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    To the ones who listento the quiet beneath the storm,who carry the weight of memoryand still choose dawn—this tide is yours.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Power is not the blessing we seek,nor the curse we fear—but the echo we leave in the waterwhen we are finally gone."
— Fragment of the First Tide
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Prologue
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Before the seas learned to obey the moon, before islands knew their roots or drift, there was the First Tide—pure, luminous, older than memory. Veyana knelt at its edge as dawn rose in colors she had no words for, her fingers trembling above the water’s trembling skin. She was young then, though youth meant little in a world still deciding the shape of its own bones. The First Tide hummed to her, offering warmth, offering purpose, offering the promise of a Keeper’s life unmarred by sorrow.

But Kael’s footsteps broke the harmony long before she sensed the betrayal. He came with his smile like sunlight on a blade, with hands that had once held hers in trembling reverence. Veyana knew something had changed the moment his shadow stretched thin across the water—too thin, as if the light itself refused to touch him. And when he cupped the First Tide in his palms, drinking its power with a hunger sharp as winter, the world shuddered. The water recoiled. The sky dimmed. And Veyana felt the shape of her future collapsing into ruin.

The sea-spirits arrived with the fury of stormbirth. Their voices churned with salt and prophecy: the curse for the thief, the bondage for the betrayed. Kael’s skin cracked with tide-marks as he became the first Tide-Thief, doomed to drain what he could never replenish. And Veyana—poor Veyana—was pulled into the newborn rage of the waves. Her scream dissolved into foam. Her form twisted into the Hollow Wave, forever bound to the sea she had once loved.

Every sacrifice begins with a lie. But the sea remembers the truth.
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Chapter 1: The Lagoon’s Silence
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The first thing Marava noticed was the silence.

It was a physical presence, a weight in the air that pressed against her eardrums and settled in the hollow of her chest. She woke to it, as she had woken every dawn for the last forty years, in the chamber carved from living ebony wood that overlooked the heart of the island. But this morning, the familiar whisper was gone.

For a moment, disoriented by sleep, she thought she had gone deaf. She sat up on her pallet, the woven seaweed blankets pooling around her waist, and strained to hear. There was the soft sigh of the wind through the lattice window, the distant cry of a dawn-hunting gull. But beneath it all, where there should have been a low, resonant hum—the song of the Ebony Lagoon—there was nothing. Only a void, a silence so profound it felt like a held breath.

Her heart gave a single, hard knock against her ribs.

She was on her feet in an instant, her bare feet finding the cool, smooth floor without thought. Her Keeper’s robes, dyed the deep indigo of twilight sea, hung from a peg. She pulled them on, the fabric settling around her with a weight of office that today felt heavier than stone. She didn’t bother with the ceremonial shell-comb for her hair, a thick, silver-streaked plait that fell to her waist. There was no time.

Marava stepped out onto the balcony, her hands gripping the railing, worn smooth by the grip of generations of Keepers before her. Below, cradled in a basin of obsidian rock, lay the Ebony Lagoon.

It was a sheet of black glass.

Normally, at this hour, the lagoon was a living thing. Visions would curl across its surface like smoke—glimpses of storms brewing beyond the horizon, of trading ships on favorable currents, of a child’s laughter in the village that would echo later in the day. Reflections would bloom not as mere mirror images, but infused with meaning: the face of an elder would be wreathed in the ghostly image of the fish they would later catch; a drifting leaf would trace the path of the island’s next gentle turn. The water itself shimmered with an internal light, a soft, pulsing glow that beat in time with Marava’s own heart.

Today, it was dead.

The water was preternaturally still, its surface unmarred by even the faintest ripple. The predawn light, a timid grey, lay upon it like dust on a coffin lid. No visions stirred in its depths. No reflections held any prophecy. The faint mist that always curled from its surface hung listless, dissipating into the air without purpose.

“No,” she whispered, the word a puff of vapor in the chill air.

