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	For everyone who has ever loved someone from a safe distance and called it enough.

	It wasn't. Neither were you.

	 




	A Note on Place

	Tenebrae does not exist on any map of Tasmania's west coast, and yet everything about it is true.

	The west coast is real — one of the most remote and weather-scoured stretches of coastline in the southern hemisphere, where the Roaring Forties have been building since before anyone was counting, where the fog does not so much arrive as simply persist, and where small settlements cling to the land with the specific stubbornness of places that have decided to exist regardless of whether existence is convenient.

	The Cove, the dark water, the pier that has been needing replacement for five years — these things are composites of every remote coastal settlement I have ever been held by. The people are invented. The feeling of a place that faces the ocean as a matter of instinct rather than choice is, I think, something anyone who has ever lived beside serious water will recognise.

	The Abyssal are entirely my own. They have no mythological precedent and no folkloric origin. They are what happens when you spend long enough near deep water wondering what it would feel like to dissolve into it and have it hold you without asking anything in return.

	Some of us understand that feeling more than others.

	Too Deep To Let Go  is, at its core, a book about the cost of safety. About the particular kind of courage it takes to stop maintaining the geography you have built around a feeling and let it be what it is. About what we tell ourselves in the gap between what is true and what we are willing to say — and about what happens, eventually, when the gap becomes too expensive to maintain.

	The Lusca is what the gap costs, if you wait long enough.

	River and Caspian waited a very long time.

	They got there.

	Neil Zinger, 2025
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Part One: The Pull

	He had been in love with the same man for fifteen years, and the man was due back today, and the fog wasn't helping.

	 


CHAPTER ONE

	

	River Callahan

	He had been in love with the same man for fifteen years, and the man was due back today, and the fog wasn't helping.

	It came in off the water before dawn and hadn't left — the kind that didn't drift but simply existed, thick and salt-grey and certain of itself, the way all things in Tenebrae were certain of themselves. Riv had lived here long enough to stop finding it strange. The fog was just part of the place, like the dark water and the too-quiet streets and the fact that everyone in this town faced the ocean as a matter of instinct rather than choice.

	The Cove had a smell that was specific to itself — not the clean salt of open ocean, which Riv knew well enough, but something older and deeper: the particular brine of still water over dark rock, the mineral trace of the channel, the cold exhale of depth. He'd grown up breathing it. He could identify Tenebrae blindfolded at fifty metres.

	He sat on the end of the pier with his feet dangling over the edge, not looking at the water directly, not looking at the mooring either — the empty one, third from the left, where Cas's boat wasn't. He was staring at the space between, the nothing-in-particular, trying to quieten a mind that had decided it wasn't interested in being quiet.

	He'd been out here an hour. Maybe more. The cold had worked its way through his jacket and his jeans and settled into his bones with the easy familiarity of an old tenant, and he didn't care, because the cold at least had the decency to be simple. It was cold. He was cold. That was all it was.

	The thoughts were less simple.

	He knew what they were — had known for a long time. He just wasn't interested in laying them out in the light and looking at them directly. There was a particular skill to loving someone who would never love you back: you kept it in your peripheral vision. You acknowledged its presence without granting it the dignity of your full attention. Unrequited love was a sustainable condition, was the thing. People acted like it was tragedy. Riv had decided years ago it was just geography. You loved someone who existed at a distance from that love, and the distance was what kept it intact. Safe. His.

	Cas. Always Cas, even in his own head, even since they were teenagers and the nickname had arrived like a foregone conclusion, because you couldn't look at Caspian Vale and call him anything that formal without it feeling like a lie. Cas had arrived in Tenebrae when Riv was fifteen years old. Cas had been seventeen at the time — all contained energy and dark eyes and a stillness that teenagers weren't supposed to have — and Riv had made a decision about him within two weeks and never revised it.

	

	Fifteen years. That was the geography. Fifteen years of looking at someone from precisely the right distance to keep yourself intact.

	He'd managed it just fine. He was managing it right now.

	Somewhere behind him, the door of the pub banged open and shut in the wind. Down the pier, a rope knocked rhythmically against a hull. The water below him was very dark — darker than the sky, darker than the fog, the particular darkness of the Cove that Riv had never quite been able to explain to anyone who asked. It wasn't the absence of light. It was more like the presence of depth. Like the water knew something the surface didn't and was keeping it below the line.

