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  Arrival at the Tide's Edge


Leah Marlowe eased her rented SUV to a stop beside the weathered blue cottage, the engine ticking softly as it cooled. Saltwhisper Bay stretched out before her like a living postcard, all rugged cliffs and whispering grasses bending toward the Pacific. The air tasted of brine and pine, a far cry from the sterile labs and fluorescent lights she had left behind three days ago. She sat for a moment with her hands still on the wheel, letting the quiet settle into her bones. This was supposed to be six months of focused research, nothing more. Yet the pull in her chest felt suspiciously like the start of something she could not yet name. 
She stepped out, her athletic frame moving with the easy confidence of someone used to field work. Her shoulder-length auburn hair had escaped its ponytail during the drive, and she tucked the stray strands behind her ears before pushing her practical glasses up her nose. The cottage door key felt cool in her palm. Inside, the space welcomed her with pale wooden floors, a stone fireplace, and wide windows that framed the sea like a painting. It was cozy without being cluttered, exactly what she needed.
Leah carried her gear in first. Heavy cases of sampling equipment, waterproof notebooks, her best underwater camera, and a laptop already loaded with grant files and spectral analysis software. She set everything on the sturdy kitchen table that would serve as her makeshift lab station. The bedroom was simple, a double bed with a quilt that smelled faintly of lavender, and a dresser that she filled with her field clothes, khaki shorts, breathable shirts, and the two sundresses she had brought on a whim. One pale green, one soft coral. She smiled at them, wondering if she would have any occasion to wear something that impractical here.
By the time the sun began to dip toward the horizon, she had brewed a cup of strong black tea and carried it onto the small porch. The wooden boards creaked under her bare feet. Waves rolled in a steady rhythm below, and gulls wheeled overhead with lazy cries. Her mind, ever analytical, turned to the reason she had come. Reports of synchronized bioluminescence in these tide pools had been dismissed by most of her colleagues as algal blooms or perhaps tourist exaggeration. But the data she had reviewed showed patterns too deliberate, too rhythmic. Something was happening here that science had not yet explained, and Dr. Leah Marlowe intended to be the one to explain it.
She finished her tea, rinsed the mug, and changed into hiking shorts and a lightweight long-sleeved shirt to guard against the evening chill. Notebook, camera, flashlight, and a small tide chart went into her waterproof shoulder bag. The coastline called to her with the same quiet insistence that had shaped her entire career. She locked the cottage and took the narrow path down to the sand.
The beach felt alive beneath her boots. Each step released the sharp scent of crushed seaweed and wet stone. The tide was retreating, leaving behind glistening stretches of rock and pools that reflected the deepening sky. Leah moved slowly, cataloging details out of habit. Here, a cluster of barnacles clinging to a boulder. There, the quick sideways scuttle of a crab disappearing into a crevice. She paused to watch a great blue heron stalk through the shallows, its reflection perfect on the glassy surface. The peace of the place wrapped around her like warm water, loosening the knot of ambition she carried between her shoulders.
She had always been this way, even as a child peering into backyard puddles with a magnifying glass. Science was her anchor and her wings at once. It kept her safe from the messier parts of living, the parts that involved trusting people who might leave or disappoint. Yet tonight, with the sky turning from orange to rose to a soft violet, she felt the familiar curiosity stirring alongside something warmer. Awe, maybe. Or the simple joy of being somewhere new and untamed.
The main stretch of beach gave way to a tumble of larger rocks that required careful navigation. Leah picked her way across them, enjoying the mild burn in her calves. Most visitors would have turned back by now, but her adventurous streak had never been one to settle for the obvious path. She rounded a massive outcrop that jutted like a sentinel and stopped.
A hidden cove opened before her, no more than thirty yards across, sheltered on three sides by sheer rock walls draped in emerald seaweed. At its center lay a series of tide pools, but one dominated them all. It was deeper than the others, almost a natural basin, and even in the failing light she could see faint shimmers dancing across its surface. The air felt different here, charged somehow. She approached with the careful footsteps of a researcher who knew better than to blunder into a delicate ecosystem.
Kneeling at the pool's edge, Leah removed her glasses, cleaned them on the hem of her shirt, and put them back on. The water was astonishingly clear. Tiny fish darted between strands of anemones that waved like underwater flowers. She leaned closer. That was when the glow began to intensify.
It started as a soft pulse, teal and silver threading through the depths like living starlight. Her pulse jumped. She had seen bioluminescence before, had even written papers on it, but this was different. This light moved with purpose, shifting in patterns that suggested coordination rather than random chemical reaction. She reached for her camera with steady hands despite the flutter in her stomach.
Settings adjusted for low light, no flash. She framed the pool and waited. The glow brightened. Then, in one graceful arc, it broke the surface.
A tail. Massive, powerful, and impossibly beautiful. Deep blue scales caught the last of the daylight and threw it back in iridescent sparks. Silver streaks ran along its length like veins of moonlight. Bioluminescent markings traced elegant spirals and whorls that pulsed in time with some unseen rhythm. The tail flexed once, sending a spray of glowing droplets across the pool, then slipped beneath the surface again with barely a ripple. The afterimage burned behind her eyes.
Leah forgot to breathe for several seconds. Her scientific mind scrambled to categorize what she had seen. Not a fish. Too large, too articulated. The musculature suggested something mammalian in its power yet the scales were clearly piscine. A new species of marine reptile? Some unknown descendant of ancient sea serpents? The questions tumbled over one another, but beneath them ran a deeper current of pure, unfiltered awe. That tail had been alive with light, as if the ocean itself had decided to wear jewelry.
