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​Prologue: When Storms Become Visible
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Before sunrise, the world was already speaking his name.

It flickered across harbour televisions above stacked cray pots and bait freezers.

It rolled through city gymnasiums where young Trainers struck poses in mirrored glass. It echoed from commuter screens, tavern projectors, market stalls, ferry lounges, betting rooms, and crowded living rooms where families leaned closer each time the replay began.

Again and again, the same moment.

Daniel Thorne standing in the scarred arena dust, breath burning in his chest, six Chimera circling him in smoke, light, claw, feather, and living force.

The commentators had run out of sensible words.

Unknown prospect.

Rural miracle.

Fastest rise in a decade.

Dark horse of the Genesis League.

But old Trainers watching in silence used none of those names.

They had seen enough seasons to know the difference between hype and gravity.

Skill could be trained.

Strength could be measured.

Speed could be timed.

But now and then, once in many years, someone arrived who bent the current around them.

Someone who changed the feel of the air before they even moved.

Daniel Thorne had begun to do exactly that.

Far inland, behind mirrored walls of black glass, corporate sponsors froze negotiations to replay his battles frame by frame. Analysts slowed footage of Aurora’s shield patterns. Investors debated marketability. Security advisors quietly discussed risk.

In mountain breeding sanctuaries, bloodline keepers opened locked records and spoke in lowered voices of Draconic anomalies, impossible evolutions, and a name they had not used in generations.

In underground fighting dens lit by bare bulbs and bad intentions, handlers placed prices on the boy from Saltmere Cove.

Alive, if possible.

Broken, if necessary.

And in the Champion’s private compound, Stewart Knight watched the footage only once.

The room around him was built of steel, stone, and old money. Trophies lined one wall. None of them were dusty.

At his side rested the Silverback Lygor, immense as a siege engine, muscle layered over scar tissue, silver fur crossed by old battle marks that no challenger had ever managed to deepen.

Knight did not blink as Daniel’s final strike played across the screen.

Then the footage ended.

“Is he worthy?” Knight asked.

The Lygor opened one amber eye.

Its growl was low enough to rattle the glass.

Knight gave a single nod.

“Good.”

He rose and turned the screen dark.

“Then let him climb.”

He stepped toward the training gates.

“Everyone deserves to see the summit once.”

Miles offshore, where maps became superstition and sunlight was a forgotten rumour, something vast moved through pressure and black water.

Ancient eyes opened.

It had felt Aurora awaken.

It had felt the boy rise.

And buried beneath instinct, rage, and the memory of older oceans, it remembered the father who had been taken.

The deep began to stir.

Back in Saltmere Cove, dawn spread slowly across wet sand and tide rock.

Daniel stood alone where his journey had truly begun.

No cameras.

No crowd.

No applause.

Only gulls, wind, and the breathing sea.

He pressed a hand to the Tigershark ink on his arm. Riptide answered with a pulse of heat.

Aurora shimmered softly across his shoulder blade, warm as held light.

Beyond the horizon waited arenas, rankings, rivals, and the road upward.

Beneath the horizon waited ruins, monsters, and the truth.

The tide reached his boots and withdrew.

The world was calling him to rise.

The Abyss was calling him to descend.

And before the year was over, one of them would keep him.
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​CHAPTER ONE: THE WEIGHT OF RISING
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Saltmere Cove had never been good at keeping secrets.

By midmorning, Daniel Thorne’s name had reached every boat shed, fish stall, wharf bench, school gate, fuel pump, and weather beaten porch in the village.

Old men who had once watched him run barefoot along the docks now argued about his battle tactics over mugs of tea.

Children chased each other between stacked nets, pretending to summon Riptide from their arms.

The butcher had written GOOD LUCK DANIEL across his front window in white marker.

Someone had pinned a newspaper clipping to the noticeboard outside the harbour office. The photograph was grainy, caught from arena footage, but unmistakable.

Daniel stood in the centre of the battle ring, dust swirling around his boots, Aurora rising behind him like a living piece of moonlight.

Beneath the photograph, the headline read:

SALT COVE TRAINER SHOCKS GENESIS CIRCUIT

Daniel stared at it for a long moment.

“They got the village name wrong,” he said.

Jake snorted beside him. “That is what bothers you?”

Daniel folded his arms. “It is Saltmere Cove.”

“Mate, you could have grown a second head during that match and you would still be annoyed about the spelling.”

