

    
        
          A Crown of Salt and Starlight

        

        
        
          Liselotte Teufel

        

        
          Published by Silvershade Books, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      A CROWN OF SALT AND STARLIGHT

    

    
      First edition. June 10, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Liselotte Teufel.

    

    
    
      Written by Liselotte Teufel.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

A Crown of Salt and Starlight

Chapter One: The Girl Who Holds Nothing

Chapter Two: What the Priests Call Holy

Chapter Three: The Drowning Shelf

Chapter Four: Thalassir, Beneath

Chapter Five: King Calder Mourne

Chapter Six: Terms

Chapter Seven: What Binds

Chapter Eight: The First Week

Chapter Nine: What Voids Do

Chapter Ten: The Archive

Chapter Eleven: Grumpy in the Archives

Chapter Twelve: A Queen in the Eyes of the Court

Chapter Thirteen: The Celestial Wound Widens

Chapter Fourteen: One Question Per Week

Chapter Fifteen: The Tide Festival

Chapter Sixteen: What Absence Feels Like

Chapter Seventeen: The Thing She Found

Chapter Eighteen: What He Knew

Chapter Nineteen: The King Without a Queen

Chapter Twenty: Nerethis Makes Her Move

Chapter Twenty-One: The Eighth Draft

Chapter Twenty-Two: Hidden Powers

Chapter Twenty-Three: What She Becomes

Chapter Twenty-Four: Nerethis Doesn't Wait

Chapter Twenty-Two: Hidden Powers

Chapter Twenty-Three: What She Becomes

Chapter Twenty-Four: Nerethis Doesn't Wait

Chapter Twenty-Five: What a Null Tide Does

Chapter Twenty-Six: The King Goes to War

Chapter Twenty-Seven: The Throne Room

Chapter Twenty-Eight: The Celestial War's Last Night

Chapter Twenty-Nine: Null Tide

Chapter Thirty: A Crown of Salt and Starlight

About the Publisher


​A Crown of Salt and Starlight

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter One: The Girl Who Holds Nothing
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The morning they confirmed I had no magic, my mother made a sound I had never heard her make before and have not heard since. Not a cry. Something quieter than that, and worse. The sound of a door closing in a house you thought you owned.

I was eight years old. I remember thinking: she is grieving. I remember thinking, even then, with the particular clarity that comes to children who are used to reading rooms quickly: she is not grieving for me. She is grieving for the thing she expected me to be.

I have spent ten years being, among other things, very careful not to hold that against her.

My name is Saoirse Vane, and I am the third daughter of the House Vane, which means I was always going to matter less than my sisters. Maris controls water — not just the surface, not just pretty waves for parties, but the deep current, the cold pressure, the kind of water that shapes coastlines over centuries. Elan calls fire from her palms like she is simply reminding it to exist. Both of them are beautiful in the way that powerful things are beautiful: at a slight remove, with the ambient awareness that they could ruin you if they wanted to.

I, by contrast, hold nothing. This is the technical term. The priests have a longer one — Vacua-Natus, Void-Born, gap in the weave — but the short version is accurate. Where a mage reaches inward and finds a reservoir, I reach inward and find an absence. Not emptiness, which implies a space that was once or could be filled. An absence. A structural fact.

For ten years, this was merely unfortunate.

Three days ago, it became a death sentence.



The King-Priest reads the Covenant aloud each year at the Feast of Tides, which makes it the most ritually repeated document in Aethenmor and also, I now know, the most deliberately obscure. I have attended seventeen Feasts of Tides. I have listened to the Covenant seventeen times. I have never, until three days ago, understood that the clause about returning void to void, absence to the deep, the unmagicked to the god who holds all things that are not referred specifically and exclusively to people like me.

To be fair to myself: the language is very old. To be less fair to myself: I knew there was a clause about Void-Borns and I had always assumed it described a ritual. A symbolic offering. The pouring of salt water from a ceremonial cup.

It does not describe a symbolic offering.

The Drowning Shelf is real. The chains are real. The current that takes the Void-Born is, according to the priests, the Sea God's own hand reaching up from the deep. This is presented as an honour. High Priest Edran used that word four separate times in the two hours I spent in his white marble office, sitting across from his white marble desk, while my father stood behind me and said nothing.

Four times. Honour. I counted.

My father did not speak until we were outside, in the hall, where the stone is less white and the air is less incensed and there is slightly less ambient pressure to perform gratitude for your own execution.

What he said was: "The ceremony is in three days. Your mother will want to discuss your dress."

I said: "I'm not wearing white."

He looked at me for a moment with the expression he uses when he has said something he considers final and I have indicated it is not final. He used to use it more often when I was younger. He has learned, somewhat, to save it.

He said: "The ceremony requires —"

I said: "The ceremony requires me to walk into the ocean and drown. I think the dress is the part of this where I get some discretion."

He left. I went home. I sat in my room for approximately two hours, which is how long it takes me to finish being frightened before I can begin being useful again.

Then I started thinking.



