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The	Abyssal	Guardians

Chapter	1	-	Mara's	Net	and	
the	City	That	Remembers

he	moment	the	net	breached	the	surface,	it	exhaled	the	cold,	hollow	

breath	of	the	abyss—a	scent	of	ancient	brine	and	a	metallic	tang	

like	rusted	iron.	Beside	her,	the	hydrophones	dangled	like	deaf,	useless	

ears,	silenced	by	the	sheer	mass	of	whatever	they’d	snagged.	Mara	had	

braced	for	the	sea’s	usual	chaotic	choir	(	Carp,	Theodor-Nicolae,	1957	)	:	

the	percussive	clicking	of	shrimp,	the	static	hiss	of	sonar,	or	the	

fragmented	gossip	of	passing	whales.	Instead,	the	array	emitted	a	low,	

rhythmic	throb	that	cut	through	the	silence	with	chilling	precision.	It	

was	metric,	insistent,	and	entirely	foreign	(Hao,	Han,	2025).	As	her	

thumb	hovered	over	the	playback	button,	she	realized	the	sound	defied	

every	signature	she	had	ever	cataloged—this	was	no	ship	rumble	or	

tectonic	groan.	It	possessed	a	terrifying,	deliberate	architectural	order.	

On	the	skiff’s	VHF,	a	voice	broke	the	dawn.	“—got	nothin’.	Nets		up	

empty.	Fish—gills	white	as	chalk.	What	the	hell—”

“Me	too,”	a	second	voice	crackled,	barely	audible	over	the	rising	

interference.	Static	swallowed	their	words,	turning	the	reports	into	a	

fragmented	prayer.	“Nets	are	empty.	The	intake	valves	are	choked	with	

some	kind	of	white	grit,	and	the	sensors	are	spiking.	Something’s	out	

there,	Mara—feels	like	the	weight	of	the	dark	just	leaned	against	the	

hull.”	



Mara’s	fingers	went	cold	around	the	winch.	She	listened	to	the	pulse	

again,	isolating	it	into	a	narrow	band,	and	the	sound	sharpened,	as	if	the	

ocean	had	taken	a	pencil	to	the	noise	and	straightened	its	handwriting.	

It	was	not	random;	it	described	itself.	The	wavelets	arrived	with	the	

regularity	of	a	metronome	and	none	of	the	known	ocean’s	warmth—the	

tonic	of	a	living	architecture	rather	than	the	scatter	of	animal	calls.	She	

felt,	absurdly,	like	a	trespasser	who’d	knocked	on	a	neighbor’s	door	and	

found	the	house	perfectly	clean	and	listening.

Her	plan	buckled.

She	hauled	the	net	onto	the	deck	and	spread	it	like	a	map.	The	

encrustation	along	the	cables	was	not	the	usual	slime	of	plankton	or	the	

brittle	whiteness	of	old	barnacles;	it	looked	as	if	the	sea	had	been	

proofreading	the	polymer.	Tiny	calcified	chips,	lunate	and	fine,	clung	to	

the	splice.	When	she	ran	a	fingertip	along	a	cable,	grit	flaked	off	like	

chalk.	The	smell	that	rose	was	not	merely	salt	but	a	powdery	mineral	

scent—lime	and	the	tang	of	something	being	written	down.	Her	thumb	

came	away	with	a	white	film	on	the	nail.	It	would	not	rub	out.

Inside	the	wheelhouse,	she	closed	the	hatch	and	let	the	small	heater	

cough	to	life.	The	raw	file	sat	on	the	recorder	like	a	heavy,	latent	

presence.	She	replayed	it,	placing	her	headset	over	one	ear	to	keep	one	

foot	in	the	indifferent	air	of	the	ocean	and	one	in	radio	silence.	The	pulse	

fit	into	a	narrow	frequency—eleven	to	fourteen	hertz—too	low	for	

comfortable	hearing	but	not	for	recognition.	She	had	cataloged	enough	

anomalous	signatures	to	have	a	private	taxonomy:	merchant,	weather,	

cetacean,	seismic,	human-engineered.	This	did	not	fit	any	drawer.			

She	sketched	three	options	on	the	back	of	an	old	invoice	she	kept	for	

calculations—sell,	bury,	or	hand	over	to	a	scientist—and	the	numbers	



peeled	off	the	page	like	scales.

Option	one:	sell.	Oceanic	Harvest	would	pay	for	clean	acoustic	data.	

They	wanted	continuity,	not	context.	Scrub	the	file,	neutralize	the	

serials,	and	collect	the	cash.	The	mortgage	would	tilt	back	into	place,	

and	the	heater	would	stay	lit.	

Option	two:	bury.	Keep	the	file	in	the	bilge	and	forget	this	morning.	

But	the	knowing	would	fester—a	constant	weight	in	her	chest.	

Option	three:	hand	it	to	a	scientist	like	Lin	Zhao.	Give	the	raw	file	to	

someone	with	ethics	instead	of	accounts.	It	might	protect	the	ocean’s	

secrets,	but	it	would	invite	lawsuits	and	corporate	retaliation.	

Her	hands	had	already	started	moving	to	anonymize	the	sample	when	

the	radio	on	the	skiff	scratched	and	a	man’s	voice	carried	clear	as	a	bell,	

a	sinew	of	accusation	wrapped	in	exhaustion.	“You	there!	Mara?	You—

don’t	be	messing	with	nets	today.	That’s	our	livelihood,	woman.”

Mara	kept	her	voice	level	as	she	answered.	No	point	in	making	

enemies	in	a	town	small	enough	to	hold	someone’s	secret	like	a	hot	

pebble.	“We	didn’t	touch	yours.	Readings	from	out	by	the	ridge.	Sending	

what	I	can.”

“Sending	what	you	can.”	He	laughed,	a	sound	overloaded	with	salt.	

“You	and	your	Harvest	friends?	You	gonna	sell	us	out	for	rent?”

Guilt	beat	against	her	sternum.	She	had	sold	out	before	in	small	

increments,	convincing	herself	that	research	was	stewardship.	Tonight,	

the	cable’s	calcified	growth	felt	like	a	physical	indictment.	This	wasn't	

just	her	sin;	it	was	a	communal	acidity	that	could	spread	through	every	

net	in	the	inlet.

She	tried	again	to	scrub	the	file.	She	padded	the	waveform.	She	

anonymized	geographic	markers.	She	purposefully	introduced	an	



artificial	noise	floor	so	the	pulse’s	symmetry	blurred.	The	software	

obediently	changed	numbers,	but	the	recording’s	pattern	kept	bowing	

its	head	like	a	stubborn	animal.

