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Chapter 1 – A Mission
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The sea no longer sang the way it used to.

Marie pressed herself between two rocks overlooking the beach and part of the marina. Her pale fingers curled around the stone's edge as she made sure she was invisible from both land and sea. Only her eyes peeked over a sharp outcrop. From here, she could see the town she had grown to love from afar. Seabrook shimmered in the late morning sun—busy, sun-warmed, and blissfully unaware that something beneath its waters was rotting.

Just beyond the beach, she spotted Lily and Rose working at the weekend market stall. She knew their names. She knew their likes and dislikes. She had been watching them for months now. She'd even seen Rose fighting off that terrible boy that awful Sunday afternoon. Marie had wanted so badly to help her, but it hadn't been necessary. Rose had discovered her strength, and her friends had stood by her side. Marie admired Rose's fire and Lily's quiet steadiness.

For the past couple of years, Marie had watched Rose and Jade selling her handmade jewelry under the striped canvas tent during the July holidays. This year, it seems to be Rose and Lily selling the beautiful crystals and jewelry. If she tuned out the sound of the sea, she could hear their laughter drifting faintly across the bay. She noticed the way Lily tucked her long blonde hair behind her ear when she was deep in thought, and the way Rose always counted the change twice. Marie couldn't wait to meet them.

A part of her had longed for so long to meet them and stand beside them—barefoot and laughing—pretending to be ordinary. To talk about silly things and deep things. To be their friend.

But she wasn't ordinary—far from it. And yet the excitement bubbled through her like air rising from the sea floor.

Tonight, she wouldn't be watching from the water anymore.

Everything had been arranged. Mrs. Davis would meet her at moonrise, where the waves crested at the furthest point north, where the rocks ended in sharp edges, and land began. A bundle of clothes and papers had already been delivered to Mrs. Davis's house a few nights ago. Her mother had made sure she had everything she might need. Online shopping was a fabulous new way to get what you wanted—and Marie was more than a little curious to see what her mother had chosen for her.

But Marie's excitement was shadowed by the real reason for her visit.

As much as she would love to socialize more than work, she had been summoned by the Council of Aethermaris to uncover who—or what—was disturbing the deep waters off the coasts of Seabrook and Mackay. Though the disturbance extended toward Mackay, the seas near Seabrook were suffering most. The reef was turning white; fish were vanishing, and the currents carried a strange, rotten smell. She had exactly two weeks to identify the source of the threat and eliminate it.

Her gaze softened, turning distant and wistful. Without thinking, her hand rose to the Larimar pendant resting against her chest. It pulsed gently beneath her fingertips, its rhythm syncing with her heartbeat—steady, calm, alive. This was no ordinary stone. It had chosen her as much as she had chosen it.

It would guide her. Soothe her. Empower her.

More than just a beautiful gem, it was a living conduit—one that amplified her truth, steadied her spirit, and deepened her connection to the natural world. With it, she would find the courage not only to fight for what was right, but to speak her truth—clearly, fiercely, and without fear.

Beyond meeting Lily and Rose—and completing the mammoth task ahead—there was something else Marie couldn't stop thinking about.

Ben. 

A boy she hadn't seen in over a decade.

She remembered the feel of his tiny hand in hers, the fear in his dark eyes as she pulled him from the undertow. He used to believe in her—once. Before time and reason had convinced him otherwise.

She was sixteen now—an adult by the laws and customs of her world—and this mission was her first official act of service. No longer just the curious girl with sea stars braided into her hair, Marie had stepped into her legacy. She was the daughter of one of Poseidon's great-grandsons, a descendant of an ancient lineage charged with safeguarding the southeastern waters of Australia.

Her family was known in Aethermaris as diplomats, guardians, historians, and silent watchers—protectors of harmony where sea met land. And Seabrook, with its whispering tides, its fragile reef, and the strange pulse of forgotten magic just beneath its surface, had been placed in her care.