She lifted the camera and began shooting in burst mode, capturing every available photon. The screen showed streaks of teal and indigo against black water. Not perfect, but enough to prove she had not imagined it. Enough to bring her back here at first light with better equipment. Her heart hammered against her ribs in a way that had nothing to do with professional detachment.
"What are you?" she whispered to the silent pool. The words felt small against the vastness of the moment. She sat back on her heels, notebook open on her lap, and began sketching quickly. The curve of the tail, the placement of the brightest glowing nodes, the way the silver seemed to trace the edges of each scale. Her pencil flew across the paper while her mind raced through possibilities. None of the local marine life matched this. Not seals, not rays, not even the rare oarfish sightings. This was something new. Something that made her feel thrillingly, terrifyingly small in the best possible way.
The tide had begun to turn. Small waves licked at the edges of the cove, reminding her that the ocean would soon reclaim this space. Leah knew she should leave, yet she lingered for one more glance. The glow had dimmed to a faint heartbeat beneath the surface, as though whatever possessed that tail was watching her in return. The fine hairs on her arms rose. She scanned the rocks around her but saw only stone and shadow. Still, the sensation of being observed persisted, intimate and curious rather than threatening.
From the deepest part of the tide pool, hidden behind a curtain of swaying kelp, Kairos remained perfectly still. His powerful torso pressed against the sandy bottom while his tail curled tight to minimize its radiance. The human woman knelt only yards away, her hazel eyes bright with wonder behind those strange clear lenses. He had sensed her long before she appeared, the subtle vibration of her footsteps traveling through rock and water. Humans rarely ventured this far, and when they did they brought noise and greed. Yet this one moved with care. Her voice, when she spoke, carried none of the harshness he associated with her kind. It held questions and something softer he could not name.
His piercing teal eyes tracked her every movement from beneath the water. The silver streaks in his flowing hair drifted like sea grass around his shoulders. Part of him, the wary part honed by centuries of careful solitude, urged him to slip away into the deeper channels that led to open ocean. The Tidewalker did not reveal himself to land-dwellers. That was the first law of his people. But another part, the part that had grown lonely in his self-imposed exile near these shores, kept him in place. She had seen his tail. She had not screamed or thrown stones. Instead she had lifted a small black device and regarded his glow with open reverence. He allowed himself one slow breath, bubbles rising silently. He would remain hidden. For now.
Above the surface, Leah closed her notebook and stood. Her legs had gone slightly numb from kneeling, but she hardly noticed. The awe still hummed through her like the afterglow of the creature's markings. She slipped the camera back into her bag and took one last look at the pool. The faint light pulsed once, almost like a farewell, then vanished completely. She shook her head, a teasing smile curving her lips despite the fact that no one was there to see it.
"First day on the job and I'm already seeing things that shouldn't exist," she murmured, using the same tone she once used to scold malfunctioning lab equipment. "Well played, ocean. Well played."
The walk back to the cottage passed in a pleasant blur. The rising tide chased her along the sand, foaming around her ankles before she climbed the path. Stars were beginning to prick through the deepening blue overhead. When she reached the porch, she paused with her hand on the door, looking back toward the hidden cove she could no longer see. The weight of her camera in her bag felt heavier now, pregnant with proof she could not yet fully explain.
Inside, she downloaded the photos immediately, enlarging them on her laptop screen. The tail looked even more extraordinary in digital clarity. Scales caught the light like polished sapphire. The bioluminescent patterns formed what almost looked like deliberate designs, spirals that reminded her of ancient petroglyphs she had once studied in a completely different context. She leaned back in her chair, pushing her glasses up again, and let out a slow breath.
Tomorrow she would return at dawn with better lights, transect markers, and perhaps a underwater housing for her camera. Tonight she would log her observations while they were fresh. Yet even as her fingers moved across the keyboard, clinical and precise, her mind kept returning to that moment of pure wonder when the tail had broken the surface. The way her chest had tightened with something larger than curiosity. For the first time in years, her carefully ordered world of hypotheses and peer-reviewed papers felt a little too small for what she had witnessed.
She made a simple dinner of pasta and fresh herbs from the welcome basket the rental company had left. While it cooked, she stepped onto the porch again, drawn irresistibly to the dark sea. Somewhere out there, in one of the countless hidden places along this coast, that glowing tail moved through its mysterious life. She wondered what it felt like to wear living light. She wondered if it was alone.
Back inside, she ate at the table surrounded by her research materials. The notebook lay open to her hasty sketch. She traced one finger along the curve she had drawn, remembering the fluid power of that movement. Her analytical mind listed all the logical next steps: cross-reference with known cryptids, check tidal charts for optimal viewing times, prepare non-invasive sampling protocols. But beneath the familiar rhythm of her professional thoughts ran a quieter current. A warm, wondering awareness that she had glimpsed something sacred tonight. Something that might ask her to open parts of herself she had long kept neatly boxed away.
Leah closed the notebook and carried her plate to the sink. The cottage felt smaller now, cozier, as if the ocean had reached in and rearranged the very air. She prepared for bed with the same methodical care she brought to everything, yet when she finally switched off the light, sleep did not come easily. Every time she closed her eyes she saw teal and silver pulsing against the dusk.
Far below, in the





OEBPS/cover.jpeg