She took the winding stairs down from her perch two at a time, her grace belying her years. The path from the Keeper’s spire to the lagoon’s edge was a familiar one, paved with crushed white shell that gleamed in the gloom. The ebony trees that crowded the path, their leaves like shards of polished jet, seemed to lean in, their usual gentle rustle now absent, as if they too were listening for a sound that would not come.

She reached the water’s edge and knelt, ignoring the sharp bite of the cold, damp stone through her robes. The silence was louder here, a roaring absence that made her head feel stuffed with wool. She could feel the eyes of the island upon her—the anxious flutter of the tree-sprites, the watchful gaze of the village elders beginning to stir in their huts. They would all be feeling it, a wrongness in the world, a skipped beat in the rhythm they had all taken for granted.

Her fingers, usually steady, trembled as she hovered them just above the water’s skin. She expected the familiar warmth of recognition, the magnetic pull of the lagoon’s essence reaching for its Keeper. There was nothing. The air over the water was as cold as a tomb.

Gathering her courage, she touched the surface.

A shudder rippled outward—not from the lagoon, but from her. The contact was jarring, like touching a corpse. The water was inert, lifeless. She pressed her palm flat against it, closing her eyes, reaching down into the well of her own power, the connection that had been forged when she was a girl younger than Rahim.

She pushed her senses into the water, seeking the luminous threads of magic that webbed the lagoon’s depths. She found them, but they were thin, frayed, their light guttered to a faint, sickly glimmer. It was like reaching into a body and finding the veins empty, the heart still. A thinness, a hollowing out. The essence of the lagoon, the very thing that gave the island its life and its drift, was... diminished. It felt weak. Hungry. Fading.

A memory, sharp and unwelcome, surfaced from her training. Her predecessor, Keeper Ione, her voice raspy with age, speaking of the Silence of the First Keeper, a legend from the time of Veyana. “When the heart of the world forgets its song, the roots of the land will forget their hold.”

A cold that had nothing to do with the morning air seeped into Marava’s bones.

As if on cue, the ground beneath her shifted.

It was a subtle thing, a mere stutter in the island’s perpetual, gentle sway. To anyone else, it might have been mistaken for a trick of balance, a dizzy spell. But to Marava, who felt the island’s drift in her very marrow, it was as violent as an earthquake. The rhythmic motion that carried their floating home across the world’s waterways—a motion as constant and reassuring as her own heartbeat—had faltered.

The uneven sway lasted only a second, then corrected itself. But the damage was done. In the trees above, a flock of jewel-winged sparrows erupted into the sky, their confused chirps cutting through the silence as they wheeled in frantic, disoriented circles. From the village, she heard a sudden raised voice, quickly hushed.

Marava pulled her hand from the water as if burned. She stared at her palm, half-expecting to see it stained, but it was just her hand, lined with years, the Keeper’s spiral tattoo on her wrist looking faded and old.

For the first time since she had taken the oath, since she had bound her life to the ebb and flow of this sacred water, Marava felt a flicker of something she had worked a lifetime to bury.

Fear.

It was a small, cold seed in her gut, but it was taking root. This was not a simple dormancy, a day of rest for the lagoon. This was a sickness. A wound.

She stood, her knees protesting, and wrapped her arms around herself, suddenly feeling the chill of the morning deep in her soul. She looked out over the obsidian plain of the lagoon, her mind racing, sifting through a lifetime of lore, of whispered warnings and encrypted histories. What could do this? A blight? A poison? Some imbalance in the deep magics she had failed to detect?

Her gaze was drawn to the eastern horizon, where the sun was finally beginning to bleed its first true light, painting the underbellies of the clouds in shades of rose and tarnished gold. It was there, on that exact horizon line, that the legend said the Hollow Wave had been born from Veyana’s sorrow. She had always thought of it as a metaphor, a story to teach Keepers the cost of failure.

Now, staring into the utter silence of her lagoon, feeling the ghost of that stumble in the island’s drift, the story felt terrifyingly, tangibly real.

The silence was not emptiness. It was a warning.