Marie glanced at the sun, now climbing toward its midday perch, and sighed. If she didn't leave soon, she'd be late. Though her home lay more than two thousand kilometers away, the hidden underwater ley lines would carry her there in just under two hours. Her parents and younger sister were waiting, and she still needed to gather the last of her belongings before nightfall. The thought made her stomach twist—not with fear, exactly, but with the heavy pull of everything that lay ahead.

Two weeks.

She had two weeks to uncover the truth.

Two weeks to save the sea.

And if she failed...She would never return to the surface—or see her human friends—again.

But tomorrow, she would be Marie Delmare. Just another girl in Seabrook. At least on the surface.
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Chapter 2 – Sun, Sea & Stalls
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Lily Owens took a deep breath, the tang of salt sharp in the air. The first day of the winter school holidays had finally arrived.

She and her best friend, Rose Hawthorne, were operating a stall that belonged to Rose's mother, Jade—an endlessly creative soul and the proud owner of Jade's Curiosities, a charming little shop in town. Every year, Jade pitched her striped canvas tent to make the most of the tourist season, and her crystal jewelry sold like hotcakes.

But for Rose and Jade, it wasn't just about sales. It was about the vibe—that joyful, easy energy that buzzed through the market stalls and spilled up the sun-drenched streets. People were relaxed, smiling, soaking up the mild winter days and the magic of the beachside town.

Rose had been right—the town truly came alive in winter. The resort was fully booked, and every bed and breakfast had been snapped up since April.

The morning had unfolded beneath a crisp, golden light that made Seabrook sparkle. The air was cool but not cold, and the sun cast a gentle warmth over the grassy patch just before the beach, where rows of colorful stalls had sprung up like mushrooms after rain. A soft breeze carried the scent of the sea, and the rhythmic crash of waves blended with the hum of tourists as they browsed, laughed, and chatted as they wandered through the vibrant market.

Lily adjusted the display of crystal necklaces on their table, careful not to disturb Sphinx, who was curled up in a woven basket behind her. The big tabby gave a soft snore, his tail twitching once before settling again.

"Wow, that cat understands the art of sleeping," Rose said, laughing as she threaded a row of crystal-beaded bracelets onto a velvet stand.

"And he sleeps anywhere," Lily replied, rolling her eyes.

"Such loose morals," Rose teased, and Lily burst out laughing.

"Yeah, and his sleep pattern has increased since it got cooler," Lily muttered. "So has his appetite. The cat eats like a horse."

Rose chuckled. "Poor kitty cat," she said, bending down to scratch under Sphinx's chin. He remained in a curled-up heap of contentment, his purr barely audible over the market's chatter. Still, to Rose, he would always be her little hero—especially after the way he'd helped her escape from her psycho ex-boyfriend a few months ago.

A strange chill ran down her spine just thinking about it.

She didn't often think about Corvin anymore, but now and then, a memory would creep in—uninvited and sharp. It never arrived gently. It came like a sudden wave, dragging the dread and heartache back with it. Jade said healing would take time. And Lily had been a rock—always there, always steady—but in the quiet moments, late at night when no one was around, the memories returned like a flash flood.

"Hey, are you okay?" Lily's concerned voice broke through the fog in Rose's mind.

Rose shook her head, gently, as if to dislodge the thoughts clinging like seaweed. This is not the time to think about Corvin, she told herself. Not here. Not now. She rolled her shoulders back and flashed Lily a bright, practiced smile.

"Don't mind me," she said, brushing it off. "I'm still recovering from those nasty formulas they dished up in our math test yesterday."

"Nasty is an understatement," Lily grumbled, pulling a face. Math had never been her strength. She thrived in creativity—art, music, stories—not the rigid logic of equations and graphs.

Rose, on the other hand, loved the order of math and science, the way problems had answers, the way things made sense. She had always done well in those subjects and loved them.

But despite Lily's love for the arts and Rose's passion for science, it was Lily who was the more grounded and realistic of the two, while Rose was the one who believed in magic, mysteries, and fairytales.

"At least you had a great science teacher this term," Lily added with a wink.

