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Chapter 1 - Port of Call
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Mikhail stood on the rugged cliffside overlooking the sea, the first rays of dawn painting the horizon with hues of gold and crimson. The waves crashed against the rocks below, their rhythmic roar soothing his troubled mind. He closed his eyes, letting the salty breeze wash over his face, carrying with it the scent of brine and possibility.

A soft giggle pulled him from his reverie. Opening his eyes, he spotted a small figure darting along the grassy edge—a precious tuft of black hair bouncing with each skip.

"Hey, Kali! Back up a bit, sweetheart!" he called out. "Not too close to the edge!"

"Okie!" she replied, her voice bright and carefree.

"Thank you, honey!"

She waved, her smile as radiant as the rising sun. Mikhail couldn't help but smile back, his heart swelling with a mix of love and a tinge of worry. This move was supposed to be a fresh start for them—a place where the past could loosen its grip.

"Yours?" a voice interrupted his thoughts.

Mikhail turned to see a man standing a few paces away. He was of average height, with weathered skin and eyes that seemed to miss nothing. Dressed in simple attire — a worn jacket and a cap pulled low — he had the air of someone who belonged to this place.

"Mhm," Mikhail responded, nodding toward Kali.

The man smiled faintly. "Beautiful day, isn't it?"

"Hm? Oh, yes. Yes, it is," Mikhail replied, still adjusting to the interruption.

"Haven't seen you around before," the man continued. "Just visiting, or...?"

"Mhm. Yep. Just having a look around for now."

"Ah, I see, I see. Yes, very good. Never hurts to get a proper look, does it?"

"It sure doesn't," Mikhail agreed, sensing an undercurrent in the man's casual tone.

"Wouldn't want nasty surprises popping out now, would we?"

"Pardon?" Mikhail asked, a hint of caution creeping into his voice.

"Oh, I just mean, if you're planning on moving in—"

"Ah, I see. No, just visiting, like I said."

"Oh yes, yes, my mistake. So you did," the man said, his eyes lingering on Mikhail for a moment longer before drifting back to the sea.

An awkward silence settled between them. Mikhail glanced back at Kali, who was now collecting seashells near the shore, safely away from the cliffs.

"Well, enjoy your day," the man finally said, tipping his cap before walking away along the coastal path.

Mikhail watched him go, unease gnawing at the edges of his thoughts. The encounter felt off, the man's words carrying implications he didn’t let his mind wander to. 
“Kali, honey! Let’s go!”
“Awwh, already? We just got here!” she whined and gave him her best puppy-dog eyes. In any ordinary scenario, he would have melted. But this was anything but the ordinary. 
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Later that morning, Mikhail and Kali made their way into the heart of Seabridge, the coastal town that he’d hoped to call home. The cobblestone streets wound between quaint cottages and weathered shops, all adorned with signs of age and stories untold. The air was filled with the cries of gulls and the distant tolling of a bell buoy.

As they passed through the bustling marketplace, vendors called out their wares — freshly caught fish, handcrafted trinkets, and baskets of ripe fruit. Yet, beneath the surface of normalcy, there was a tension, a sense that the townsfolk moved with purpose but spoke little.

"Daddy, can we get some apples?" Kali asked, pointing to a stall with vibrant produce.

"Of course," he smiled, glad for the distraction. They approached the vendor, a woman with kind eyes and a warm smile.

"Good morning! New faces are always welcome," she greeted them.

"Thank you," Mikhail replied. "We'll take a few of these apples."

"Planning to stay long?" she inquired while placing the apples into a paper bag.

"Maybe," he said cautiously. "It's a lovely town."

"It has its charms," she agreed, but her eyes flickered with something unspoken. "That'll be two dollars."

He handed over the bills, and she gave Kali an extra apple. "For the little one."

"Thank you, ma'am!" Kali beamed.

As they moved on, Mikhail couldn't shake the feeling that they were being watched. He glanced over his shoulder but saw only the ebb and flow of market life.

