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Seventeen-year-old Mara Quinn stood waist-deep in the warm shallows, her salt-stiffened linen shirt clinging to her sun-browned skin, bare feet anchored in the soft white sand. Around her, the ocean breathed—slow, rhythmic swells that carried the faint, electric hum of something ancient stirring beneath the surface.

“Easy, Ripple,” Mara murmured, her voice low and melodic. She extended her hand toward the sleek gray shape circling her. The bottlenose dolphin rose, clicking softly, its intelligent eyes meeting hers with unmistakable recognition. A second dolphin, smaller and marked with a distinctive white scar across its dorsal fin, darted in from the left, nudging her hip playfully.

Mara laughed, the sound bright against the quiet cove. “Yes, you too, Echo. Show me what you found today.”

She had trained these dolphins since they were calves, part of her mother’s secretive marine salvage guild. While the great empires of Europe chased gold and spices across the Awakened Waters, the Guild of Tethys sought something different: lost relics from before the Great Flood of 1703, artifacts that sang with the same strange magic now awakening in the seas. Mara’s role was simple but vital—she was the bridge between human and creature. Dolphins carried messages across dangerous reefs. Reef sharks guarded salvage sites. And in recent months, something new had begun: the first tentative whispers from the deeper myths.

A triangular fin sliced the water twenty yards out. Mara’s pulse quickened with delight rather than fear. “There you are, old friend.”

The reef shark—nearly nine feet of muscle and quiet power—glided closer. Most sailors would have fled, but Mara had named this one Reefguard years ago. She reached out slowly, letting her fingers trail along its rough skin. The shark pressed into her touch, a low vibration rumbling through the water like a contented purr.

“Good boy,” she whispered. “Keep the cove safe today.”

The outpost of Isla Tethys was a secret jewel tucked behind jagged coral barriers and illusion-weaving mists that only those with guild blood could navigate. Thirty families lived here—salvagers, scholars, trainers, and a handful of retired sailors who had turned their backs on the endless wars of empire. Wooden walkways connected stilted houses over the lagoon. Nets heavy with glowing bioluminescent kelp hung like lanterns. Children laughed as they rode the backs of friendly rays in the shallows. It was peace, fragile and beautiful, in a world growing more dangerous by the month.

But peace never lasted long in the Awakened Waters.

Mara felt it before she saw it—a wrongness in the current, a pressure against her temples like distant thunder. The dolphins suddenly clicked in sharp alarm. Reefguard stiffened, his body coiling with tension.

“Mara!” her mother’s voice called from the beach. Captain Elara Quinn stood tall and commanding despite the silver threading her dark braid. At forty-three, she still moved like the naval officer she had once been before defecting to found the guild. Today, though, her face was drawn with worry. “Come in. The scouts report strange sails on the horizon.”

Mara gave Reefguard one last reassuring pat and waded ashore, the dolphins and shark escorting her until the water became too shallow. “How many?” she asked, wringing seawater from her shirt.

“Too many,” Elara said grimly. She carried the Heart of Tethys—not in her hands, but in the way her fingers kept drifting to the hidden satchel at her side. The living coral-stone pulsed faintly beneath the woven cloth, a soft teal glow visible even in daylight. Legends claimed it could calm the fiercest storms and command the loyalty of every creature touched by the Flood. Elara had guarded it for fifteen years, ever since it chose her during a salvage dive gone wrong.

They walked the shell-lined path toward the central longhouse together. The air smelled of fried plantains, woodsmoke, and the sweet rot of mangoes left too long in the sun. Yet beneath it all lingered the metallic tang of unease.

“More sightings last night,” Elara said quietly. “A pod of orcas singing songs no one has heard since the old tales. And last week... Sira swore she saw a juvenile kraken playing near the northern reef.”

Mara’s skin prickled. “The veil is thinning again, isn’t it?”

Her mother nodded. “The empires feel it too. Britain especially. Their new ships have iron-reinforced hulls and weapons designed for creatures, not men. Harpoon-cannons that fire nets laced with siren-song suppressors. They call the oceans theirs to conquer now.”

Mara clenched her fists. She had seen the scars on rescued dolphins—deep gashes from experimental British weapons. The idea of turning the wild, beautiful, awakened sea into another battlefield made her stomach turn.

Inside the longhouse, guild members bustled with nervous energy. Old Tomas sharpened harpoons while humming old Welsh sea shanties. Young Lia checked the dolphin harnesses. Everyone moved with purpose, but their eyes kept darting toward the hidden cove entrance.

