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    Dedication 

For the unyielding engineers and the silent sentinels—the ones who defend the world while the battles rage on.

      

    



  	
        
            
            Epigraphs 

"There are two truths in war: the one you're told, and the one that saves your life." — General Volkan of the Ankylar Bastion

"On the battlefield, there are no whispers, only echoes." — Ancient Raptari battle-chant
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​I - Ambush at the Soundwall
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🦖

The Soundwall had stood for centuries — a ring of colossal resonators embedded in the cliffs of Echoherd’s coastal capital, tuned to frequencies that could shatter the eardrums of any hostile saurian within miles. Each monolith loomed like a fossil from some forgotten age, its stone throat hollowed to house the bronze organs of sound, vast chambers designed to magnify vibration into a weapon. Weather had scarred them but never silenced them: faces pitted with salt, greened with moss, yet still humming faintly in the hours when sea-mist crept across the bluffs. The wall was more than stone and metal; it was memory, it was myth, it was menace sustained by iron laws of physics and generations who believed themselves kept safe by its roar.  

At dawn, the air was still, the sea a mirror so polished that even the gulls gave pause before daring to strike at it. The gulls spiraled high above, their wings tipping fragments of the first light into arcs of silver over the harbor. It was a morning deceptively tender, wrapped in fragile calm. Dew froze in transparent beads along the rigging of the herd-ships moored below, and the city’s breath rose in lazy fogs from chimneys just waking into fire.  

On the water, the herd-ships drifted with the tide — vast wooden creatures in their own right, their hulls swollen with supplies of forage, medicines, cloth, and most sacred of all, the bones that told the herd’s ancestry. Their prows curved upward like the skulls of whales. Ropes creaked melodically, a chorus of labor woven into the hush. Their crews moved across the decks at unhurried pace, confident in the protection of the Soundwall, trusting in the guardianship of towers that had never once failed them in living memory. Few among them thought to look up at the cliffs, or to question whether stone and sound might someday falter. Fewer still allowed themselves the thought that deterrence, like all ages, might wear thin.  

The capital itself clung to the shoreline like a beast resting in a hollow of dunes. Streets of cobble and shell twisted upward from the quays to the grand plaza, where statues of ancient herdmasters stood with hands raised to ears, listening eternally toward the sea. The citizens called themselves Echoherders not only for their work along the water, but because, in truth, they lived within echoes — echoes of their own warnings, their chants of ritual maintenance, their endless rehearsals of safety that had become tradition.  

That morning, in the plaza and on the clifftops, the routine of centuries was being played again. Trumpets of conch-shell announced the rising sun. From the Soundwall chambers, watch-keepers emerged robed in lambent gray, pale as mist, to offer shallow bows toward the harbor. They were guardians of frequency, custodians of both art and engineering. The city regarded them with reverence akin to a priesthood. And yet among them, quiet doubts sometimes sprouted — small as hairline cracks in stone, invisible until pressure revealed them.  

From a balcony cut into the cliffside, a young watch-keeper named Liran leaned on the cold rail of granite and studied the sea. His duties would begin at noon, when the sun reached its fiercest angle and the resonant chambers warmed to optimal timbres. For now, his charge was only to record sea-silence, to confirm no tremors of saurian approach rippled beneath the waters. He held a tuning stone — thumb worn across its smooth gray — and from habit, he hummed against it, capturing a faint overtone that vibrated back into his jaw. The note was steady, obedient, but something in him was not.  

“Another still day,” remarked the elder watch-keeper beside him. Her name, Orona, was etched into every roll of duty for the last thirty years. Her hair was white as surf foam, her eyes a crystalline frost that caught all falsity before it spoke. “Quiet seas always make me anxious.”  

“They lull the heart,” said Liran, though his answer was unsteady. He kept watching the mirror of water where herd-ships seemed to float without anchor, their sails collapsed in repose. His gaze lingered particularly on one ship with a mast newly carved — the vessel of his family, though he had not served aboard it in years.  

“Lull,” Orona muttered. “Yes. A lull is nothing more than the breath pulled in before the cry. Remember that.” She shifted her staff against the stones, listening as it clicked into a hollow fissure. “Listen here. Even the cliffs sigh deeper when the sea holds its breath.”  

Liran nodded, though he did not truly hear the difference. He could not tear himself entirely away from the imagined security spread across the harbor, those hundreds of sailors who believed themselves immune to harm while resonators encircled them. He wondered, faintly ashamed, what would happen if, for some reason, the colossal flutes of the Soundwall were made mute.  

Unaware, so many of them are below. Unaware that history rarely allows guardianship to remain absolute. Unaware that the age of deterrence — that long illusion that the threat alone was protection — was about to end.  

The end had not yet reached them, of course. It lingered beyond the horizon still, waiting for the right surge of tide and time. Beneath the surface of that mirrored ocean were distances full of slow thunder, predators with hides tougher than ironwood, with eyes that had outstared centuries. Their kind remembered when the Soundwall was newly built; they remembered loss, agonies inflicted by resonance that turned skulls to powder. Memory moved them as surely as hunger. They learned patience deeper than stone, hiding in trenches, listening with their vast jaws to the faint tremors of human war-engines.  

But for now, the sea showed only loveliness. Sun coaxed it from silver into gold, then into a blue so transparent it seemed possible to peer into the ocean’s skull. Fishing nets trembled as minnows flicked, and children of the harbor leapt across the rope bridges screaming joy into the salt-clean dawn. Every clatter of hoof, voice, and tool carried with unnatural clarity, as though the Soundwall itself was magnifying even harmless echoes.  

In the morning markets, traders set out frames of dried sea-fern and lengths of resonant shell. Storytellers rehearsed the old explanations of how the walls first sang — of engineers who studied whalesong and storm-wind in caverns and who shaped stone to speak louder than thunder. Tales of the Great First Attack were retold, the saurian siege that broke when the wall keened so violently that cliffs collapsed, crushing beasts under echo-rubble. People whispered these stories not from fear, but from ritual pride, much as children repeated charms against sickness.  

And yet, in the same voices, some salt of unease twined. Shards of caution slid between phrases like pebbles underfoot. What if the beasts adapted, as all creatures adapted? What if tones that once fractured bones now only tickled their hides? Such questions rarely lasted in daylight; laughter dispelled them, and the smell of roasting fish was balm. Still, somewhere in the blood of the city, resonance of doubt began to hum.  

Back upon the cliffs, Orona and Liran prepared to conclude their initial watch. The sun lifted swiftly, pressing beams through lingering fog. The Soundwall cast elongated shadows over the water like giant prison bars. For an instant, the boy felt as though the city itself were the prisoner, shut inside its protective cage of sound.  

