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The dead girls always come back as weather.

That’s what we say in Saltbarrow, anyway. When the fog rolls in thicker than milk and the buoys moan like something with a throat, my grandmother touches the window glass and whispers, “They’re restless today.” When the nor’easters tear shingles off the rooftops and the tide chews at the seawall, the old men at the dock mutter that the Drowning Mouth is hungry again. And when the sea goes glassy and still and the air tastes of copper and roses—that’s when you know a girl has just gone missing. That’s the taste of her last breath, they say. That’s the sea accepting its due.

I stopped believing in weather as omen the year I turned twelve and read my first real science book: Oceanography: The Physical and Chemical Properties of Seawater. I learned about low-pressure systems and thermal inversion. I learned that fog is just warm air kissing cold water. I learned that dead girls don’t make storms; they just make grief, and grief is heavy enough to sink a town all on its own.

I am seventeen now, and I carry that book around in my head like a talisman. I am Maren Cole, aspiring marine biologist, collector of facts, disbeliever of fairy tales. I have lived my whole life in Saltbarrow, Massachusetts—a town that is slowly being swallowed by the Atlantic, one house at a time, one daughter at a time—and I have spent exactly half of those years trying to convince anyone who will listen that our founding legend is nothing but a ghost story the town tells itself to make sense of tragedy.

Nobody wants to listen.

Saltbarrow perches on a crumbling fist of granite at the easternmost edge of the state, a place the highway forgot and the sea remembers too well. Our population, last I checked the peeling sign on the town line, is eight hundred and falling. The lobstermen haul in fewer traps each season. The Main Street shops are half-boarded, their windows papered with faded “For Lease” signs. Our high school shares a building with the middle school and the elementary school, and my graduating class is thirty-one kids, most of whom can trace their bloodlines back to the fourteen families that founded this town in 1693.

That’s the part of the story that’s true, the part you can find in county records. Fourteen families, fleeing the Salem witch trials, put their faith in the sea instead of the church and settled on this barren stretch of coast. They built Saltbarrow. They fished. They prayed. And then, if you believe the legend, they murdered a child.

The fable—our dark little origin story—goes like this: One of the founding women, a widow named Cora Marsh, took a lover from the sea. A mer-creature, silver-skinned and beautiful, who came to her on the new moon and left before the tide turned. She bore his child: a girl, perfect and strange, with scales like tiny coins around her navel and gill-slits behind her ears. For eleven years, Cora hid the child’s nature, but one stormy night, the secret slipped. The townspeople saw the girl’s webbed fingers, the way her eyes reflected lantern light like a cat’s. They called her a demon, an abomination, a curse upon their righteous settlement. And so, in an act of terrified piety, they took the child from her mother and drowned her in the cove now called the Drowning Mouth.

The sea, enraged by the murder of its daughter, spat a curse back at the town. Every generation, a girl of Cora’s bloodline would be taken by the water, reclaimed as payment for the original sin. The curse would hold until someone from the line chose to return willingly, to bridge the gap between land and sea, to become the living apology the town could never speak.

That’s the story. That’s the bedtime tale I was raised on, the myth that hangs over every Marsh woman like a guillotine blade. Because Cora Marsh is my ancestor. Her blood runs in my veins, and in my grandmother’s, and in every girl this town has lost to the water for three hundred years.

I don’t believe it. I can’t. Believing would mean accepting that my great-aunt Laura, who vanished when she was nineteen and my grandmother was sixteen, didn’t just slip off the rocks on a foggy morning. It would mean accepting that the sea wanted her, and that someday, it would want me, too. So I choose science. I choose tide charts and salinity tests and the hard, clean logic of the food web. I choose the world I can measure, not the one whispered about at funerals.

This morning, I am at my tide pools.