As	she	worked,	the	encrustation	on	the	cables	bloomed	outward,	a	

slow,	spreading	pale	along	the	polymer.	It	was	almost	ceremonial—

tendrils	of	calcified	dust	that	found	the	seam	where	splice	met	sheath	

and	flourished	there	like	punctuation.	She	tried	to	scrape	at	it	with	a	

pocketknife;	the	flakes	crumbled	into	finer	dust	and	stuck	to	her	skin	

like	powdered	lime.	Under	the	wheelhouse	light,	the	film	glittered	with	

an	otherworldly	mica.	She	could	not	make	it	go	away.

The	trawler’s	searchlight	swung	close,	a	blade	in	the	dawn.	Someone	

shouted	across	the	water—thin,	raw.	“Are	you	the	one?	Are	you	the	one	

with	that	net?	We’ve	got	nets	going	grey	out	here!”

Mara’s	throat	tightened.	She	could	picture	their	faces:	gills	like	chalk,	

children’s	mouths.	There	was	a	ledger	in	Toma	Adira’s	head	she’d	seen	

once—accounts	for	nets	lost,	for	seasons	shortened.	She	knew	how	

quickly	a	reputation	could	calcify	into	a	scapegoat.	

The	trawler’s	searchlight	swung	close	as	Mara	went	to	the	splice.	She	

thought	of	the	money	and	the	research,	but	the	ocean	was	showing	her	

how	dishonest	that	balance	could	be.	When	the	man	on	the	trawler	

cursed	her	again,	her	decision	sharpened.	She	would	not	deliver	a	

doctored	sample.	She	would	not	lie.

She	went	hands-on	and	cut	the	splice.

The	blade	made	a	clean	line.	Cable	lip	parted	like	skin.	At	the	same	

instant—impossibly,	intimately—the	pulse	in	her	headset	swelled.	The	

regular,	metric	pulse	filled	the	wheelhouse,	not	as	a	sound	but	as	an	

architecture	of	sensation,	a	pressure	that	weighed	on	the	bones		in	her	



chest	with	the	familiarity	of	a	hand	she	had	not	known	to	remember	her.	

Her	headset	transduced	a	fragment	into	human	cadence,	jagged	and	

translated	by	the	recorder’s	algorithms	into	syllables	that	should	not	

have	been	there.

“Memory	accretes,”	the	voice	said.

The	phrase	wasn't	a	voice	in	any	human	sense;	it	was	a	set	of	

declarative	measurements	that	landed	in	her	chest	like	a	verdict:	

*Memory	accretes.	Balance	requires	removal.*	It	wasn't	moral	or	

vindictive—just	a	syntax	of	geology	and	pressure,	a	ledger	not	written	in	

ink	but	in	the	weight	of	the	water	itself.	

Mara’s	mouth	went	dry.	The	net	seemed	to	grip	the	deck	under	her	

feet,	a	living	thing	tightening	knots	around	her	ankles.	The	winch	

stuttered	and	clattered	as	though	it	could	not	decide	whether	to	obey	

the	boat’s	motors	or	some	other	will	in	the	water.	The	radio	crackled;	

the	voices	on	the	other	skiffs	quieted	as	if	someone	had	pressed	a	palm	

to	their	mouths.	

“—did	you	hear	that?”	the	man	on	the	trawler	yelled.	His	breath	came	

ragged	with	wind.	“Hear—what—was	that—”

She	felt	the	line	between	profiteer	and	witness	snap	inside	her	like	

thin	wire.	It	had	been	taut	for	years,	a	thread	spun	out	of	necessity	and	

small	compromises.	Now	it	broke	and	something	worse	than	guilt	

poured	in:	an	obligation.

Adrenaline	pushed	her	hands.	She	clamped	the	splice	tighter,	took	

the	raw	file	off	the	recorder,	and	sealed	it	in	the	tideproof	case	she	kept	

for	storms	and	embargoes.	The	case	popped	shut	with	a	sound	like	a	tiny	

locked	mouth.	She	put	it	under	her	jacket.	Every	step	toward	the	helm	

felt	heavier,	as	if	the	cables’	calcified	fingers	had	wrapped	around	her	



spine.

The	trawler’s	light	receded	slowly.	She	could	hear	the	men	curse,	and	

then	retreat.	On	the	water,	the	radio	hummed	like	a	dying	insect.	Nets	

flopped	on	other	decks	like	arguments.

She	did	not	go	straight	to	Oceanic	Harvest.	She	steered	for	shore,	

keeping	the	skiff’s	nose	modest	against	the	swell.	The	town	slept	in	

patches:	shutters	down,	neon	from	the	fishmonger’s	sign	staining	the	

gutters,	an	old	dog	that	kept	a	vigilant	dream.	She	kept	the	raw	file	

sealed	and	her	palms	over	the	tideproof	case	as	if	warmth	might	keep	it	

intact.

Before	she	reached	the	dock,	two	messages	arrived	on	her	comm.

The	first	was	terse	and	corporate.	The	sender’s	header	was	neat,	sans	

affect:	OCEANIC	HARVEST	—	LEGAL.	The	message	read	like	a	polite	

shovel.

Per	contractual	obligation	(Contract	OH-13	dated	June	18),	you	are	

required	to	deliver	all	data	sets	acquired	under	licensed	operations	to	

Oceanic	Harvest	within	72	hours	of	collection.	Noncompliance	will	

trigger	recourse	under	Clause	12.4.	Please	advise	ETA	for	transfer.

The	prose	had	the	neat	cruelty	of	bureaucracy:	recourse,	clause,	

obligation.	Mara	felt	a	familiar	itch	of	anger—the	way	corporate	

language	turned	people	into	liabilities.	The	message	included	a	brief	

attachment:	a	redacted	map	of	her	skiff’s	registered	berths	and	a	

photograph	of	a	smiling	executive	in	a	press-release	pose.	The	smile	was	

a	promise	tailored	to	a	market.

The	second	message	was	different.	No	header.	An	email	address	she	

did	not	recognize,	though	the	name	was	one	she’d	seen	floating	through	

academic	conferences:	Lin	Zhao.	The	subject	line	was	a	single	word:	



hello.

Mara,	I	heard	something	in	the	public	channels.	Your	recording—if	

you	have	it—please	do	not	hand	it	to	Harvest	without	a	copy	first.	I	can	

help.	There	are	things	the	file	shows	that	the	surface	will	not	translate	

comfortably—pressure	patterns,	accretions,	signatures	that	look	like	

collective	memory.	If	you’re	willing,	I	can	meet	at	the	old	pier.	No	

cameras.	No	reporters.	Just	talk.

The	message	was	short,	tremulous	in	a	way	the	corporate	memo	

could	not	be.	It	contained	no	promises,	only	an	offer.	Mara	stared	at	the	

text	until	the	letters	blurred.	Lin	Zhao.	She	had	heard	the	name	in	a	

seminar	once;	Lin	had	been	cautious	even	then—someone	whose	talks	

left	people	with	scratch	marks	of	unease,	who	spoke	of	sonar	as	

narrative	and	not	simply	measurement.	The	ping	felt	like	a	lifeline	

thrown	in	a	storm	whose	meaning	she	did	not	yet	understand.