"Hallelujah," Rose said, glancing around for the box of crystal pendants. They'd been selling fast all morning. "Compared to Mr. Jarvin and Mrs. Malric, Mr. Simpson is an absolute gem."

"Gosh, those two were completely unhinged if you ask me," Lily said, rolling her eyes.

Jarvin had tried to drown Lily earlier this year to get his hands on the first stone of the Crystal Box. And Mrs. Malric...well, she had unleashed her very charming, but dangerously manipulative son on Rose in an attempt to steal the box and stones.

"Lunatics," Rose muttered, her head disappearing beneath the table. "Gotcha!" she said triumphantly as she pulled out a bright pink plastic container.

"Phew." She sat upright and popped the lid. "Jade will have to make more pendants."

Lily peeked inside. "Only a handful left?" She smiled. "That's our bestseller."

The table in front of them glittered with handmade jewelry—rings, earrings, carved stones, pendants, and even the occasional book—but there was no doubt. The crystal pendants were the stars of the show.

Rose quickly arranged the remaining pendants on the hanging display board, adjusting them so each one caught the morning light just right. Then she turned to Lily, her expression shifting.

"You know," she began, more thoughtful now, "the first three months of this year were beyond freaky. We discovered the Crystal Box, found two of the stones, you nearly drowned, and I...well, I got strangled—twice—by a lunatic. Looking back, last term felt like pure bliss. We actually got to focus on school and...be friends. No survival tactics. No freaky stuff. No one tried to kill us."

"True," Lily laughed, nudging a tray of crystal rings into place. "No kidnappings, no poisonings, no creepy villains lurking in alleyways. It felt...normal."

"I love normal," Rose said with a grin. "For a change."

They shared a smile—one of those quiet, wordless exchanges that only came from going through something intense together and coming out the other side.

"But," Rose added, her voice turning playful, "you must admit, Carter and Courtney's breakup was something. And Jasper's dramatic monologue at the closing assembly yesterday about how humans don't respect nature and have no soul? Iconic."

Lily smiled. "Yeah, Jasper went all out. Good thing he'll be in the Outback for the next two weeks, researching...whatever obscure thing he's chasing this time."

Rose noted—quite clearly—that Lily hadn't said a single word about the Carter–Courtney breakup. Not even a shrug. But she let it go. All in good time, she thought.

"Yeah," Rose said distractedly. "He always seems to enjoy those research trips. Nerd heaven."

Tourists drifted past in pairs and small groups, some barefoot, others wrapped in light cardigans. A group of children chased a beach ball across the grass, shrieking with delight. Just beyond them, the beach shimmered warm under the winter sun—its white sand glowing, the ocean a soft, endless blue stretching toward the horizon.

The cafés and restaurants lining the beachfront were packed, and the air was thick with the smell of fried onions, sizzling prawns, sweet pastries, and freshly brewed coffee.

Despite it being winter, the weather was perfect: dry, warm, and clear. The sticky humidity of summer had vanished, replaced by a crisp, gentle coolness that made you want to breathe more deeply, walk more slowly, and stay outside a little longer.

Their stall was one of many in the seasonal market set up between the beach and the row of eateries that overlooked the water. Jade had spent weeks preparing for this—crafting new pieces, blessing each one with care and intention, and planning the table's layout down to the last tumbled stone.

Lily loved everything about it. The atmosphere. The light. The sounds. The smells. Two whole weeks of sunshine, sea air, and magical moments lay ahead, and she intended to enjoy every minute of it.

Her phone buzzed in her back pocket. She pulled it out and glanced at the screen.

Tea at three, tomorrow.

"What's that?" Rose asked, her voice casual but curious.

Lily gave her a look, half-amused, half-resigned. "We've been summoned for tea," she said, her tone laced with mixed feelings.

Rose raised an eyebrow. "Ah. That kind of tea?"

Lily nodded slowly, slipping the phone back into her pocket. "Yep. The non-negotiable kind."

