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  The Child of the Sea

  
  




The storm rose like a beast awakened, the blackened sky splitting with thunder as monstrous waves crashed against the ship’s hull. The Valkyrian Wind was a mighty vessel, its sails woven by the finest hands in the kingdom, but even it groaned beneath the relentless fury of the sea. Rain lashed the deck like whips of ice, and the crew fought against the tempest, hands bleeding against the ropes as they struggled to keep the ship afloat.

Captain Alric stood firm at the helm, his grip ironclad on the wheel, muscles taut as he fought against the storm’s will. His dark hair, usually neatly tied back, clung to his forehead, soaked with seawater and sweat. The winds howled, screaming in his ears, yet his sharp gaze remained locked on the horizon, searching, waiting.

This was no ordinary storm.

Alric had sailed these waters for years, had commanded his ship through tempests that had broken lesser men, but this—this felt alive. The sea did not simply rage; it reached, grasping hungrily for the ship as though summoned by some unseen force. The waves twisted, coiling in unnatural patterns, striking the vessel with precise, almost deliberate force.

A shiver crawled up his spine.

He had heard the old legends, whispered among sailors in hushed tones over flickering lantern light—the Sea’s Wrath, they called it. A curse that claimed those who had meddled too far into its mysteries. But he had always thought them tales meant to keep men from growing arrogant, from pushing their luck too far.

Yet, as he watched his ship fight for its life, he could no longer deny the eerie sentience that lurked beneath the waves.

“Hold steady!” his voice rang out over the howling wind, unwavering despite the storm’s wrath. His men obeyed, but he saw the fear in their eyes, saw the tremble in even the strongest among them.

Lightning split the sky, illuminating the chaos—the deck slick with rain, barrels tumbling, ropes snapping under strain. The mast groaned, dangerously close to giving way. A scream rang out as a young deckhand lost his footing, flung into the abyss of the sea’s hungry embrace. Another followed. The Valkyrian Wind was being torn apart.

Alric’s heart pounded. He had no choice.

With a steadying breath, he reached inside his coat and pulled forth a small, glowing charm—a pendant carved from smooth, sea-worn stone, its surface etched with symbols that pulsed faintly. It was a relic of his bloodline, passed down from father to son. He had never dared to use it.

Until now.

He held it close to his lips, whispering words lost to the wind. A plea. A command. A final hope against the abyss.

But before he could finish, the storm roared, as if enraged by his defiance. A monstrous wave rose high above the ship, towering over them like a specter of death. The moment slowed, stretching impossibly as the wave curled, then came crashing down with the force of a vengeful god.

The ship was swallowed whole.

For a breathless moment, silence reigned beneath the waves.

Then, the Valkyrian Wind was no more.

The sea was too quiet.

Marianne stood at the edge of the dock, her shawl wrapped tightly around her shoulders, though it did little to keep out the creeping chill. The storm had passed, but the sky still bore its bruises—deep purple clouds clinging stubbornly to the horizon, as if reluctant to let go of their fury.

The Valkyrian Wind was due back yesterday. It had not returned.

The gulls had gone silent, the waves lapping gently at the wooden posts beneath her feet. The scent of salt and damp wood filled her lungs, but something was missing.

No sails. No familiar laughter drifting from the ships. No Alric.

Her fingers curled around the frayed edge of her shawl. Not yet, she told herself. The sea has not given him back yet.

She heard them before she saw them—the heavy tread of boots on cobblestone, the murmurs of men who did not wish to be heard. When she turned, the sailors were there, their expressions carved from stone.

Too few.

Her stomach twisted. Her feet felt rooted to the dock, but her breath had already fled, lost to the wind.

Garran stepped forward first, his usual easy confidence stripped away. His hat was clutched in his hands, his face drawn tight with something she could not bear to name.

“No.” The word left her lips before he could speak.

He hesitated. “Marianne—”

She shook her head, stepping back. “No.”

His throat worked around the words he did not want to say. “The ship—”

“I don’t want to hear it.”

Garran flinched as if struck. The others stood behind him, shifting uncomfortably, eyes darting to one another. Men who had faced down storms and death and endless nights at sea—and yet none of them could look her in the eye.

That was when she knew.