“I hear it,” Orona suddenly murmured. She tilted her head very slightly, like a musician listening to a string tighten. “A whisper outside balance. Do you hear, apprentice?”  

Liran held his breath and pressed his palm flat against the nearest resonator column. Stone was cool beneath his skin, and a faint undercurrent shuddered within it, too regular to be mere tide. “A tremor,” he admitted reluctantly.  

“Not yet enough to sound an alarm,” Orona judged. “But the wall listens for us, whether we will it or not. Attend carefully. A predator might creep for days, testing pitch until it learns where we are deaf.”  

Liran’s thoughts coiled again on the harbor below — on the sailors cleaning rigging, on children playing tag across gangways, on lanterns strung still unextinguished from last night’s revelry. None of them knew of that whisper. None of them felt the minute vibration running beneath calm water. He longed to cry a warning, but no protocol allowed it, not yet.  

So the harbor remained busy and complacent, painting murals of peacetime on the canvases of calm water. Whistles of call-and-reply between moorings rang out merrily, unaware they mingled with vibrations that stirred leagues offshore.  

The sky wore innocence, the sun’s warmth spilled generously over stone and plank, and the Soundwall still stood with its colossal throat unshaken. Yet this was only the hush within history’s pause. The air thickened with expectancy, though no one named it aloud.  

And in this silence, in this fragile crystal dawn of Echoherd’s capital, the certainty that had guarded generations — the age of deterrence — ripened toward its close. What was once everlasting began imperceptibly to wane, as all walls and all illusions eventually must.  

The people moved on with their day. The gulls continued their wheeling arcs. The ships swayed idly. But beneath it all, in the marrow of the stone and the listening bones of the deep, something ancient adjusted its ear to the pitch of destiny. The Song of Safety lay on the cusp of fracture, though none yet living could hear the crack preparing to spread.  

🦖

High above the restless water, where the air was clear and thin and the light struck like a blade across the horizon, a lone sky-rider drifted across the blue expanse.  

His mount — a great-winged beast bred for stamina in long flights, feathers catching the sun like molten bronze — beat steadily at the sea winds. The rider’s eyes, sharpened by years of scanning coast and cloud, sought patterns across the swells below. From this height, the ocean was a vast shifting skin of silver and cobalt, endlessly heaving, its scale too immense for a man to hold in mind for long. Still, he searched. It was his duty, and duty had kept him alive where others had faltered.  

Then he saw them.  

At first, they were no more than distortions beneath the water — shadows interrupting the rhythmic rolling of waves. They moved with unnerving purpose, swift and unmistakably alive, though nothing like the known creatures of the sea. He narrowed his eyes against the glare. Whales moved lazily, drifting in pods, arching with breath before sliding down again into their hidden world. These shapes were larger than whales and possessed a terrifying velocity; where a whale might linger for an hour in view, these forms darted in sudden precision, cutting sharp lines in the depths. And no merchant vessel could manage such speed — not in so tight a formation, not beneath the surface.  

A spasm of cold recognition gripped him. His stomach turned, and the salt in the air suddenly tasted acrid. He had heard rumors, as all the watchers had, voices carried in hushed taverns where even the bravest kept one ear pressed toward the sea. There were stories of dark things gathering, whispered warnings that men laughed away when daylight banished their fear. But no longer mere rumor now — he saw them with his own eyes, and the sight turned his veins to ice.  

He pulled hard on the reins, jerking his mount into a banking turn. The creature gave a startled screech, its wings cutting a wide arc through the vast sky. Wind tore at his cloak as he leaned low against the beast’s warm neck. Ahead, miles yet distant, the city of gleaming spires rose out of the coast like a spill of crystal, towers catching the sunlight as if eager to be noticed. It was beautiful in its stillness, serene, innocent. He swallowed, his throat dry — so fragile it all seemed from here, so utterly unprepared.  

He cupped a hand around his mouth, forcing his voice into the hollow of his chest, then loosed his cry:  

“Shapes in the water! To arms!”  

The sound, torn from his lungs with desperation, rode the rushing air. His mount echoed the alarm with a trumpeting bellow, wings beating faster as if the creature, too, knew. Down below, the spires caught the strange echo and cast it from one to the other. The cry tumbled across bell towers and colonnades, bouncing from glass to stone, magnified by the architecture built long ago for just such warnings. The city stirred.  

But time was cruel.  

By the time his call found the open doors of the Council Hall — that chamber of authority where officials gathered in clean robes beneath banners of trade and law — it was already too late. Deep in the waters beyond the harbor’s wide mouth, the first sleek torpedoes slid forward, tails bubbling in silent, lethal pursuit. They carried in them all the promise of destruction, of fire and shattering iron, and nothing above the waves yet marked their passing.  

At the Council Hall, high voices debated matters of tariffs and routes, of minor disputes and scheduled deliveries. The chamber was grand, filled with calm deliberations spoken into the dusty air. When the cry arrived, echoing faintly at first, it clashed against the slow rhythm of civic speech. Some barely paused. A messenger burst in, face pale with strain, his lips parting to repeat what the city had already whispered to itself:  

“A rider’s warning! Dark shapes beneath the water! He says they come swiftly!”  

The councillors’ composure faltered. Velvet sleeves rustled, hands gripped at armrests carved with the emblems of their authority. They sought each other’s eyes not for answers but for reassurance. One elder, stern and sharp-featured, slammed a palm onto the table, demanding clarity. Another insisted it was another false alarm, the kind children made at dusk when they wanted excuses to be home before supper.  

The chamber filled with the odd vacuum of disbelief, that hollow where fear masquerades as reason. “Whales,” someone muttered, almost hopefully. “At worst, whales.”  

Yet the words sounded brittle, breaking apart before they reached the polished floor. The warning still echoed in their ears, and the silence that followed was heavy, as though the ocean itself held its breath beyond the walls.  

And just beyond the reach of their sight, the dreadful advance had already begun to unfold.  

Far overhead, the rider pressed his mount into a desperate dive. The rush of air roared like a hurricane in his ears. His heart hammered against his ribs. He could still see the shadows moving — more of them now, a dreadful convergence — and the faint white wakes trailing from the objects darting free from their mass: the torpedoes, narrow and merciless, their trails marked by churning foam.  

Every instinct screamed at him to turn back, to rise again into distance, to flee the doom surging upward from the sea. But he pressed on toward the city. What mattered his life, his bones dashed upon the shore or torn to shreds in the onslaught? What mattered fear, when those spires — so bright, so unaware — could yet be warned again, louder, clearer, until all doubt had been excised from the Council’s mind?  