Both girls exchanged a look of mutual defeat, so much for their lazy Sunday afternoon.
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Chapter 3 - Devastation
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On the outskirts of Mackay, hidden deep within a chrome and glass industrial estate, a tall man stood alone on a raised platform in a vast, windowless chamber. His icy blue eyes were locked on the glowing screens before him. Slicked-back blond hair revealed a broad forehead, an aristocratic nose, and a chiseled jawline. He might have been considered handsome—if not for the cold, expressionless mask that dulled every feature.

The air was stale and cold—thick with the hum of machinery and the faint scent of metal and old coffee. Fluorescent lights cast a clinical, unnatural glow over the rows of sleek desks and humming control panels, manned by fifteen silent operatives hunched before a wall of flickering screens.

The man didn't care for others' comfort. He didn't care for light or aesthetics. What he cared about was unfolding in real time on one particular monitor before him.

A slow, wicked smile played at the corner of his thin mouth as he leaned forward, manicured hands clasped behind his back. There it was—confirmation. After months of whispered deals, covert funding, and enough falsified documentation to fool even the most diligent inspectors, his vision was finally coming to life. And it wasn't about what he would find—it was about what he would make.

Money. Obscene amounts of it.

Every step of this operation had been calculated to the decimal. The loans were secured through close allies. The permits—signed and sealed by men who now owed him far more than signatures. The staff was selected and paid handsomely for their silence. Everything was engineered to shield him from any consequence.

His eyes flicked to another screen, where four sleek, cobalt-blue vessels sliced through the waves like sharks on the hunt. Each boat was top-of-the-line—custom-built, armored, high-tech. Their speed, precision, and stealth gave him a visceral pleasure. Just watching them made his pulse rise.

"How long?" he snapped, his voice like cracked glass against the steady hum of the room.

A man in the first row flinched. "Ten minutes, sir. The machines will reach the coordinates in ten."

He tried to mask the tremor in his voice, but it didn't matter. The boss thrived on fear. He preferred it to respect—it kept people in line.

"Hurry them up," the man growled, pacing the length of the platform like a predator circling its territory.

On a central monitor, five massive machines crawled across the ocean floor—mechanical titans, eerie and unnatural in the murky blue darkness. They moved with slow, deliberate purpose, each the size of a small house. Twin rubber treads churned relentlessly, leaving a barren, lifeless trench in their wake. Hydraulic arms hung at their sides like dormant weapons—ready to unfold and dig deep into the seabed when the moment came.

They looked like something torn from a nightmare—part machine, part monster.

And behind them: devastation. The vibrant reef life that once thrived below had vanished—crushed, treaded to death. Coral shattered to bone-white dust. Fish gone in frantic bursts of flight. Silence followed them like a death shroud.

Beneath each crawler, hidden under armored plating, were additional arms—sleek and deadly. These would burrow into the ocean floor, carving up trenches to extract the actual prize—the rare metals. The wealth is buried deep.

He didn't care about the destruction. He never had.

Why would he? 

He had the paperwork. The signatures. The stamps. The audits. On paper, his company—clean as snow—had been in existence for over four years, passing every regulatory inspection without a hitch. Their operations were "environmentally sound," their carbon offset program as flashy and hollow as their charity front.

He had built the perfect lie.

The man let out a satisfied breath, his eyes glowing with something far more dangerous than greed—certainty and determination.

No one would stop him.

No one would even know.

"They've arrived," one of the technicians said aloud.

The man smiled—a slow, satisfied curve of the lips. It was the first expression of genuine pleasure he'd worn in weeks.

"Let the party begin," he said, stepping forward, his gaze fixed on the center monitor.

Onscreen, the sea's surface churned as thick industrial pipes uncoiled from the decks of four sleek, blue vessels and locked into place atop the machines below. Like feeding arteries, the tubes slithered downward, merging with the hulking submersible crawlers that waited silently on the ocean floor—behemoths poised for destruction.

One by one, the machines stirred. Hydraulic arms extended outward with eerie precision, unfolding like metallic spider legs. Their rotary claws—razor-sharp and merciless—whirred to life with a scream that could only be imagined through the soundless screen. Then, they began to dig.