	He pressed the toe of his boot against the wooden slat below him and felt the wood give slightly, salt-soft and old. The pier had needed replacing for five years. Otis kept saying they'd get to it. They never got to it. This was Tenebrae.

	He heard them before he saw them — Dec's voice, low and carrying even in fog, and Sawyer's laugh, bright and slightly unhinged in the way it always was when Dec was trying to be serious about something. Riv turned.

	Dec Morrow was wearing board shorts and nothing else, which in this weather said everything you needed to know about the man. Beside him, Sawyer was encased from crown to chin in a full-body thermal wetsuit, including a face covering that left only his eyes visible — stark blue, wide, and currently aimed at the water with an expression that walked the line between determination and poorly concealed terror.

	He looked, objectively, like a very anxious postbox.

	Riv felt the smile before he decided to have one. It felt good, the way a stretch felt good after too long sitting still. "Tell me someone has a phone," he said. "He looks like a mailbox."

	"I am right here," Sawyer said, with considerable dignity for a man wearing a neoprene balaclava.

	Dec's expression was the one he got when he was managing his consortium-leader composure around the fact that he would clearly rather be doing absolutely anything else. "He wants to go in."

	"I can see that."

	"I'm going to go in," Sawyer clarified.

	"You," Riv said, "nearly died in that water four days ago."

	"I didn't nearly die. I swallowed some water."

	"You went limp."

	"I was relaxing."

	Dec made a sound that was technically not a word but communicated volumes. Riv caught his eye and pressed his lips together. Dec's composure composited further. Riv cleared his throat. "Sawyer," he said, "what's drawing you back in?" The question was genuine, the tone carefully neutral.

	Sawyer's blue eyes shifted from the water to Riv and back. Even through the neoprene Riv could feel the weight of what he was carrying — not fear exactly, but the specific gravity of someone who had heard something they couldn't unhear and couldn't explain to anyone. "There's something down there," Sawyer said. "Calling. Not words. Just — a signal. And I think we need to know what it is before it decides to introduce itself properly."

	The smile left Riv's face.

	He'd felt it too. Last week, in freeform, at the edge of the deep water. A frequency that wasn't any of them — not Dec's warmth, not the ambient hum of the Cove's usual currents. Something older. Something that didn't carry warmth at all. He'd surfaced fast and told himself it was nothing and hadn't told anyone, which was a habit he was going to have to examine at some point.

	"He has a point," Riv said, to Dec.

	Dec levelled a look at him. "You're supposed to be helping."

	"I am helping. I'm validating the threat assessment."

	"Consider it police work," Sawyer added, which was something he said whenever he wanted to end an argument by reframing it as professional obligation. He was, in fact, a police officer, technically, though what that meant in Tenebrae was considerably more complicated than the mainland understood.

	Dec pulled at his own hair, a thing he did when he was losing a battle he'd already decided to lose. "If something happens to you down there," he said, and his voice dropped in a way that was nothing like the consortium-leader voice, nothing like the controlled competence he wore in public. It was the voice that had no armour. "Douglas."

	Sawyer went very still at the sound of his full name. Then, deliberately: "Declan."

	There was a silence with considerable weather in it.

	Riv decided this was the moment. "I want to be clear," he said, "that you could be deploying all of this energy into significantly better activities. I'm just saying. The tension is at a level where it seems wasteful."

	They both looked at him.

	He shrugged. "I know what I'd do with it."

	Dec opened his mouth. Sawyer said, with the careful expression of a man being scrupulously fair: "He kinda has a point."

	Dec let his head fall back. He looked at the sky — what was visible of it through the fog, which was not much — and breathed in the way someone breathed when they were deciding not to say everything they were thinking. "Fine," he said, in a voice that meant the opposite. "Fine. But you stay in my range. You do not go deeper than twelve metres. And if I pull on the line, you come up. No argument."

	"There's a line now?"

	"There's a line now."

	Sawyer looked at Riv. Riv held up both hands. "Don't look at me. I'm just here for the photos."

