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        The sea remembers what the world forgets.

        ATLANTEAN PROVERB, RECORDED BY SAGE TALAN, KEEPER OF THE FORGOTTEN LIBRARY
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            A note before you start

          

        

      

    

    
      Check your pockets.

      If there is a shell in one of them, an old one from some beach trip you barely remember, put it somewhere safe before you read this.

      Almost every shell in the world is only a shell. You can hold one to your ear and listen to it whisper, and nothing will happen, and that is fine.

      But once in a very long while, the sea lets go of one that is more than a shell. It looks ordinary. It sits on the sand with the ordinary ones and waits. It can wait a very long time. Nine hundred years, if it has to.

      And it is warm when nothing else is.

      Mia found one.

      This book is about what happened next. To her. To her little brother, Leo. And to a city at the bottom of the sea that was running out of light.

      Turn the page. It has waited long enough.
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      The wind at Windy Beach did not blow. It shoved.

      It shoved Mia’s ponytail into her mouth. It shoved sand down the backs of Leo’s sneakers, which he swore were sandproof. It shoved their beach towel across the dunes like the towel had somewhere better to be.

      Mia dove and caught a corner. “Grab the other side!”

      Leo grabbed. The wind yanked. The towel flipped up and smacked him across the face, and he sat down hard in the sand.

      “It hit me,” he said. “On purpose.”

      “Towels don’t have purposes.” Mia pulled her corner flat and stomped a shoe on it. “Other side. Go.”

      Leo pinned his corner with his own shoe, then patted the towel twice, gently, the way you pat a dog that finally stopped barking.

      “There,” he said. “Now it’s ours.”

      Mia sat back on her heels. Her heart was going faster than one towel deserved.

      Their mom had set up near the dune grass, where the wind had to work harder. She had a book, a beach chair, and a floppy hat that kept trying to leave without her. Their dad stood closer to the water holding two cups of lemonade in both hands, walking the slow careful walk of a man carrying something he did not want to drop.

      Out past the sandbar, the water went from blue to a deep, heavy green. Waves came in crooked and loud. They crashed, then hissed backward over the shells.

      “Why do people come here?” Leo shouted over the noise.

      “Because it’s a beach.”

      “It’s a beach that attacks you.”

      A seagull dropped low and hovered over their towel, wings tilting.

      Mia pointed at it. “No.”

      The gull made a sound like a squeaky door and slid sideways down the wind.

      “He’ll be back,” Leo said. “That one’s a criminal.”

      Their dad reached them and crouched down, holding out the cups. “Hydrate, explorers. This wind will dry you out like raisins.”

      Leo took a huge gulp. His whole face folded in on itself.

      “Blegh . . . That is too much lemon.”

      “It’s lemonade, buddy.”

      “It’s angry lemonade.”

      “Your mother requested extra lemon.”

      Leo held the cup out at arm’s length and studied it like evidence. Mia took a sip of her own. It was cold and sour and sweet all at once, and it made her feel braver, which was silly, because it was lemonade.

      Their mom lowered her book. “Rules!”

      “Stay where you can see us,” Mia recited.

      “Don’t go past our knees,” Leo added.

      “And if you find something interesting?”

      “Show you first,” they said together.

      “Good.” Mom lifted her book again. Her hat made another run for the ocean and she caught it without look­ing.

      Mia’s stomach flipped.

      It did that sometimes. It did it the morning her loose tooth came out at lunch, before the tooth had any real reason to come out. It did it when Leo went quiet in the back seat, three whole minutes before he announced that he had cut his own hair.

      Right now, Leo was staring at the sky with his mouth open.

      Up there, a dozen kites yanked and dove on their strings. One was a red dragon with a tail as long as a car. One was shaped like a slice of pizza.

      “We need a kite,” Leo said.

      “We don’t have a kite.”

      “We could build one.”

      “Out of what?”

      “Sticks.” He thought about it. “And a bag.”

      “We don’t have a bag.”

      “Then a shirt.”

      “Whose shirt?”

      Leo looked down at his own hoodie, and Mia watched him decide against it.

      She scanned the beach instead. A toddler screamed with joy as a wave chased his feet. Four teenagers tried to take one picture eleven times while their hair whipped straight up. A dog sprinted after a tennis ball, then stopped, sneezed, and gave up on the whole idea.

      Closer to the dunes, a dad and two kids were fighting a kite string that had knotted itself into a bird’s nest.

      Mia pointed. “That.”

      Leo watched them for a second. “Okay. Plan B.”

      “There’s already a Plan B?”

      “There’s always a Plan B.” He stood up and brushed sand off his knees, which did nothing. “Treasure.”

      “On a public beach.”