The seabed erupted.

Sediment burst into dense, grey clouds as the machines clawed trenches into the ocean floor, gouging it open like soft clay. Coral shattered beneath the blades. Entire colonies of crustaceans, buried kelp roots, and delicate anemones were reduced to dust. Schools of fish fled for their lives. The powerful suction arms roared into motion, siphoning the pulverized debris through the thick tubes and into the waiting tanks above.

Among the churned-up rubble were countless smooth, black pebbles—each no larger than a thumbprint. They glinted faintly under the machines' mounted lights, like scattered embers in the mud. That was the prize. 

The machines devoured them.

Anything organic—sea urchins, fish eggs, slow-moving creatures caught off guard—was consumed without distinction. Filtered. Crushed. Forgotten.

Each crawler carved a massive trench, meters wide and deep, leaving behind a desolate wasteland. Dull, lifeless grays replaced the bright blues and greens of the coral reef. What had taken nature thousands of years to build was erased in minutes.

They moved in eerie synchrony, a dance of engineered devastation.

Above, the sleek vessels held their positions with chilling stillness, their onboard systems humming softly as the ocean died beneath them.

The man watching it all from the command platform felt nothing but satisfaction.

Let the world remain distracted. Let their documentaries and donations lull them into a false sense of stewardship.

By the time anyone looked beneath the surface, there would be nothing left to save—

Only trenches, filled with silence...and his pockets with a lot of profit.
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Chapter 4 – Being Human
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Despite the late night and all the strange excitement it had held, Marie woke just after sunrise. She lingered in that delicate space between dreaming and waking, eyes still closed, savoring the unfamiliar sensation of cool air on her skin—and the simple, steady rhythm of her breath.

The window had been left slightly ajar, letting in the chilly breath of a winter morning. It crept across the room like the whisper of a wave, brushing against her cheek and stirring a faint shiver. Instinctively, her fingers found the Larimar pendant resting just beneath the shallow dip of her collarbone. The stone pulsed gently, a soothing, steady rhythm that seemed to echo the beat of her heart.

She inhaled deeply, the fresh, salt-tinged air filling her lungs.

And then—she listened.

First came the birds—so many, all at once, in overlapping calls that felt chaotic but oddly joyful. Somewhere in the distance, waves crashed in a slow, steady rhythm, a heartbeat she instinctively tried to match. A car hummed far off, and a dog barked closer. The wind sighed through the trees outside, weaving between branches and crossing the windowsill like an old storyteller.

Then came the smells—sharp, rich, earthy, and new. She caught the tang of salt, familiar and comforting. But there was something else, too—warm, full, almost bitter. Coffee. She had never tasted it, but friends who had visited other countries spoke about it as though it were some divine elixir.

Other scents drifted in—floral, sweet, light—and something she could only describe as sunshine and clouds.

Only after she had soaked in every sound, scent, and feeling did she finally open her eyes again.

Light poured through the window, bathing the room in shades of blue and silver, lavender and gold. Mrs. Davis had painted the room in soft ocean tones, but the rising sun had transformed it. The walls, the curtains, the very air shimmered with colors that shifted and changed like the sea.

Back home in Aethermaris, colors existed—but not like this. There, everything was refracted through water: clear, muted, drifting. But here, in this little room, light was bold and radiant and layered in ways she had never imagined. A thousand different shades danced across the walls. Marie felt her heart swell.

She smiled, stretching her arms above her head.

"Let the day begin," she whispered, casting off the soft blanket of morning light.

Then she saw her legs.

Long and graceful, they stretched in front of her as they had always belonged to her. She wiggled her toes and giggled, the motion both strange and delightful. Slowly, she swung her legs off the bed and let her feet touch the floor.

The wood was cold beneath her skin, solid and unmoving. She curled her toes against it and marveled at the sensation. She liked the grounded feeling it gave her.

Carefully, she rose. Her new muscles adjusted with small tremors as they learned how to bear her weight. She took one cautious step, then another.