She	docked	with	the	soft	thump	of	seasoned	wood	and	pulled	the	skiff	

up	as	close	to	the	slip	as	the	tide	allowed.	The	town	smelled	of	frying	oil	

and	wet,	rotting	kelp,	a	domestic	fetor	that	ought	to	have	comforted	but	

felt	like	evidence	now.	People	peered	from	shutters	and	doorways,	small	

faces,	eyes	that	had	seen	too	many	winters.	Toma	Adira’s	ledger-keeping	

eyes	were	not	among	them;	she	did	not	want	an	encounter.	She	kept	to	

the	shadowed	side	of	the	pier	and	moved	fast,	hands	full	of	calcified	

smell	and	sealed	file.	

At	home,	she	took	a	long	shower,	letting	the	hot	water	pound	her	

shoulders	and	wash	the	chalky	residue	from	her	hands.	But	the	

calcification	did	not	come	off.	It	had	integrated	itself	into	the	skin	

around	her	nails	and	into	the	lines	of	her	palms.	The	towel	smelled	of	

ozone	and	old	tide.	Even	after	she	dried,	there	was	a	dull	white	dust	that	



refused	to	leave.	

She	thought	about	her	mother’s	ledger,	an	actual	paper	book	that	had	

lived	under	a	kitchen	drawer	for	forty	years.	There	were	columns	

labeled	NETS,	HAUL,	LOSS,	NOTES.	Her	mother	had	used	a	red	pencil	

for	damage,	a	blue	one	for	surprise.	If	the	sea	was	accreting	memory,	as	

the	voice	had	said,	then	ledgers	were	useless.	The	water	wrote	in	

mineral	and	pressure.	People	wrote	in	ink.

She	fed	the	heater,	fed	herself,	and	sat	with	the	tideproof	case	on	her	

knees	until	the	heater’s	light	made	the	room	small	and	the	moon	slid	a	

pale	blade	across	the	curtains.	She	did	not	sleep.	She	replayed	the	file	a	

dozen	times,	listening	past	the	human-constructed	translation	for	

anything	else—any	hint	of	intent,	of	direction,	of	specificity.	The	low	

band	hid	things	like	secrets	in	a	safe.	Her	headset	rendered	half-

measures	back	into	the	world:	fragments	of	declarative	clauses	that	

sounded	like	policy.	*Memory	accretes.	Balance	requires	removal.*	The	

cadence	had	an	almost	bureaucratic	dryness	to	it	that	made	sheer	terror	

feel	oddly	like	a	meeting	at	a	municipal	office.	

She	pressed	a	hand	to	her	sternum,	where	sometimes	she	could	feel	

her	own	pulse	like	a	small	drum.	She	had	always	prided	herself	on	being	

invisible	enough	to	do	the	work	that	paid	bills:	a	technician	who	fixed,	

not	a	whistleblower	who	cracked	windows.	Now	she	held	a	sealed	file,	

the	raw	evidence	of	a	thing	that	had	the	architecture	of	memory,	and	

knew	she	had	been	registered	by	that	thing	as	more	than	a	passing	

sensor.	

She	had	kept	the	truth.	That	meant	she	had	a	target.

She	had	chosen	not	to	doctor	the	sample.	She	had	chosen	to	preserve	

the	file.	That	decision	had	already	changed	the	proportions	of	her	life.	



She	could	imagine	Constance	Rill’s	lawyers	carving	out	the	case	like	a	

bone.	She	could	imagine	a	scientist	like	Lin	Zhao	pulling	open	the	file	

and	seeing	the	ocean	not	as	data	but	as	demand.	She	could	imagine	the	

town	turning	toward	her	in	anger	or	relief.		

And	then	she	heard	it,	subtle	as	a	shift	in	the	mattress	of	the	world:	a	

pressure	tremor	in	the	room,	felt	rather	than	heard,	a	rotation	in	the	air	

that	did	not	belong	to	any	machine.	It	was	the	same	low-band	tone	

folded	into	the	sea	and	transduced	into	bone.	Not	a	voice,	not	a	claim,	

but	an	attention.	It	brushed	the	bones	of	her	wrist	like	a	small	cold	hand	

and	left	a	pattern	in	the	marrow	that	was	trustworthy	but	not	consoling.	

Something	below	had	registered	her.

It	had	not	called	her	a	thief	or	a	steward.	It	had	mapped	the	cadence	

of	her	name	into	pressure	and	laid	that	map	across	the	recording,	as	if	

to	say:	you	are	noted.	That	was	not	an	invitation	or	a	threat	in	the	terms	

she	understood.	It	was	a	ledger	entry	in	an	inventory	that	ran	deeper	

than	law.

The	heater	clicked,	and	Mara	realized	that	the	calculus	of	her	life	had	

shifted.	It	was	no	longer	simply	about	rent	and	fuel.	It	was	now	about	

being	something	the	sea	knew	and	might	act	upon.	The	case	at	her	feet	

carried	the	raw,	unblemished	voice	of	an	intelligence	that	did	not	think	

in	human	mercy.	The	corporate	message	promised	recourse.	The	

academic	message	promised	partnership.	Outside,	the	harbor	kept	its	

slow	beat.	Inside,	the	calcification	on	her	fingers	refused	to	wash	away.	

Chapter	2	-	Ledgers,	Guilt,	
and	the	Last	Summer	



T
Catch

he	wind	off	the	abyss	carried	salt	and	warnings.	Mara	leaned	into	

its	sting,	fingertips	pressed	to	the	vow-stone	that	crowned	the	

observation	post,	its	surface	worn	smooth	by	centuries	of	guardians’	

palms.	Below,	the	containment	fields	pulsed	faintly	against	the	dark,	six	

concentric	rings	of	light	threading	through	the	water	like	the	ribs	of	

some	half-buried	leviathan.	Her	voice	joined	the	night	as	she	recited	the	

seals’	names	in	Old	Cant,	syllables	clicking	like	anchor	chains	against	

hull	steel.	Ritual	kept	her	shoulders	squared,	her	breath	steady,	but	the	

rift	behind	the	veil	of	light	hummed	a	different	rhythm	tonight—a	lower	

pitch,	almost	interrogative.	She	pressed	harder	against	the	stone,	as	if	

her	weight	might	anchor	the	world	until	dawn.