"Beautiful day, isn't it?" another voice chimed in.

Mikhail turned to see an elderly man sitting on a bench, whittling a piece of driftwood. His hands were gnarled but deft, carving intricate patterns with ease.

"Yes, very much so," Mikhail replied.

"First time in Seabridge?"

"Just visiting," Mikhail said, the familiar phrase feeling rehearsed.

The old man nodded slowly. "Ah, just passing through. Best be careful near the cliffs. The tides can be... unpredictable."

"I'll keep that in mind."

"See that you do," the man said, his eyes meeting Mikhail's with a piercing gaze before returning to his carving.

Feeling increasingly unsettled, Mikhail decided it was time to head to their new cottage on the outskirts of town. It was a modest dwelling nestled near a stretch of dense woods that bordered the coastline. The path to the house was lined with wildflowers, their vibrant colors a stark contrast to the muted tones of the town.

As they approached the cottage, Kali ran ahead, eager to explore. "Look, Daddy! There's a garden!"

"Careful, Kali!" he called after her.

She laughed, twirling among the overgrown plants. "It's like a secret hideout!"

Mikhail smiled, her joy easing his tension. They spent the afternoon unpacking and tidying up, making the place feel like home. The interior was cozy, with wooden beams and a stone fireplace that promised warmth on chilly nights.

"Hey, Kali," Mikhail said as they arranged books on a shelf. "How about we take a break and have some lunch?"

"Yes, please! I'm starving!"

They fixed a simple meal and ate on the porch, overlooking the sea. The horizon stretched endlessly, the water shimmering under the midday sun.

"Do you think Mom would have liked it here?" Kali asked suddenly.

Mikhail paused, his gaze fixed on the distant waves. "I think she would have loved it," he said softly.

Kali nodded, satisfied with the answer.
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As evening fell, Mikhail decided to take a walk into town to gather supplies. "Stay here and keep the door locked," he told Kali. "I'll be back before dark."

"Can I come with you?" she asked.

"Not this time, sweetheart. I need you to organize your room. Besides, I won't be long."

"Alright," she conceded, albeit reluctantly.

The path into town was quiet, the only sound the crunch of gravel beneath his boots. Shadows stretched long as the sun dipped lower, casting an amber glow over the landscape.

At the general store, Mikhail gathered essentials — bread, cheese, candles, and some dried meats. The shopkeeper eyed him curiously.

"New in town?"

"Just arrived," Mikhail confirmed.

"Well, welcome. Name's Thomas."

"Mikhail."

Thomas bagged the items. "Seabridge is a peaceful place, but it has its quirks."

"So I've noticed," Mikhail said, recalling the odd encounters from earlier.

Thomas leaned in slightly. "If I were you, I'd steer clear of the cliffs after dark. Strange things happen near the water at night."

"Strange things?"

Shadows played on Thomas’ face, forcing strange contours along his bones. "Whispers on the wind, shadows that don't belong... Just local superstitions, of course," he added with a forced chuckle.

"I'll... keep that in mind. Thanks."

As Mikhail left the store, the streets were nearly empty. A fog was rolling in slowly from the sea, tendrils of mist weaving between buildings like ghostly fingers. He quickened his pace.

Suddenly, a figure emerged from an alley — a tall, lanky man with limbs that seemed too long for his body. He wore a tattered coat and a wide-brimmed hat that obscured his face.

"Evening," the man rasped.

"Good evening," Mikhail replied cautiously.

"Beautiful night for a stroll."

"Yes, but I should be getting home."

"New to town, aren't you?"

"Just visiting."

The man chuckled, a dry, hollow sound. "Ah, just visiting. That's what they all say."

Mikhail felt a chill that had nothing to do with the temperature. "Well, goodnight."

"Goodnight," the man echoed, tipping his hat.

Mikhail hurried down the path, the fog thickening around him. He glanced back once but saw no one.

When he reached the cottage, he found the door ajar. Panic surged through him. "Kali!"

No response.

