks.

Calling him downward.

Toward the impossible ruin beneath the sea.

“I’m going down,” he said quietly.

Lysa spun toward him. “Absolutely not.”

“There’s something down there.”

“Yes,” she snapped. “Death.”

Cassian almost smiled at that.

Almost.

But something cold moved beneath his skin instead.

A strange certainty.

He didn’t think the abyss wanted him dead.

Which somehow felt worse.

Bram grabbed his arm before he could move toward the diving platform.

“You feel it too, don’t you?” the older diver asked grimly.

Cassian hesitated.

Then nodded once.

Bram swore under his breath and released him immediately, as if touching him suddenly felt dangerous.

That hurt more than Cassian expected.

He forced himself to focus.

“I go down alone,” he said. “If I’m not back in an hour, leave.”

“We are not leaving you in this cursed hole,” Lysa argued.

“Yes, you are.”

Another pulse of silver light rolled upward from the trench.

Closer now.

Hungrier.

Cassian stepped away before either of them could stop him again.

The diving harness felt unusually heavy as he secured it across his chest. He checked the pressure runes along the suit automatically, though his hands moved with less confidence than usual.

Relic diving was already dangerous work.

But this?

This felt like willingly stepping into the mouth of a god.

The thought should have terrified him.

Instead, anticipation curled low in his stomach.

Wrong.

Very wrong.

Lysa pressed a sea-glass blade into his hand. “If something touches you down there,” she whispered, “cut free and swim.”

Cassian nodded softly.

Then he climbed onto the platform overlooking the trench.

The black water below reflected absolutely nothing.

No lanternlight.

No stars.

Only darkness.

For one brief moment, instinct screamed at him not to jump.

Then the silver glow pulsed again.

And Cassian dove.

—
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The cold struck instantly.

Violent.

Enough to steal breath from his lungs even through enchanted diving layers.

Cassian descended quickly through black water lit only by the faint glow beneath him. Above, the Mourning Tide became smaller and smaller until it vanished completely into darkness.

The deeper he sank—

the quieter the world became.

No current.

No movement.

Nothing.

The ocean felt dead here.

Not empty.

Dead.

Cassian’s pulse thundered loudly inside his ears as the ruins slowly emerged from the abyss.

Massive stone structures stretched across the trench floor.

Collapsed towers.

Broken statues.

Archways tangled in black coral.

An entire city buried beneath the sea.

And every surface was covered in silver glyphs that shimmered faintly in the dark.

Cassian landed carefully atop a cracked stone bridge.

The moment his boots touched the ruins—

the glyphs ignited.

Light rippled across the city.

The trench awakened.

Cassian froze.

Around him, shapes drifted slowly through the water.

At first he thought they were scraps of cloth.

Then one turned.

A face stared back at him.

Human.

Dead.

His stomach lurched.

Bodies floated throughout the ruins.

Hundreds of them.

Sailors.

Divers.

Priests.

Some looked ancient enough to crumble into dust.

Others appeared freshly drowned.

But none decayed.

Their pale skin remained untouched by time as they drifted silently through the drowned city.

Watching.

Cassian tightened his grip on the sea-glass blade.

“No,” he whispered shakily. “Absolutely not.”

One corpse slowly rotated toward him.

Its cloudy eyes snapped open.

Cassian stumbled backward instinctively—

but the body simply drifted past him.

Unseeing.

Like seaweed carried by invisible tides.

The silence pressed harder.

It was unnatural.

Oppressive.

Even underwater there should have been sound—currents, movement, distant groaning stone.

Instead there was nothing.

Not even his own breathing seemed real anymore.

Then the wall beside him moved.

Cassian jerked violently.

The black stone pulsed softly beneath silver glyphs.

Expanding.

Contracting.

Breathing.

His mouth went dry.

The ruins were alive.

A low vibration suddenly traveled through the trench.

Not sound.

A heartbeat.

The silver glow intensified ahead.

Cassian looked up slowly.

The colossal doorway stood at the center of the city.

Far larger than he realized from above.

Ancient obsidian doors towered over him, carved with spiraling abyssal runes that shifted when stared at too long.

And they were already open.

Waiting.

Every instinct screamed at him to flee.

Instead he stepped forward.

The pull inside his chest had become unbearable now.

Like invisible threads dragging him deeper.

Toward whatever slept beneath the temple.

The entrance corridor stretched endlessly downward.

Silver fire burned inside cracked lantern braziers despite being submerged beneath the ocean. Their pale glow revealed walls covered in murals.