      “Especially on a public beach.” He walked backward toward the water so he could keep talking to her face. “The ocean’s like a machine that spits stuff out. Sea glass. Shark teeth. Old coins.” He raised both eyebrows. “Pirate gold.”

      “Pirates never came to Windy Beach.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      She followed him anyway. Sitting on a towel that kept trying to escape wasn’t a plan either.

      The sand got firmer and darker as they got closer to the water. It smelled like salt and seaweed and something underneath that, colder and older, like the inside of a cave. Spray kept flicking Mia in the eyes.

      Leo bent and came up with a shell. It was gray, cracked in half, and had a hole in it.

      He turned it over. He held it up to the light. He waited.

      “It’s not pirate gold,” he admitted.

      Mia crouched and combed her fingers through a ridge of pebbles the tide had left behind. Something caught the sun. She pulled out a piece of sea glass, pale green and worn smooth on every edge.

      Leo’s head appeared over her shoulder. “That looks like candy.”

      “It’s glass.”

      “I know.” He kept looking at it. “It still looks like candy.”

      She put it in her pocket. “We’ll collect them. Mom likes the green ones.”

      “Fine.” Leo straightened up. “But pirate gold is mine.”

      “Deal.”

      A wave slid up and swallowed their ankles. Mia yelped at how cold it was. It pulled back fast, leaving the sand shining like a floor somebody had just mopped, and for a second she could see the whole sky in it, upside down.

      They walked. Mia looked for patterns, because that was the part she liked: striped shells, rocks with holes worn through them, a piece of driftwood shaped almost like the letter J. The beach was a puzzle somebody dumped out every morning.

      Leo did not look for patterns. He chased a clump of sea foam. He raced a wave and lost. He  found a stick, decided it was a sword, and began fighting the air.

      “I am a mighty warrior,” he announced. “I fear nothing.”

      The wind flipped his hood over his head. He spun around, got his arm stuck in the drawstring, and staggered into the shallows.

      Mia laughed so hard she had to put a hand on her knees.

      “Mighty warrior!” their dad called from up the beach. “We do not poke people with the mighty stick!”

      Leo freed his head, gave Dad a thumbs-up, and dropped the stick.

      They kept walking. Leo talked the whole way. Leo always talked the whole way; silence made him nervous.

      “Did you know there’s supposed to be a whole city under the ocean? With gold buildings? And people who can breathe down there?”

      “You mean Atlantis.”

      Leo stopped walking. “You know about Atlantis?”

      “Everybody knows about Atlantis.” Mia kept going and he had to jog to catch up. “It’s the most famous lost city in the world. It’s supposed to have sunk in one night.”

      “So it’s real.”

      “It’s a story.”

      “But what if it’s real?”

      Mia had checked a book out of the library last winter, one about legends of the sea, and Atlantis was in almost every chapter. Nobody agreed on anything. Some people said it sank in an earthquake. Some said a volcano. Some said a man made the whole thing up two thousand years ago to win an argument.

      “Nobody’s ever found one piece of it,” she said. “Not one brick.”

      “That’s because they’re looking in the wrong ocean.” Leo pointed at the water in front of them, like he was pointing at a house. “What if it’s right there?”

      Mia looked where he pointed.

      Out past the second line of breakers, where the green went almost black, something flashed. A quick, bright wink, low and deep, gone before she could turn her head all the way.

      She blinked. The wind was making her eyes water.

      “It’s a story,” she said again, quieter.

      They had walked farther than she meant to. The crowd thinned out here. The sand lay smooth and un­bothered, dotted with dark clumps of seaweed like somebody’s hair after a nap.

      Mia stepped around one, and stopped.

      Half-buried at the waterline was a shell.

      It curled inward in a clean spiral, whole and un­chipped. It was pale as the inside of a bone, and it was clean, no grit in the ridges, no green fuzz, nothing.

      She knelt.

      For a second the wind let go of her, and the beach went almost quiet.

      Leo leaned over her shoulder. “Pirate gold?”

      “Shhh.”

      Mia brushed the sand away with two fingers. The shell was bigger than her hand. Fine lines wound around it and disappeared into the middle. When she touched it, it was cold, not wet-sand cold, but cellar cold, the cold of something that had been out of the sun for a very long time.

      “It’s beautiful,” she said.

      “It’s cursed.”

      Mia looked up at him.

      “I’m just saying.” Leo’s eyes were huge and delighted. “You pick up one shell, and then boom, you’re haunted. Forever. And you can never eat tacos again.”

      “That is not how curses work.”

      “How do you know?”

      Mia lifted the shell out of the sand.

      It was heavier than it should have been. Full-heavy, like a thermos with something still in it.

      She turned it toward the light, and the spiral pulled her eyes down into the middle of it, around and around and in.

      Deep inside, something glowed.