The beast beneath him keened, a sound that vibrated in its chest and through his own. It was an elder mount, trained long, but it, too, understood danger when the very water seemed to shiver with it. The rider whispered through clenched teeth into the creature’s feathers: “Fly, old friend. Faster still. They cannot be allowed to catch us sleeping.”  

With that, the wings thundered, tilting, carrying them with all the force of living muscle and unbroken will. The ocean below foamed more fiercely, hiding hungry machines born of depths no man wished to explore.  

And inside the city — in towers of ivory marble streaked with sunlight, in streets where traders shouted and children played, in shaded courtyards where fountains spilled silver arcs — life carried on in its fragile rhythm, unaware of all the dark rushing upward to meet it.  

The Council heard the second cry more clearly now, closer, more urgent. Through the expansive windows at the chamber’s edge, they could see the rider wheeling toward them, his wings beating with furious insistence. One councillor rose to his feet, voice trembling with both fury and fear:  

“Sound the alarm! Send the guards, the gunners to the walls, the bells to full peal! Do you not hear him? He would not cry so unless—”  

The floor itself seemed to quiver.  

Out on the water, far beyond the harbor’s stone arms, the torpedoes reached the halfway mark. Hidden, silent, merciless.  

And still the rider flew, throat raw with every cry he forced against the wind, each word an offering torn from his very life:  

“To arms! They come from below! Read the city!”  

His voice cracked, but he did not stop. His whole being was reduced now to the urgency of that message, to the knowledge that even the grandest spire and brightest banner meant nothing if struck unshielded by the storm already rising beneath the calm water.  

The beast screamed too, wings cleaving the sea air as if the city’s very survival might depend on each beat. Together, rider and mount became not man and creature but one urgent herald, a single voice stitched from flesh and bone and feathers, slashing through the heavens with desperate speed.  

Whether the warning would be heeded fully, whether the defenses could be rallied before the silent knives of the deep struck home — that, the rider did not know. He could only shout, could only dive, could only spend the last of his strength while beneath him, invisible but moving with unswerving promise, the first torpedoes continued their hateful journey toward the unsuspecting walls.  

And thus, by the time the Council finally felt the weight of his warning — not as rumor, not as possibility, but as certainty — by the time the words finally rooted within their shaking hearts, it was already too late.  

For beneath the glittering surface of the harbor waters, those weapons of the unseen enemy were already there, already rushing forward, engines screaming silently in the deep. The ocean bore them mercilessly onward, and from the safety of the skies, the lone sky-rider could bear witness only to their terrible inevitability.  

The world hung in that breathless instant, balanced between beauty and ruin, sunlight and shadow. The sea rippled innocently, as though mocking the haste of man and beast above it. The city’s bells, now at last stirred into alarm, began to peal. The Councillors shouted half-formed orders drowned out by the clamor. Towers shook with the sud­den pounding of feet. And beneath it all, the deep still waited, holding its secrets close, hungering to reveal them in a single cataclysmic surge.  

The rider’s shadow passed over the city as he made one final circle, wings stretched wild against the sun. His cry still echoed among the spires, though the words themselves were lost now to the cacophony. He knew the truth as keenly as he knew the feel of the leather reins burning in his hands: when men are slow to believe a warning, the enemy’s hand is already upon them.  

And in the harbor waters, dark trails of foam broke the surface, small at first, but racing, racing.  

By the time his warning reached the highest chamber of the Council Hall, the first torpedoes were already in the water.  

🦖

The Aquarion Clade’s attack was surgical. It began with silence, not at first in the material world, but in the fabric of expectation—the hush of the shoreline watchers who saw the horizon bruised with shadows. The sea was flat, indistinguishable from the low ceiling of cloud, until the first ripples appeared, concentric patterns widening outward as though the ocean itself shivered. From those ripples rose the war-beasts, sleek silhouettes cresting out of the deep like blades breaking through a sheath. Their fins were not the fragile cartilage of ordinary sea-creatures; they were ridged, plated with mineral armor that gleamed faintly blue in the dim light, and tipped with hooks that hissed when they clipped the salt air. Each animal moved as though guided by the same pulse, an entire cohort surfacing in perfect alignment, no wasted motion, no wavering, the sudden revelation of a tide that breathed violence.

Atop those massive bodies—beasts the length of city towers laid horizontal—crouched the riders. The bond of rider and war-beast was notorious; some said blood oaths were taken in caverns carved from drowned cliffs, some whispered darker rituals. Whatever the truth, no one could dismiss the unyielding unity with which they advanced. The riders’ armor was conformed to the curve of their mounts, smooth and scaled, lacquered in translucent sheens that refracted water droplets into unnatural hues. Their helmets, finned and ridged like the crests of their beasts, narrowed at the visage, concealing eyes that glowed faintly with the eerie light of subaquatic depths. Within their hands, they held long shafts bristling with canisters and crystalline nodes—the sonic-dampening charges that only the Aquarion Clade had perfected, weapons designed not to kill outright but to unravel the defenses woven by sound and resonance.

The defenders of the Soundwall stood on the rising shelves of basalt that fringed the cliffs, watching the horizon fracture. The Soundwall itself, towering above them, was not simply a construct of stone but a lattice of resonant shafts, cavernous columns, and hidden tunings that gave it life. Ordinarily, it sang—always. Its deep hum might have seemed monotonous to a stranger. Still, to those who had lived beneath it for generations, it was the rhythm of existence: a thrumming vibration in bones and teeth, felt as much as heard. Entire cities within the buttresses of the Soundwall timed their hours by those pulses. When fishing barges returned from the outer shoals, sailors said they could navigate home by the music alone, sensing its harmonic direction more surely than any compass.

Now that hum was threatened. And those who felt the encroaching silence tasted dread as sharp as brine.

“Too soon,” murmured old Captain Renn, his thick hands gripping the stone balustrade of the South Gate. His voice was rough, like granite slowly worn away. “We had seasons left, by the reckonings. Seasons... and they have come early.”

Beside him stood Lirae, a younger sentinel whose spearshaft vibrated with her knuckles. “Do we signal the upper vaults?” she asked, her eyes locked on the swelling horizon. “If the Song is compromised—”

Her words were cut off by the first volley. The Aquarion riders raised their weapons in one synchronized gesture, and with a muted clap, they fired. The charges, trailing faint streamers of pale fumes, arced overhead like gasping comets. They fell not upon soldiers or ships, but against the lengths of the Soundwall itself. Each canister struck stone, embedded there as though instinct drew them to fault lines. Then, with a hiss and a sudden blinding halo of fractured air, they discharged.