Cassian slowed.

The carvings depicted towering shadowed figures rising from black seas while mortals knelt in worship below them.

A single figure stood above all the others.

Tall.

Crowned.

Wrapped in darkness.

And beside him—

a smaller figure reaching toward his hand.

The mural abruptly shattered there, claw marks splitting the stone.

Cassian frowned uneasily.

The deeper he descended, the warmer the water became.

Not naturally warm.

Body warm.

Breathing warm.

The walls pulsed again.

Alive.

Something brushed his shoulder suddenly.

Cassian spun—

One of the floating corpses drifted beside him in the corridor.

Closer now.

Its lips parted slowly.

Black water poured from its mouth.

Then it whispered in a cracked, ruined voice:

“He waits.”

Cassian recoiled hard enough to slam into the wall.

The corpse drifted away immediately afterward, lifeless once more.

“Nope,” Cassian muttered, panic rising sharply now. “No, this is cursed. This is deeply cursed.”

But he kept walking.

Because the pull would not let him stop.

The corridor finally opened into something vast.

Cassian froze at the threshold.

A throne chamber stretched before him beneath the ocean floor.

Beautiful.

Terrible.

Immense black pillars spiraled upward into darkness overhead while silver light flooded the chamber from a massive crystal suspended above the throne.

And seated upon that throne—

was him.

No.

Not him.

The figure from the murals.

The crowned being of darkness.

The Devourer Prince.

Vael.

Even asleep, he radiated power strong enough to make Cassian’s knees weaken.

Long black hair drifted weightlessly around sharp, inhuman features. Dark ceremonial armor wrapped around his body like living obsidian etched with silver lines.

Crystal-black chains pierced through the throne itself, winding around his throat, wrists, and chest.

Imprisoning him.

Cassian stared in breathless silence.

The figure looked less like a monster and more like a fallen god.

And despite the freezing water—

warmth spread across Cassian’s chest.

The mark beneath his shirt burned suddenly.

He gasped.

Silver-black light leaked through the fabric over his heart.

Vael’s head tilted slightly.

Not awake.

But reacting.

Cassian’s pulse spiked.

The relic.

Focus on the relic.

The crystal above the throne pulsed with immense energy.

That had to be what the client wanted.

He approached carefully.

The closer he moved toward the throne, the heavier the pressure became. The entire chamber seemed to resist his presence.

Or warn him away.

Cassian reached the crystal structure suspended above the throne and examined the base.

Ancient locking mechanisms.

A release seal.

Simple enough.

His fingers brushed the silver runes—

Pain exploded through his chest.

The Heartmark burned violently.

The chamber trembled.

Cassian staggered backward.

Cracks splintered across the crystal overhead.

“No no no—”

The silver light turned blood red.

Every corpse throughout the ruins opened its eyes simultaneously.

Then the chains around Vael shattered.

The sound rang through the abyss like screaming glass.

Cassian stumbled backward in horror as black energy erupted across the throne chamber. The ocean itself seemed to recoil.

Vael’s body jerked once.

Then stillness.

For one terrible moment, nothing happened.

Then he inhaled.

The entire trench shook.

Cassian couldn’t move.

Couldn’t breathe.

Slowly—

very slowly—

Vael lifted his head.

Silver eyes opened in the darkness.

Ancient.

Inhuman.

Beautiful enough to terrify.

Those eyes locked directly onto Cassian.

The pressure inside the chamber became unbearable.

The sea itself bowed.

And in a voice like the abyss opening beneath the world, Vael spoke.

“Who dares wake the Abyss?”
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Chapter 3 – The Devourer Prince
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The ocean screamed.

The instant Vael spoke, the throne chamber convulsed violently around them. Cracks exploded through the towering pillars while silver fire burst from the walls in blinding waves.

Cassian staggered backward, panic crashing through him.

Every corpse floating throughout the temple suddenly turned toward the throne.

Toward Vael.

Toward the thing they had imprisoned beneath the sea for centuries.

The chains hanging from the shattered throne writhed like dying serpents before dissolving into black ash.

Vael stood.

And the abyss moved with him.

Darkness poured outward from his body like living smoke, flooding the chamber floor in slow curling waves. The pressure in the water multiplied instantly.

Cassian’s diving runes cracked.

Pain speared through his ribs.

His lungs seized.

Too deep.

Gods—

he was too deep.

The crushing weight of the ocean descended all at once.

Cassian choked soundlessly as agony exploded through his body. He dropped to one knee, vision blurring.
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