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Girl Who Dreamed of Storms
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The morning mist clung to Saltwind Harbor like a gray blanket, and Maren Drift wished it would stay forever. As long as the fog held, the fishing boats couldn't launch, which meant she didn't have to spend another day mending nets with fingers already raw from yesterday's work.

She pressed her nose against the salt-stained window of her family's cottage and watched the harbor. Somewhere beyond that mist lay islands she'd never seen, creatures she'd never imagined, and adventures that made her heart race just thinking about them. But here she was, trapped in a village where the most exciting thing that happened was when Old Henrik caught a fish with two heads.

"Maren!" Her mother's voice cut through her daydreams like a knife through sailcloth. "These nets won't mend themselves!"

Maren sighed and turned away from the window. The cottage was small and cramped, smelling of fish oil and her mother's herb garden. Nets hung from every available hook and beam, their holes gaping like hungry mouths. Her father sat at the wooden table, his weathered hands working steadily to repair a particularly stubborn tangle.

"I'm coming, Ma," Maren called, but she moved slowly, her feet dragging across the worn floorboards.

Her mother, Isla, looked up from her work. She had the same dark hair as Maren, but where Maren's eyes sparkled with restless energy, her mother's held the steady patience of someone who had made peace with her life.

"You've got that look again," Isla said, not unkindly. "The look that says you'd rather be anywhere but here."

Maren picked up a net and began working on a small tear near the corner. "Maybe because it's true."

Her father, Erik, chuckled without looking up from his work. "When I was your age, I dreamed of seeing the world too. But you know what I learned? Home is where you build something worth keeping."

"But what if home feels too small?" Maren asked, her needle moving quickly through the rope fibers. "What if it feels like wearing clothes that don't fit anymore?"

Her parents exchanged one of those looks that grown-ups shared when they thought children couldn't see them. It was a look that said they understood but also that understanding wouldn't change anything.

"The Hendriks are looking for someone to help with their youngest," her mother said carefully. "It would be good preparation for when you have children of your own."

Maren's needle stopped moving. "I'm twelve, Ma. I don't want to think about children of my own."

"Twelve is old enough to start thinking about your future," Erik said. "The Karlssons' boy, Finn, he's been asking after you."

Heat rushed to Maren's cheeks. Finn was nice enough, with his sandy hair and clever hands, but the thought of settling down in Saltwind Harbor, of becoming another fishing wife counting the days until her husband returned from the sea, made her feel like she was suffocating.

"I don't want to marry Finn," she said quietly. "I don't want to marry anyone. I want to see what's beyond the horizon."

Isla set down her net and moved to sit beside her daughter. "Oh, my brave girl," she said, stroking Maren's hair. "I know the sea calls to you. I can see it in your eyes every time you look at the harbor. But the sea is dangerous, especially for those who don't understand its moods."

"Then teach me to understand," Maren said, looking up at her mother with desperate hope. "Teach me to read the waves and the wind. Let me come out on the boats."

"Women don't fish in Saltwind Harbor," her father said firmly. "It's not safe, and it's not proper."

"Says who?" Maren shot back. "Who made that rule? And why do I have to follow rules I never agreed to?"

The cottage fell silent except for the distant sound of waves against the dock. Outside, the mist was beginning to thin, and Maren could see the ghostly shapes of masts emerging from the gray.

"The world is changing, Erik," Isla said softly. "Maybe it's time we changed with it."

Before her father could respond, a sound cut through the morning air that made all three of them freeze. It was deep and resonant, like a horn blown by a giant's lungs, but there was something wild and threatening about it that made Maren's skin crawl.

"What was that?" she whispered.

Erik was already on his feet, moving to the window. The mist was clearing rapidly now, as if blown away by an invisible wind, and what they saw in the harbor made Maren's breath catch in her throat.

A ship was approaching Saltwind Harbor, but it wasn't like any fishing vessel she'd ever seen. This ship was massive and dark, with black sails that seemed to swallow the light. Its figurehead was carved into the shape of some terrible sea beast, and even from a distance, Maren could see that it bristled with cannons.

"Pirates," her father breathed, and the word sent ice through Maren's veins.

The horn sounded again, closer now, and suddenly the peaceful morning erupted into chaos. Bells began ringing throughout the village, and Maren could hear shouts from the harbor as fishermen scrambled to secure their boats.

"Get to the cellar," Erik commanded, his voice sharp with authority. "Both of you, now."

But Maren found herself moving toward the window instead of away from it. The pirate ship was magnificent and terrible, like a sea monster made of wood and iron. She had dreamed of adventure, but she had never imagined it would come to her.

"Maren!" her mother called. "Come away from there!"

The ship was close enough now that Maren could make out figures on its deck. They moved with predatory grace, and even at this distance, she could see the glint of weapons in their hands. The figurehead was clearer too, and with a shock, she realized it wasn't carved from ordinary wood. The pale, bone-white material had an organic quality that made her stomach turn.

"It's made from kraken bone," she whispered, remembering the stories her grandmother used to tell about the great sea creatures that ruled the deepest parts of the ocean.

"How could you possibly know that?" her father asked, but before Maren could answer, the pirate ship fired a cannon.

The sound was like thunder, and a fountain of water erupted near the harbor entrance. It was a warning shot, but the message was clear: surrender or face the consequences.

"The cellar," Erik repeated, but his voice was strained. "Now."

This time, Maren allowed her mother to pull her away from the window, but as they hurried toward the trapdoor that led to their small root cellar, her mind was racing. Pirates in Saltwind Harbor. Real pirates, not the sanitized versions from the stories she'd read.

As they descended into the damp, earthen cellar, Maren could hear more cannon fire, closer now. The wooden beams above their heads shook with each explosion, and dust rained down on them like snow.

"Why are they here?" she asked, her voice barely audible above the sounds of chaos from outside.

"Pirates go where they think they can find treasure," her mother said grimly. "But what treasure could they want in Saltwind Harbor?"

Her father was pacing in the small space, his hands clenched into fists. "Maybe they're just looking for supplies. Food, fresh water, that sort of thing."

But Maren didn't think that was right. The way the ship had approached, the deliberate positioning near the harbor entrance, the bone figurehead that spoke of dark magic and darker purposes—this wasn't a casual raid for supplies.

Above them, the cannon fire stopped, but the silence that followed was somehow worse. They could hear boots on the wooden dock, harsh voices barking orders, and underneath it all, a sound that made Maren's blood run cold.

It was a low, mournful cry, like the song of a whale but filled with pain and fear. Whatever was making that sound was in terrible distress.
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