The walk back to her spire was a somber affair. The world was waking up, but the colors seemed muted, the sounds flat. The usual salt-tang in the air was laced with a new, metallic scent of anxiety. She passed a few early-rising villagers on the path. They bowed their heads in respect, but their eyes were wide with unspoken questions.

“Keeper,” murmured Old Man Hemlock, who was mending a net outside his hut. “The drift... it felt strange just now.”

“A temporary current, Hemlock,” Marava said, forcing a calm she did not feel into her voice. “The lagoon is in a deep cycle of contemplation today. Pay it no mind.”

She saw the doubt in his eyes, but he nodded, unwilling to challenge her. The Keeper’s word was law. But for how long? How long could she project stability when the very foundation of their world was cracking?

Back in her chamber, she went straight to the Archives. The room was circular, its walls lined with shelves that held not books, but memory-crystals, carved driftwood tablets, and basins of enchanted water that held the echoes of past Keepers. The air hummed with stored knowledge, a feeble counterpoint to the silence outside.

She went to the central basin, the Scrying Pool, which was fed by a direct, subterranean channel from the lagoon. She willed it to show her the lagoon’s vital threads, the flow of its power. The water in the basin swirled, cloudy and sluggish, before resolving into a dim image. She could see the web of magic, but it was like looking at a starved man’s circulatory system—the lines were faint, the light at the nodes pulsing erratically, like a dying firefly.

There was no obvious breach, no tear in the fabric. It was as if the magic was simply... evaporating. Being drawn away.

“The thief for the curse, the bondage for the betrayed.” The sea-spirits’ ancient judgment from the prologue echoed in her mind. Tide-Thieves. The thought was a splash of ice water. Could one be near? Their very presence was a drain, a corruption. But the wards would have screamed. She would have felt a violation so profound it would have shaken the spire to its foundations.

Unless the thief was subtle. Unless the theft had been going on for a long, long time, siphoned so slowly that the lagoon had grown accustomed to the loss, until this final, critical silence.

A soft knock at the door broke her frantic train of thought.

“Enter.”

The door swung open, and Rahim stood there, silhouetted against the grey morning light. Her apprentice. Her responsibility. The boy—no, the young man—she had raised since his parents were lost to a rogue wave when he was five. His unkempt black curls were a wild halo around his head, and his chest was heaving as if he’d been running.

“Marava,” he said, his voice tight. “I felt... is it true? The lagoon...?”

He didn’t finish the sentence. His eyes, the color of the deep ocean, were wide with a fear that mirrored her own. He stepped fully into the room, and the wind from the open door tugged at his simple tunic. She noticed, as she had too often lately, the way he unconsciously rubbed the palm of his right hand, a nervous habit he’d had since childhood.

“It is silent,” she confirmed, her voice carefully neutral. She would not feed his fear. An apprentice’s emotions were a conduit, and a frightened conduit could amplify a crisis. “It gives no prophecy. It holds no reflection. It is as if it has forgotten how to speak.”

Rahim swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing. He stepped closer to the Scrying Pool, looking down into its troubled waters. The faint, sickly light from the pool cast shifting shadows on his face.

“I had the dream again,” he admitted, his voice dropping to a confessional whisper. “The same one. The man on the throne of coral, with the crown of foam.” He looked up at her, and she saw the shadows, purple and bruise-like, under his eyes. “This time... he spoke my name.”

Marava’s blood ran cold. A crown of foam. It was the mark of the Tide-Touched, those cursed by the sea, or those with the old, dangerous blood in their veins. It was a symbol from their darkest legends, not something for a young apprentice to be dreaming of.

She forced her features into a mask of placid authority. “Dreams often feed on fear, Rahim. The lagoon is silent, and silence makes the mind invent noise. You are empathizing with the island’s distress. It is a sign of your growing connection.”

It was a lie, and the bitter taste of it coated her tongue. She saw the immediate rejection in his posture, the stiffening of his shoulders.

“It didn’t feel invented,” he insisted, his jaw set with a stubbornness she knew well. “It felt... heavy. Like a memory I’d forgotten. It felt inherited.”

Inherited. The word hung between them, a specter at the feast.

