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	Part One


	


	The tide pulled back like it always did at dusk, leaving the wet sand gleaming under the last streaks of sun. 


	Jocelyn crouched low, fingers digging through shells and seaweed clumps. 


	Her long blonde curls stuck to her neck from the salt spray, and she shoved them back with the heel of her hand. 


	Another broken sand dollar. Worthless. 


	She kept moving anyway, because the beach at this hour belonged to no one else. Just her and the gulls fighting over scraps.


	She’d come here every evening for three months now. 


	After the clinic cut her hours and the landlord raised the rent again, the sea became her only steady thing. 


	People in town called her the shell girl. 


	She didn’t mind. Shells didn’t ask questions.


	A strange ripple caught her eye farther out, past the breakers. 


	Not a wave. 


	She stood, brushing sand from her knees, and shaded her eyes. 


	Something large moved under the surface, dark and sleek, then vanished. 


	Probably a seal. Or one of those massive sunfish that sometimes washed up half-dead.


	She turned back to her bucket. A cold drop of water landed on her bare shoulder. She looked up. Clear sky. Another drop hit her cheek. Then her arm. She spun around.


	He rose from the shallows like the water itself had given him form. 


	Broad shoulders broke the surface first, then a chest covered in shifting scales that caught the dying light in greens and deep indigos. 


	His hair hung in wet ropes to his waist, black as ink. 


	Eyes the color of black clouds fixed on her. The way the sea clung to him said he wasn’t human. 


	Not even close.


	Jocelyn’s bucket slipped from her fingers. Shells scattered.


	“You trespass,” he said. His voice carried that low rumble waves make when they drag stones along the bottom.


	She laughed once, dryly. 


	“This is a public beach, buddy. You’re the one crawling out of the ocean like some bad myth.”


	He came closer. 


	Water streamed off him. 


	Where legs should be, a powerful tail flicked behind, half-hidden in the foam. The scales there looked harder, edged. 


	Dangerous.


	“I am Theandor of the First Bloodline. Guardian of what remains of Atlantis. You walk the boundary with your greedy hands every sunset. Taking what isn’t yours.”


	Jocelyn planted her feet. 


	Heart slamming, but she wasn’t about to back down from a guy playing dress-up with a costume tail. 


	“Greedy? I pick up broken shells so I can pay my rent. You want to fight over that?”


	His gaze dropped to the scattered pieces at her feet. 


	Something flickered across his face, recognition, maybe anger. 


	“Those carry echoes. Old songs. You scoop them up like trash.”


	She bent and snatched one up, a spiral conch chipped at the tip. “This? It’s garbage to everyone else. I clean it, sell it, eat. That’s how the world works up here.”


	Theandor moved faster than she expected. 


	One moment he was wading in the surf, the next his hand, cool, webbed between the fingers, closed around her wrist. 


	The touch sent a strange jolt through her skin, like the pull of an undertow.


	“You feel it,” he said, almost to himself. “The call.”


	Jocelyn yanked free. “I feel a stranger grabbing me. Back off.”


	He didn’t. Instead he studied her face. 


	Blue eyes, sun-freckled cheeks, mouth set in a stubborn line. His own expression hardened. 


	“This was never meant for you. A land walker. A thief of fragments.”


	“Thief?” She stepped right into his space, close enough to smell the salt. “I’ve lost more to the sea than you’ll ever know. My brother’s boat went down two years ago. No body. Just empty water. So don’t lecture me about taking fragments.”


	Something shifted in his black colored eyes. 


	Behind him, the water stirred again. 


	Shapes moved, long, sinuous forms with too many joints, glowing faint blue along their sides. 