The pools lie on the far side of Saltbarrow Neck, a half-mile scramble over granite boulders crusted with barnacles and bladderwrack. I’ve been coming here since I could walk, but these last two summers I’ve come with a purpose: a long-term survey of intertidal biodiversity that I’m hoping to submit with my college applications. I keep detailed notebooks—water temperature, pH, species count, behavioral observations—and I take photographs with my mother’s old DSLR, the one she used before she left Saltbarrow and the sea and me.

The sun is just cresting the horizon, turning the Atlantic to hammered copper. The air tastes of salt and rotting kelp and the faint, sweet decay of mussels left too long in the sun. I love this smell. It’s the smell of a functioning ecosystem, of energy cycling from producer to consumer to decomposer and back again. I love the way the tide pools look in the low light: miniature worlds cupped in stone, holding sea stars and anemones and scuttling hermit crabs, each one a perfect, self-contained argument for order.

I crouch beside my favorite pool, the one I’ve labeled P-7, and open my notebook. The water is clear today, the sun already strong enough to slice through the surface and illuminate the bottom. A painted greenling darts beneath a ledge of rock. A purple sea star—Pisaster ochraceus—is slowly digesting a mussel, its stomach extruded from its mouth in a pale, patient flower. I note the time, the temperature, the presence of a new patch of coralline algae. My handwriting is cramped and precise. My mind is calm.

This is where I belong: on the border between two worlds, the wet and the dry, the known and the knowable. This is where I am most myself, a girl with salt in her hair and data in her hands, a girl who will not be swallowed by a story.

I hear the scrape of boots on rock and look up. Leo Almeida is picking his way toward me, a thermos in one hand and his usual worried expression on his face. Leo has been my best friend since kindergarten, when we both reached for the same sea urchin during a class tide-pool trip. I let him have it. He let me have half his granola bar. We’ve been inseparable ever since, even when we shouldn’t be—especially then.

“You left before dawn again,” he says, settling onto a rock beside me. He’s tall, brown-skinned, with the kind of eyes that always look a little sad, even when he’s smiling. He’s not smiling now. “Your gran called my mom. She wanted to make sure you’d eaten.”

“I ate.” I don’t look up from my notebook. “Tell her I ate.”

“I’m not your messenger gull.” He holds out the thermos. “Tea. Ginger and honey. My mom made it.”

I take it, more to stop his fussing than because I want it. The tea is hot and sweet and stings my chapped lips. “Thanks.”

Leo watches me work for a minute, his gaze drifting from my notebook to the pool to the horizon, where a fishing boat chugs slowly toward open water. “You know what day it is, right?”

I know. Of course I know. It’s July 16th, the day before the new moon, the day before the Night of Lanterns. Tomorrow night, the whole town will gather at the harbor and float paper lanterns out to sea—a ritual of appeasement, a public performance of fear. They’ll dress in white. They’ll sing the old hymns. They’ll whisper the name of the Drowning Mouth like a prayer.

“It’s July 16th,” I say flatly. “Peak spawning season for Atlantic silversides. And the neap tide is in three days.”

“Maren.”

“What?”

Leo’s jaw tightens. He looks like he wants to say something, something he’s been holding in for a long time. But instead he just points at my neck. “You’re scratching again.”

I lower my hand. I hadn’t realized I was doing it. The skin behind my left ear has been itching for a few days now, a dry, prickling sensation that I’d chalked up to windburn or an allergic reaction to the new sunscreen I bought. “It’s nothing. Dry skin.”

“It’s always ‘nothing’ with you.”

“Because it usually is nothing.” I cap my pen and finally meet his eyes. “Leo, I’m fine. I’m just tired. I’ve been staying up late working on my essay.”

He doesn’t look convinced, but he drops it. He knows better than to push me when I’m in science mode. Instead, he picks up a piece of dried kelp and starts stripping it into thin ribbons, a nervous habit he’s had since we were kids. “I saw the council setting up the lantern frames this morning. They’re making them bigger this year.”