The world blurred at the edges. The waves roared louder, though the sea was still calm.

Garran exhaled, his grip tightening on his hat. “The storm took him.”

A simple sentence. The storm took him. As if Alric had merely been misplaced, stolen away by something that could still be bargained with.

The storm.

The sea.

The same sea that had taken her father when she was still a girl. The same sea that had whispered its cruel promises and never returned him.

But this was different. It had to be.

Her nails bit into her palms. “No.”

The word tasted strange in her mouth, foreign and bitter.

Garran tried again. “Marianne—”

“He’s coming back.” The certainty in her own voice startled even her. It was not a plea, not a question. A fact.

Garran looked stricken, his eyes darting to the other men for support, but none of them spoke. What could they say? They had seen the ship go under. They had seen the waves devour it whole.

Marianne lifted her chin. “You don’t understand. He wouldn’t leave me.”

“Marianne.” His voice was gentle now, unbearably so. “We searched. We waited. There was nothing.”

Her gaze flicked past him, to the sea once more. It stared back, vast and endless. Not cruel. Not kind. Just patient.

She swallowed hard. “Then you didn’t look hard enough.”

No one argued with her.

Instead, they left her standing there, the wind tugging at her skirts, the salty air stinging her throat.

Still, she waited.

—

She barely remembered walking back.

The house had never felt this empty before.

The chair by the fire stood untouched, the scent of his pipe still lingering in the air. His coat hung by the door, waiting to be shrugged onto broad shoulders that had braved every storm but this one.

Her fingers trembled as she traced the worn wood of the table. How many nights had they spent here, with candlelight flickering between them, sharing stories of the sea and the shore?

She reached for the oil lamp, hesitating before lighting it.

He might need it when he came home.

A knock sounded at the door. Marianne did not turn.

Soft footsteps, then a sigh. “You haven’t eaten all day.”

It was Elira, her neighbor. A kind woman, with warm hands and a mother’s patience. Marianne had once welcomed her company. Now, she felt nothing.

“I’m not hungry,” she murmured.

Elira hesitated. Then, “You should rest.”

Marianne did not answer.

A pause. A shift of weight. Then Elira sighed again, softer this time.

“I’ll come back tomorrow.”

The door clicked shut. Marianne did not move.

Outside, the wind howled through the streets.

She closed her eyes.

Where are you?

The baby kicked, sharp and insistent.

Marianne exhaled shakily, pressing a hand to her belly.

“I know,” she whispered.

The child was waiting too.

She sank into Alric’s chair, pulling his coat from the hook and wrapping it around her shoulders. It smelled of salt and cedar and something else—something warm, something safe.

“I’ll wait,” she murmured into the fabric, her fingers curling against the worn leather.

And she did.

Even as the candle burned low.

Even as the village moved on.

She waited.

—

The night the child was born, the sea was restless.

Not in the way of raging storms or towering waves, but in something deeper—an eerie, rhythmic pull, as though the tide itself held its breath. The air outside hummed with a peculiar stillness, the kind that made fishermen pause and tighten their nets, the kind that made old women whisper about unseen forces.

Inside the cottage at the edge of the village, the air was thick—sage and candle wax, sweat and damp linen. The walls trembled as if they, too, bore witness to what was coming.

Marianne lay on the bed, her body wracked with pain, her breath coming in sharp, uneven gasps. Elira knelt beside her, smoothing damp hair from her forehead, whispering soft reassurances.

“Just a little longer,” she murmured, pressing a cool cloth against clammy skin.

Marianne let out a breathless, ragged laugh. “You’ve been saying that for hours.”

The midwife, Grandmere Liss, scoffed from the corner. “And I’ll keep saying it until you stop arguing and push.”

Elira shot the old woman a glare. “She’s in pain.”

“And she’ll be in more if she doesn’t stop wasting time,” Liss snapped, rolling up her sleeves. “Now, Marianne, enough talk. When the next wave comes, you push.”

Marianne clenched her teeth, fingers twisting into the sheets. Another contraction ripped through her, white-hot and unrelenting. A cry tore from her throat as she bore down, her entire body trembling from the force of it.

Then—

A sound.

Not the wail of a newborn.

Something deeper.

