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​Beneath the Tides

[image: ]




[image: ]



​Chapter 1
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​The Black Tide
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Hunger.

Pure. Raw. Savage.

Not for sustenance. Something else.

A need that ran deeper. 

A pull that resonated in the marrow of his being. 

It pulsed through him, a rhythmic thrum that echoed in the currents. His bioluminescent markings flared with each pulse, casting faint ripples of violet and indigo into the abyss.

The others called. 

Their calls thrummed through the water like distant whispers, psychic echoes brushing against the edges of his mind. 

They beckoned, offered, sought connection. 

But he had already chosen.

She danced far above. A sleek shadow against the glittering light of the red moon. Her body was smaller than his, but no less formidable. 

She called. She waited. But she was not patient. 

She needed, just as he did.

For this season, they would join. 

Not a True Mate—such a thing was rare. Sacred. 

This, though... This was temporary. A bond of necessity, a fierce and fleeting union to assuage the gnawing hunger within them. 

The Black Tide demanded it, and they obeyed.

Her call resonated, low and reverberating, a vibration felt as much as heard. He responded in kind, his own voice rolling through the depths.

He surged upward, powerful tentacles propelling him through the water, the abyss parting around him like it was alive. The currents shifted with his passage, bending to him, bending for him. 

He would reach her soon. She would take him, and he would take her, and for a brief moment in the unending stretch of existence, they would be whole.

She called.

His body wanted.

He would soon reach her.

But before he could make it—A sharp cry, a sound that did not belong to the sea.

Pain.

Her voice, moments ago laced with anticipation, twisted into distress. A desperate keening, raw with terror, lanced through the water, shattering the rhythm of the Black Tide.

His own body went still, unnatural in its sudden stillness. Orange-golden eyes flared wide. A pair. And then another. And another. The abyss reflected within their depths. 

They searched.

Sought her shape above, against the moonlit waters.

His mate. His.

Something had her.

She was in danger.

Rage, cold, and seething, uncoiled from the depths of his being. His markings flared so brightly they painted the waters in ghostly light. 

The sea itself shuddered in response, the currents stirring wildly with his fury.

Above, beyond the barrier of the waves, the scent of metal and salt tainted the water. 

The scent of those who did not belong.

His tentacles curled, the motion slow, deliberate.

The ones above had stolen from him.

And they would answer for it.



​Chapter 2
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​The Abyss Hungers

[image: ]




The ship swayed heavily against the growing unrest of the sea, wood groaning and creaking as waves battered its sides. The sky had darkened—not only from the late hour, but from the storm gathering with unnatural speed. Thick clouds began covering the moonlight, and the scent of brine and rain weighed heavy in the air. A distant rumble echoed across the vast, endless stretch of black water.

A storm was coming.

And something else.

“Haul in the nets!” a sailor bellowed over the howling wind, bracing himself against the slick, shifting deck. He grabbed at the thick ropes, his fingers stiff from the salt and cold. “Get the catch in before the storm gets us!”

“We shouldn’t be out here!” another crewman snarled, heaving the sodden net onto the deck. “Not today. Not this late.”

“Not like we had a choice,” the first man shot back. “If this season hadn’t been so poor, we wouldn’t be risking our necks in the middle of the damn Black Tide.”

“But look at this catch!” a third sailor hollered, his voice half-drowned by the wind. “The captain was right—the fish are moving south to escape the deep ones! We’ll be eating like kings once we get back!”

“We should be escaping south!” the first sailor barked, his voice low with unease. His hands were slick with seawater as he pulled the last of the net onto the deck, the fish within thrashing wildly. The floor of the ship filled with slapping tails and frantic gasps for water.

But the sea did not settle.

It churned, restless. Something was coming.

“Look at the water,” one of the sailors said, barely audible over the rising storm. “Look at those lights.”

The others paused, their gazes snapping to the depths beyond the ship’s railings.

Pulses of violet and indigo shimmered beneath the surface. Bioluminescent flickers, shifting and swirling in the abyss. Occasionally, flickers of golden and orange appeared and disappeared, like blinking stars.

“The Ones Below,” someone whispered.

Fear settled over them like a lead weight.

For a while, the only sound heard was the howling wind and the crashing waves. And, if you paid just enough attention, a soft, keening wail. A deep, resonant hum that reverberated across the ocean—not quite sound, not quite voice.