He rushed inside, setting the supplies on a table. "Kali! Where are you?"

Silence.

Frantically, he searched each room. Her belongings were scattered, but she was nowhere to be found.

His heart pounded. Stepping back outside, he scanned the surroundings. The fog obscured much of the view, but faint footprints led toward the cliffs.

"No," he whispered, fear gripping him.

He sprinted along the path, the mist swirling around him. As he neared the cliffs, he heard voices—murmurs carried on the wind.

"Kali!" he shouted.

Ahead, he saw her small figure standing perilously close to the edge, facing two silhouettes. One was the tall man from town, the other a short, squat figure with an unnaturally broad frame.

"Kali, step away from there!" Mikhail called, trying to keep his voice steady.

She turned to him, her eyes glazed. "Dad?"

"Come here, sweetheart," he urged, extending his hand.

The tall man inclined his head. "We were just having a chat with the young miss."

"She doesn't need your company," Mikhail said firmly.

"Oh, but she sought us out," the squat man replied, his voice oozing like tar.

"Kali, is that true?" Mikhail asked, his gaze never leaving the strangers.

"They... they said they know about Mom," she murmured.

"Enough of this. Come here now."

The tall man took a step forward. "The sea holds many secrets. Some are eager to be found."

Mikhail's patience snapped. "Stay away from my daughter."

The squat man chuckled. "Protective, aren't we?"

Without waiting, Mikhail lunged forward, grabbing Kali's hand and pulling her back. The men made no move to stop them but watched with unsettling smiles.

As they retreated, the fog thickened, and the figures faded into the mist. The sound of waves crashing against the cliffs seemed louder, almost deafening.

Back at the cottage, Mikhail locked the door and drew the curtains. His hands shook as he knelt before Kali.

"Why did you leave the house?" he demanded, struggling to keep his voice gentle.

"I heard someone calling my name," she said, tears welling in her eyes. "It sounded like Mom."

He pulled her into a tight embrace. "Kali, your mother is gone. You can't go running off like that."

"But what if she's not?" she whispered against his shoulder. "What if she's trying to find us?"

He closed his eyes, the weight of their loss pressing heavily upon him. "We have to be careful. There are people here who... who aren't what they seem."

She pulled back, looking into his eyes. "I think they know something. About her. About us."

"Listen to me," he said firmly. "Those men are dangerous. Promise me you'll stay away from them."

She wiped tears from her eyes and hesitated before nodding slowly. "I promise."

"Good." He sighed, relief mingled with lingering dread. "Now, let's get you to bed."

As he tucked her in, she clutched her locket—the one containing a picture of her mother. "Will you stay with me until I fall asleep?"

"Of course," he said softly, sitting beside her.

Minutes passed as she drifted into slumber. Mikhail watched her peaceful face, vowing to protect her no matter the cost.
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Later that night, unable to sleep, Mikhail sat by the window, staring out into the fog-shrouded darkness. The events of the day replayed in his mind — the cryptic warnings, the unsettling encounters, Kali's fascination with the strangers.

A movement caught his eye. Far off near the cliffs, two figures stood silhouetted against the moonlit sea. Even at a distance, he recognized their unnatural forms.

The tall man raised a hand in a mock salute. The squat man waved, his arm bending at an impossible angle.

Mikhail's breath caught. He closed the curtains tightly, his heart racing.

Returning to Kali's room, he found her sleeping soundly. He whispered a silent prayer, hoping that their new beginning hadn't led them into something far more sinister.

As he left her room, a faint whisper echoed in the hallway — a voice that sounded eerily like his wife's.

"Mikhail..."

He spun around, but the corridor was empty.

The cottage creaked softly, settling into the night. He shook his head, attributing it to exhaustion.

But deep down, he knew what this place was. He knew that their fate was not one they had the luxury of running from - that Seabridge was a place where the veil between reality and the otherworldly was thin.