The flames in the lanterns flickered. The air grew thick, charged with something unseen, something vast. For the briefest of moments, the light in the room dimmed—not into darkness, but into something softer, something golden.

The baby’s first cry rang out, a sound unlike any other—clear, strong, resounding like a bell struck against the air.

The sea outside responded.

Waves crashed against the rocks, higher than they should have, foam curling over the edges like fingers grasping for something just out of reach. The wind howled through the village, rattling shutters, stirring the embers in the hearth.

Elira shuddered. “Did you feel that?”

Grandmere Liss did not answer.

Marianne lay gasping, her body spent, her vision blurred with exhaustion. “Where—where is the baby?”

The midwife still hadn’t moved.

Then, slowly, she bent forward, lifting the child with careful, practiced hands.

For a long moment, she did nothing.

Elira shifted, uneasy. “Liss?”

The old woman inhaled deeply, eyes narrowed, fingers tightening around the swaddled form. Her lips moved soundlessly, a whisper of something ancient, something testing.

Finally, she turned.

Marianne barely had time to reach out before the child was placed in her arms.

So small.

So impossibly small.

A tiny fist twitched in the folds of the blanket, dark tufts of damp hair curling against soft skin. But when Marianne looked closer—truly looked—her breath caught.

The child’s eyes.

Newborns should have cloudy, unfocused eyes, barely able to see the world they’d just entered. But this child’s gaze was sharp. Too sharp. Deep, endless blue—the color of the ocean before a storm.

For a moment, Marianne swore she saw movement in them, as though the waves themselves stirred in their depths.

Her heart pounded.

Elira leaned closer, peering over her shoulder. “That’s… unusual.”

Grandmere Liss said nothing.

Marianne swallowed hard, pressing a trembling kiss to the child’s brow. “My love,” she whispered, voice raw with exhaustion and something deeper—something fragile, aching.

The baby let out a small sigh, nestling closer, tiny fingers uncurling against her chest.

Something inside her softened.

She had lost so much. She had spent months waiting, praying, hoping.

But she still had this.

Her child.

She would protect them with all she had.

And yet—

Grandmere Liss had not moved.

Her gnarled fingers tightened around the edge of the wooden table, her mouth a thin, wary line.

Marianne glanced up. “What is it?”

The old woman did not meet her gaze.

Then, in a voice low and unreadable, she murmured,

“That is no ordinary child.”
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Marianne loved the child with all her heart.

There had never been a moment of hesitation, never a shadow of doubt in her devotion. From the first breath the child took in her arms, to the first sleepy sighs against her chest, to the first time their tiny fingers curled around hers—they were her whole world.

She had lost much, more than she ever dared to say aloud. The sea had taken her husband, had stolen him away before he could even meet their child. And yet, in those quiet moments before dawn, when the child nestled close, breathing softly, she could almost believe she had everything she needed.

She would protect them. Always.

Even from the things she could not explain.

—

It had started small. A strange coincidence here, a fleeting oddity there. Things that could be brushed aside if one tried hard enough.

A spoon that teetered on the edge of the table, only to right itself as if nudged by invisible hands. A wooden toy rocking on its wheels without being touched. The air in their small home sometimes felt charged, almost alive, humming faintly when the child was near.

Marianne dismissed it.

She had to.

Because to acknowledge it, to truly see it, would mean admitting that her child was… different. And difference in a small village, especially one with old superstitions, was dangerous.

But then came the stone.

It was a golden afternoon, the kind where sunlight dripped through the trees and the world felt drowsy with warmth. Marianne had taken the child to the stream just outside the village, as she often did, letting them wade in the shallows while she sat nearby with her mending.

The stream had always been a place of peace. The water sang over smooth stones, dragonflies hovered lazily above the surface, and the scent of damp earth filled the air. It was where Marianne could breathe, away from the hushed whispers of the village, away from the sideways glances cast in her child’s direction.

Today should have been no different.

But as she threaded her needle, a strange stillness crept over the glade. The birds fell silent. The leaves overhead ceased their rustling. Even the stream, which had been babbling merrily only moments ago, seemed to hush.

Marianne’s hands stilled.

Her gaze lifted to where the child crouched at the water’s edge, their small hands cradling something.