Until a voice broke their trance.

From the other side of the ship, a cry rang out.

“Something’s caught!”

A second net had snagged, dragging unnaturally against the ship’s side. The vessel lurched, tilting sharply to port. The men staggered, grasping at anything they could as the floor threatened to slip out from under them. A few slipped and skidded port-side.

“Shit, hold on!”

Ropes creaked. The mast groaned. The sea churned.

“Something big—!”

And then the net moved.

Not from the weight of fish. Not from the pull of the waves.

A writhing form thrashed in the net, tentacles spilling through its gaps, coiling around the thick ropes, the wooden railings, the mast—anything within reach.

“A One Below!”

Panic erupted.

The trapped creature flailed wildly, its movements growing more desperate as the net dug into its body. Suckers latched onto the wood, pulling, tearing. Water cascaded onto the deck as the thing heaved, trying to drag itself free—or drag the ship down.

The sailors scrambled, hands reaching for axes, knives, anything to cut the net before it was too late.

“Cut it loose!” the captain roared from the helm, his voice barely piercing the wind. “Cut it loose, you barnacle-brained fools, before we all drown!”

“Trying!” a sailor grunted, hacking at the thick ropes. 

“Damn thing’s strong!” Another called, avoiding a tentacle—barely.

Lightning split the sky.

The rain struck all at once, a violent downpour that turned the deck into a treacherous, slick expanse. The wind howled, snapping the sails. The sea itself raged, waves rolling higher, hammering against the hull.

“Keep cutting!” The captain roared. “Or I’ll gut the lot of you myself!”

The trapped creature shrieked, a high wail that sent a cold, unnatural tremor through the water. It was a cry of terror. A plea.

And something answered.

A second shape rose from the abyss. Impossibly black. Impossibly fast.

The ocean swelled, lifted, and then split open.

A colossal form surged upward, breaching the surface with terrifying speed. Orange and golden eyes—many eyes—pierced the darkness.

This one was larger, stronger, more powerful than the one tangled in the net. It was a force beyond reckoning, a nightmare dragged from the deepest trenches of the sea. The air thickened with its presence, a weight that pressed down on the ship and the men upon it.

The sailors barely had time to scream.

Tentacles, thick and sinuous, lashed through the rain. The first strike snapped the mast like a twig. The second tore through the ship’s hull, splintering wood as though it were nothing more than brittle bone.

The vessel tipped violently—the other way now. Men tumbled overboard, their cries drowned beneath the roar of the storm.

The creature in the net was pulled free in the chaos, vanishing into the abyss. But it didn’t matter. It had stopped struggling. It was too late for it.

The second creature’s fury had not been sated.

Another strike of a powerful tentacle had wood shattering, the rigging snapping.

Water rushed in, filling the ship’s belly.

The sea swallowed its prey.

But still, the one below’s fury raged. It headed towards land. Towards the docks. Towards the village. Cries came from the humans inhabiting the place.

There was nothing in the one below’s path that could stop it.

Nothing, except the first signs of dawn.

By the time the storm relented, there was nothing left but debris and the bodies of the few who had survived, washed ashore with the wreckage.

By the time the sun peeked through the horizon, the sea was eerily still, but the destruction remained.

Fishing boats were torn apart. The docks lay in ruins. The village had been spared the worst of the storm—but not of it.

It had left its mark.

And as the sun rose over it all, one truth settled over the wailing survivors:

It would return.

That night, when darkness reclaimed the sky—when the need called, and no one was there to answer it.

The One Below would come again.

***
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AT DAWN, WHEN THE STORM had finally relented, and the villagers were able to come out of their hiding spots, the devastation became clear.

The docks were in ruins, jagged remnants jutting from the water like broken ribs. Fishing boats were reduced to splinters, their shattered hulls washing ashore with the tide. Nets lay tangled and torn, scattered among the rocks. Bodies, too—some face down in the shallows, others crumpled in the sand, their lifeless eyes staring at the sky. The smell of salt, smoke and fear choked the village. 

The survivors gathered, only odd, hushed cries breaking the silence.

Pale faces. Trembling hands. A mother clutching a child too young to understand, rocking back and forth as though that could keep the horror at bay. Some wept for the lost, soft, hiccupping sobs muffled by the howl of the wind. Others whispered hurried prayers to ward off the wrath of the deep.