	They moved toward the ladder at the end of the pier. Dec still wore his composure like a door held shut by force. Sawyer reached out without looking and touched Dec's arm, brief and grounding, the way you touched something to remind yourself it was real. Dec caught his hand for half a second before letting go.

	Riv looked away.

	That was the thing about the two of them — the thing Riv was mostly fine about, mostly had made peace with. Dec had found his mate. After years of watching other people find theirs, the cosmos had apparently decided Declan Morrow deserved to have his walk into his life holding a police badge and a truly catastrophic inability to back down from a challenge. And Sawyer was good. He was genuinely good — funny, sharp, and constitutionally incapable of letting Dec get away with anything. So no, Riv didn't begrudge them.

	He was also aware that watching two people who had found each other was a very specific kind of quiet ache when you were sitting on a pier looking at an empty mooring.

	He pressed his boot against the old wood again. The water below him was dark.

	It was then — just then, with his feet dangling and his mind half-elsewhere and Dec and Sawyer's voices carrying back toward him on the fog — that he felt it. Below the surface, below the planking, below his feet. A single pulse. Cold. Slow. Patient. Not the warmth of the Cove's usual currents, not anything he recognised. Something that had no name yet, that he was not going to give a name to, that he filed quietly in the part of his mind marked later and closed the door on.

	He breathed through it. The pulse faded.

	Then, through the fog, he heard it: the low particular note of a boat engine. Not any boat. He knew the sound of that engine the way he knew his own heartbeat — had spent fifteen years learning the difference.

	Cas's boat came putting out of the fog bank and into the Cove.

	Riv sat very still. He didn't look at the mooring. He looked at the boards between his feet, at the dark water, at the way the light hit the surface in the fog and went nowhere useful. His chest did the thing it always did. He let it.

	He'd been here before. This exact moment, some variation of it, a hundred times. Cas coming back to Tenebrae, the anticipation and the dread arriving in the same breath, the bracing of himself for the particular experience of seeing someone you loved walk toward you having no idea.

	He pulled his T-shirt over his head.

	"Riv." Dec, behind him, had stopped moving. He knew what was coming.

	"Good idea," Riv said, folding the shirt over the railing. "Going in. Excellent suggestion." He wasn't looking at the boat. He was looking at the water. "Keep an eye on Sawyer."

	"Riv—"

	But he'd already closed his eyes, already felt it — the loosening, the cellular easing, the way the boundary between himself and the air became negotiable and then ceased to matter. He slipped through the gaps between the planks like water finding its level, like fog finding the ground, and the dark cold of the Cove received him without comment.

	Below the surface, in freeform, the world rearranged itself.

	Down here he was not a man with fifteen years of unspoken things accumulating behind his sternum. Down here he was motion and current and the particular dark peace of deep water. The temperature wrapped around him, the pressure held him, and for a moment — just a moment — his mind went quiet.

	Then he heard the engine, muffled by depth, and felt the faint disturbance of a hull cutting water overhead.

	He went still in the dark.

	You could love someone safely for a very long time, he thought. You could keep it in your peripheral vision for fifteen years and stay functional and even mostly happy. That was the thing they didn't tell you: it didn't destroy you. It just became the weather. The permanent low-pressure system. The fog that didn't lift.

	He went deeper. The engine sound faded. The cold pulse at the edge of the Cove was still there, patient and distant, and he logged it without naming it and let the dark water have the rest of his attention.

	Above him, on the pier, Cas was mooring his boat.

	Riv stayed under, and the water held him, and asked nothing.


CHAPTER TWO

	

	Caspian Vale

	The trip back from Strahan had taken longer than it should have. The wind off the west coast had been contrary all morning — not dangerous, just uncooperative, the kind of weather that wanted you to know it was in charge — and Cas had been glad of it. It gave him something to manage that wasn't himself.

	He'd been at the wheel for four hours with nothing but the engine noise and the grey churn of the Bass Strait and the particular problem of his own mind for company, and he was no closer to resolution than he'd been when he left. Which was the same as saying he'd made no progress at all, because he hadn't left to get resolution. He'd left to get distance. The theory being that distance would quiet things down.

	The theory was wrong.

