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The Bell Beneath the Rain

The storm bell rang every night for seven nights.

Emma heard it through closed windows, beneath traffic and thunder, even in the bright middle of dreams. One deep note rolled across impossible water. Then came three softer chimes, like an answer from far away.

On the eighth night, Great-Aunt Beatrice's map flooded the attic.

Not with real water. Blue ink spilled from the western edge and swept across the floorboards without leaving them wet. Tiny silver ships rose on paper waves. At the center of the map, where the Sea Gate had opened, a black spiral turned.

Emma called Noah, Mei, and Leo before the blue door appeared.

They arrived prepared this time. Noah brought two waterproof bags and enough snacks for an expedition twice their size. Mei carried a first-aid kit, a compass, and a notebook wrapped in waxed cloth. Leo's wheelchair wore new all-terrain tires, bright reflectors, and a brass acorn compass fixed beside the armrest.

“My dad thinks I joined a very intense hiking club,” Leo said.

“Technically, we do hike,” Noah replied.

“Technically, I roll.”

The attic wall flashed blue.

The door opened onto a cliff above a silver ocean.

Wind burst into the room, scattering old receipts and making Beatrice's hanging lanterns clatter. Far below, waves marched toward black rocks. Above them floated a ship with blue sails.

It sailed through the sky.

Ropes dangled from its sides. Three narrow wings stretched from its hull. At the bow stood a girl in a red coat, waving both arms.

“If you're the four who open doors,” she shouted, “open this one faster!”

Behind the ship, the clouds moved against the wind.

They gathered into the shape of a hand.

Lightning formed between its fingers.

The four friends crossed the threshold together. The blue door vanished behind them just as the cloud-hand struck.

The floating ship dropped.

Emma saw the captain throw a lever. The wings snapped downward, catching the air a heartbeat before the hull smashed into the cliff. The ship skimmed the grass and stopped with its bow hanging over the edge.

The girl in red stared at them.

“You took your time,” she said.

Noah glanced at the fading doorway. “We were here in under ten minutes.”

“The sea has been waiting thirty years.”

She jumped down and offered her hand. “Captain Nessa Tideborne of the Wayward Star. If you want Elderwyn to have a coast tomorrow, get aboard.”

The storm bell rang again.

This time, the ocean answered with Emma's name.
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The Ship That Sailed on Wind

The Wayward Star had no stairs.

Ramps folded from the deck wherever Leo needed them, and the narrow passages widened as his chair approached. The ship seemed to notice everyone. A low beam lifted before Noah bumped his head. A loose rope curled away from Mei's feet. When Emma touched the railing, the wood warmed beneath her palm.

“She likes passengers,” Nessa said. “Crew takes longer.”

Nessa was sixteen, though she carried herself like someone who had argued with oceans and occasionally won. Her red coat had brass buttons shaped like waves. A pale scar crossed one eyebrow.

Her crew consisted of three people: Orin, an elderly navigator with blue spectacles; Patch, a round mechanic who communicated mostly through whistles; and Gull, a white seabird who insisted he was first mate.

“I am first mate,” Gull said when Noah questioned this.

“You are a bird.”

“Both things can be true.”

Nessa spread a chart across the captain's table. Four islands surrounded the black spiral of the Sea Gate. The nearest was drawn as a green crescent. The next resembled a broken ring. Beyond it sat a white mountain rising from the sea. The last island was only a smudge.

“The Storm Keeper sleeps beneath the Gate,” Nessa explained. “It was built to protect Elderwyn from the Hollow One. When the Light divided, the Keeper lost the difference between danger and everything else.”

“So it attacks everyone?” Mei asked.

“Ships. Islands. Fish. Weather. Sometimes Tuesday.”

Orin tapped the four islands. “Each holds an anchor bell. Ring all four, and the Sea Gate closes.”

Emma looked at the map. “Why haven't you?”

Nessa's jaw tightened. “Because the fourth island disappeared.”

The ship tilted as a gust struck its sails.

Outside, the cloud-hand reached across the sky again. Patch pulled a lever, and the Wayward Star climbed. It did not rise like an airplane. The ocean simply seemed to fall away beneath them.

Leo's brass acorn spun wildly.

“It's trying to point west and down,” he said.