None of them spoke too loudly. None dared. Because they knew well that it wasn’t over.

The sea was still. Too still. The waves lapped at the shore with unnatural quiet, as if something just beneath the surface was waiting. The birds that would have normally been flying around were not. You could not even hear a single cricket. Even the surrounding animals knew.

Just like the humans knew.

Night would fall again. And when it did, it would return.

There was no greater sin than angering a One Below, and sins like those had to be paid in blood.

The meeting was held towards noon, at the church, the only place big enough to fit the surviving villagers.

The stone walls, thick and weatherworn, had once been a comfort. The carved wooden beams, old but sturdy, had seen the village through countless storms. But tonight, under the weight of the devastation outside, the church felt small, its safety an illusion.

The air was damp with sea mist, sweat and the strong scent of burning tallow from the oil lamps scattered throughout the room. Families huddled together in the pews, their eyes darting toward the door with every gust of wind that rattled it.

At the front of the room, the village elders sat in a tight huddle—fishermen grown old, men and women with salt-worn hands and lines carved deep into their faces from years spent against the sea. Experienced. Capable. Their only hope to find a way out, now.

Harl, the eldest among them, was a man built of bone and sinew. His hair was long and gray, and a short beard covered the bottom half of his face. He gripped his cane so tightly his knuckles turned white. 

“We need to decide,” he rasped, voice hoarse from a night spent shouting over the storm. “Do we flee?”

A murmur rippled through the crowd, uneasy and reluctant. Leave their homes? Their boats? Their dead? The village had stood for generations, weathered countless hardships. To abandon it now—was that really the only solution?

“And go where?” snapped Old Marthe, the sharp-eyed widow who had spent more years gutting fish than most had spent living. “Any village would just turn us away. There’s no space. No food to spare.”

“What would we even do?” another villager added, voice rough with frustration. “We know nothing but the sea. What life could we hope to lead anywhere else?”

“Aye,” someone muttered. “And what if it follows?”

Silence filled the room. It wasn’t an unreasonable fear.

Old Marthe spoke again, shaking her head. “We must return to the old ways. Appease the One Below.”

Everyone looked at each other.

“Appease?” Harl snorted. “You will have us delivering sacrifices to the Ones Below? If the losses we suffered have not been enough to appease it, what will be?”

Soft, hushed murmurs rolled through the crowd. Harl cut them short by banging his cane against the wooden floor. The thuds echoed through the church.

Another elder, Davon—once a captain, now a man with only one arm and too many ghosts—scrubbed his hand down his scarred face. “Then we fight it.”

“With what?” someone scoffed. “Fishing spears?”

“We could reinforce the docks,” another suggested, but the words fell flat even as they were spoken. What use were wooden planks against something that tore through ships as if they were nothing?

“We have to do something,” Davon insisted. “If we do nothing, it’ll come back and rip through us just the same.”

More murmurs. Some in agreement. Some still in denial.

“Then we need a blade,” Marthe finally said. “A paid sword.”

Harl shook his head. “A mercenary wouldn’t take this job. Not against a One Below.”

“Then it can’t be just any sword,” someone else said. “It has to be a...” He lowered his voice. “A Drekan.”

The word sent another ripple through the room.

The Drekken. It was a name spoken in equal parts fear and respect. They were once a large order of men and women who hunted the things others wouldn’t. Outcasts, vagabonds, cursed warriors who had abandoned civilization to live by the blade. They weren’t kings’ knights, and they didn’t fight for honor. They fought for coin, for blood, for vengeance. And for most, they died doing it.

Harl’s jaw tightened. “Even if we had the coin to pay one, finding one—”

Everyone knew the Drekken had disbanded long ago. They had been too good. Done their job too well. When the amounts of beasts lessened, they had gone from revered and needed, to feared and shunned. Now, there were few and far between left. But the few who remained—their names were spoken in whispers, when spoken at all.

“I saw one.”

The voice came from the back of the church.

A figure stepped forward, hooded and lean, still dusted with the grime of the road. He was a traveler, not a local, and the village’s wariness of him had been strong even before the attack. Now it was worse.

But he didn’t flinch under their scrutiny. He only pulled back his hood, revealing a weathered face, sharp with experience, with eyes that had seen too much.

“In the next town over,” he said, his voice low and steady. “When I passed through not two nights ago.”