The sound was not like ordinary detonations. It was an absence given shape. Where the charges burst, the air folded inward on itself. For an instant, there was only pressure, then a great sucking gasp that hollowed the noise from the world. The Soundwall shuddered, its notes strangled mid-hum. The watchers, accustomed to vibration buzzing steadily in their chests, felt their hearts lurch as that resonance was swallowed away. Even the surf against the cliffs sounded off-tempo, as though the sea itself skipped a beat.

“One down,” Renn whispered, though a stone core of disbelief hardened his tone. His weathered nose wrinkled as steam vented in harsh plumes from fissures where once the hum had been strong. As if the wall wept.

Another volley followed, immaculate in timing. The sleek beasts pivoted, beating their armored fins against the waves with a shock that bloomed white spray skyward, and another group of riders loosed their deadly charges. They landed further yet along the sound-lattices. The Soundwall stammered, faltered. From deep within the curved heart of the barrier, the music that had been so continuous for centuries buckled like old timber. The bass drones cracked to silence. One resonator after another failed, their organs collapsing into muteness with enough violence to rupture heated conduits. Steam burst outward in choking clouds. The sound of stone shattering followed: a treacherous crack, echoes splitting into dozens of tiny fractures, as if glass had been hammered by eternity’s mallet.

Lirae stumbled backward instinctively, coughing at the acrid fumes. “It... it falls apart too quickly! Cannot the tuners respond? Cannot they force the resonance back into line?”

“They will try,” Renn said grimly, his eyes damp from the steam as much as from the sorrow. He knew many of those tuners—scholars, monks, artisans whose entire lives had been spent calculating the interplay of vibrating cavities within the wall. “But see how precisely the Clade fires. It isn’t random. They know the nodes. Every strike falls true. Someone must have mapped us.”

Below them, the citizens pressed against railings and windows carved within the sheltering ridges. Faces pale with reflected light shone through veils of vapor. A terrible uncertainty ran through them: what is a city without its hum, what becomes of a world without the vibration that steadied its days?

From the sea, another row of war-beasts surged forth, water rolling like molten glass off their carapaced hides. Their breathing was audible even at a distance, strange hissing exhalations through tubes and vents studding their armor. The riders lowered their heads, eyes gleaming trainlike in the mist. The third barrage loosed. Faint whistles preceded fresh bursts of white silence. Resonators groaned, then ceased forever, their voices hacked off midtone.

Lirae clamped her palms over her ears. Not to block noise—it was not noise that tormented her, but the startling vacuum where noise had been. It was unbearable, like standing in a sudden outer void. The human body, so long harmonized to the Soundwall, rebelled when deprived. She swayed, muttering prayers beneath her breath. “We will fall. Ancients guide us, we will fall...”

Renn grasped her shoulder firmly, his grip transmitting the steadiness of years hardened by battle. “No,” he hissed. “Not while walls remain standing. Not while I breathe.”

But even he could not deny the shivering ache across his sternum, the uncanny awareness of absence: his life measured always in vibrations, and now those vibrations sputtering out like dying coals.

The sequence repeated with merciless precision. Each movement of the Aquarion Clade was rhythmic in its brutality, an inversion of the symphony the Soundwall had provided. Where once harmony had reigned, dissonance reigned now. Waves surged too loudly as if compensating for missing tones. Birds screamed and took flight from cliff-perches, unsettled by the distortion in the air. Cracks webbed across the wall’s outward face, thin as hair at first, but lengthening with every silencing blast.

The ocean seemed to lean closer, sensing vulnerability.

From one of the upper terraces, a child cried out, the shrillness piercing, filling part of the void that the vanished resonance had left. People clutched each other, horrified not only at the invasion itself but at the quiet—the suffocating quiet, unnatural, a blanket pressed onto spirit. Steam obscured vision, clinging to faces, beading on brows. In that white haze, shapes of soldiers moved uncertainly, their footsteps muffled, lost in cotton air.

The crackling snap of collapsing stone rattled through the air. One of the extraordinary resonant chambers within the wall gave way entirely, belching a gout of superheated vapor sky-high like the bellow of some slain animal. Chunks of basalt followed after, smashing into the water’s edge with concussions that still felt muted compared to the rolling bass that once had been life. Entire sections of cliff-dwellings shook.

Lirae pressed her back against the stone balustrade and felt it quiver, trembling as a living creature in pain. “What are we without the Song?” she whispered hoarsely to Renn, her face turned upward despite the shimmering heat. “If the hum dies, how do we know the world remains fixed?”

Renn’s throat was tight; every syllable grated from stone. “We remain. With or without Song, with or without resonance. The wall may weaken, the tones may mute, but still we will stand. Remember that.”

Yet he doubted. Oh, how he doubted. The Aquarion Clade’s attack was swift and unstoppable. Surgical, yes, in that each strike was chosen with inexorable efficiency. They did not bombard in confusion. They dismantled with purpose, as a surgeon begins to remove infected organs, one clear cut at a time. Each resonator silenced was a knowing dismemberment of a body greater than stone—a body of culture, of identity, of belonging. The deep hum was replaced by the hiss of pounding steam, by crisped explosions of mineral and slate. Each crack of shattering stone echoed not simply in material space but in hearts that remembered the old ways, learned songs at cradles, and trusted the low music of the wall to endure beyond lifetimes.

And so the attack continued—surgical, flawless, an unmaking by silence.

🦖

With the defenses muted, the Aquarion fleet surged forward — living dreadnoughts with hulls of chitin and steel, their flanks bristling with harpoon batteries. They moved as one vast organism, undulating across the surf with a terrible, deliberate grace, like predators gliding toward a wounded shore. Their prows cut through the waves, hurling fans of white spray into the air, spray that glittered in the failing light like shards of glass before dissolving into cold mist.

From the ramparts of Echoherd’s seawall, the defenders watched this approach with a mingled awe and dread. Some clenched their fists on the hafts of their spears; others struggled to steady their breathing beneath helmets that seemed suddenly too heavy, pressing down with the weight of inevitability. The Aquarion dreadnoughts were not ships in any conventional sense. They pulsed with life—the faint quivering of gill-like vents, the slow flexion of armored fins protruding from the joints where steel banded against plated muscle. Their eyes, or what passed for eyes, were clusters of lens-polished glass sunk deep into sockets of sinew and alloy. When the nearest leviathan turned its gaze toward the walls, its stare shimmered like a lighthouse beam sweeping across the dark sea. The soldiers flinched as though it could pierce through their armor into the marrow of their bones.