	He could feel Tenebrae before he could see it. That was the nature of the place — and the nature of what he was, underneath the weatherproofing and the controlled competence and the decade and a half of careful management. The Cove had a gravity. Coming back to it was like coming back into range of something that had been pulling at him the whole time he was gone and was now pulling harder.

	Or maybe that wasn't the Cove.

	He pressed his hand to his sternum. There it was — the thing he'd been managing, the thing he'd been explaining to himself in a hundred different sensible ways for months now. His second heart. Not the primary one, the dependable workhorse beating its steady rhythm under his ribs, but the other one — offset slightly, lower, quieter in ordinary circumstances, the one that marked him for what he actually was rather than what he appeared to be. The one that had started beating differently.

	Not faster. Differently. Syncopated. Like it was trying to align itself with something outside his body and hadn't quite found the frequency yet.

	He knew what this was. He'd grown up knowing what this was, the same way every Abyssal grew up knowing — the education you got before you were old enough to fully understand it, the way you understood tides and freeform and the particular responsibilities of the deep water before you understood most other things. He knew exactly what it meant when the second heart started beating like it was listening for something.

	He was choosing not to know.

	The choice was getting harder to sustain.

	He'd made a mistake on the way to Strahan. Not a catastrophic one. Not the kind anyone else would categorise as a mistake, from the outside — from the outside it had probably looked like a perfectly ordinary decision made by a man who was fine and had no interior weather whatsoever. He'd picked up a passenger in Southport. A backpacker — European, travelling loose, looking for a ride up the west coast. She'd asked at the dock and he'd said yes, which he should not have done, which he'd known as soon as he said it.

	Her name was Marta. She was from somewhere in the Netherlands, she told him, though he'd stopped processing the specifics early in the conversation, which was its own data point. She was beautiful in the objective, indisputable sense — long wavy hair, a wide easy smile, the kind of uncomplicated warmth that came from someone who'd decided the world was interesting and had mostly been proven right. She was funny. She'd made him laugh twice on the first day.

	She'd also made her interest entirely clear, twice, in ways that left no room for misinterpretation.

	He'd declined. Both times. Politely, he hoped. Given her his bed and taken the couch, which was approximately forty percent too small for him, and stared at the ceiling while the boat rocked on its anchor and thought about — not her.

	Which was the problem in full, distilled to its essence. He'd made the trip specifically to test whether he was capable of wanting someone who was not — someone other than — someone who was not the person currently sitting in the locked room at the back of his mind. The experiment had returned a definitive result. He was not capable. He had, apparently, lost that capacity some time ago without fully noticing the moment of its loss.

	He'd dropped Marta at Strahan Harbour with courtesy and a sincere apology he couldn't fully explain. She had looked at him with the perceptive eyes of someone who had read a room correctly, and said: "Whoever they are, I hope they know." He'd said nothing to that. He'd cast off and turned north.

	The fog thickened as the Cove came into range.

	He could see the pier now, three figures on it — Dec, recognisable from any distance by the particular way he took up space, and Sawyer, who appeared to be wearing an entire diving suit including a face covering that made him look like he was preparing to defuse something. Even at this distance, even through the fog, Cas could see Dec's expression: the controlled suffering of a man who had chosen his battles and was currently losing one.

	The third figure was sitting at the end of the pier with his feet over the edge.

	Cas's second heart slammed.

	It did that. It had been doing that. Whenever he got within range, whenever he saw him, whenever someone said his name in a meeting — the second heart kicked against his ribs like a reminder. Like a door being knocked on from the inside. He pressed his palm to his sternum and kept the pressure steady and focused on bringing the boat in level.

	River Callahan was sitting on the pier, T-shirt on, blond hair doing the thing it always did in coastal wind, and even from this distance Cas could feel the specific quality of his stillness. Riv still. Not Riv-waiting-for-something, not Riv-between-thoughts. Riv deliberately still, which was different, which meant something was wrong, which meant something was occupying his mind at a volume that required the stillness to counterbalance it.

	Cas knew this. He knew Riv the way you knew someone after fifteen years of proximity and attention — the way the quality of his silence changed with what was underneath it, the way his humour shifted register when he was hurting, the way he went quieter rather than louder under pressure. He'd filed all of this away over the years without a label for why he was filing it. He had a label now. He wasn't using it.