      It came on soft, then faded, then came on again. It was not a reflection. The sun was behind her, and this light was the wrong color for the sun—cooler, whiter, like the moon in the daytime.

      Mia didn’t move.

      Leo’s voice came out very small. “Did that thing just blink?”

      She turned it a little to the left. She turned it a little to the right. The light stayed exactly where it was, down in the center, going on and off, on and off.

      “Mia,” Leo said.

      The wind came roaring back. A wave hit the sand behind them hard enough to feel through her knees.

      Mia’s fingers closed around the spiral, and under her thumb, deep in the shell, something hummed.

      The light pulsed again. Brighter.

      And the shell went warm in her hands.
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      Mia turned the shell over slowly, like you would turn over a bug you are not sure about.

      The light did not go out. It gathered. It pooled in the middle of the spiral and got stronger, until the pale lines on the outside of the shell caught it and held it, and the whole thing looked less like bone and more like the inside of an oyster.

      Leo took one step back. “Uhh . . . okay. Here’s what we do. We put it down, we walk away, and we never say anything about it to anybody ever.”

      Mia did not put it down.

      Her hands would not open. Some part of her brain was still deciding whether this was an amazing thing or a bad thing, and until it decided, her fingers were not letting go.

      “It’s just glowing,” she said.

      Even she could hear how that sounded.

      The wind shoved at their backs. Out in front of them the surf kept crashing, one wave after another, too loud.

      Leo crept forward again. He could never stay scared of anything for longer than about nine seconds.

      “Maybe it’s a glow-in-the-dark one,” he said. “Like my stars.”

      “Your stars only work at night.”

      “Maybe this one’s stronger.”

      “Leo. Glow-in-the-dark things have to soak up light first. Then they let it back out. That’s the whole thing.”

      “So maybe it soaked up a thousand years.”

      Mia opened her mouth and then closed it, because she didn’t actually have an answer for that.

      The shell pulsed. Brighter.

      The hum came back, and this time it was not a maybe. She felt it in the bones of her fingers and up through her wrists, a low, steady buzz like standing next to a refrigerator in a quiet kitchen.

      Leo’s eyes went round. “Do you feel that? Is it doing something?”

      “It’s humming.”

      “Shells don’t hum.”

      “I know that, Leo.”

      She held it away from her chest, out at arm’s length, as if twelve extra inches would help.

      “We’re showing Mom,” she said. “Right now.”

      “Yes.” Leo nodded so hard his hair flopped. “Yes. Mom. Mom will know.”

      Mia started to stand up.

      A wave came in fast—faster than the ones before it, and farther, rushing up the sand and slapping cold water around her ankles and over her shins. She yelped, hopped backward, and nearly dropped the shell.

      Leo jumped a foot in the air and made a noise like a duck getting stepped on.

      The water pulled back.

      And where it had touched the shell, the glow flared so bright that Mia could see it clearly, in full sunlight, spilling pale blue out between her fingers.

      She froze. “It did that when the water hit it.”

      Leo looked at the shell. He looked at the wet sand. He looked back at the shell.

      “That’s bad,” he said. “Right? We’re at the ocean. There’s a lot of water here.”

      Mia rubbed her thumb along the spiral. The shell had gone warm. But the sun had barely touched it. The heat was coming out of the middle, out of the light.

      “Maybe it’s—” Leo started.

      “Don’t.”

      “—magic.”

      “Leo.”

      “You were thinking it too.”

      Mia looked down at the shell in her hands, glowing steadily now, humming against her palms, warm as a mug of cocoa. Every single thing she knew said shells did not do this. Shells sat in a bowl on the windowsill and collected dust.

      “It’s magic,” she said out loud, and hearing herself say it made her arms go prickly.

      Leo threw both hands up. “Thank you.”

      “Which is exactly why we’re showing Mom.”

      She turned and started back up the beach.

      The wind pulled at her ponytail and flapped the hem of her shirt, and she barely felt it, because she would not stop looking at the shell. She had the strange, certain idea that if she looked away, it would go dark, and then nobody would believe her, and she would spend the rest of her life not being sure it had happened.

      Leo trotted beside her, too close, bumping her shoul­der every third step.

      “Do you think it’s a key?” he whispered.

      “To what?”

      He tipped his head at the ocean.

      “Don’t say it.”

      “Atlantis.”

      “Leo.”

      “I didn’t say it. You said it. I just pointed.”

      Mia cupped the shell in both hands and made a little cave with her fingers. The glow filled the space inside, turning her skin blue.

      Leo leaned over to look in. “Can I name it?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because you’ll name it something like Shelldon.”

      Leo stopped walking. “Shelldon.”

      “See. That’s exactly why.”

      They were halfway back to the towel when a gust hit them broadside. Mia stumbled, and the shell knocked against her knuckles, and a sound rang out of it, one clear note, high and pure, like somebody had tapped the rim of a glass.

