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Chapter One: The Salt in the Dream
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In the village of Marea’s Hollow, where the cliffs leaned like tired sentinels over a sea that never quite slept, children were taught three unbreakable rules:

Never turn your back on the tide.  

Never speak a secret to the wind after moonrise.  

And never, under any circumstances, answer when the water calls your name.

Emily Voss had broken the third rule before she was old enough to understand what breaking it meant.

She was twelve the first time it happened. Not a voice exactly—more a pull, like the moment between inhaling and exhaling when your lungs remember they’re empty. She had been gathering limpets from the black rocks below the lighthouse path when the sea whispered “Emmillly”. Not loud. Not urgent. Just... certain. Like someone who already knew she would come.

She froze, one hand still clutching wet stone, and felt the word ripple through her ribs. For a heartbeat the world smelled of copper, cinder, sugar and rain that hadn’t fallen yet. Then the moment passed, ordinary as breath, and she told no one. Not her mother, who measured love in the neatness of mended nets. Not her older brother Andrew, who had already begun to disappear into the boats and the horizon. Certainly not the elders, who would have burned sage over her head and chanted until the tide forgot her name again. Only to the wind but the wind decided to forget.

But the sea did not forget.

Now, at sixteen, Emily carried the secret the way others carried freckles or scars—quietly, constantly, impossible to ignore once noticed. She had grown taller, sharper at the edges, hair the color of wet slate always escaping whatever braid she attempted. She worked the oyster beds with the other girls, hands pruned white, back aching from the bend, but her mind stayed elsewhere: waiting and listening, always listening.

Tonight the moon was thin, a silver thumbnail paring. The village slept under roofs of thatch and slate; only the seagulls complained, wheeling above the breakwater. Emily sat on the seawall, boots dangling over thirty feet of nothing, and let the spray mist her face.

The pull came stronger now. Not words anymore. A distant chant. Few dogs reacted but everyone was too busy to notice. Only Emily. A tide inside her blood matching the one below.

She closed her eyes and saw—briefly, impossibly—the shape of something ancient curled beneath the waves. Not a monster. Not a god. Something older than both: a memory the ocean had kept when the land forgot how to remember. It turned toward her the way a sleeper turns toward light, slow and inevitable.

Her heart kicked once, hard.

Then the vision shattered.

A hand clamped her shoulder.

Emily startled so violently she nearly pitched forward into the drop. Andrew hauled her back, swearing under his breath.

“What on earth are you doing out here alone?” His voice was rough from shouting over wind. He was nineteen now, broad across the shoulders, beard coming in patchy. The sea had already claimed part of him; she could see it in the permanent squint, the way he smelled like tar and open water even after bathing.

“Couldn’t sleep,” she said. It wasn’t a lie.

He studied her too long. “You’ve been strange lately. More than usual. And that is a lot”

She forced a half-smile. “You know me, I’ve always been strange.”

“Different kind of strange.” He sat beside her, elbows on knees, staring at the same dark water. “Like you’re waiting for something.”

She didn’t answer. Couldn’t. Because he was right, and the waiting felt like drowning in reverse—every breath pulling her deeper instead of lifting her up.

After a silence long enough to grow barnacles, Andrew spoke again, quieter. “Everyone in town is saying the equinox storm is coming early this year. Bigger than the last. The elders want every able body on the boats when it hits. Reinforcing the sea wall won’t be enough.”

Emily felt the words settle cold in her stomach. “Including me?” pointing her fingers at herself.

“You’re old enough.” He shrugged, but his eyes didn’t leave the horizon. “And you’re better with rope and knot than half the boys.”

She should have felt proud. Instead she felt the tide inside her stir, restless, as though it had been waiting for permission.

Andrew turned to her then, held her hand and really looked. “If something’s wrong, Emily... you can tell me. Before the storm. Before it’s too late to fix.”

She met his gaze. For one heartbeat she almost spoke the truth: that the sea knew her name, that it had known her since she was small, that lately the dreams left salt on her tongue when she woke, that she was afraid—not of drowning, but of what might happen if she finally answered.

Instead she said, “I’m fine, just a little tired.”

He didn’t believe her. But he decided to let it go.