Mara helped her mother secure the Heart in its protective coral vault beneath the floorboards. As Elara closed the lid, the stone flared brightly for a moment, as if protesting.

“It doesn’t want to be hidden anymore,” Mara murmured.

Elara brushed a strand of wet hair from her daughter’s face, her touch gentle. “Neither do you, my brave girl. But the world isn’t ready for what you’re becoming.”

Before Mara could ask what that meant, the warning bells shattered the afternoon calm.

BOOM.

The first cannon shot sounded like the sky tearing open. Explosions of spray erupted near the reef barrier as British warships emerged from behind the headland—three massive vessels of the line, their black-and-gold sails billowing. Ironclad prows cut through the water like knives. On their decks, sailors loaded strange weapons that glinted with cruel purpose.

“British!” someone screamed. “It’s the Empire!”

Chaos erupted. People ran for weapons, for boats, for the hidden escape tunnels. Mara and Elara sprinted toward the beach.

“Get the dolphins out!” Mara shouted. “Release the sharks! Create confusion!”

She waded back into the water, whistling the emergency call. Ripple and Echo burst forward, chattering wildly, summoning every dolphin in the cove. Reefguard and three of his kin patrolled the shallows like living torpedoes. But it wasn’t enough.

British longboats hit the water, packed with marines in red coats. Harpoon-cannons thundered. One shot struck a stilt house, splintering wood and sending screams into the air. Another net—glittering with enchanted barbs—wrapped around a fleeing dolphin. The creature thrashed in agony.

Rage ignited in Mara’s chest, hot and blinding.

“Mother, the Heart—” she started, but Elara was already running back toward the longhouse.

“Protect the children! Get to the sloop Dawn’s Edge!” her mother ordered.

Mara hesitated only a second before obeying. She sprinted along the walkway, helping a sobbing eight-year-old onto a small outrigger. Gunfire cracked. A British marine grabbed her arm; she drove her elbow into his throat the way her mother had taught her and kept running.

The Dawn’s Edge was a fast, nimble sloop anchored at the far end of the cove—half-loaded with supplies for a planned salvage run. Mara untied the lines with shaking hands as more explosions rocked the outpost. Flames licked at the thatched roofs. The beautiful hidden world she had grown up in was burning.

A massive figure appeared on the beach—Captain Reginald Blackwood of His Majesty’s Navy, resplendent in a gold-trimmed coat, holding a speaking trumpet. “Surrender the Heart of Tethys and your lives will be spared! This outpost is now property of the Crown!”

Mara’s blood ran cold. How did they know?

She saw her mother emerge from the longhouse carrying the glowing satchel. Elara raised a pistol, but before she could fire, a harpoon-cannon boomed. The shot struck true—not a killing blow, but close enough. Elara crumpled, blood staining the sand.

“No!” Mara screamed.

She leaped from the sloop into the shallows and ran toward her mother, dodging musket fire. Dolphins created a chaotic screen of splashes and leaps. Reefguard rammed a longboat, capsizing it in a spray of red coats and curses.

Elara was still breathing when Mara reached her. The wound was bad—deep in her side, blood pulsing with every heartbeat. The satchel lay beside her, the Heart glowing weakly now, as if injured too.

“Take it,” Elara gasped, pressing the satchel into Mara’s hands. The coral-stone felt warm, almost alive, pulsing in time with Mara’s racing heart. “You must... protect it. The sea... it chose you...”

“Mother, don’t—” Mara’s voice broke. Tears blurred her vision.

“Run, my girl. Live free.” Elara’s hand cupped Mara’s cheek one last time. Then her eyes lost focus, and the strong woman who had raised her slipped away.

Grief crashed over Mara like a rogue wave. But there was no time to drown in it. British soldiers were closing in. She clutched the Heart and sprinted back toward Dawn’s Edge, legs burning, lungs raw.

A marine tackled her from behind. They tumbled into the surf. Mara fought like a wild thing—kicking, biting, clawing—until Reefguard surged forward and dragged the man under. She scrambled aboard the sloop, cut the last line with her belt knife, and shoved the tiller hard.

The sails caught the wind. Dawn’s Edge leaped forward, scraping past coral heads as British cannons roared behind her. A shot tore through the mainsail. Another splintered the stern rail. Mara ducked low, steering with one hand while securing the Heart in her shirt.
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