A	sonar	ping	cut	through	the	rhythmic	pulse	of	the	Old	Cant,	

shattering	the	precarious	stillness	of	the	observation	post.	Mara’s	hand	

froze	mid-air,	her	eyes	locking	onto	the	primary	monitor	where	a	jagged,	

frantic	line	screamed	across	the	display,	far	brighter	than	the	steady	

echoes	of	the	deep-sea	fauna.	It	wasn't	the	slow,	heavy	thrum	of	a	

leviathan;	it	was	a	rhythmic,	artificial	signal—unmistakably	human.	Her	

breath	hitched	as	the	sensors	identified	a	craft,	battered	but	persistent,	

grinding	against	the	lattice	of	the	outer	containment	seal.	In	a	place	

where	clearance	was	guarded	by	decades	of	bureaucratic	vetting,	this	

intrusion	was	a	visceral	violation.	Suddenly,	the	readouts	spiked	into	the	

red,	and	a	thin	blade	of	viridian	light	sliced	across	the	surface	of	the	

barrier,	carving	through	the	shadows	with	terrifying	precision.	The	Rift’s	

underlying	hum	sharpened	in	response,	vibrating	through	the	stone	

beneath	her	feet	with	a	resonance	that	felt	less	like	machinery	and	more	



like	a	predator’s	warning.	

“Lockdown,”	Commander	Rourke	barked	over	the	comms,	his	voice	

thin	with	static.	“Seal	must	hold.”	Mara’s	earpiece	erupted	with	

overlapping	voices—orders,	counter-orders,	the	hiss	of	failing	circuits.	

She	watched	the	service	team	scramble,	gloves	slithering	over	frozen	

controls,	but	her	body	moved	slower	than	thought.	The	ping	had	a	

cadence,	a	stuttered	rhythm	that	tugged	at	the	edge	of	memory.	She’d	

heard	it	once,	years	ago:	a	storm-lashed	night	in	her	childhood	village,	

Arin	rowing	her	home	through	black	waves,	their	borrowed	sonar	

chirping	as	it	tracked	the	last	summer	catch.	That	same	desperate	pulse	

now	echoed	in	the	abyss’s	throat.

Her	breath	fogged	the	glass	as	the	commander’s	voice	cut	through.	

“Initiate	hammerfall—now.”	On	the	floor	below,	the	forge’s	gears	

groaned	into	motion,	preparing	to	crush	the	breach	under	tonnage	of	

reinforced	keystone.	A	junior	guard	blocked	the	service	cage’s	hatch,	his	

posture	rigid.	Mara	knew	his	type—the	kind	who’d	memorized	every	

protocol	but	never	felt	the	weight	of	one.	She	brushed	past,	her	shoulder	

knocking	his	arm	aside,	and	the	cage’s	metal	jaws	yawned	open.

Down	here,	the	air	tasted	of	rust	and	ozone.	The	elevator	shuddered	

as	it	descended	along	the	anchorline,	its	vibrations	syncing	with	the	

green	light’s	thrum.	Mara	stared	at	the	breach’s	coordinates	blinking	on	

her	wristpad,	but	her	eyes	kept	drifting	to	the	phosphorescent	glow	

seeping	upward	through	the	seals.	The	light	wasn’t	static—it	writhed,	

tracing	patterns	that	mirrored	the	scars	on	her	palm.	She	hissed	out	a	

breath.	No	time	for	omens.

The	submersible	clung	to	the	breach	like	a	barnacle,	its	hull	pocked	

with	rivulets	of	seawater.	Mara’s	boot	crunched	against	the	platform	as	



she	approached	the	craft’s	hatch.	The	seal	fragments	embedded	in	it	

weren’t	just	debris—they’d	been	carved	with	the	same	glyphs	her	father	

used	in	the	Binding	of	Waters,	a	ritual	that	hadn’t	been	practiced	since	

his	death.	Her	pulse	quickened.	Before	she	could	untangle	the	

implications,	the	hatch	hissed	open,	and	the	first	scream	came	from	the	

dark:	not	human,	but	the	sound	of	pressure	bleeding	backward,	the	Rift	

vomiting	something	back	at	her.

An	infant	lay	curled	in	the	captain’s	seat,	its	skin	pale	as	drowned	

moonlight,	left	wrist	ringed	with	faint	luminescence	that	matched	the	

breach’s	light.	Behind	it,	the	crew	huddled,	faces	slack,	their	ears	

bleeding	crystalline	salt	that	clung	to	their	lips	and	eyelashes.	The	scent	

clawed	at	her	nostrils—sharp,	wrong,	like	the	static	hum	of	a	skipped	

heartbeat.	Mara’s	guardian	automatic	twitched,	but	her	hand	didn’t	

reach	for	it.	The	instruments	had	warned	of	pressure	distortions;	this	

was	worse.	The	Rift	had	reached	into	these	people,	and	they	carried	its	

residue.	Sealing	the	breach	would	kill	them,	would	crush	the	child’s	

fragile	chest	like	an	eggshell.

The	console	spat	sparks	as	she	pried	it	open.	A	secondary	vent,	

manual	override—only	option.	She’d	have	to	siphon	half	the	containment	

field	to	clear	the	obstruction,	and	the	ledger	would	note	the	drop.	

Protocol	dictated	silence	if	she	failed;	failure	meant	erasure.	Her	fingers	

danced	over	the	killswitch,	her	body	thrumming	with	the	weight	of	every	

guardian’s	ghost.	Arin’s	laughter	flashed	behind	her	eyes,	the	warmth	of	

his	palm	cupping	hers	after	they’d	stolen	a	boat	as	children,	the	way	

he’d	whispered	“Not	this	time,”	even	as	they	rowed	into	a	gale.

The	button	glowed	red.

She	pressed	it.
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The	hiss	of	the	vent	sounded	like	a	thousand	snakes	exhaling.	Cold	

light	and	water	surged	upward,	and	the	abyss	answered—not	with	noise,	

but	with	an	emptiness	that	pressed	inward,	filling	the	space	where	her	

lungs	should	be.	The	child’s	mark	flared,	and	an	image	slithered	into	

Mara’s	mind:	a	spiral	of	bones,	glowing	beneath	the	sea,	the	same	one	

carved	into	the	vault’s	floor	before	the	keystone	ritual.

Chapter	3	-	Sonar	Dreams:	
Lin	Hears	a	Language	in	

the	Deep
he	hum	of	the	acoustic	lab’s	monitors	filled	the	midnight	air	like	

white	noise	in	a	vacuum.	Lin’s	fingers	trembled	slightly	as	she	

adjusted	the	spectrum	analyzer,	isolating	the	low-frequency	loop	she’d	

recorded	from	the	Guardians’	array	hours	earlier.	The	waveform	on	the	

screen	undulated	in	a	rhythm	that	had	lodged	itself	in	her	skull	since	

dawn.	She’d	played	it	a	hundred	times,	mapping	pressure	spikes	against	

temporal	intervals,	convinced	it	wasn’t	mere	biological	noise.	But	the	

pattern	clung	to	the	edge	of	her	comprehension,	a	half-formed	shape	

that	dissolved	like	fog	whenever	she	reached	for	it.