She finally turned to face him fully, truly looking at him as she had been avoiding for months. At the way the shadows clung to him a little too closely. At the faint sheen of moisture on his lashes, though he hadn’t been near the shore. At the almost imperceptible shiver that passed through the water in the Scrying Pool—a shiver that responded not to her, the Keeper, but to the agitated young man standing beside it.

A truth, cold and sharp, pressed against the inside of her ribs, a truth she had buried under years of hope and rigorous training. Rahim’s blood held secrets. Secrets tied to the First Betrayal. Secrets she had prayed would never surface.

But the lagoon was weakening, its protective silence broken. And secrets, like corpses, had a way of rising when the magic that held them down began to fail.

“Go to the shore, Rahim,” she said, her voice softer now, laced with a weariness she could no longer conceal. “Sit with the silence. Do not try to force a connection. Just listen. Sometimes, the most important messages are the ones spoken in a whisper.”

He searched her face for a long moment, looking for the reassurance she could not give. Finally, he nodded, a curt, unhappy motion, and turned to leave.

She watched him go, the seed of fear in her gut sprouting thorns. The lagoon was silent. The island had faltered. And her apprentice was dreaming of foam-crowned kings.

Every sacrifice begins with a lie, the old stories said.

As Marava stood alone in the Archives, surrounded by the whispers of the past and the crushing silence of the present, she feared that her lie—the lie of Rahim’s safety, the lie of the lagoon’s eternal constancy—was on the verge of demanding a terrible, final price.

The sea remembers the truth. And it was clear, in the stagnant water and the trembling earth, that it was done forgetting.
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Chapter 2: The Apprentice’s Doubt
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The silence had a texture.

Rahim decided this as he knelt on the cold, damp stone where Marava had been hours before. It was like being wrapped in thick, suffocating velvet. Every small sound—the scuff of his own foot on the rock, the gulp of his own swallowing—was unnaturally loud, a blasphemy against the lagoon’s profound stillness.

Just listen, Marava had said.

But what was there to hear? The absence of sound was a roar in his ears. He tried to empty his mind, to become a vessel, as she had taught him. A Keeper does not command the water; she listens, and the water speaks. But today, the water was a sullen, locked box.

He focused on his breathing, in and out, trying to match its rhythm to the remembered pulse of the lagoon. It was no use. His mind was a trapped bird, fluttering against the cage of his skull. The dream from the night before kept replaying behind his eyes, vivid and cold.

It was always the same at first: a vast, echoing hall, built not of stone but of living coral that pulsed with a faint, sickly light. He would be walking on a floor of crushed pearl that whispered under his bare feet. And there, on a throne of woven driftwood and bleached whalebone, sat the man. His features were perpetually blurred, as if seen through a wall of shifting water, but the crown was crystal clear—a twisting, unstable diadem of sea foam that bubbled and popped without ever dissolving. It was a thing of impossible fragility and immense, threatening power.

Last night, for the first time, the man had leaned forward. The water-wall obscuring his face had thinned for a terrifying second. Rahim hadn’t seen a monster; he’d seen a man with eyes full of a sorrow so deep it felt oceanic. And then the voice, not a sound heard with ears, but a resonance planted directly into his soul: “Rahim.”

His own name. It hadn’t been a greeting. It had been a summons. A recognition.

Inherited.

The word he’d used with Marava was the only one that fit. The dread in that dream didn’t feel like it was coming from outside him; it felt like it was waking up inside him, a dormant beast stirring from a long slumber.

Frustrated, he shoved himself to his feet, pacing the narrow strip of rock between the dormant water and the line of ebony trees. The village was fully awake now, and the air was thick with a nervous energy. He could see clusters of islanders talking in hushed tones, their gestures sharp and anxious. They kept glancing towards the lagoon, then towards the Keeper’s spire, seeking answers he knew Marava didn’t have.

He saw Old Man Hemlock, his net forgotten, staring out at the horizon as if he could see the source of the trouble. He saw the baker’s daughter, Liana, trying to
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