Echoherd’s coastal guard scrambled to respond, but their movements were jangled and off-rhythm, a desperate percussion rather than trained coordination. Officers barked commands, their voices straining to be heard against the thunder of surf and the low, resonant hum rising from the fleet itself. It was not the groan of engines or the churn of oars but something more uncanny, something that vibrated in the gut and made chests ache—a communal resonance as though the creatures of the fleet were singing to one another in an alien chorus.

“Form ranks! Get those lances charged!” shouted Captain Hyrel, his profile stark against the backdrop of the failing sun. He was tall, his hair drawn tight against his skull, his silhouette like a shard of black granite balanced at the cliff’s edge. His men and women obeyed, pulling the heavy lance-casters into alignment along the battlements, their grooved barrels aimed seaward.

Yet when the first rounds were fired, the shots came shallow. Bolts of sonic energy hit the air like stones tossed into the ocean—ripples and nothing more. The crack of discharge rang hollow, brittle. Instead of slicing into the hulls of the living dreadnoughts, the vibrations dispersed into the salt air as harmless sighs, swallowed quickly by the rolling tide. Without the Soundwall to catch and reverberate their frequencies, the lances sputtered uselessly, diminished to blunt noise. Panic began to crawl between the soldiers like an unseen tide.

“The wall isn’t carrying it,” muttered one of the younger lance-operators, disbelief etched into her voice. Her hands trembled against the controls, palms slick with sweat despite the ocean chill.

“Fire again!” cried Hyrel. “Adjust range and pattern! Don’t let them near!”

But everyone knew their efforts were wasted. The Soundwall was more than stone ramparts rising from the sea; it was a resonance chamber carved into the cliffs themselves, a living amplifier that turned their fragile lances into devastating weapons. Its harmonics had always drowned invaders before they drew near enough to strike. Now, silenced by sabotage or sorcery—or perhaps by nothing more than betrayal—it stood mute, and the garrison was left with noise and terror.

Along the seawall, conversations broke in tense fragments.  

“They can’t be this close. Not without warning.”  

“Why isn’t Command signaling the reserves?”  

“The Soundwall should be—”  

“It isn’t. Look! Look for yourself!”  

The futility of their weapons echoed in every hollow thud against the seawind. It was a silence louder than their shouting.

The dreadnoughts advanced without hurry, confident as hunters cornering prey. Their harpoon batteries rotated outward, shining wetly under the withdrawal of the sun. Each weapon was a grotesque merging of machine and biology: launch racks shaped from rib-like scaffolding, strings of tendon stretched taut, bone and cord ready to hurl bolts longer than a man. Some of the spears shone with serrated edges, their tips dripping with venomous oil that hissed when it touched the sea. Every detail declared certainty of conquest, mechanical precision fused with bestial cruelty.

Captain Hyrel tightened his jaw, watching the leviathans. The men and women under his charge waited for orders he had given a hundred times in training, but that seemed useless now. He hated the taste of futility rising in his mouth, metallic as blood. Memory pressed upon him—the last campaign, when the Soundwall had sung at full strength, when the coastal guard had felled three Aquarion cruisers before they completed their initial surge. The memory only sharpened the contrast with this present impotence. Here and now, with silence strapped across their fortress, they were powerless.

One of the sergeants, a gray-browed woman named Serah, clutched the parapet and muttered, almost to herself, “We’re deaf without it.” Her words carried just far enough for those nearby to hear, and her fellow soldiers nodded grimly. They all felt it. The Soundwall was not merely their weapon but their faith. To lose it was to lose the rhythm of resistance, to lose the drumbeat at the core of their defense.

Below, the surge of the tide mirrored the slow advance of the fleet. Waves hammered against the seawall with relentless rhythm, spray breaking upward so that the defending guard seemed shrouded in a rising veil of mist. The sunset fractured across every droplet, staining the haze with copper and violet hues, as though the heavens themselves were bleeding for Echoherd’s fate. The soldiers’ armor gleamed wetly beneath it, streaked with salt and anticipation of death.

Hyrel raised his hand again. “Loose fire in staggered bursts! Keep them distracted! Buy time!” His voice cracked, likely due to shouting and frustration. His officers repeated the orders with half-belief, though none dared rebel. They fired again, streaks of useless sound against the shore winds, half hoping that sheer persistence might somehow rekindle the missing resonance. But the volleys slumped and faded, struck from the air almost contemptuously by the resonance still thrumming from the enemy vessels.

Inside the fleet, the hum grew louder. It was melodious now, almost mournfully beautiful, like the choking lament of drowned choirs. The dreadnoughts sang to each other a slow rising hymn. With every verse, their approach intensified, as though the sea itself leaned in to listen. Soldiers covered their ears as pressure built, low tones squeezing against skulls. “They’re using resonance of their own,” said Serah, half-tangled in dread and awe. “They’ve silenced us—and they’ll hammer us with their voice instead.”

The younger lance operator shivered, murmuring, “It’s like a funeral song. Ours.”

Several soldiers cursed and reloaded, though none expected the renewed shots to make a difference. Yet what else could they do? Retreat was impossible; the wall was the last defense before the city proper, behind which families huddled, children listening to the sea without knowing its meaning. The guard understood this: even futile gestures might slow the tide, might buy minutes, might give the civilians more time to flee inland.

The dreadnoughts closed the distance. Their scales—if scales they were—glimmered with dim phosphorescence, streaking green and blue across the crests of waves as though each leviathan was lit from within by ghostly lanterns. Shell and steel fused under beams of dying light, emerging as shadows too immense to grasp fully. To the fatigued and terrified defenders, the scene felt almost unreal, as though they were staring into a vision conjured by some deep-sea dream rather than witnessing truth cresting upon them.

Still, Captain Hyrel’s eyes locked forward, unblinking. He would not betray terror before his troops. “We hold,” he told them. “Even silence does not break us. Let their beasts sing—we’ll answer with resolve. Remember the city behind you. Remember what we guard.”

His speech was thin armor against despair, but some soldiers straightened their backs and lifted chinplates. Even dying, they would be remembered as shields. And in their gazes shimmered pale embers of defiance, small though they were against the looming tide.

Yet the truth stretched heavy over Echoherd’s seawall. Without the Soundwall’s harmonics, their lances might as well have been sticks tossed into the storm. And far across the spray, the Aquarion dreadnoughts knew it. The living ships pressed their assault with the inevitability of a tide striking rock, bristling harpoons gleaming, their terrible songs rising, and the defenders braced to face them in silence.  