And whatever lurked beneath the surface had taken notice of them.
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Chapter 2 - Seeds


[image: ]


The morning sun struggled to penetrate the heavy mist enveloping Seabridge. Mikhail stood by the kitchen window, a cup of untouched tea cooling in his hands. Dark circles underlined his eyes — the restless night spent guarding Kali's door and wrestling with his own thoughts had left its mark.

Kali appeared at the bottom of the stairs, her footsteps light but hesitant. "Morning," she mumbled, avoiding his gaze.

"Good morning," Mikhail replied softly. "I made tea."

She nodded, sliding into a chair at the wooden table. The silence between them was thick, filled with unspoken words and lingering tension.

After a few moments, she broke the silence. "I'm sorry about last night."

He sighed, sitting across from her. "I'm not angry, Kali. I'm just... worried. This place isn't like where we came from."

She traced a finger along the rim of her cup. "I know, but I feel like there's something here — something important."

He studied her, noting the resolve in her eyes mingled with a vulnerability that tugged at his heart. "If there's anything you want to talk about, I'm here to listen."

She met his gaze briefly before looking away. "I just miss her."

"I miss her too," he admitted, the weight of the confession settling between them.

Before either could say more, a sharp knock sounded at the door. Mikhail tensed, exchanging a wary glance with Kali. "Stay here," he instructed, rising to answer it.

He opened the door to find Thomas, the shopkeeper from the general store, standing on the porch. The man's usual amiable expression was replaced with one of concern. "Mikhail, may I have a word?"

"Of course," Mikhail replied cautiously. "Is everything alright?"

Thomas glanced past him into the house before continuing. "May I come in?"

Mikhail hesitated but stepped aside. "Please."

Once inside, Thomas removed his cap, wringing it nervously in his hands. "I heard about what happened last night down by the cliffs."

Mikhail's jaw tightened. "News travels fast."

"In a town like this, not much stays secret," Thomas said. "I thought you should know — those men your daughter encountered, they're not locals."

"I gathered as much," Mikhail replied tersely.

Thomas took a deep breath. "They've been seen before, always when someone new comes to Seabridge. People say they bring trouble."

"Do you know who they are?"

"No one does," Thomas admitted. "But strange things happen when they're around. Accidents, disappearances."

Kali appeared in the doorway of the kitchen, her eyes wide. "Dad?"

Mikhail turned to her. "It's alright, Kali. Thomas was just leaving."

Thomas replaced his cap, offering a sympathetic look. "Just be careful. And keep a close eye on her."

"Thank you for your concern," Mikhail said, ushering him to the door.

As Thomas departed, Mikhail closed the door firmly, leaning against it for a moment before facing Kali. "I think it's best if you stay inside today."

Her expression darkened. "You're grounding me?"

"It's for your safety."

She crossed her arms. "You can't keep me locked up."

He ran a hand through his hair, frustration mounting. "I'm not trying to control you, Kali. But until I figure out what's going on, I need to know you're safe."

She glared at him before turning on her heel and marching back upstairs. The sound of her door slamming echoed through the house.

Mikhail sank into a chair, the weight of their situation pressing heavily upon him. He knew he couldn't keep the truth from her much longer.
*
[image: ]

Upstairs, Kali paced her room, anger and confusion swirling within her. She approached the window, looking out at the expanse of sea that seemed to stretch infinitely. The water called to her, its whispers growing louder in the confines of her mind.

A fluttering movement caught her eye — a raven perched on a branch outside, its beady eyes fixed intently on her. It tilted its head, as if beckoning.

She recalled the raven from their first night here, the one that seemed to carry a message. An idea began to form.

Quietly, she opened the window. "What do you want?" she whispered.

The raven cawed softly, spreading its wings before taking flight toward the woods.

Impulsively, Kali grabbed her coat and slipped out of her room, careful not to alert her father. She crept down the stairs and out the back door, following the path the raven had taken.
*
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Mikhail decided he couldn't sit idly by. If the townsfolk knew more about these strangers, he needed to find out. He grabbed his own coat and headed into town, hoping to seek answers.