“The council is a group of scared old men who’ve never left this town and never will. They can make the lanterns as big as they want. It won’t change anything.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I know that lanterns don’t stop girls from drowning. I know that Laura fell because the rocks were slick. I know that every other woman in my family who died young died of pneumonia, or a bad heart, or a boat accident in rough seas. None of them were ‘taken’ by a curse. They were taken by bad luck and poor safety regulations.”

Leo flinches at the name Laura. He always does. The older generation of Saltbarrow speaks about the lost girls in hushed, reverent tones, as if they’re saints or martyrs. But Leo’s family, like mine, carries the weight of the legend differently. His father is the head of the town council, the loudest voice calling for more lanterns, more prayers, more sacrifice. Leo was raised to believe, and it’s cost him something I can’t name—a kind of childhood, maybe. A kind of peace.

“I’m not trying to scare you,” he says quietly. “I just... can you promise me you’ll be careful tomorrow night? Stay away from the water during the Lamentation. Don’t go near the Mouth.”

The Mouth. He means the cove where the mer-child was supposedly drowned, a narrow inlet on the seaward side of the Neck, where the water is always cold and dark and deep. The town fenced it off years ago—a rusty chain-link barrier with a sign that says DANGER: STRONG CURRENTS—but everyone knows the fence is a ward, not a warning. The Mouth is sacred ground. Accursed ground. The place where the veil between our world and the sea’s is thinnest.

“I never go near the Mouth,” I say. “You know that.”

“Good.” He stands, brushing bits of kelp from his jeans. “I have to get to the marina. Dad wants me to help prep the lantern boats.” He hesitates, then touches my shoulder, a brief, warm pressure. “Happy early Lamentation Eve, I guess. Try to eat something that isn’t granola bars.”

“Try to not let your dad turn you into a town crier.”

He almost smiles. Then he’s gone, scrambling back over the rocks, his silhouette swallowed by the rising sun.

I watch him go, an uncomfortable knot tightening in my chest. Leo is the only person in Saltbarrow who knows me—really knows me—and yet there is a wall between us built of folktales and fear, and I don’t know how to tear it down. I don’t know if I want to.

I return to my tide pools, but my concentration is broken. The sea star has finished its meal and is now inching its way toward a crevice. The greenling has vanished. The sun feels hotter on the back of my neck, the salt heavier in the air. I scratch again at the spot behind my ear.

And that’s when I feel it.

Something small and hard and impossibly smooth, clinging to the skin just below my hairline. At first I think it’s a bit of dried seawater, a crust of salt that will flake away if I pick at it. But when I scrape it gently with my fingernail, it doesn’t come off. It’s attached. Rooted.

My heart kicks once, hard, against my ribs.

I scramble to my feet and dig my compact mirror out of my backpack, the one I keep for checking the pH strips on my water test kit. I angle it behind my ear, twisting my neck until I can see the spot.

There, nestled in the hollow behind my left earlobe, is a scale.

It is tiny—no bigger than a grain of rice—and it catches the morning light with an iridescent shimmer, mother-of-pearl and silver, the colors shifting from green to violet as I turn my head. It looks exactly like the scales I’ve scraped off mackerel on my grandmother’s kitchen table, except it’s growing out of my skin, flush against the soft flesh, perfectly alive.

I stare at it for a long, frozen moment. My mind cycles through explanations: It’s a fish scale that got stuck there while I was wading. It’s a piece of shell. It’s a scab that looks like a scale under this weird angle. It’s an embedded bit of glitter from a craft project I don’t remember doing. It’s nothing. It’s nothing.

But when I touch it, I feel it from the inside. I feel the tug of it in my skin, the tiny thread of nerve that connects it to my body. It belongs to me.

I pull my hand away. My fingers are trembling. I snap the mirror shut and stuff it back in my bag. The tide pools blur in front of me, the data in my notebook suddenly meaningless. I tell myself to breathe. I tell myself that there are fish—plenty of them—that shed scales when you handle them, and I handled a wrasse yesterday, a slippery green cunner that wriggled out of my grip and left a smear of mucus on my palm. One of its scales must have flicked up and lodged itself under my ear. That happens. Things get stuck. Bodies are weird.