Her	eyes	throbbed	with	sleep	deprivation,	but	she	couldn’t	stop.	The	

institutional	review	board’s	last	memo	still	burned	behind	her	ribs:	

Insufficient	correlation.	Revert	to	acoustic	baseline	studies.	She’d	built	

her	career	on	decoding	unspoken	languages—the	flick	of	mantis	shrimp	

claws,	the	ultrasounds	of	deep-sea	squid—yet	no	one	in	the	consortium	

believed	she’d	found	consciousness	in	the	abyss.	Not	until	she	could	

prove	it	carried	syntax.



A	flicker	on	the	secondary	monitor	made	her	lean	forward.	The	

playback	had	looped	into	a	phase	shift	she	hadn’t	noticed	before:	a	

rhythmic	interleave	of	silence	that	fractured	the	waveform	into	discrete	

units.	Her	throat	tightened.	It	was	the	cadence	of	her	recurring	dreams.	

Every	night	for	weeks,	she’d	heard	that	same	structure—rising	and	

falling	pulses	like	breath	between	words,	pauses	that	functioned	as	

punctuation.	She’d	dismissed	them	as	auditory	hallucinations	induced	by	

exhaustion,	but	now	the	two	patterns	aligned	on	the	screen,	pixel-

perfect.

Lin	punched	the	replay	command.	The	silence-spaced	gaps	repeated	

every	thirteen	seconds,	forming	a	sequence	that	mirrored	the	stress	

beats	of	human	language.	No	coincidence.	Her	pulse	pressed	against	her	

temples.	She	opened	the	spectral	editor	and	layered	harmonic	markers,	

tracing	the	intervals	with	a	neurotic	precision.	The	shapes	resolved	into	

something	jaggedly	familiar—a	grammar	waiting	to	be	named.

The	lab	door	hissed	open	behind	her.	Mara’s	voice	cut	through	the	

tension,	sharp	with	urgency.	“They’re	pulling	the	reef	array.	Oceanic	

Harvest	claims	their	thermal	gradients	are	‘compromised.’	Like	that	

justifies	shutting	us	down.”

Lin	didn’t	turn.	“We	can’t	afford	data	loss	right	now.	I’ve	found—”

“—a	pattern,	yeah,	I	know.	The	whole	tech	bay’s	buzzing	about	it.”	

Mara	stepped	closer,	her	sneakers	squeaking	on	the	linoleum.	“But	this	

isn’t	just	about	your	research	anymore.	The	sensor	net’s	been	shifting	

currents	near	the	rift.	The	Guardians	are	adjusting	to	compensate.	

They’re	flooding	the	northern	straits.”

Lin	spun	in	her	chair.	“Flooding?	How	hard?”

“The	kind	that	drags	docks	underwater.	Two	boats	already	lost.”	



Mara’s	face	was	pale	beneath	her	oil-streaked	bangs.	“You	think	your	

signal	means	communication.	I’m	telling	you,	it’s	already	changing	the	

game.	We	need	to	shut	this	down	before—”

“Before	what?”	Lin	snapped,	her	voice	cracking.	“Before	they	admit	

the	ocean	has	a	voice?	Mara,	look.”	She	jabbed	the	screen.	“See	those	

intervals?	I	mapped	them	against	a	dozen	natural	processes—they	don’t	

match	any	physical	system.	This	is	structured.	It’s	a	lexicon	in	

formation.”

Mara’s	jaw	tightened.	“And	if	it’s	a	warning?”

Lin’s	hands	froze	over	the	keyboard.	The	memory	surfaced	unbidden:	

her	first	dive	near	the	rift,	the	way	the	water	pressure	had	suddenly	

dropped,	as	if	something	vast	had	exhaled.	She’d	surfaced	with	blood	

streaking	her	mask	from	ruptured	capillaries,	and	still	no	one	believed	

the	Guardians’	acoustics	were	intentional.	“Just	whale	song,”	her	thesis	

advisor	had	said.	“You’re	reading	patterns	into	chaos.”

She	swallowed	against	the	taste	of	old	resentment.	“If	it’s	a	warning,	

we	need	to	translate	it.	Now.”	She	launched	the	emergent-language	

algorithms,	routing	around	the	firewall	with	a	subroutine	she’d	coded	in	

secret.	The	program	stitched	together	spectral	fragments	from	archived	

logs,	compiling	hours	of	acoustic	data	into	a	growing	lexicon	matrix.

Behind	her,	Mara	muttered,	“You	just	crossed	into	restricted	

bandwidth.”

“Let	me	fix	the	firewall	once	it’s	done.”	Lin’s	cursor	flickered	over	the	

final	parameter.	“I	need	confirmation	that	what	I’m	hearing	isn’t	in	my	

head.”

The	lab’s	comms	panel	blared	an	amber	alert:	Protocol	Violation	

Detected.	Unauthorized	Decoding	in	Progress.



T

Mara	cursed	and	grabbed	Lin’s	shoulder.	“They’ll	audit	this.	You’ll	be	

locked	out,	maybe	even	suspended.”

“Then	help	me	finish	before	they	come.”	Lin’s	hands	flew	across	the	

keyboard.	“Tell	me	what	you	saw	near	the	rift.	Did	the	Guardians	alter	

their	transmission	in	response	to	the	current	shift?”

“They	didn’t	just	alter	it.”	Mara’s	voice	dropped	to	a	whisper.	“They	

synchronized	with	it.	Like	they	were	waiting	for	the	change.”

The	revelation	lodged	in	Lin’s	chest	like	a	stone.	Purpose.	The	

Guardians	weren’t	merely	reacting;	they	were	engineering	the	ocean’s	

systems.	She	pulled	the	latest	acoustic	archive,	filtering	by	the	newly	

identified	lexicon	markers.	Strings	of	pulses	began	to	cluster—verbs?	

nouns?—the	first	glimmers	of	meaning.

A	shudder	beneath	the	platform	floor	made	them	both	jerk	upright.

Chapter	4	-	The	First	
Pulse:	Fish	Collapse	and	

Empty	Nets
oma	Adira	stood	at	the	edge	of	the	dock,	watching	the	sun	climb	

slowly	over	the	horizon	as	the	salt	air	bit	into	his	skin.	The	waves	

lapped	gently	against	the	weathered	planks	beneath	his	feet,	but	the	

familiar	rhythm	of	life	on	the	water	felt	hollow	today.	His	nephew,	Rion,	

heaved	the	heavy	net	toward	the	dock,	the	rope	coiling	like	a	dead	

serpent	across	the	splintered	wood.	Toma	didn’t	need	the	net	to	reach	

his	hands	to	know	it	would	be	almost	empty—just	as	it	had	been	the	past	

two	mornings.	Still,	he	waited,	his	fingers	tightening	around	the	ledger	



tucked	beneath	his	arm,	its	pages	worn	soft	with	years	of	weather	and	

use.	The	motion	of	hauling	the	morning	catch	was	more	ritual	than	

necessity	now,	a	way	to	keep	the	rhythm	of	the	family’s	heritage	alive	

even	as	something	unseen	gnawed	at	its	foundation.