It was astonishing—how the body knew what to do. She didn't have to remind herself to move. Her legs carried her forward, each step becoming more confident, more fluid.

She paced back and forth across the room, her hands out slightly for balance. Then she tiptoed. Then she walked on her heels to feel the difference.

"Amazing," she whispered.

She had legs. She could walk.

She could stand on the ground.

She was still spinning in the quiet magic of it all when there came a soft knock at the door.

For a second, Marie froze.

Then she reminded herself—it could only be Mrs. Davis.

She stepped cautiously toward the door and reached for the knob. She gave it a firm tug—nothing happened. Oh. Right. She was supposed to turn it. She tightened her grip, twisted the knob slowly until it gave way, then pulled the door open toward her and peeked around it.

"Oh! You're up already!" Mrs. Davis beamed, her voice bright and musical.

Marie blinked. Mrs. Davis stood there, half-hidden behind a large wooden tray overflowing with items. Was that...food?

She stepped back instinctively, opening the door wider.

"What a brilliant day," Mrs. Davis gushed, bustling into the room like a one-woman whirlwind. "You are going to have such a wonderful time here, I can just feel it!"

She swept across the room and placed the heavy tray on the desk with a triumphant clink. Plates rattled. A spoon nearly rolled off the edge. She caught it mid-spin without missing a beat and then turned, hands on her hips, eyes twinkling.

"I didn't know what you'd like for breakfast, so I made a bit of everything," she said, as if preparing a feast for royalty was the most natural thing in the world.

Marie approached the desk hesitantly. The scents were warm, strange, and inviting—rich, earthy, sweet, and a little overwhelming. There was no way she could eat all of that.

"That smells lovely," she offered instead, trying not to stare too hard at the mountain of food.

"And it tastes even better," Mrs. Davis whispered dramatically, leaning in like she was sharing a national secret.

"Come now, don't be shy," she added, pulling out a chair and patting it like it was an old friend. "Let's get some food in that new human body of yours."

Marie sat down slowly, staring at the variety of textures and colors before her. She didn't recognize half of it. What was she supposed to eat first? And with what?

Mrs. Davis launched into a guided tour, gesturing to each dish like a proud chef unveiling a five-star menu.

"This here is scrambled eggs—light and fluffy, nothing too crazy. Then we've got fried mushrooms, plain yogurt, and a lovely bowl of fruit: apple, strawberry, pineapple, banana—you name it. That's muesli, and this little pot here is honey. Drizzle it on anything, and it'll taste like golden goodness."

Marie picked up a fork and cautiously dipped it into the yogurt.

Mrs. Davis gave a delighted chuckle. "Oh, sweetheart, no. The fork is for the eggs!" She gently swapped the fork for a spoon. "The spoon is your breakfast best friend. If you're ever unsure, always go with the spoon."

Marie blushed. "Thanks," she said softly, accepting the spoon as if it were a gift from the gods.

She took a small bite of the yogurt, then added fruit and a touch of honey. Her eyes lit up. The flavors were bright, smooth, and sweet, while the textures were creamy and crisp. It was...yummy.

"Well now!" Mrs. Davis declared, watching with glee. "Fruit, yogurt, and honey, it is! An excellent choice indeed."

Mrs. Davis clapped her hands together. "Now! You simply must try the drinks. It's part of the full experience." She leaned forward and revealed three cups she had somehow balanced on the overstuffed tray: one tall glass of golden orange juice, one delicate teacup filled with amber liquid, and one small, sturdy mug—black, steaming, and mysterious.

"This," she said, holding up the glass, "is fresh orange juice—cold, sweet, and a bit tart. Very safe. Very refreshing."

Marie took the glass with both hands, brought it to her lips, and sipped. The juice hit her tongue like a zest of energy—bright, tangy, and a little sharp. Her eyes widened.

"It tastes...alive," she said, surprised. "Like sunshine, but cold."

Mrs. Davis grinned. "Exactly!"