I repeat this to myself the whole walk home.

The house I share with my grandmother is a gray-shingled cottage perched at the edge of Marsh Lane, the last house before the land gives way to scrub pine and beach rose. It has a widow’s walk that no one uses, a porch that sags toward the sea, and a front door painted the color of faded hydrangeas. Inside, it smells of salt and lavender and the faint, dusty sweetness of old books.

Gran is in the kitchen when I come in, kneading bread dough with her knobby, capable hands. She is seventy-four years old, the matriarch of what’s left of the Marsh line, and she carries her grief with a kind of fierce, practical grace. She lost her sister Laura fifty-eight years ago, and she has spent every day since waiting for the sea to claim another daughter.

“You’re back early,” she says without looking up. Her voice is soft and gravelly, a voice that has sung too many lullabies and wept too many tears. “Did Leo find you?”

“He found me.” I pour myself a glass of water and drink it standing at the sink, my back to her, hiding the place behind my ear. “He’s worried about tomorrow night.”

“He’s a good boy.” She punches the dough and folds it over. “His father, on the other hand, is a damn fool.”

I almost smile. Gran has no patience for the council’s theatrics, even as she believes the legend more deeply than anyone I know. She doesn’t need lanterns or hymns or white dresses. She carries the curse inside her, a private, ancient weight, and she has never tried to convince me that it’s real. She just waits, and loves me, and watches the sea.

“Gran,” I say, keeping my voice casual, “did Laura ever... I mean, before she died, did she ever get sick? Have weird symptoms or anything?”

Gran’s hands pause on the dough. For a long moment, she says nothing, and I can feel the kitchen filling with a careful, brittle silence. Then she resumes kneading, her movements slower now. “Why do you ask?”

“Just curious. For a... school thing. Family medical history.”

It’s a flimsy lie, and I think she knows it, but she doesn’t call me on it. “Laura was always a frail thing. Sensitive to the sun. Loved the water but it never loved her back—she’d break out in rashes if she swam too long.” A pause. “What kind of weird symptoms?”

“Nothing. Just... rashes, I guess. Like that.”

Gran turns to face me, and her eyes, pale gray as winter sea, search my face with a flicker of something I can’t read. Worry? Recognition? “Maren. If something is wrong, you need to tell me.”

“Nothing’s wrong.” I force a smile. “I’m just tired. I’m going to go work on my essay.”

I retreat to my room before she can press further. My room is small and cluttered, the walls covered with marine biology posters—a diagram of cetacean evolution, a chart of North Atlantic fish species, a photo of a hydrothermal vent community torn from an old National Geographic. My desk is buried under notebooks and textbooks and a half-built model of a tide-pool ecosystem. This room is my sanctuary, my proof that I am a creature of science, not superstition.

But tonight, the posters look different. The fish stare at me with knowing eyes. The hydrothermal vent, with its alien ecosystem thriving in total darkness, seems like a metaphor for something I don’t want to understand.

I check my skin before bed. The scale is still there, unchanged. I run my finger over it, feeling its smooth, cool surface, its unsettling permanence. I think about plucking it out—I have tweezers, I have antiseptic—but something stops me. Fear, maybe. Or something deeper, something that feels almost like reverence.

I leave it alone. I tell myself I’ll see a dermatologist when I can get to the mainland. I tell myself it’s nothing. I tell myself a lot of things.

That night, I dream of drowning.

Not the violent, thrashing kind of drowning they show in movies—no desperate lungfuls of water, no clawing for the surface. This is different. In the dream, I am standing on the bottom of the Drowning Mouth, the water pressing in on all sides like a cold, velvet blanket. I am not afraid. I am not breathing, but I don’t need to. The water is dark and full of drifting light, phosphorescent specks that swirl around me like living stars. And I am not alone.
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