They knew, every one of them, that their battle had become impossible. But still they stood there, hands tight around useless lances, eyes fixed on the monumental shapes closing in. And in those dread-filled moments, with the Soundwall mute and the enemy’s hymn rolling closer, Echoherd trembled at the edge of ruin.  

Yet tremble though it did, it had not yet fallen.  

🦖

Inside the Council Hall, voices clashed like blades, the sharp edges of argument ringing louder than any clash of steel on steel. The chamber itself was built for echoes: an oval theater of polished green marble, veined with filaments that shimmered like water under torchlight. The great ceiling rafters, carved to resemble coiling wyrms locked in eternal mid-air battle, seemed almost to writhe with every shouted word. The gathered councilors—scaled, furred, feathered, and skinned—sat in their semicircle of throne-like seats, each chair carved distinctly to reflect the dominion of its occupant. In that chamber of voices, centuries of diplomacy and contention had taken place. Still, they never had the air hung with such war-weighted tension.  

The debate began anew, one voice rising above the others, hard and certain.  

> “We must call for Ankylar aid!”  

The speaker was Councillor Belath of the Midfield Provinces, a long-necked draconic of copper-bronze sheen whose words always carried with them the metallic tang of desperation veiled as pragmatism. His eyes burned toward the others, demanding assent. His talons gripped the stone armrests of his chair, raking slight grooves with every syllable.  

Almost at once, another retort snapped free like a whip crack:  

> “And leave our flanks open to Shadowjaw opportunism?”  

That was Councillor Kirren, hawk-featured and sharp of movement, her feathers standing on edge in agitation. Her wings, though folded, twitched with each expression of vehemence, the polished obsidian tips catching the chamber’s torchlight. She leaned forward, beak clicking as she spoke, her brow creasing with the obviousness of her distrust.  

Amid murmurs, a third voice, deep with gravel-roughened resonance, rose to challenge both.  

> “If we do nothing, there will be no flanks left!”  

The words were uttered by elder Gorrak, a bear-shouldered envoy draped in furs lined with frost. His breath steamed even in this warm chamber as if he carried winter inside his lungs. He pounded one boulder-sized fist into his palm, the sound reverberating like a war drum’s warning. His small congregation of mountain kin seated beside him growled in solidarity, a low rumble underscoring his words.  

The clamor rose, threads of argument tangled with snarls, squawks, roars, and guttural growls. It was not mere disagreement—it was fear braided with pride, and pride braided with memory of past betrayals: one kingdom abandoning another, one tribe profiting from another’s ruin.  

It was at that moment, piercing through the heated din, that Wren-scale Chancellor Thryss acted. Smaller than most of the giants of state who postured before him, he often seemed unassuming, his slender serpent-formed body shimmering with iridescent hues that blended green with rust-red depending on the light. The Chancellor had long mastered subtlety, the art of navigating between towering egos and bruising arrogance. But now subtlety had no purchase.  

With a swift motion, he rose from his central seat upon the high dais and brought his muscular tail crashing down against the polished marble floor. The sound cracked through the hall like a thunderclap in a clear sky.  

The echoes stole every other sound from the room, scattering murmurs, silencing snarls, stifling wings mid-ruffle. In that pause, dust drifted slowly from the ceiling carvings, and the flaming sconces seemed to lean forward, eager for the Chancellor’s words.  

Chancellor Thryss’s tongue flicked once, tasting the heavy air. His eyes, slit-pupiled and glowing faintly gold, swept over the gathered councilors with patient but unyielding authority. When he spoke, his voice did not rise in volume, and yet somehow it carried more weight than any shouted argument had:  

> “We hold the harbor. Whatever it takes.”  

The words struck like iron hammered onto an anvil. There was no embellishment, no wavering, no appeal for discussion. It was a declaration, edged with command.  

A stillness hung, yet beneath that stillness was a roiling sea of thoughts and hidden fears. Every councilor felt them, though few would ever voice them aloud. The harbor—the last artery feeding trade, sustenance, reinforcements—was the lifeline of their fractured alliance. Without it, cities would starve, armies would rot, and all hope would wither beneath the Shadowjaw tide creeping ever nearer across the frontier plains.  

Thryss’s words pinned reality to the chamber floor like a dagger driving parchment into wood.  

Belath, his pride momentarily stung by being cut off, drew back but could not swallow his frown. His long neck arched upward, perhaps to seek reassurance from the high carvings overhead, only to disguise his uncertainty. “Hold the harbor, yes,” he muttered, though loud enough for the words to carry, “but strength thinned too far is no strength at all. Even the bravest bulwark crumbles without support.”  

Kirren’s wings gave another twitch, her talons clacking against the floor. She hid her own flicker of doubt behind righteous indignation. “And what good is foreign aid if it sinks its talons into our independence? Call to Ankylar, and soon they will dictate where our banners fly, whose soldiers march where.” She paused, glaring across the half-circle at Belath. “Better that we lose in our own name than win only as pawns.”  

Elder Gorrak snorted, a booming sound like boulders colliding in a river. His breath gusted thick as smoke. “Harbor stands or everything falls. If the Chancellor says we must bleed for the docks, then we bleed. Mountain kin have lost more to Shadowjaw jaws than either of you diplomats can count in feathers or scales.” He thumped his chest with his fist for emphasis.  

The council nearly stirred again into uproar, but another scrape of tail against marble from Thryss subdued them before the storm could rekindle. His golden eyes narrowed.  

> “You think I do not weigh the costs? You think I choose lightly to demand blood for stone piers and wooden ships? But mark this: stone may crumble, ships may burn, but if the harbor falls, all else tumbles like sand from a broken claw. Trade ceases. Food rots. Allies scatter. No frontier will matter without the spine to feed it.”  

He leaned upon the dais rail, his slit eyes unwavering, forcing each councilor to absorb his certainty.  

“Ankylar aid,” he continued slowly, “comes with chains, velvet-gloved or not. Shadowjaw opportunism is no less hungry. If you would trust neither neighbor nor enemy with your survival, then the survival becomes our own task. The solution is not behind our borders but here.” He tapped the marble floor sharply with the end of his tail for emphasis. “Here, at the harbor.”  

A quiet ripple pressed through the seats—restless shifting, claws scratching armrests, feathers ruffling, throats coughing into rigid silence. No one offered further retort, for it was not the habit of this Chancellor to speak at such length unless the matter was resolved in his mind beyond any contestation.  