Harl’s grip tightened on his cane. “A Drekan?”

“Aye.” The traveler nodded. “White-haired. Tall. Carried a sword too fine to be a mere sellsword’s steel.”

The room fell silent.

If a Drekan was in the neighboring village... If he was still there—

“If we leave now,” the traveler continued, “we could reach him by midday tomorrow.”

The room hesitated. Tomorrow might be too late. And they had no coin to pay. But did they have a choice?

Davon exhaled sharply, his one hand balling into a fist. “Who’ll go?”

Silence again. It stretched, long and heavy, until someone broke it.

“I will.”

A young man, no older than twenty, straightened his back. His name was Rellen, a fisherman’s son, his hands already calloused from years of work. His father was among the dead. He had no wife, no children. If anyone could be spared for the journey, it was him.

Harl looked at him long and hard, then nodded. “Take one of the horses. Don’t stop. Don’t delay.”

Rellen nodded.

They all knew what was at stake.

He had until sundown to return.

If he didn’t return before nightfall, there might be no village left to return to.
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​A Cry in the Dark
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Brakan sat in a dimly lit corner of the tavern, the rough wooden table before him empty save for a half-drained tankard of something strong and bitter that might have passed for ale. The place was alive with noise—laughter, muttered conversations, the occasional clatter of dice against wood. He didn’t care for any of it. His awareness of his surroundings was sharp, but his mind was still elsewhere.

He had been here too long. His search had led him down a trail gone cold, a string of dead ends and fading whispers.

Karrik was here, once. Months ago. Heading West to fight... something.

That had been the last solid trace he’d found of his disappeared mentor. Since then: Nothing. No more rumors. No more whispers. Every lead had turned to dust in his hands. The man had simply vanished.

He’s not dead. He thought. He’s not. Karrik is still strong. Still able to fend for himself. To send every damned creature back to where it came from.

But the more he told himself that, the less he believed it. Last time he’d seen him, Karrik had already carried the weight of age on aching shoulders. Had already proven he was slower. That he could be defeated. He had admitted it himself. 

“You know what this life means. How it ends.” 

He could still hear his voice as if Karrik were right there. The words had told him everything.

Brakan scowled, rolling his shoulders and cracking his neck, trying to shake the restless weight settling over him. He had spent years moving forward—one job to the next, one hunt after another, never stopping. Now he was adrift, with no purpose, no direction. He had never hated standing still more.

He took another swig of ale, ignoring the looks he was getting from across the room. He had felt them from the moment he entered town. The lingering stares, the whispered words behind his back. 

Drekken were not welcome.

Not anymore. 

The order was long dead, scattered, faded into nothing but stories told to scare children. The few who still carried the name were seen as little better than monsters themselves—remnants of a past no one wanted to remember. Until they were needed.

Then, when something from their nightmares came crawling out of the dark, who did they seek? They were all suddenly curtsies and manners. Offers and praises.

Cowards, Brakan thought bitterly. They’ll curse my name until they need me.

He was about to drain the rest of his drink when a voice—loud, slurred—cut through the tavern’s warmth.

“Bet he ain’t even a real Drekan.”

Brakan didn’t move, but his grip on the tankard tightened slightly.

A few scattered chuckles followed, cautious but amused. He could hear the scrape of a chair as someone shifted.

“Heard he’s been here for days,” another voice—this one deeper, rougher. “Drinkin’, sleepin’ in a real bed like the rest of us. Thought Drekken were supposed to be out huntin’ dark ones, not wastin’ away in some backwater tavern.”

Brakan exhaled slowly, bringing a free hand up to his neck. He rubbed. Cracked it again. He had no interest in this. Not tonight.

But the first drunkard—emboldened now—wasn’t finished.

“Aye, ya heard us.” A mocking scoff. “What, afraid to answer?” The man didn’t move from where he sat. He was just being loud, glancing towards Brakan, a tankard before him. “Guess those stories are just that, huh? My gran used t’say Drekken were demons in men’s skin.” He turned back to the other men. “Looks to me like this one’s just some lost dog with nowhere left to go.”

A few more laughs.

“I dare you to tell him that to his face.”

The challenge was met with another long silence. But drunken courage could be a dangerous thing.

A chair scraped back. Footsteps, staggering yet determined, approached Brakan’s table. Brakan still didn’t bother looking up. Not yet.