The streets of Seabridge were busier today, but an undercurrent of tension was palpable. Conversations hushed as he passed, and eyes followed him with a mix of curiosity and suspicion.

He made his way to the local tavern — a modest establishment with a faded sign reading "The Mariner's Rest." Inside, the air was thick with the scent of ale and smoke. Sailors and dockworkers occupied the tables, their voices a low murmur.

Approaching the bar, Mikhail caught the bartender's attention. "Stout, please."

The bartender, a burly man with a salt-and-pepper beard, poured a mug and slid it over. "You're the newcomer, aren't you?"

"Word gets around," Mikhail replied, taking a sip.

The bartender leaned on the counter. "What brings you to Seabridge?"

"Just looking for a fresh start," Mikhail said noncommittally.

The man grunted. "Not many choose this place without a reason."

Mikhail considered his next words carefully. "I've heard stories about... unusual occurrences here. Thought there might be some truth to them."

The bartender's eyes narrowed. "Depends on who's telling them."

"Two men approached my daughter — tall and lanky, the other short and stout. Do you know anything about them?"

A silence fell over the immediate vicinity as nearby patrons listened in.

"You'd best steer clear of those two," the bartender warned. "They're bad news."

"Who are they?" Mikhail pressed.

"Some say they're spirits, others think they're part of an old cult. Whatever they are, they bring misfortune."

A sailor at the end of the bar chimed in. "They say they lure folks with promises — things they desire most."

Mikhail's grip tightened around his mug. "Thank you for the advice."

The bartender nodded. "Keep your daughter close. And be wary of the sea."

Mikhail finished his ale and left some coins on the counter. As he turned to leave, a young woman approached him.

"Wait," she said softly.

He paused. "Yes?"

She glanced around nervously. "If you're looking for answers, seek out the old lighthouse keeper. He knows more than most."

"Where can I find him?"

She pointed toward the northern cliffs. "His cottage is near the lighthouse. But be careful — the path is treacherous."

"Thank you," Mikhail said, appreciating the glimmer of hope.
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Meanwhile, Kali followed the raven through the dense woods, the trees growing taller and the canopy thicker as she ventured deeper. Sunlight filtered through in patches, casting dappled shadows on the forest floor.

The raven led her to a clearing where an ancient oak stood solitary, its gnarled branches twisting toward the sky. At its base sat the tall, lanky man and his squat companion.

"We've been expecting you," the tall man said, his voice smooth as silk.

Kali hesitated. "You said you had something from my mother."

The squat man produced the ornate box once more. "Indeed we do."

She approached cautiously. "Why are you helping me?"

"Because you seek the truth," the tall man replied. "And we can guide you."

She looked at the box, its surface engraved with symbols she didn't recognize. "What's inside?"

"A key," the squat man said cryptically. "To unlock the past."

She reached out but pulled back. "How do I know I can trust you?"

The tall man smiled. "Trust is earned. But time is short. The longer you wait, the farther away she becomes."

Kali's mind raced. She yearned to believe them, to grasp any chance of finding her mother. "What do you want in return?"

"Only your willingness to see," the tall man answered. "To open your mind to possibilities."

She took a deep breath and accepted the box. It was surprisingly warm to the touch.

"Good," the squat man nodded. "Your journey begins."

Before she could respond, the raven cawed loudly, startling her. When she looked up, the two men were gone.
*
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Mikhail navigated the rugged path toward the lighthouse, the sea crashing violently against the cliffs below. The wind whipped at his coat, each step requiring careful footing.

At last, he reached a weathered cottage beside the towering lighthouse. The structure was imposing, its light long extinguished.

He knocked on the cottage door, which creaked open under his touch. "Hello?" he called out.

An old man with a stooped posture and a long, unkempt beard emerged from within. His eyes were a startling shade of gray, sharp despite his age. "What brings you here?" he rasped.

"I'm looking for information about the men who've been approaching my daughter," Mikhail explained. "I was told you might be
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