Wren-scaled though he was, Thryss’s words carried the weight of iron-scaled conviction, and to deny him directly was to risk not merely an argument, but the breaking of the fragile unity holding their fragmented alliance in one tense knot.  

And so the voices that had moments ago clashed like swords now hovered sharpened but sheathed, lingering in tense pause. The silence of unwilling acquiescence filled the grand chamber.  

Yet even within that silence, invisible threads wound themselves. Councillor Belath stole glances at the feathers of Kirren, wondering whether her distrust of foreign aid was genuine loyalty or covert self-interest, for he had heard whispers of covert negotiations before. Elder Gorrak rubbed his jaw with rock-scarred claws, calculating in private how many warriors of his people could actually be sent to the harbor without leaving his mountain passes fatally weak. Every mind spun, every hand clenched or flexed with restless doubt.  

But no one stepped forward to contradict Thryss. Not then. Not beneath the heavy weight of his final decree.  

The air of the chamber thickened with the scent of torches hissing and dying embers. Along the high walls, the carved wyrms seemed to crouch lower, tense and listening. Somewhere above, a night bird shrieked, its cry filtering faintly through the skyward slots of the vaulted dome, a lonely sound against the hush.  

The Chancellor allowed the silence to endure for a long breath, then another, until the weight of his command compressed even the most defiant hearts into cold acceptance. Finally, with controlled grace, he uncoiled his body back into his seat. His scaled frame, though slender, seemed then like the spine of a great warship upon which all other planks must rely for cohesion.  

His words—four stark sentences—still hung in the chamber’s air like banners unfurled in windless space: They would hold the harbor, whatever it took.  

No councilor applauded, none cheered. But none defied him either.  

The fate of the harbor—its briny spray, its fortress piers, its lighthouse spires—was sealed in the marrow of that moment. The council’s clashing debates, the whetstone of suspicion grinding against fear, had dulled themselves against the Chancellor’s blade of certainty.  

All else might shift with tides and betrayals. But the harbor would be held.  

Whatever it took.  

🦖

By midday, Aquarion banners flew over the outer docks. The fabric of them, dyed in deep sea-green with the sigil of the cresting wave stitched in white, snapped like living things in the salt-laden wind. Soldiers had raised them hastily, but proudly, fastening the poles into whatever remains of pier-timber or broken railing they could find. Now the symbols of conquest swayed above the wreckage of the harbor, and with every gust it seemed they flung their shadow down across the ruined waterfront, claiming both sea and stone with a kind of terrible certainty. The banners themselves appeared almost alive, flaring in the sunlight as though gloating, and the sailors and soldiers loyal to Aquarion pointed to them as if reassurance were needed that at last something had been won in the chaos.

Below them, the docks were a shattered waste, burned black by the morning’s bombardment. Fires still burned along the waterfront in scattered pockets, licking at the hulls of wrecked fishing boats and merchant vessels. The flames gave off a greasy smoke that clung low to the tide, twisting into grayish tendrils that coiled through the broken streets. It was a different kind of smoke than the clean fire of hearths or torches — this was acrid, foul with tar, resin, and charred canvas. It sank into the lungs of all who breathed it, making voices rasp when they tried to shout and coughs seize soldiers as they ran. The cries of the wounded drifted under and over that smoke, some sharp and sudden as agony tore through them, others weak and thin, less like cries than like the forlorn whimpers of children. Their voices mingled eerily with the crash of waves against the seawall. Nature had not paused in its endless rhythm. So the water struck with its patient thunder, as though mocking both victors and vanquished, reminding them that, in either empire or ruin, the tide was forever.

Among the cobbled quays, men limped and crawled to aid one another. A pair of fisher lads, their skin greasy with soot, half-carried what had once been their father’s apprentice. His tunic was seared to his body on one side, his face twisted into an unending scream with each painful breath, but still he begged to be left there so they would not risk themselves further. Mothers stooped in the churn of ash to rock half-conscious bodies who might once have been their sons. Soldiers whose armor had been broken, whose breastplates were buckled inward by strike or stone, staggered with ashen faces toward makeshift infirmaries, where rough canvas tarps had been stretched across what was left of warehouse frames. There, healers bent low, pressing cloths into wounds, whispering prayers or issuing harsh orders, depending on whether faith or practicality seemed the surer remedy.

And through it all, the Aquarion troops moved sternly, sometimes with a grim gentleness, sometimes with merciless direction. The occupants knew not whether the hand reaching out to them would steady them to their feet or shove them away to clear a path. Victory was a two-edged thing, and the conquered people learned quickly how sharp it could be.

From the cliffs above, the shattered Soundwall loomed. Once, it had been the pride and boundary of the harbor, a vast ringing shield of stone and crystal that stretched across the seaward rim of the promontory and cast back the force of storm, tide, and siege. It had guarded not just against invaders of flesh and steel but against the surging power of sound and wave-sorcery, that peculiar force harnessed by those skilled enough to shape voice into weapon. Many believed it eternal, immutable — but that belief now lay broken, exposed to air and eyes. The Soundwall had not merely cracked; it had come apart in jagged sections, chunks of crystalline basalt thrust at odd angles like ribs snapped within a chest. The songs of protection that had once hummed faintly through its frame were gone, leaving behind only silence so profound it seemed to ring in the ears. That absence was almost louder than battle.

The monument loomed above them, cloaked in dust that glittered faintly in the sun like some mockery of the brilliance it had once radiated. It looked less like a defense now than a tombstone. Already, soldiers and townsfolk turned their gazes toward it, unable not to. For years, the Soundwall had been their assurance against ruin — now it was a silent reminder that assurance had ended. Many whispered that the war, all the raids and skirmishes that had come before, were only preludes. Whatever had been fought before this day had been a matter of warning shots, of cautious tests, of feints across the water. But here and now, in the silent ruin of the Soundwall, the real war had begun. 

Standing on the cliff’s edge, a captain of Aquarion’s host surveyed the waterfront below. His cloak, stiffened with sea-spray, tugged against the wind and threatened to fly like one of the banners thrust into the piers. He lowered his helm beneath one arm, the other resting on the pommel of a sword that gleamed not with brightness, but with the dull finish of steel often used. His face was weathered with lines cut by salt and war, and his gaze lingered not on the triumphant banners or the cowed prisoners, but on the collapsed sweep of the Soundwall. There was a sense of satisfaction in his eyes. Still, it was shadowed — the way a hunter might look at prey downed only after a savage struggle. "So it’s done," he said aloud, though no one stood close enough to answer.

Behind him, others had gathered. A younger soldier, his armor still unfamiliar in the way it shifted against his shoulders, took a hesitant step forward. "Captain," he began, "is it... is it broken for good?"