The	net	flopped	onto	the	dock	with	a	dull	thud,	and	Rion’s	shoulders	

sagged	as	he	peered	into	it.	His	silence	was	louder	than	words.	Toma	

took	a	steadying	breath,	kneeling	to	inspect	the	haul,	his	gloved	fingers	

brushing	over	the	damp	mesh.	There	were	a	few	stray	minnows	and	a	

single	herring—hardly	enough	to	make	their	labor	worth	the	fuel	they	

burned.	He	noted	the	count	in	the	ledger	with	the	precise	hand	of	a	man	

who	found	comfort	in	numbers,	his	jaw	tightening	as	he	recorded	yet	

another	failure.	Above	him,	Rion’s	breath	misted	in	the	morning	air,	

unspoken	questions	hanging	between	them	like	the	nets	that	now	hung	

slack	in	the	davits.

The	ledger	in	his	hand	was	more	than	a	record;	it	was	a	lifeline,	the	

last	tether	to	the	continuity	his	grandfather	had	passed	to	him	with	

calloused	hands	and	quiet	pride.	Toma	ran	his	thumb	over	the	water-

stained	pages,	their	margins	filled	with	meticulous	notations	charted	in	

a	hand	that	had	survived	countless	storms.	But	the	patterns	on	the	page	

now	defied	explanation.	Where	once	there	had	been	predictable	ebb	and	

flow,	a	seasonal	rhythm	passed	down	through	generations,	the	numbers	

whispered	something	colder	this	winter.	There	were	no	fish	in	the	zones	

where	they	should	have	been,	as	if	some	invisible	wall	had	swept	in	

during	the	night	to	strip	the	sea	bare.	He	traced	a	row	of	zeros	with	his	

fingertip,	his	chest	tightening	as	the	implications	pressed	down	on	him	

like	a	weight	he	couldn’t	name.

Toma	forced	his	hands	steady,	flipping	to	a	new	page	even	as	the	



dread	coiled	tighter	around	his	ribs.	He	had	never	believed	in	curses	or	

bad	omens,	yet	the	ledger	felt	heavier	in	his	lap	than	it	ever	had	before.	

It	wasn’t	the	usual	vagaries	of	nature	at	play	here—this	wasn’t	the	way	

the	sea	behaved	when	left	to	its	own	rhythms.	He	glanced	toward	the	

empty	horizon,	the	water	stretching	flat	and	featureless	under	the	pale	

light.	And	still,	he	couldn’t	shake	the	feeling	that	something	new,	

something	unseen,	had	drawn	a	line	across	the	ocean	like	a	blade.

The	morning	meeting	on	the	main	dock	had	always	been	a	routine	

affair—a	loose	gathering	of	weathered	hands	and	sun-worn	faces	

swapping	stories	and	plans	over	steaming	cups	of	bitter	coffee.	But	

today,	the	atmosphere	felt	heavy	with	unease,	the	usual	camaraderie	

strained	beneath	the	surface	tension.	Toma	spread	his	ledger	across	the	

scarred	planks	of	the	table,	his	fingers	pressing	down	the	corners	to	

keep	the	pages	from	curling	in	the	wind.	The	others	leaned	in,	their	

shadows	pooling	over	the	inked	columns	like	a	shroud.

“It’s	not	just	us,”	Toma	said,	his	voice	low	but	firm	as	he	tapped	the	

ledger.	“It’s	every	net,	every	boat.	We’re	all	hitting	the	same	wall.”	His	

eyes	scanned	the	faces	around	him,	searching	for	signs	of	understanding

—or	denial.	“But	it’s	not	random,”	he	continued,	flipping	to	the	map	he’d	

sketched	based	on	his	notes.	“The	line	runs	north	to	south.	It	follows	no	

current	or	weather	pattern	I’ve	ever	seen.	It’s…	precise.”

A	murmur	rippled	through	the	group,	and	Toma’s	nephew	Rion	was	

the	first	to	break	the	silence.	“So	what	are	you	saying?	That	someone’s	

done	this?	Dragged	the	fish	away	somehow?”	His	voice	was	sharp	with	

disbelief,	his	hands	gripping	the	edge	of	the	table	so	tightly	his	knuckles	

turned	white.

“I’m	not	saying	it’s	man-made,”	Toma	replied,	though	his	own	mind	



churned	with	possibilities.	“I’m	saying	it’s	real,	and	it’s	not	going	away.	

We’ve	seen	shifts	before—El	Niño,	red	tides,	all	of	it—but	this?”	He	

shook	his	head,	his	chest	tight	as	the	words	hung	in	the	air.	“We’ve	got	

to	think	about	where	we	go	next.	Push	deeper	into	the	area,	or—”

“Or	pull	back	like	your	grandfather	told	you	to,”	interrupted	Kellan,	

an	older	fisherman	whose	voice	was	rough	with	years	out	on	the	water.	

“There’s	reason	enough	for	caution	without	risking	everything	over	a	

ledger	and	a	hunch.	The	sea	has	its	mysteries.	Some	of	us	know	to	

respect	them.”

Respect,	Toma	thought	bitterly,	but	they	all	knew	what	that	had	cost	

them	already.	The	younger	men	bristled	at	Kellan’s	words,	the	room	split	

along	the	fault	lines	of	desperation	and	fear.	Before	the	argument	could	

spiral,	a	sleek	black	hovercraft	cut	through	the	morning	haze,	its	

corporate	logo	gleaming	in	the	sun.	Toma	recognized	the	emblem	

immediately—Oceanic	Harvest—and	his	stomach	churned.	The	

emissaries	stepped	down	from	the	craft	with	a	practiced	ease,	their	dark	

suits	spotless	against	the	backdrop	of	salt-stained	wood	and	grime.	The	

leader,	a	woman	with	a	sharp	smile	and	sharper	eyes,	approached	the	

table,	her	gloved	hands	brushing	the	pages	of	Toma’s	ledger	as	though	it	

were	nothing	more	than	a	trinket.

“Gentlemen,”	she	said,	her	voice	smooth	and	calculated.	“We’ve	been	

made	aware	of	your	situation.	And	we	at	Oceanic	Harvest	believe	in	

supporting	our	communities	in	times	of	need.”	She	produced	a	stack	of	

glossy	paper,	sliding	it	across	the	table	with	a	gesture	that	felt	more	like	

a	taunt	than	an	offer.	“These	contracts	would	allow	us	to	assist	you	in	

securing	a	sustainable	future.	We	can	ensure	your	livelihoods,	provided,	

of	course,	that	you’re	willing	to	grant	us	access	to	certain	areas.”



The	room	erupted	into	chaos	as	the	men	argued	over	the	terms	of	the	

paper.	Toma	barely	heard	them,	his	eyes	fixed	on	the	woman’s	

unwavering	smile.	Somewhere	deep	in	his	chest,	a	cold	knot	of	dread	

tightened.	He	knew	this	was	only	the	beginning.

