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Author’s Note

​ This novella is a prequel to other works in the
Underwater Series. If you have not read the first novel, Ocean’s
Embrace, or other stories set in the Underwater World, some of
the events herein may be confusing. I wanted to explain some
details that will make your reading more pleasurable. (Well, I
didn’t want to so much as I was strongly encouraged
to do so by Leanne and Vester. They thought you needed some
background before you took the plunge.)

This is your last
spoiler alert! I cannot guarantee that the notes below will not
give away portions of this novella or other books in the series.
(Which is why I said this section was unnecessary, but they
insisted, and who am I, really, to argue? I’m just the author,
which counts for little in the scheme of the Universe.)

Ceteans (pronounced “KEE-tee-ens”) are a race of people that
do not live on Earth. They aren’t exactly aliens, per se, but they
are not human. Humanoid in shape, they also have scales, sharp
teeth, ‘selective gillitude’ (Leanne’s words, not mine), and
venomous barbs instead of nails. For the first portion of their
lives, they are aquatic beings, but can venture onto land as they
mature. They have more advanced tech than our human gadgets could
ever electrically dream of being.

Since they have such
great technological advancements, they can travel between planets
on ships, many of which double as what we troglodytes would call
submarines. Traversing large gaps in space, or directly into some
planets’ atmospheres, is done via Jump. Jumps are a kind of
portal/wormhole and are strictly regulated. Badly planned Jumps
result in death, decapitation, dismemberment, or other doom related
words starting with ‘D’ (again, thanks Leanne).

Unlike many human
cultures, fortunately, they are a largely matriarchal race.
They are divided into Houses, which
more or less resemble groups of families in a self-sufficient
village. Each House has particular strengths and
specialties. The only override to the influence of a House
Matriarch in their military is another higher ranking Cetean.
Males, females, or ‘bad asses beyond the binary’ may be of any rank
(my words, not Leanne’s). Very like many human cultures,
unfortunately, they ascribe to a certain kind of speciesism. They
don’t care for outsiders, which means anyone who is not born a
Cetean. After you read this novella, that attitude will make more
sense abstractly, even if we all agree that most forms of
segregation-based beliefs and other similar -isms are a waste of
everyone’s time.

Necros are the bad
guys in this story. They are a designation for a group of people
with skills and political leanings that risk many races, species,
and cultures in the Underwater World. In this instance, their
skills involve working with the Dead, primarily to Raise them and
use them as machines of war. Some constructs are combinations of
bits to make the nastiest thing an individual Necro could think up.
The Ceteans have been fighting with the Necros for a very long time
to protect their most precious of cultural treasures: their young,
also called tads or pups.

The war went on for
so long and had such a high death toll for such little change that
the other races got involve. The major powerhouses of the galaxy
declared that something needed to change. Thus, the Vamps, Giants,
Elves and Khattes got into it. (There were other races, too, but
they are not mentioned here, and Vester hasn’t deigned to
elaborate. I was unable to reach Beatrice for comment, as she has
returned to work and is understandably very busy.)

From all of us to
you: Enjoy!



​Chapter One

“I will say it again, I do
not need a scribe.” Beatrice jerked her breastplate into place and
glared down at the map of the battlefield on the camp desk in front
of her. “Thank you, Father, but no.” Peering closer at one of her
admittedly illegible notes in the margins, she added, “I never
forget anything anyway.”

General Tyris cleared
his throat behind her.

“Forgive me then,
Tagmatarcha. I did not mean to waste your time.” Beatrice closed
her eyes and stifled a groan. Turning, she faced the scribe that
had spoken, intending to apologize for her rudeness… But
stopped.

Standing beside her
father the General, backlit by the gray light coming in through the
tent flap, was the most beautiful male she had ever seen.

“Please, I am new to
the camp, and had not heard of your eidetic memory, else I would
have declined the General’s insistence on my joining the company.”
His eyes, silvery blue and intense, were alight with mischief. His
pale fringe was shorn close to his scalp, and he wore simple
traveling leathers. Shoulders broad, legs long and thickly muscled,
he looked more a soldier than any scribe she’d ever seen. Between
him, and her father, nearly all available space in the tent was
consumed by muscle-bound male.

When the General
cleared his throat again, Beatrice realized she’d been staring.
“Excuse me, Scribe…?”

“Lokhage Sylvester is
joining your unit, and will be assisting you as scribe and records
keeper. I will leave you to your work, Major. Captain.” With a
glare, her father pushed out of the tent flap and disappeared into
the bustle of the camp beyond.

“Lokhage?” Beatrice
looked back at the scribe. The only scribes with titles were those
working directly under her father, and never had a scribe been made
a captain, made to lead troops…

She only realized
she’d spoken the thought aloud when Lokhage Sylvester shrugged and
said, “I was a captain before I became a scribe.”

“I see.” Under the
guise of reexamining her notes, Beatrice turned away to compose
herself. “Well, Captain, as the General has made it clear you are
to join my company… I suppose will turn these over to you.” She
gathered a stack of other notes—also completely illegible to
her—and held them out to the scribe without looking at him.

When he took the
notes, she strode away from him to the other side of the camp desk.
“Once you have those filed accordingly—” She was interrupted by the
scribe’s grunt as he frowned down at the slips of parchment she’d
just given him. “Yes, Lokhage?”

“Call me Vester,” he
muttered absently. “Everyone does.” He turned a note upside down.
Then turned it over again as she watched.

“And not a moment too
soon…” His head was cocked to the side as he squinted at her messy
scrawl.

“Something to say,
Lokhagos?” She felt the word drip from her mouth with
sarcasm, defensive.

Looking up at her, he
said, “You can’t read any of these, can you?”

Beatrice thought
about lying to him. But what as the point? He was here, now, might
as well use him.

She shook her head.
“Not a bit of it. Can you?”

His grin lit the tent
like equatorial sunshine. “I’ll manage.”

Beatrice nodded
stiffly and tried to ignore the pooling heat his smile had spawned
low in her stomach. “Then we best get to work.”

Captain-Scribe Vester proved
himself to be indispensable. When Beatrice’s aide de camp was
trampled by one of the beasts, Vester stepped into his place
without being asked. In addition to taking notes for her during
meetings with the other battalion leaders, he also did all the
running and fetching, kept her schedule, and maintained everyday
organization of her desk. Not once did he complain about the
additional tasks, and Beatrice was grateful not to have to seek out
a replacement right away.
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