Daniel tried not to smile.

Across the road, three younger kids noticed him and froze. One of them pointed. Another shouted his name. Within seconds they were sprinting toward him with notebooks, cards, and scraps of paper torn from schoolbooks.

“Daniel, can you sign this?”

“Can we see Riptide?”

“Is Aurora really Draconic?”

“Did you nearly die?”

Jake leaned closer. “Fame looks good on you.”

“It feels itchy.”

“That might be the tattoos.”

Daniel gave him a look, then signed what the children held out. He answered what he could. No, Riptide was resting. Yes, Aurora was real. No, he did not recommend nearly dying as a training method.

[image: ]

The smallest child, a girl with wind tangled hair and serious eyes, held out a drawing. It showed Daniel standing on a cliff with six enormous Chimera behind him. Riptide was the size of a house. Aurora had wings like the sun. Daniel himself had been given a sword, which he had never owned, and a crown, which made him deeply uncomfortable.

“You are going to beat Stewart Knight,” she said.

The others went quiet.

Daniel looked down at the drawing.

Stewart Knight.

The name changed the air around it.

Champion of the Genesis League. Holder of the Silver Crown. Master of the Silverback Lygor. The summit every Trainer dreamed of reaching and feared standing beneath.

Daniel handed the drawing back carefully.

“I am going to train,” he said. “That comes first.”

The girl frowned, disappointed by the lack of thunder in his answer.

Jake waited until the children ran off before speaking.

“That was very humble and very boring.”

“It was honest.”

“Honest does not sell posters.”

Daniel turned away from the noticeboard and looked toward the harbour.

The Sea Sovereign sat beyond the moorings, her scarred hull rocking gently against the tide. She looked the same as she always had. Weathered. Stubborn. Built to survive bad water.

But Daniel knew better now.

Nothing was the same.

Not the village.

Not the sea.

Not him.

The tattoos beneath his clothes shifted with quiet warmth, each one a presence, each one a promise. Riptide. Aurora. Sovereign. Atlas. Shade. Reaper.

Six lives bound to his own.

Six powers sleeping in ink.

Six reasons to be careful.

And somewhere beyond the horizon, his father’s disappearance still waited like a hook buried in flesh.

Jake’s grin softened. “You alright?”

Daniel nodded too quickly.

Jake did not believe him, but he let it pass.

They walked the road back toward Daniel’s house, past salt stained fences and gardens bent by coastal wind. The morning was bright, but clouds were gathering far out at sea, low and dark along the edge of the world.

Demetre was waiting in the yard.

He had set up three training circles in the grass using rope, stones, and old boat markers. Beside him sat a crate of weighted harnesses, signal flags, and a battered stopwatch.

Jenny stood on the porch with a mug in both hands.

Her face changed when she saw the boys.

Not relief exactly.

Not fear either.

Something between the two.

The look of a mother who had watched the world begin taking her son and knew she could not close her hands tightly enough to stop it.

“Morning,” Daniel called.

Demetre looked him over once.

“You are late.”

Jake checked the sun. “It is barely past breakfast.”

“Then he is late from yesterday.”

Daniel stepped into the yard. “Grandpa, I just got back from the harbour.”

“I know. Half the village probably clapped as you walked past. Did applause strengthen your footwork?”

“No.”

“Did signing paper improve your reaction time?”

“No.”

“Did reading headlines raise your defense against airborne strikes?”

Jake raised a finger. “Depends on the headline.”

Demetre ignored him.

Daniel sighed and set down his bag. “What are we doing?”

Demetre’s eyes sharpened.

“Finding out how much of that arena performance was skill, and how much was luck dressed up nicely for the crowd.”

Jenny’s mouth tightened. “Demetre.”

The old man did not look away from Daniel.

“The League will not care that he is eighteen. It will not care that he is Tom’s boy. It will not care that Saltmere Cove is proud of him. If he enters the next tier half ready, the arena will cut the soft parts out of him in public.”

The words struck harder than Daniel expected.

Jake stopped smiling.

Jenny looked down into her mug.

Daniel felt Riptide stir beneath the ink, restless and offended.

He placed a hand over the tattoo.

“No,” he whispered. “He is right.”

Demetre gave a slow nod.

“Good. Then release Riptide.”

Daniel stepped into the first training circle. He rolled up his sleeve and pressed his palm over the Tigershark.

