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Chapter 1






Three months after meeting Moira, Garrett’s life had changed in ways he still found hard to believe.

It wasn’t perfect. Not even close. But it was different enough that some mornings he woke up expecting to be back in his old life, broke, fishing empty waters, and worrying about next month’s dock fees.

Then he would feel the ring against his chest. Moira had given it to him, carved from a shell that caught the light in impossible ways. It was proof she was real. Proof that all of this was happening.

He stood on his boat’s deck in the early June sun, waiting. The calm ocean reflected the blue sky like a mirror. His father used to call days like this gifts from the sea.

He noticed movement—a pale shape rising through the green water, coming closer. Then Moira surfaced, her dark hair streaming behind her, silver streaks catching the sunlight.

She was better at this now, moving with more grace. She smiled when she saw him, and Garrett felt that familiar tightness in his chest.

"Good morning," she said. Her English was smoother now, but there was still a musical quality in her voice.

"Morning." Garrett walked to the rail. "Did you sleep well?"

She gave a small shrug and nod. "The Deep Places are restless. My father asks questions."

Garrett felt a jolt of worry. "About you?"

"About everything. Where the young ones go. What they do." She pulled herself onto the swim platform, her tail still in the water. "He knows something is different. He just doesn’t know what."

They had kept these secrets for three months. Garrett hadn’t told Ryan or anyone in town. Moira hadn’t told her father or brother. It was just the two of them, meeting on the water every day, living in their own bubble.

They both knew it couldn’t last.

But for now, it was enough.

"I have something to show you," Garrett said, changing the subject before it got too heavy. He helped her onto the platform, steadying her as she climbed out of the water. She was more comfortable now, spending time partly dry. Her breathing was easier, not as strained as it had been at first. at times.

"Six hours now," she had told him proudly a few weeks ago. "I can stay up here six hours before I need to return."

Six hours wasn’t much in a human day, but it was enough to talk and share meals. She ate raw fish, which Garrett tried not to think about too much. It was enough for them to just be together.

Garrett took a folder from the cabin. Inside were papers that looked official, with letterhead and signatures.

"What is this?" Moira asked, leaning closer.

"Reed Salvage and Recovery LLC." He couldn’t hide his pride. "I filed the paperwork last week. It’s official."

Her eyes widened. "A company? Your company?"

"Yeah." He showed her the formation documents, business license, and tax ID. "I’ve been selling the salvage we found—the cargo from that ship at one-seventy. Made enough to make this official. Now I have capital, can buy better equipment, maybe even hire help someday."

Moira’s face lit up. She touched the papers gently, her webbed fingers careful on the crisp edges. "Because of the treasures. The things I showed you."

"Because of you, yeah. But Moira," he said, taking her hand, "I meant what I said before. No more dangerous dives. I don’t want you risking yourself."

"I know." She squeezed his fingers. "But there are other wrecks. Safer ones. I could show you some."

"Only if they’re shallow. Nothing deeper than what we’ve already done."

She nodded and looked at the papers again. Her expression changed, showing pride mixed with sadness, happiness mixed with longing.

"What is it?" Garrett asked.

"You’re building something. A future. A real life here." She met his eyes. "I’m glad. You deserve this. But I can’t—I don’t fit into this world." Her words hit harder than he expected, because she was right. No matter how much time they spent together or how well she adapted to breathing air, she was still a creature of the deep ocean. He was still human, tied to land, boats, and a world she couldn’t fully be part of. 

"You fit into my world," Garrett said softly. "The one that matters."

Moira leaned her forehead against his. They stayed close, breathing the same air, and he could smell the salt and the sweet, flowery scent that always followed her.

"Show me the cargo ship again," she said at last. "The one at one-seventy. There’s more there. More we can bring up."

Garrett wanted to argue. It was too deep, too risky. But when he looked at her face, he saw determination and a silent plea, and he understood.

This was how she helped, how she contributed to building a future she couldn’t share. It was her way of saying "I love you," even if the words were still too new and too vulnerable.

"Okay," he agreed. "But be careful. If anything feels wrong, we come up right away."

"Deal." She smiled and slid back into the water.

Garrett started the engine and headed for the coordinates he had memorized months ago. The 1950s cargo ship lay on its side at one hundred seventy feet, full of treasures that had waited for decades.

As he steered, Moira swam beside the boat. Sometimes she dove deep, then leapt up in an arc, scattering water like diamonds. She looked free and joyful, more herself than when she struggled with air or tried to speak in human words.

Garrett watched her, feeling his chest tighten with something he could no longer deny.

He was completely and hopelessly in love with her.

And somehow, despite all logic, she seemed to love him too.

When they reached the site, Garrett got his gear ready while Moira circled nearby. She would wait at depth and help guide him, just like before. They had become a team: he brought his equipment and limitations, and she brought her knowledge of the ocean and the ability to go where he couldn’t.

"Be safe," she called up to him.

"Always am." Garrett rolled backward into the water.

The descent felt familiar. He moved down through layers of light and temperature, equalizing as he went and watching his depth gauge. At seventy feet, Moira appeared beside him, moving fluidly and effortlessly.

She pointed toward the wreck, and he followed.

The cargo ship looked the same: a massive hull covered in algae and barnacles, with a torn section revealing the hold. But as they got closer, Garrett saw that Moira had been busy. She had moved several crates near the opening so he could reach them more easily.

She had been preparing, planning this dive and making it safer for him.

His heart swelled.

They worked together for twenty minutes. Garrett pried open crates while Moira moved the contents. There were more watches, in worse condition than the first batch but still possibly valuable, some old navigation equipment, and a box that looked like it held jewelry.

On his last trip into the hold, Garrett found something different.

There was a small, ornately carved wooden chest, somehow better preserved than the other cargo. He tried to lift it, but it was too heavy with all his equipment. She pointed at the chest, then at herself, and then upwards.

She would carry it.

Garrett nodded and began to ascend. He made his first safety stop at seventy feet, hanging there while his computer counted down. Below, he could see Moira’s bioluminescence as she moved the chest out.

She was strong—stronger than she looked. The chest that had been too heavy for him seemed almost weightless as she swam.

They made the remaining stops together at forty feet and fifteen feet, then finally surfaced beside the boat.

Getting the chest onto the boat was tricky, but they managed. Once it was secure on deck, Garrett helped Moira onto the platform, and they both sat there, catching their breath.

"What do you think is inside?" Moira asked, looking at it with curiosity.

"Only one way to find out."

The lock was corroded but still worked. Garrett used his tools on it until, with a satisfying click, it finally opened.

Inside, wrapped in mostly disintegrated oilcloth, were documents—lots of them. Underneath, there was more jewelry, but these pieces were different. They were clearly antiques, Victorian-era, intricate and beautiful.

Garrett carefully picked up a necklace. It had emeralds and diamonds set in gold, with exquisite craftsmanship. Even with his limited knowledge, he could tell it was valuable—very valuable.

"Someone’s collection," he said softly. "Maybe it was being shipped to a museum or collector." Moira touched one of the bracelets, her webbed fingers gentle. "Beautiful. Sad, though. Someone lost these. They probably thought they were gone forever."

"Seventy years ago, yeah." Garrett looked at her. "This could be worth a lot—a whole lot. Enough to really build the business, buy proper equipment, hire a crew, maybe even get a bigger boat."

"Then it’s good we found it." She smiled at him. "Your business will grow. You’ll be successful."

He saw that sadness again beneath her happiness—the knowledge that his success was building a life she couldn’t share.

Garrett set down the necklace and took her hand. "Come with me. I want to show you something."

"Where?"

"My house. I’ve been working on something. For you."