Next, she passed the dainty cup to her. "Now this is tea. Black tea with just a drop of honey and a twist of lemon. It's the drink of civilized ladies everywhere."

Marie sipped carefully. The flavor was light and bitter, with a warm, earthy undertone and a faint hint of lemon. It felt...thoughtful.

"This one tastes like stories," she said, tilting her head. "Old ones. The kind people pass down."

Mrs. Davis chuckled. "That's poetic, dear. I like that."

Then came the final offering—the small, dark mug. "Now, this," she said, holding it up like it was a sacred relic, "is coffee. Be careful—it bites back. But if you fall in love with it, you'll never be the same."

Marie took the mug in both hands. The scent alone made her pause. It was unlike anything else—deep, rich, almost smoky, with notes that reminded her of earth after rain and something darker, older, more mysterious. She inhaled slowly, letting the aroma fill her senses.

She took a sip.

And paused.

Then another.

And another.

The warmth spread down her throat and into her chest. The taste was bold and complex—bitter, but not unpleasant. It was strong. Confident. Alive. Like something ancient and powerful, tamed in a cup.

A slow smile spread across her face.

"Oh," she whispered.

Mrs. Davis leaned in. "Got you, didn't it?"

Marie nodded slowly, hugging the mug to her chest.

"I think," she said dreamily, "I'm in love."

Mrs. Davis threw back her head and laughed. "Another soul lost to coffee! Don't worry, dear—it's the best kind of addiction."

Marie took another sip, her eyes half closed in quiet bliss.

In that moment, with warm light spilling across the room, a full belly, and the bitter-sweet heat of coffee warming her from the inside out, she felt—for the first time—like she truly belonged in this world.
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Chapter 5 – Overwhelmed
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It was just after one o'clock when Hannah—Lily's mother—arrived at the stall. The market was bustling, a sea of sunhats and shopping bags, with barely enough space to squeeze between the colorful displays. People moved in slow currents, stopping to browse, chat, and haggle, their voices rising in a chorus of cheerful chaos.

Jade's stall had done exceptionally well that morning. Since opening at eight, Rose and Lily had been run off their feet, juggling eager customers and constant sales without so much as a break.

Hannah slipped in beside the stall, her eyes wide as she scanned the crowd.

"Wow," she said, breathless. "I didn't realize it would be this busy."

"We didn't either," Rose replied, slipping a delicate topaz bracelet into a velvet pouch for a waiting customer. "It's been non-stop since we opened."

"Crystals are apparently the thing right now," Lily added with a grin, brushing her hands across the table to neaten the displays.

"Are you girls ready to go?" Hannah asked, stepping closer and lowering her voice just a little.

Lily gave her mother a look—half pleading, half annoyed. "Mom, are you sure we have to go for tea at Mrs. Davis's?"

Hannah turned her head and gave her daughter a pointed look. "Sweetheart, you can try to come up with an excuse—but do you really want to find out what Mrs. Davis might do if you don't show?"

"She might just move the whole tea party here," Rose chimed in with a smirk.

"Exactly," Hannah said, nodding. "And she did give you fair warning—three months ago—when she told you to come for tea after the winter solstice."

"Ugh." Lily wiped a strand of hair from her forehead. "I know, I know."

"We might as well just get it over with," Rose said practically. "Besides, we've sold almost everything."

"Okay, okay, you win," Lily sighed, unfastening the moon bag from around her waist and handing it to her mom. "You're in charge now."

"Here's the card machine," Rose added, passing it over. "It's a bit slow today—probably all the people using them at once—but it's working. The slips go in the blue tin. Extra change is in the yellow tin under the table."

Hannah smiled brightly, already rolling up her sleeves. "I'm sure I'll be fine," she said, looking far too eager to dive in.

"Good luck," Rose said with a grin, grabbing her sweater and backpack and looping them over her shoulders. "You're going to need it."

Lily gave her mom a quick peck on the cheek. "See you later," she muttered, rolling her eyes.

"Oh, come on," Hannah laughed, clicking the moon bag around her waist like a pro. "You might enjoy it."