The older man did not answer immediately. He lifted his eyes to a section of crystalline shard still clinging to its moorings, catching sunlight in fractured violet hues. He waited until the boy shifted uneasily before replying. "Walls like that don’t rebuild. Not quickly. Not in a season. Not in a decade. It cost them everything to raise it the first time." His mouth tightened. "No. It won’t be rising again soon. The sea is ours."

The younger soldier’s expression twisted between triumph and unease. He might have cheered in another hour, under different circumstances. Still, that silence pressing down from the broken Soundwall seemed to stifle any cry of joy. Instead, he only nodded and moved away, muttering half-formed oaths into the wind as if ashamed.

Along the cliffside road, townsfolk who had been herded there by the victors gazed downward as well. Their faces were pinched and pale. Some clutched scraps of belongings wrapped in tattered cloth; others held children who clung silently to their necks. A woman in torn cool-gray skirts leaned forward against the restraining pike of an Aquarion guard, staring and staring, as if by sheer force of will she could knit the Soundwall back together again. At last, she crumpled to her knees, pressing her face against her child’s shoulder, murmuring low as though singing a lullaby to drown out the silence left behind.

In the markets once bustling with trade, the stone stalls stood abandoned. Baskets of fruit, knives of polished bone, jars of salted fish — many had spilled onto the blackened ground, trodden carelessly underfoot in the clamor. Seagulls had already returned in numbers, shrieking loudly as they fought over scraps amid the desolation. Their cries pierced the air, uncanny in how they mirrored the cries of the wounded men and women below, until one could not easily tell whether the noise of pain came from human throats or the throats of birds. Against the din, the steadfast crash of waves struck the seawall relentlessly, a great voice of water that neither conqueror nor victim could silence. Not today, not ever.

The seawall itself bore scars from bombardment. Scored stone, blackened by tar-fire, lay alongside heaps of rubble where boulders had been sheared loose and fallen. Men in Aquarion colors clambered along sections that still stood, prodding here and there with spears to dislodge hiding fighters or salvage usable material. Their irritation was evident in every gesture; the wall they claimed should have yielded treasure or defenders had instead yielded only shattered masonry. Every clang of spear on rock rang out over the waves, an iron voice answering nature’s roar.

On the piers, the Aquarion sailors worked tirelessly to secure their hold. Ropes bit into burned wood with creaking sounds. Poles hammered into place sent vibrations running through the broken timbers. The odor of pitch and brine and smoke merged into one, a scent that would cling to memory as much as to skin and hair. And over all this, the banners continued to fly, high above the ruin, their threads flashing green and white in the midday sun like shards of stained glass scattered across the sea breeze.

No one spoke where the Soundwall loomed. Even the Aquarion victors, for all their clamor at the docks, kept their distance from its shadow. They looked upward sometimes, shuddering faintly as they turned away, because in its ruin lay a question none spoke aloud: if such a thing as that could fall, what else might follow? Conquest was a feast, but not every part of it could be digested without bitterness. There was triumph, yes, but also the birth of something far darker than mere victory. The soldiers knew it; the townsfolk felt it; the sea seemed to hint it. Something had changed fundamentally. The war, until today, has been characterized by border skirmishes and shadowy discussions. Today, it had found its actual beginning.

So the Soundwall stood broken, cliff crown jagged against the sky. Fires burned unceasingly on the waterfront, filling the air with smoke that wavered between heaven and sea. The wounded still cried, though exhaustion dimmed even that. The waves hammered the stones as they always had. And the banners of Aquarion flew above the ruins with a terrible certainty, heralding not only a conquest, but the solemn and unalterable truth that this day — this midday of fire and salt, of silence and broken bastions — was the day the war truly began.  
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​II  - Breach at the Eastern Gate
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🦖

The Aquarion flagship’s signal rippled across the harbor — a low, resonant bellow that made the water itself shiver. It was not a simple blast of horn or pipe, but something older and stranger, as though the ship itself had borrowed a voice from the seabed and given it to the air. The sound rolled out over the moon-dappled waves, deep enough that it seemed to swell in the chest and loosen the mortar between stones. Every piling and corroded chain trembled faintly. Glass panes facing the wharves quivered and hummed. In that long moment, it was as if the harbor held its breath, the entire city listening to an ancient summons.

The signal did not only travel through the air. Beneath the dark surface, shoals of fish scattered at once, scales flashing silver and green as they darted to deeper shelter. The kelp beds stirred like a forest in sudden wind. And deeper still, far below the reach of ordinary nets, heavier shadows lifted their heads in perfect unison, responding. The water there grew turbulent, threaded with phosphorescent gleam from strange runes carved into armor and hide alike.

When the surface broke, it did so with a violence that shook the pilings. Thirty enormous heads surged upward, rising higher and higher until the moonlight caught the metal ridges strapped across their long, reptilian throats. Armored plesiosaurs, their wet skins glistening as though burnished with oil, climbed from the sea like titans returning from an age thought dead. Each colossal beast bore a siege-crest — iron frames fitted to their necks, painted with the sigils of Aquarion command, the banners sunken and reborn from endless campaigns beneath the tides. Their eyes, round and black and mirrored with unfathomable depth, caught torchlight from the walls of the harbor and scattered it like coins spilled upon stone.

Upon the broad, plated saddles between their shoulders clung the marines: lean figures that seemed half-human, half-fish, bound in armor of coral scale and chased brass. Their bodies gleamed wetly, and their weapons — long tridents fitted with hooks and razor-fan blades — glimmered cruelly. Each marine’s mouth bristled with fanged focus even when closed, their gills pulsing and fluttering as they adjusted from water to air. Behind their black lenses of war-goggles, no eye betrayed a hint of doubt or hesitation. They had surged from the sea countless times before.

The sound of the flagship’s signal was still quivering inside stone and bone alike when the plesiosaurs began their charge. They did not hesitate at the boundary between sea and land. With thunderous heaves of massive flippers, they launched forward, the water exploding away from their bodies. For a heartbeat, each leviathan seemed almost to fly, midair glittering with scattered spray, before the first claws struck upon ancient stone dock.

The impact tremored the wharfside. Whole stretches of slick, algae-covered masonry buckled beneath their weight. Piers groaned, wood shrieked as it sheared apart under iron claws grinding for purchase. Crates toppled like children’s toys, scattering goods in bursts of grain and oil that slicked across the stones. Harbor gulls screamed upwards in a cyclone of feathers, desperate to escape. Men who had dared to watch shouted curses that broke quickly into panicked prayers. 
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