“Riptide.”

He exhaled.

Orange and grey mist peeled from his skin, twisting into muscle, scale, claw, fin, and amber eyed fury. Riptide landed low in the grass, shoulders rolling, teeth bared toward the sea.

Demetre did not flinch.

“Again.”

Daniel frowned. “Again?”

“Return him. Then release him again.”

“That is basic.”

“Yes.”

“I can do that in my sleep.”

“Then prove it awake.”

Daniel inhaled, drawing Riptide back into ink. The Tigershark dissolved in a rush of brine scented vapour, settling around his forearm.

“Riptide.”

He exhaled again.

The Chimera formed cleanly.

“Again,” Demetre said.

Daniel repeated the process.

Once.

Twice.

Five times.

Ten.

By the fifteenth release, sweat ran down his neck. By the twentieth, his breath had roughened. Riptide emerged slower, irritated by the repetition. The ink on Daniel’s arm burned cold, then hot, then cold again.

Jake watched from the fence, silent now.

Jenny remained on the porch.

Demetre clicked the stopwatch.

“Too slow.”

Daniel bent forward, hands on knees. “He formed.”

“He formed, tired.”

“So did I.”

“That is the point.”

Demetre walked into the circle and tapped Daniel’s chest with two fingers.

“Breath is not decoration. Breath is the gate. If your breath breaks, your bond weakens. If your bond weakens, your Chimera hesitates. If your Chimera hesitates against a serious opponent, it dies.”

Riptide growled.

Demetre looked at him. “Yes. You too.”

The Tigershark’s ears flattened.

Daniel straightened. “What do you want from me?”

“The truth.”

“I am trying.”

“No. You are rising.”

Demetre’s voice lowered.

“And rising is dangerous. Everyone cheers when you climb, because they are standing safely on the ground. They do not feel the wind. They do not see the drop. They only see the shape of you getting smaller above them and decide that must mean you are winning.”

Daniel said nothing.

Demetre pointed toward the horizon.

“You have power now. Real power. But your team has holes wide enough to sail a trawler through.”

Jake winced. “That sounds bad.”

“It is bad.” Demetre began counting on his fingers. “No Electric specialist. Limited ranged pressure. Weak response to coordinated pack tactics. Not enough answers against high speed flyers. Too much reliance on Aurora when plans collapse.”

Aurora warmed against Daniel’s shoulder blade, gentle but concerned.

Daniel felt defensive before he could stop himself.

“We won.”

“You survived.”

The yard went quiet.

A gull cried somewhere over the rooftops.

Demetre’s expression did not soften, but his voice did.

“Those are not the same thing, Danny.”

Daniel looked down at the training circle, at the bent grass where Riptide had landed again and again.

He wanted to argue.

He wanted to say that he had earned his victories. That he had fought hard. That Aurora, Riptide, and the others had proven themselves.

But beneath the sting of Demetre’s words was something worse than an insult.

Accuracy.

In too many battles, Daniel had won by instinct, courage, and last second adaptation. Those things mattered. But Demetre was right. At the next level, courage alone would be eaten alive.

“What do I need?” Daniel asked.

Demetre’s eyes narrowed with approval.

“At least three things before Port Meridian. Electric coverage. Stronger aerial control. A counter for Flame types before a proper Phoenhawk or Hellkite cooks your whole strategy from above.”

Jake leaned over the fence. “Port Meridian?”

Jenny set her mug down.

Daniel looked between them. “What?”

Demetre reached into his jacket and withdrew a sealed envelope.

Thick paper.

Gold border.

Genesis League crest.

Daniel knew what it was before he took it.

His fingers tightened around the envelope.

The invitation felt heavier than paper had any right to feel.

He broke the seal.

Inside was a formal notice printed in black and gold.

Daniel Thorne of Saltmere Cove is hereby invited to compete in the Port Meridian Major Qualifier, recognised under Genesis League authority as an approved Ascension Trial pathway. Entry fee: one thousand Battle Credits. Minimum registered Chimera: six. Medical clearance required. Sponsor declaration required. Failure to appear will forfeit current ranking momentum.

At the bottom, stamped in red, was one final line.

Performance may affect eligibility for the Continental Trials.

Daniel read it twice.

Then a third time.

Jake let out a low whistle. “That is not an invitation. That is a trap wearing expensive shoes.”