They sat in silence until the eastern sky bruised purple. When the first fishing boats began to putter out of the harbor, Andrew stood and offered his hand.

“Come on. Mother will skin us both if we’re late for dawn chores.”

Emily took his hand. Let him pull her up.

But as they walked the cliff path back toward the sleeping houses, she glanced once over her shoulder.

The water was still.

Too still.

And somewhere beneath it, something older than memory turned again—patient, inexorable, already certain she would come.

She always did.
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Chapter Two: The Knot That Binds
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The dawn came reluctant, a thin smear of gray light bleeding across the eastern cliffs like a wound that refused to close. Marea’s Hollow woke in pieces: first the creak of shutters, then the low mutter of men hauling lines, the clatter of buckets against stone, the sharp cough of woodsmoke rising from chimneys that had barely cooled. Emily moved through it all like a ghost among the living, her hands busy with the familiar rhythm of mending nets while her mind drifted elsewhere—back to the seawall, to the stillness that had felt wrong.

Andrew had left before first light, joining the crew of the Salt Sparrow to check the outer buoys. He’d pressed a rough kiss to the top of her head as he passed, the gesture half brother, half warning. “Stay close to shore today,” he’d said. “You can already taste the storm on the breeze.”

She hadn’t argued. There was no point. The air did taste different this time —sharper, metallic, as though lightning had already struck somewhere far out and left its echo in the salt.

By midmorning the village square had filled with the usual bustle: women bartering dried kelp for lamp oil, children running around and darting between legs with baskets of mussels, elders clustered around the tide clock carved into the harbor obelisk. Emily finished her share of the nets early and slipped away toward the oyster sheds, telling herself she only needed fresh air. The truth was heavier: she needed to listen.

The sheds stood on stilts at the edge of the mudflats, their walls patched with driftwood and weather-beaten canvas. Inside, the smell was thick—brine, wet stone, the faint rot of low tide. Emily climbed the ladder to the loft where old Marta kept the sick trays, the ones for oysters too weak to survive another season. She liked it up here; the floorboards groaned underfoot, the roof leaked in five places when it rained, and the view through the gaps showed nothing but endless gray water meeting endless gray sky. Endless gray.

She closed her eyes while she sat cross-legged among the trays.

At first there was only the usual: the lap of water against pilings, the distant shout of seagulls, the creak of ropes. Then—subtler—the pulse. It lived beneath sound, in the spaces between heartbeats. A slow throb, patient as stone wearing to sand. It wasn’t angry. It wasn’t pleading. It simply was, and it knew her.

Emily’s fingers tightened on the edge of a tray. The oysters inside stirred, shells clicking softly like whispered secrets.

“Come deeper”, the pulse said—not in words, but in the sudden tightness behind her ribs, the way her blood seemed to echo the tide’s rhythm. “See what waits”

She opened her eyes. Nothing had changed. The loft was still dim, the trays still damp. Yet the air felt thicker, charged, as though a storm cloud had drifted indoors.

Footsteps sounded on the ladder. Emily startled, nearly knocking over a tray.

It was Joseph, one of the older boys from the oyster crews—seventeen, all long limbs and quiet watchfulness. His thick hair was the color of sun-bleached rope, perpetually tangled from wind. He paused halfway up, one hand on the rung, studying her with those steady hazel eyes that saw too much.

“You’re up here a lot lately,” he said. Not accusing. Just stating.

“Someone has to check the sick ones.” She busied her hands with a cloth, wiping nonexistent grit from a shell.

Joseph climbed the last rung, pausing to touch the small shell pendant that had hung against his chest since he was six—the one his mother had pressed into his hand the summer she knew she wouldn’t see another winter. 

He sat opposite her, knees drawn up. He smelled of pine tar and open water, the same scent that clung to Andrew after long days. “Everyone says the equinox storm will break the outer reef if it hits full force. Elders are talking about moving the deep boats inland.”

Emily’s stomach twisted. The deep boats were the village’s lifeblood—long, narrow vessels built to ride the big swells beyond the barrier islands. If they stayed ashore, the oyster beds would starve for lack of seed stock from farther waters.

“And you?” she asked.

He shrugged. “You know me—I go where the tide takes me, same as this old shell's been pulling
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