      Mia stopped walking.

      So did Leo. “That came from inside it.”

      She held it up. The glow had changed. It was not a pool anymore. It had pulled itself into a thin, bright line, and the line was pointing.

      She turned her wrist. The line swung and held its direction, steady as a compass needle.

      It pointed out to sea.

      “Mia.” Leo’s voice had gone thin. “It wants to go that way.”

      “It’s a shell. It doesn’t want things.”

      “Then why is it pointing?”

      Mia didn’t have an answer. She turned in a slow half circle, and the line swung with her, always aiming past the breakers, out to where the water went dark and heavy.

      Then the hum changed.

      It stopped being a buzz in her hands and became a pull in her chest—low, under her ribs, like somebody had hooked one finger there and given a small, patient tug.

      Mia’s breath caught.

      “Okay,” she said. “That’s new.”

      “What’s new? What happened? Your face did some­thing.”

      “It’s pulling.”

      “Pulling you?”

      She nodded.

      Leo grabbed her sleeve. Up the beach, Mom’s hat was still fighting to break free. Dad was folding a chair. A gull screamed somewhere behind them. Everything looked exactly the way it had ten minutes ago.

      “Mia.” Leo’s voice was quick and quiet and right next to her ear. “What if this is the only time this ever happens?”

      “We’re showing Mom.”

      “And then Mom shows Dad, and Dad puts it in the car, and it goes in a box in the garage with the sand dollars.” He was talking faster now. “And it never glows again. And we’re the kids who almost found some­thing.”

      Mia stood still.

      That was the part she hated. He was right about the garage. There was an actual box out there, on an actual shelf, full of the actual sand dollars from two summers ago, and she had not looked in it once.

      “Mom said show her first,” she said. “That’s the rule.”

      “I know the rule.”

      “Then why are you⁠—”

      “Because look at it!”

      He was pointing at her hands, and Mia looked down, and the shell was glowing so hard now that the line inside it laid a faint blue stripe across her T-shirt.

      She glanced up the beach. Mom had her head tipped toward Dad’s shoulder. Neither of them was looking this way.

      Leo saw her look. That was his whole gift, really—knowing the exact second somebody started to bend.

      “Five steps.”

      “No.”

      “Three.”

      “Leo.”

      “Three steps.” He held up three fingers, spread wide, right in front of her face. “Knees. Nothing past our knees, just like Mom said. Three steps, we look, we come straight back, we show her. And we can tell her it pointed. We have to be able to tell her it pointed, or she’ll think we made it up.”

      Mia’s heart was banging in her throat.

      Three steps was nothing. Three steps was the length of the towel. She could take three steps and still hear Mom calling.

      The shell pulsed against her palms, warm and bright and certain.

      “Three,” she said. “That’s it. I’m counting out loud.”

      “Deal.” Leo was already turning. “And I’m naming it Shelldon.”

      “You are absolutely not.”

      They faced the water.

      Mia lifted her foot.

      “One.”

      The wind came from behind them and pushed, hard, like a hand between her shoulder blades.

      “Two.”

      The waves got louder, close and hollow, filling up her whole head.

      “Three—”

      The light in the shell went up like a struck match, so bright that her fingers turned into black outlines around it. Leo grabbed her arm with both hands.

      And in front of them, the ocean drew back—farther, slower—all at once and on purpose, sliding away down the sand and taking the foam with it, the way a chest rises when somebody takes a long, deep breath.
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      The water kept going out.

      It slid down the sand, past where the waves usually stopped, past the dark line of seaweed, past a soda can somebody had buried last summer. It left behind a long stretch of wet beach so smooth and shiny it looked polished. Little shells rolled and clicked as the sea let go of them.

      Leo’s hand clamped onto Mia’s sleeve. “Oceans don’t do that.”

      “I know.”

      “Tides take hours. Dad said. Hours.”

      “Leo, I know.”

      The shell hummed hard against her hands. The light inside was not flickering anymore. It burned steady and white, like the bulb in a flashlight, and it lit up the inside of her fingers pink.

      Mia looked back over her shoulder.

      Mom was in her chair with her book. Dad had the cooler open and was digging around in the ice. They were maybe forty steps away, close enough to yell to.

      They looked miles away.

      “We should go back,” Mia said, and she meant it, she absolutely meant it, but her feet did not move an inch.

      “If a giant wave comes,” Leo said, “I called it. I want that written down.”

      “You said three steps.”

      “I said three steps could end in doom. That’s dif­ferent.”

      Mia almost laughed. Then she noticed the sound.

      The ocean had stopped crashing. All that noise, the pounding, the hiss, the roar that had been shoving at her ears since they got out of the car—had dropped
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TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
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DISCLAIMER
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