	Then Riv took his shirt off and went into the water.

	Not gradually. Not with a ladder. He simply — ceased. The way Abyssal ceased when they stopped choosing their form. He was there and then the water received him and there was a ripple and then nothing, and the nothing was somehow worse than seeing him sitting there had been, because at least when Riv was sitting there Cas knew where he was.

	Cas tied off the boat with more force than was strictly necessary.

	He was still managing himself when he became aware of Nolan standing on the jetty, which was unsettling because Nolan had a particular talent for appearing in places you hadn't registered him approaching, and today Cas had zero bandwidth for being startled.

	"Need a hand?" Nolan asked.

	"I'm fine."

	"You're not fine," Nolan said pleasantly, "but I'll help you with the crate."

	Nolan Grey was Tenebrae's doctor in the way that things in Tenebrae worked — which was to say that the word doctor was technically correct and described about forty percent of what he actually did. He was also the most observant person in the Cove, possibly including the water, which noticed everything. He'd been watching Cas for months. Cas was aware of this and found it manageable, except for moments like this one when Nolan's expression was doing the thing where it was entirely neutral and somehow communicated everything.

	They unloaded. The supplies from Strahan — food and mail and the spare parts Otis had ordered, the physical justification for the trip that had turned out to be the less significant part of the journey. Cas said nothing. Nolan said nothing. This lasted approximately four minutes, which was about as long as Nolan's silences ever ran before they became a conversational technique.

	"How was the coast?" Nolan asked.

	"Fine."

	"And the company?"

	Cas looked at him.

	Nolan's expression remained, impeccably, neutral.

	"I don't want to talk about it," Cas said.

	"All right."

	Another minute. The water was still where Riv had gone in. He wasn't looking at it. He wasn't looking at the pier or the water or the particular quality of the surface disturbance that would indicate someone returning to form. He was looking at the crate he was carrying and the path to the store.

	"I don't think I can stay," he said. He hadn't planned to say it.

	The silence that followed was the kind that had weight. Nolan said, carefully: "What?"

	"Here. Tenebrae. I don't—" He stopped. His hand found his sternum before he knew he was going to reach for it, the heel of his palm pressing flat against the pull of the second heart. "I need distance. From—" He couldn't say the name. Not out loud. Not into the actual air where it would become a real thing. "I just need distance."

	"From whom?" Nolan asked. Not what. Not why. Whom.

	Cas couldn't answer.

	"Riv," Nolan said quietly.

	The name hit him like a hand flat against a bruise. He closed his eyes. Yes. Obviously. Who else would it be. His entire adult life, apparently, had been building toward this particular impasse, and he'd managed it for fifteen years through careful attention management and strategic emotional negligence, and now the second heart had started its off-beat knocking and none of his usual strategies were working.

	"Cas." Nolan's voice had shifted — the doctor's voice, the one with the clinical layer that wasn't cold but was measured. "When did it start?"

	"It doesn't matter."

	"It matters medically."

	"Then note it in your file. I'm managing it."

	"By leaving."

	"By getting distance."

	"There's a difference, you think."

	"Yes," Cas said, though he wasn't sure there was.

	Nolan looked at him for a long moment with the expression of a man assembling something he'd been building in pieces for a while. He opened his mouth. Cas braced. And then from behind them, from the direction of the pier, came the sound of Sawyer's voice at a volume that suggested someone had swallowed water again, and Dec's voice at the volume it got when he was trying not to shout, and the splash of a grown man being hauled unceremoniously out of the sea.

	Nolan sighed. He looked at the mail bag in his hands and then at Cas. "He won't recognise the draw to you as something new," he said. "Not right away. Because he's been where you are for—"

	"Sawyer!" Dec's voice cracked across the Cove. "I said twelve metres!"

	Nolan looked toward the pier. The doctor-mode descended. "I have to—"

	"Go," Cas said.

	Nolan went. Cas stood holding the crate and the incomplete sentence, which felt specifically designed to be tormenting, and looked at neither the pier nor the water and carried the supplies to the store and exchanged four minutes of small talk with Otis that he would not be able to recall afterward.
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