Lily plastered on a fake smile and grabbed her things. "We'll see," she said, waving goodbye before weaving her way through the crowd to catch up with Rose, who was already disappearing into the sea of people.

"Hey, wait up!" Lily called out.

Rose stuck out her hand behind her, and Lily grabbed it. "Let's just get out of here," Rose muttered, her voice edged with tension.

When they reached the outskirts of the market, Rose finally stopped. They stood on a slightly elevated patch of grass, affording them a clear view of the market below, the beach just beyond, and the shimmering ocean stretching toward the horizon.

Everywhere they looked, there were people. The beach was scattered with sunbathers, families building sandcastles, and kids squealing in the shallows. Paddleboards glided over the waves, and small boats bobbed along the coastline. In the distance, trawlers moved slowly across the horizon, their nets sweeping the sea.

"This is madness," Rose said, shaking her head. She was annoyed with herself for feeling irritated, but she knew what had changed. Ever since Corvin tried to kill her, she valued her private space more than ever. She didn't like people getting too close unless she knew and trusted them.

She hated that some reckless boy's obsession had made her feel this way. She used to love the winter buzz—the joy of tourists filling the town with laughter, the vibrant energy that pulsed through Seabrook like a heartbeat.

Lily glanced at her, concern etched on her face. "Hey...are you okay?" she asked gently, noticing the pallor in Rose's cheeks.

"I'm fine," Rose said quickly, avoiding her gaze. "Let's just go."

Without another word, she tugged Lily through the parking lot. They didn't stop or speak again until they reached the familiar comfort of Jade's Curiosities.

As they stepped inside, the silver bell above the door chimed cheerfully.

Rose groaned.

The shop was packed. People milled between shelves, thumbing through trinkets and calling out questions. Jade was barely visible behind the counter, juggling customers with practiced ease.

"Wait for me—I just need to grab some things, then we can head to your place and change," Rose said urgently, already moving toward the back.

Lily nodded. "I'll wait outside," she replied, stepping back out into the cooler air. The shop felt too warm, too full, too much breath in one small space.

Lily stood outside, waiting for Rose. She found a spot beside the display window where a small recess in the wall offered just enough space to tuck herself out of the crowd's path. It felt like a pocket of calm, shielded from the constant jostling of elbows and shopping bags.

Main Street pulsed with energy. People flowed in and out of the shops like a living current. The café across the road was jam-packed, every outdoor table full. A line stretched out the door of the bakery next door, and another curled in front of the ocean tour office, tourists eagerly waiting for their turn to book reef cruises and dolphin sightings.

Rose reappeared in a flash, and without a word, they slipped back into the tide of people, navigating the last block of Main Street shoulder to shoulder. When they finally turned up onto Seabreeze Lane, both girls let out a long, exaggerated sigh of relief.

"Will it be like this for the next two weeks?" Lily asked, glancing back at the busy street behind them, where cars honked, and tourists bustled about.

Rose nodded wearily. "The next two weeks will be insane. Then it'll stay busy until around September—just before the humidity kicks in again."

"At least your mom's business is booming," Lily said, trying to focus on the upside.

"Yeah, it is," Rose replied, her expression brightening. "This is her season. People come from Airlie Beach, Mackay, and even the inland towns to stop by her shop. Some of them were customers of Aunt Thea. It's become kind of a tradition to visit Jade's Curiosities."

Lily noticed the quiet pride in Rose's voice and smiled. "What was the shop called before your mom took over?"

"Thea's Trinkets," Rose said softly, her smile touched with nostalgia. "Jade just...she couldn't keep the name. It hurt too much. She was still so young when Thea passed away. The name was like a wound that never closed."

"That makes sense," Lily said gently, touching her friend's arm. "She lost so much. I can imagine how hard that must've been."

"Exactly," Rose whispered, grateful for the understanding.

When they reached Lily's house, they bounded up the front steps two at a time. The house was an old treasure—sturdy, welcoming, with creaky wooden floors and sunlit rooms. Lily's bedroom sat at the front corner
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