The drunkard loomed over him, breath thick with ale. “You’ve overstayed your welcome, Drekan.”

He spat the last word as if it were an insult.

It wasn’t. Brakan was proud of what he was. His jaw tightened. Slowly, deliberately, he stood. The air in the room shifted. A moment ago, it had been filled with laughter and light-hearted mockery. Now, it was heavy with tension.

As Brakan rose, the nearest barmaid froze mid-step, clutching her tray so tightly her knuckles whitened—a deer realizing too late that it had wandered into the path of a predator.

Brakan was tall and powerfully built, broad shoulders and lean muscle straining beneath his clothes, a body honed by years of battle and training. But even if he had been smaller—even if he’d been weaker and unarmed—he would have still been intimidating. It was in the way he carried himself. He had the stance of a fighter, the kind that didn’t flinch, didn’t hesitate. A man who had spent his life cutting down things no one else could. A predator at rest. Controlled, calculated, but no less dangerous.

Men twice his size had faltered in his presence because of the absolute certainty in his eyes—the look of a man who had already decided the outcome before the fight had even begun.

The drunken man’s confidence faltered.

Brakan said nothing. His expression remained unreadable, but his body shifted—a slow, tiny movement. A storm gathering on the horizon.

His hand found the hilt of his sword, but he did not draw it. Not yet. He rested his hand there, making sure the drunk followed the move with his gaze.

The drunk swayed on his feet, a flicker of realization cutting through the haze of alcohol. 

Good.

A second barmaid, eyes wide with alarm, was the only one to move in the quiet that filled the place. She spun on her heel, her steps echoing loudly as she ran for the tavernkeep, skirts swishing.

The rest of the room held its breath, waiting—for a strike, for a word, for the crack of violence to break the silence.

Brakan drew in a slow breath, and—

The tavern doors slammed open. 

A gust of cold air swept in, breaking the tension.

Brakan’s gaze turned to the door as a figure stumbled inside, breathless, unsteady, his clothes streaked with dust and damp with sweat. He half-fell against the doorway, legs trembling. Behind him, on the streets, a horse that looked as exhausted as he.

“The—” the newcomer gasped, trying to catch his breath.

The tavernkeep strode in from the back, brows knitted in worry and anger. “What is going—?”

“The Drekan!” The newcomer finally gasped out.

He was young, exhausted, gasping for breath. His eyes scanned the room wildly. “Where—where is he?”

Brakan turned fully to him.

The moment the youngster’s desperate eyes landed on him, relief flooded his face.

“You—It’s you,” he rasped, voice raw from exhaustion. “Please. We need you. The village—”

The moment Brakan moved, the drunkard took an instinctive step back, his earlier bravado evaporating like mist in the sun. But Brakan barely noticed—his focus was already on the villager.

The tavern—the drunken fools, their petty insults, his lost trail, all of it—was forgotten for the time being. He reached the young man in a few swift strides, steadying him before he could collapse.

“Tell me,” Brakan said, calm and steady.

Rellen’s breath shuddered. “A One Below.” 

A One Below. The name was unfamiliar, but the creature was not. He had heard of them in old stories in Karrik’s lessons. Things that lived in the deep of the sea, things that did not belong in the world of men. He didn’t think there were many left. He hadn’t crossed paths with any in his lifetime. Even Karrik had said to only have fought them once. Why would they appear now? Attacking a human settlement? Perhaps a ship, lost at sea, they could attack... but so close to shore?

“It came last night. Destroyed—It’ll come again. Please-quickly!”

Brakan glanced out the open door. The sun was already setting, darkness creeping steadily over the horizon.

Night was coming.

He turned back to the boy. “You can still ride?”

Rellen nodded, exhausted but determined.

“Good,” Brakan said, turning back to grab his things. “Then we leave now.”

“My horse can’t—” Rellen gasped, shaking his head. “He won’t make the ride back.”

“We’ll switch him out,” the tavernkeep called, already turning to one of the stable hands.

***
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THE RIDE WAS GRUELING. A relentless push through fading light and biting wind. Brakan’s horse, Stormchaser, thundered across the uneven terrain, his hooves striking the earth in a steady, punishing rhythm. Brakan urged him faster, feeling the tension heighten with every mile. 

Overhead, the sky darkened, marking their impossible deadline. And with the night, clouds—black and heavy with rain—were approaching fast. 
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