A stone.

Smooth and river-worn, no different from the countless others lining the bank. But there was something about the way they held it—reverent, fascinated, as if listening to something only they could hear.

A chill ran down Marianne’s spine.

“Darling?” she called gently.

The child did not respond.

Then—crack.

The sound was small, almost delicate, but it rang through the air like a warning bell.

A fine fracture traced its way across the stone’s surface, hairline-thin, growing, deepening.

And then—it shattered.

Not in the way stone should, not in jagged chunks and rough edges. It disintegrated, turning to silver dust that slipped through the child’s fingers like fine sand.

And from within the hollowed remains, something stirred.

A flicker of gold.

A tiny, pulsing light rose into the air, hovering uncertainly before them.

A firefly.

Trapped.

Marianne’s breath caught.

For a long, suspended moment, the tiny creature hung between them, its glow warm, alive. Then, in a sudden burst of movement, it darted toward the child, circling them once, twice, before lifting into the sky.

The moment it vanished, the world exhaled.

Birdsong resumed, hesitant at first, then in full chorus. The leaves above them rustled once more, and the stream returned to its gentle murmur, as if nothing had ever been amiss.

But Marianne knew better.

Her heart pounded, her breath shallow. Yet, when the child turned toward her, their eyes shining with innocent delight, all she could do was smile.

“That was a lucky thing, wasn’t it?”

The child giggled, nodding, already reaching for another stone.

Marianne’s fingers curled tightly around the fabric in her lap.

She would protect them. Always.

No matter what.


A mother’s love could shield against many things. But not against whispers. Not against the weight of watchful eyes.

Marianne had known from the moment she brought her child into the village that people would talk. A husband lost at sea. A child born under strange omens. It was the kind of story that stirred tongues and set minds ablaze with suspicion.

For a while, the villagers had been polite—grieving widows were granted kindness, even in a place as small and sharp-edged as their town. But time eroded sympathy. And when there were oddities—small things, strange things—it was only natural that people would start looking closer.

They didn’t accuse. Not outright.

They didn’t need to.

Their silence did it for them.

—

It was the way Constance, the baker’s wife, stiffened when the child wandered too close to her stall, her fingers tightening around the cloth she was folding.

It was the way Old Finn, who had once bounced the child on his knee, no longer met Marianne’s eyes in the marketplace.

It was the way the healer, Mistress Edwina, spoke in low, knowing tones.

“They have a look about them,” she had muttered once, while tending to a scrape on the child’s knee. Her fingers had been gentle, but her gaze had been sharp, studying their face with something between fascination and unease. “A knowing look. Too knowing for their age.”

Marianne had laughed, brushing the comment aside. But that night, when the child had looked up at her, eyes wide, dark, impossibly deep—she had felt it too.

Something ancient sat behind those young eyes.

—

She tried not to let it bother her. She refused to let it bother her.

Her child was just a child. Full of wonder, full of light. They were kind, quick to smile, quicker still to laugh. They danced in puddles when it rained and picked wildflowers with chubby hands, tucking them into Marianne’s hair with beaming pride.

They weren’t something to be feared.

But the village was small, and suspicion had long roots.

It didn’t matter how harmless they were. People believed what they wanted to believe.

—

The first time something happened in front of someone else, Marianne nearly dropped the basket she was carrying.

It was a windy afternoon, the kind that made the air crisp and restless. Marianne had taken the child to the marketplace, as she did every week, gathering bread and herbs and whatever else she could afford. The villagers were wary, but they weren’t cruel—business was business, after all.

The child had been trailing at her side, humming to themself, when Matilda, the candle-maker, shrieked.

Her stall had been set up at the corner of the square, colorful candles lined in neat, waxy rows. But now they were floating.

Not high. Just a few inches. Just enough to make people see.

Just enough to make them afraid.

For a long, terrible moment, no one moved.

Then the candles dropped.

Matilda clutched her chest, eyes wild. “Did you see that?” she gasped. “Did you see?”

A murmur rippled through the square.

Marianne didn’t think. She acted.

She dropped to her knees, hands on the child’s shoulders. “What did I tell you?” Her voice was calm, even as her heart pounded. “No touching, sweetheart. Look
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