Beatrice's map rustled inside Emma's jacket. She opened it. Blue lines moved across the paper, sketching a route between the islands.

Then black ink formed a message.

ONE OF YOU WILL OPEN THE WRONG DOOR.

The words vanished before anyone else could see them.

Emma folded the map.

“What did it say?” Mei asked.

Emma nearly answered nothing.

The Whispering Woods had taught them what silence could cost.

“It said one of us will open the wrong door.”

Noah exhaled slowly. Leo looked toward the storm. Mei nodded once.

“Then,” she said, “we make sure no one opens anything alone.”
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The Island of Lost Directions

The first island moved whenever nobody watched it.

Nessa anchored the Wayward Star above a beach of green glass. They descended by a wide platform suspended from ropes, landing beside palm trees whose leaves pointed in different directions.

The moment Orin looked away, the beach shifted twenty feet east.

“Keep an eye on the ship,” Nessa ordered Gull.

“I have two,” the bird replied.

They followed the sound of the anchor bell inland. It chimed from the north, then the south, then directly beneath their feet. Paths curled into knots. Mountains traded places. At one point, they passed the same blue rock three times, although Leo's wheels left tracks on only the first pass.

“The island isn't moving,” Mei said. “Our idea of it is.”

She tied bright strips of cloth to trees. The strips remained in place while the trees wandered away.

Noah studied their shadows. “The sun hasn't moved.”

“The sun is harder to confuse than we are,” Emma said.

They stopped following the paths and traveled by shadow instead. Leo's acorn compass still pointed down, but its reflection in the green-glass ground pointed forward.

“Reflections told lies in the woods,” Noah said.

“Maybe the sea tells the truth backward,” Leo replied.

They followed the reflected acorn to a stone well at the island's center. Inside hung a bronze bell wrapped in seaweed.

Words were carved around the rim:

RING FOR THE PLACE YOU ARE, NOT THE PLACE YOU WISH TO BE.

Nessa reached for the rope.

The well showed her something that made her freeze.

Emma saw only a flicker: Nessa on a sunny dock, embracing a tall man in a red coat like hers.

“My father,” Nessa whispered. “He vanished with the fourth island.”

The well deepened. The sunny dock became more real.

“Nessa,” Mei warned.

“He might be alive.”

“He might,” Emma said. “But he isn't here.”

Nessa closed her eyes and pulled the rope.

The bell rang.

The entire island snapped into place. Mountains stopped wandering. Paths unknotted. On the horizon, the second island appeared as a dark ring around a lagoon.

The storm above the Sea Gate flinched.

Then something struck the Wayward Star.

Gull's frightened cry carried over the trees.

The friends ran back to the beach and found the ship wrapped in a chain made of rain.
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The Rain Pirates

The pirates wore coats stitched from clouds.

Their ship sailed upside down beneath the storm, its masts pointing toward the ocean. Rain-chains stretched from its deck to the Wayward Star. Figures slid down them as easily as ropes.

Nessa drew a short silver blade. “Mistral's crew.”

The pirate captain landed on the beach without making a footprint. Mistral was tall, with gray braids and eyes that flashed when thunder sounded.

“Captain Tideborne,” she said. “Hand over the door-openers.”

“No.”

“A strong argument. Poorly developed.”

Rain pirates surrounded them.

Emma unfolded Beatrice's map. The paper showed the island, both ships, and a thin red line running beneath the green-glass beach.

“Leo,” she whispered. “The red line.”

He saw it and grinned. “Drainage channel.”

While Nessa and Mistral argued, Leo rolled toward the surf as if retreating. Noah followed, loudly complaining about surrender. Mei moved to the nearest rain-chain and examined its knot.

Emma waited until Mistral looked away.

Then Leo struck the green glass with the metal tip of his rope hook.

The hidden channel cracked open.

Water rushed beneath the pirates. Their rain-boots dissolved into puddles. Mei pulled the knot on the nearest chain, and all the chains went slack at once.

Patch whistled from the ship. The Wayward Star's wings opened.

“Run!” Nessa shouted.

They reached the lift platform as the ship rose. Mistral leaped after them, caught the rail, and hung above the beach.

Emma could have kicked her hand away.

Instead, she grabbed Mistral's
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