Mara	Calder	had	not	come	to	the	dock	meeting	seeking	answers,	only	

evidence.	She	stood	at	the	edge	of	the	crowd,	arms	crossed	tight	against	

the	chill,	watching	the	fishermen	tear	at	one	another	like	dogs	over	

scraps.	The	corporate	envoy’s	arrival	had	shifted	the	tension	into	

something	brittle—she	could	feel	it	in	her	bones,	the	way	desperation	

sharpened	into	dealmaking	or	fury.	She	had	dealt	with	Oceanic	Harvest	

before,	knew	what	their	“emergency	assistance”	really	meant.	But	Toma	

Adira’s	ledger	caught	her	attention	first.	Not	the	numbers—she	hadn’t	

time	to	parse	those—but	the	way	he	held	the	book	like	a	talisman,	a	

shield	against	the	unraveling	world.

Then	a	voice	called	her	name,	low	and	urgent.	One	of	the	older	men,	

Rion’s	uncle	perhaps,	gestured	her	forward.	“You’re	Calder.	The	

university	gave	us	your	name	when	the	fish	started	disappearing.”	He	

leaned	in,	voice	tight	with	both	curiosity	and	suspicion.	“You’re	the	one	

who	put	down	those	nets.	The	ones	that	showed—”	He	broke	off,	jaw	

working,	eyes	darting	toward	the	corporate	envoy.	“We	need	to	know	

what	you	saw.”

Mara	hesitated,	knowing	that	what	she	had	measured	was	not	news	

any	of	them	wanted	to	hear.	But	Toma	had	already	noticed	her,	and	now	

he	was	watching	her	with	that	quiet	calculation	fishermen	wore	when	

weighing	wind	and	tide.	He	gave	her	a	brief	nod—invitation,	command,	

plea	all	at	once.

She	stepped	closer,	her	boots	crunching	on	salt-crusted	wood,	and	



reached	into	the	satchel	strapped	to	her	side.	Fingers	brushed	the	rolled	

sheet	inside—the	readout	from	her	illicit	sensor	nets,	the	ones	she	had	

deployed	under	the	guise	of	oceanographic	research	but	with	a	different,	

more	desperate	purpose.	Every	fisherman	knew	she	was	here	to	track	

the	fish.	Only	a	handful	knew	the	truth.

“I	didn’t	see	the	fish,”	she	said	slowly,	voice	carrying	through	the	

sudden	lull	that	had	settled	like	fog.	“I	saw	what	happened	before	they	

left.”	She	unrolled	the	graph,	watching	it	flap	in	the	wind	as	she	

weighted	it	with	her	hands.	“This	is	the	electromagnetic	signature	we	

caught	a	week	before	the	first	empty	haul.”	She	traced	the	lines	with	a	

finger.	“Rising	pulses.	A	pattern	that	doesn’t	match	any	known	marine	

life,	natural	or	industrial.”	She	let	the	words	sink	in.	“It	wasn’t	a	shift	in	

the	current.	It	wasn’t	pollution.”	She	swallowed.	“It	was	something	in	

the	water.	Something	deep.”

Murmurs	rippled	through	the	gathered	men,	but	Mara’s	eyes	were	on	

Toma.	She	had	expected	disbelief	or	anger,	but	what	she	saw	was	a	man	

whose	world	had	just	tilted	sideways.

“What	you’re	saying,”	Toma	said	slowly,	voice	low,	“is	that	something	

is	in	the	ocean	and	doesn’t	want	us	here.”

She	met	his	gaze.	“I’m	saying	that	something	responded	to	us.	

Something	that	understands	pressure.	And	space.”	She	paused.	

“Something	that	knows	how	to	draw	a	line	and	make	it	hold.”

Toma	exhaled,	slow	and	measured.	Around	him,	the	men	shifted,	

bristling	with	unease	and	rising	fear.	But	Mara	felt	the	weight	settle	in	

her	chest—the	same	sensation	she	had	felt	when	her	first	readings	came	

back	months	ago	and	she	had	known,	deep	down,	that	the	Abyss	was	not	

just	watching.	The	Abyss	was	preparing.



A	silence	stretched	across	the	meeting	like	a	held	breath.	The	wind	

had	stilled.	Even	the	sea	seemed	to	be	listening.

Toma’s	fingers	pressed	the	edges	of	the	ledger	into	the	table	as	if	

anchoring	himself	against	the	tide	of	voices	rising	around	him.	He	had	

known	some	of	the	men	would	resist,	but	the	urgency	in	Mara’s	words	

had	turned	the	gathering	into	something	else—a	reckoning	not	just	with	

the	silence	in	the	sea,	but	with	the	very	foundation	of	their	lives.	

Arguments	overlapped:	some	demanded	immediate	compensation	from	

Oceanic	Harvest,	others	swore	they	would	go	deeper,	risk	the	unknown	

for	one	good	haul.	Still	others	whispered	of	omens	and	old	warnings,	of	

things	that	should	not	be	disturbed.

The	corporate	envoy,	ever	composed,	seized	the	moment.	

“Gentlemen,”	she	said,	voice	smooth	over	the	rising	storm.	“None	of	this	

changes	the	reality	before	you.	The	fish	are	gone.	Your	boats	idle.	Your	

debts	mount.”	She	stepped	forward,	tapping	the	glossy	contract	with	a	

manicured	fingernail.	“We	offer	not	just	aid,	but	access	to	our	

technology	and	research—data	that	could	help	explain	what’s	happening	

to	your	waters.”

A	few	men	shifted	their	weight.	One	nodded	slowly,	already	

calculating	the	weight	of	his	debts	against	the	promise	of	steady	income.	

Others	spat	into	the	wind,	muttering	about	selling	their	birthright.	The	

schism	had	begun.

Toma	inhaled,	then	let	the	breath	out	through	his	nose.	The	decision	

was	not	just	his,	but	it	would	be	his	name	that	carried	it	forward.	He	

closed	his	eyes	for	a	moment—not	in	prayer,	but	in	calculation.	The	

ledger	was	proof,	but	proof	did	little	against	the	hunger	of	a	town	with	

empty	nets.	Mara’s	words	had	shifted	something	deeper,	something	he	



could	not	yet	name,	but	he	could	feel	it	pressing	in	like	a	storm	on	the	

horizon.

Rion	spoke	first.	“If	we	take	these	contracts,	they	own	us.	They’ll	

squeeze	the	coast	dry	in	the	name	of	‘sustainability.’”	His	voice	was	raw	

with	desperation.	“We’ve	seen	it	happen	before.”

Others	echoed	the	warning:	“They’ll	come	in	with	their	sensors	and	

their	drones.	They’ll	take	everything.”	“This	isn’t	aid.	This	is	a	buyout.”	