Demetre grunted. “Most invitations are.”

Jenny came down from the porch slowly. “How soon?”

Daniel checked the date.

“Ten days.”

Her face paled.

Only slightly.

But Daniel saw it.

“Mom.”

She reached for the paper and read it herself. Her eyes moved across each line with the care of someone searching for a hidden mercy.

There was none.

“Ten days,” she said.

“I do not have to go.”

The lie tasted sour the moment he said it.

Jenny looked up at him.

“Yes,” she said quietly. “You do.”

Daniel swallowed.

Demetre turned toward the crate and lifted out one of the weighted harnesses.

“Then we stop wasting daylight.”

Jake raised his eyebrows. “You are starting now?”

Demetre tossed the harness at Daniel.

Daniel caught it against his chest with a grunt.

“No,” Demetre said. “We started six years too late.”

By afternoon, the yard had become a battlefield.

Riptide charged through weighted resistance lines until his claws carved trenches in the grass. Atlas practiced defensive pivots against swinging anchor chains. Sovereign stalked through smoke pots while Jake tried to mark him with chalk rounds. Shade phased between marker stones, learning to reappear without losing balance. Reaper practiced diving strikes at signal flags snapped by sea wind.

Aurora watched from above the roofline, her luminous body coiled in the air, eyes soft but alert.

Daniel moved between them all, breath ragged, voice hoarse from commands.

Again.

Reset.

Hold.

Return.

Release.

Shield.

Strike.

Withdraw.

Again.

The village heard the roars and came to their fences.

By evening, half of Saltmere Cove had found an excuse to walk past the Thorne house.

No one clapped now.

They watched the boy from the harbour run until his legs shook. They watched Demetre correct him without mercy. They watched Jenny carry water to the fence and pretend not to worry.

And they began to understand that fame had not made Daniel’s life easier.

It had simply made the target larger.

At sunset, Demetre finally called an end.

Daniel collapsed onto the grass.

His shirt clung to him. His arms trembled. Every Ink Bond burned with the dull ache of overuse.

Jake dropped beside him, equally exhausted despite doing half as much.

“I have decided,” Jake said between breaths, “that being your friend is hazardous.”

Daniel laughed once, weakly.

Aurora drifted down and rested her head beside him. Her glow dimmed to a soft silver wash across the grass.

You are tired, she said into his mind.

“I noticed.”

You are also afraid.

Daniel closed his eyes.

Jake was too close. Demetre was nearby. Jenny stood on the porch.

So Daniel answered only in thought.

Yes.

Aurora’s whisker-like tendrils moved in the evening air.

Good.

Daniel opened one eye. Good?

Fear is not failure. Fear is the mind counting the cost.

He stared up at the darkening sky.

“And what if the cost is too high?”

Aurora did not answer quickly.

Beyond the house, the tide rolled against the shore.

Then we choose what is worth paying for.

Daniel turned his head toward the sea.

Somewhere out there, beyond fishing lanes and known reefs, beyond safe water and official maps, was the thing that had taken his father.

Megalorca.

Apex predator.

Abyssal legend.

A shadow with teeth.

The thought should have made him feel small.

Instead, it made him sit up.

Demetre saw the movement from across the yard.

“You done lying around?”

Daniel stood slowly.

Every muscle protested.

“No.”

Jenny stepped forward. “Danny, you need rest.”

“I know.”

He looked at the Genesis League invitation lying on the outdoor table, its gold edges catching the last light of the day.

Then he looked at his grandfather.

“I need sponsors.”

Demetre’s mouth twitched.

Not quite a smile.

“Now you are thinking like someone who wants to survive.”

Jake groaned from the grass. “Wonderful. More paperwork. The deadliest part of Chimera League.”

Daniel walked to the table and picked up the invitation.

The paper no longer felt like a trap.

It felt like a door.

A dangerous one. A costly one. One that might close behind him forever.

But still a door.

And beyond it waited Port Meridian, stronger rivals, new Chimera, the climb toward Stewart Knight, and perhaps the first real clue to what had been moving beneath his life since the morning his father vanished.

The last light faded from the harbour.

One by one, the tattoos on Daniel’s skin settled into silence.

But beneath that silence, something had changed.

The boy who had wanted answers was still there.

The son who missed his father was still there.

The fisherman’s grandson was still there.

But another shape was forming around them now.

A Trainer.

A
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