“We	survive	on	our	own.”

But	Kellan,	the	old	fisherman,	countered	with	a	voice	like	rusted	iron.	

“Survival	is	all	we’ve	got	left.	You	want	to	chase	fish	into	forbidden	

waters?	Let	the	corporate	bastards	laugh	at	us	while	we	starve?	This	is	

the	only	offer	on	the	table,	and	we	take	it	or	we	die.”

The	words	landed	like	a	net	over	the	room.	Some	flinched.	Others	

steeled	themselves.

Toma’s	fingers	found	the	leather	binding	of	the	ledger	beneath	his	

hand.	He	had	kept	this	book	for	decades.	Written	every	catch,	every	

storm,	every	shift	in	the	current.	It	was	more	than	a	record—it	was	a	

promise.	To	his	grandfather,	to	his	father,	to	the	generations	before	who	

had	fought	to	keep	this	place	alive.

He	stood.

The	voices	hushed,	waiting.

Toma	stared	at	the	envoy,	at	the	contract,	at	the	faces	of	men	who	

had	trusted	him	to	speak	when	the	sea	failed	them.

Then	he	closed	the	ledger	with	a	sound	like	thunder.

“I’m	not	signing	anything.”	His	voice	was	quiet,	but	it	cut	through	the	

noise	like	a	blade.	“We	do	this	on	our	own	terms.”

The	envoy’s	smile	did	not	falter,	but	something	in	her	eyes	



sharpened.

Toma	turned	to	the	gathered	fishermen,	to	the	faces	of	sons	and	

fathers,	to	the	ones	who	had	followed	his	lead	for	years.	“If	we	leave,”	he	

said,	voice	steady,	“we	follow	that	boundary.	We	find	out	what’s	out	

there.	If	we	let	it	run	us	out,	we	give	up	more	than	fish—we	give	up	

everything	we	are.”

A	long	silence	stretched	across	the	dock.

Then	Rion	nodded.	And	another.	And	another.

Mara	watched	it	unfold,	the	shift	in	momentum.	She	had	feared	they	

would	surrender—not	from	cowardice,	but	from	the	weight	of	slow	

erosion,	the	kind	that	bled	hope	away	until	survival	became	a	habit,	not	

a	fight.

But	this	was	not	surrender.

This	was	defiance.

Even	as	half	the	men	turned	to	sign	the	contracts,	the	other	half	

stood	with	Toma.	A	line	drawn	not	just	in	water	and	ink,	but	in	will.

And	somewhere	beneath	the	waves,	something	ancient	must	have	

listened.

As	night	fell,	Toma	returned	alone	to	the	dock.	The	others	had	long	

since	dispersed,	some	to	the	warm	glow	of	their	homes,	others	to	the	

sterile	promises	of	Oceanic	Harvest’s	contracts.	He	had	refused	to	let	

the	envoy’s	words	follow	him	beyond	the	meeting	room,	but	their	weight	

lingered—less	in	his	ears	than	in	the	hollow	of	his	chest.	The	ledger	

tucked	beneath	his	arm	was	heavier	now,	its	pages	carrying	more	than	

just	dwindling	catches.	He	had	made	his	line	in	the	sand,	but	the	water	

had	already	started	to	rise.

The	lantern	above	his	chair	swung	slowly	in	the	evening	breeze,	



casting	soft	halos	of	amber	light	over	the	worn	table.	He	set	the	ledger	

down	carefully,	fingers	tracing	the	soft,	water-stained	leather	of	its	

binding.	The	ink	of	the	day’s	final	entry	had	not	yet	dried,	the	zeros	in	

the	weight	columns	stark	against	the	yellowed	paper.	It	was	a	document	

of	records,	of	tradition,	of	his	family’s	life	etched	in	lines	and	numbers.	

Tonight,	it	felt	like	a	weapon—its	power	not	in	the	pages	themselves,	but	

in	what	they	revealed.

A	faint	shimmer	caught	his	eye,	flickering	just	beneath	the	surface	of	

the	water.	At	first,	he	thought	it	was	a	trick	of	the	lamplight,	the	way	it	

refracted	through	the	rippling	dark.	But	the	glow	held	steady,	pulsing	in	

a	deliberate	rhythm.	Toma	leaned	forward,	bracing	his	arms	on	the	

table.	The	light	wasn’t	random—it	wasn’t	the	scattered	phosphorescence	

of	drifting	plankton	or	the	scattered	flicks	of	fish	scales.	It	was	

organized.

Triangles	emerged,	precise	and	deliberate,	forming	and	dissolving	as	

though	the	water	itself	was	sketching	with	its	own	breath.	Then	came	

squares,	their	edges	sharp	against	the	dark.	The	shapes	pulsed	in	sync	

with	his	pen,	as	though	responding	to	the	faint	scratch	of	ink	as	he	

began	to	record	what	he	saw.	Toma’s	hand	paused	mid-stroke,	his	pulse	

quickening.	The	shapes	didn’t	scatter	when	he	stopped;	they	merely	

waited,	glowing	softly	as	if	inviting	him	to	continue.

He	pressed	the	point	of	his	pen	back	to	the	page,	drawing	a	jagged	

line	through	the	margin	of	the	ledger.	The	glowing	shapes	shifted,	

mimicking	the	jagged	edge	in	perfect	rhythm.

Toma	exhaled,	his	breath	shallow,	as	unease	coiled	tighter	in	his	gut.	

He	wasn’t	imagining	this.	Something	was	there—not	in	the	way	

fishermen’s	tales	told	of	sea	spirits	and	old	ghosts,	but	in	a	way	that	felt	



deliberate,	calculated.	It	knew.	It	was	responding.

He	looked	down	at	the	ledger,	the	numbers	suddenly	feeling	hollow	

compared	to	the	strange,	luminous	language	playing	out	in	the	deep.	

What	Mara	had	spoken	of—bioelectrics,	pulses,	something	ancient	and	

aware—was	no	longer	theoretical.	It	was	here.

And	it	was	watching	him.

He	closed	the	ledger	with	a	sharp	snap,	its	finality	a	feeble	shield	

against	the	growing	certainty	in	his	chest.	The	sea	had	drawn	a	line	

across	their	lives,	and	now	it	was	drawing	one	back	at	him.	Toma	stood	

quickly,	his	chair	scraping	against	the	wood,	the	shapes	in	the	water	

fading	with	the	sudden	movement.	The	dock	felt	vast	and	hollow	around	

him,	the	lamplight	casting	shadows	that	stretched	too	far,	too	sharp.	He	

glanced	back	once,	but	the	glowing	patterns	were	gone.	The	waves	

rolled	on	as	if	nothing	had	changed.

But	Toma	knew	better	now.	Something	had	changed.	Something	was	

reaching	for	them.	And	he	was	certain	that	whatever	it	was—this	wasn’t	

the	last	time	it	would	answer	a	human	hand.

	