Here is what I know about the Drowning Shelf, assembled from ten years of Feast of Tides attendance, three days of archive research conducted under the pretext of returning overdue books, and one very productive conversation with the High Priest's own junior secretary, who will tell you almost anything if you ask him questions while he is trying to file things:

The Shelf is a rock formation approximately two miles offshore, at the point where the continental shelf drops away and the ocean floor becomes genuinely unknowable. The current that runs over it is cold year-round, running against the surface current, which is how you can stand on the Shelf in summer and feel the water around your ankles at something close to freezing.

The Covenant says the Sea God's hand takes the Void-Born downward. This is poetic language for a very strong downward current that begins approximately six feet below the Shelf's surface. No one who has gone in has come back. This is presented as evidence that the Sea God received them. It is also consistent with drowning, which the priests do not mention.

No Void-Born has refused the sacrifice in recorded history. This is not, I suspect, because they were all very pious. It is because the ceremony is designed so that refusal requires you to throw yourself into the ocean from a rock two miles offshore while wearing chains, and then swim back.

The chains are ceremonial. The priests told me this.

I have been thinking about it for three days, and I believe them — ceremonial in the sense that they are for the ceremony, to ensure the Void-Born does not struggle and mar the dignity of the ritual. They are not for restraint. They are for weight.

I am noting this in the spirit of accuracy. Not because I have a plan involving the chains. I have not, in three days of thinking, produced a plan.

What I have produced is a list of things I find interesting about my situation, because this is what I do with problems that have no solution. I catalogue them. I understand them completely. And then I walk into them with my eyes open, which is the closest thing to control that I have ever reliably had.



My brother Cael comes to my room the night before the ceremony.

He is sixteen and still carries himself like he is apologising for taking up space, which he will grow out of, I think, if the world is patient with him. His magic is still settling — minor water-sense, probably, which in Aethenmor's court will make him forgettable. We have always understood each other across this particular distance: both of us imprecise fits for our family's expectations, both of us aware of it, neither of us discussing it directly.

He sits on the end of my bed. I am reading. This is not denial; I simply ran out of useful things to do at approximately the sixth hour of the day and have been reading since.

He says: "Ilara wants to help you run."

I say: "I know. She told me herself. And the three people she told before she told me."

"She means well."

"She does." I turn a page. The book is about tide mechanics, which I have decided to have opinions about. "Running wouldn't work. The current catches everyone on the Shelf. The only way to avoid it is not to go in, and if I don't go in they'll put me in."

"There could be a boat —"

"Where would I go, Cael." It is not a question. "My name is in the Covenant. Every kingdom that trades with Aethenmor knows that harbouring a Void-Born who has been called breaks the Covenant and loses the trade routes. My options are to go to a very small island and become a subsistence farmer, or —" I gesture at the ocean, distantly, through the window.

He is quiet for a moment. Then: "I don't want you to go."

"I know."

"Is there anything —"

"No." I close the book. I look at him. He is trying not to cry, which is making his jaw do something complicated. "Here's what I know, Cael. The current is strong and fast. It takes people down and doesn't bring them back. But no one has ever actually confirmed what happens at the bottom."

He blinks. "What?"

"I've been reading tide mechanics for two days. The current on the Shelf runs along the continental slope. There's a terminus — a point where it slows, where things that fall into it arrive. No one has ever investigated the terminus because no one has ever come back up from it. But that's not evidence that nothing is at the terminus. That's just absence of information." I pick up the book again. "I am, as it happens, very familiar with the experience of being considered empty when the truth is simply that no one has looked closely enough."

Cael is quiet for a long moment.

"Are you saying you think you might survive?"

"I'm saying I think it's more interesting than it looks," I say. "Now go to bed. I want to finish this chapter."

He goes. I listen to his footsteps down the hall. I read for three more hours, until the lamp runs low, and then I put the book down and sit in the dark for a while, being frightened again.

Then I stop.

Then I sleep.



In the morning, I put on the salt-grey dress.
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​Chapter Two: What the Priests Call Holy
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The thing about being scheduled for death is that the three days before it are very full.

I had expected, in some vague way, that the interval between sentencing and ceremony would be a period of quiet — a space held open for grief or prayer or whatever people do with finality. I was wrong. The interval is, in fact, a period of extreme administrative density, and I say this as someone who once helped her sister plan a wedding, which is an experience I previously considered the upper limit of bureaucratic suffering.

There are fittings. Not for the dress — I have resolved the dress question and no one is prying it back open — but for the ceremonial additions: a salt-glass circlet, which is at least interesting to look at, and a set of chains in a white metal I cannot identify, worked with small tide-knots that the fitting-priest tells me are very old, very sacred, and represent the Sea God's welcome.

I ask, while he is winding them around my wrists with professional gentleness, what they are made of.

He says: "Holy metal."

I say: "That's not a material."

He does not answer.

The chains weigh approximately four pounds. I spend the fitting calculating this in a professional capacity. They are attached at the wrist with a clasp that requires two hands to work — not locked, exactly, but fidgety. A person in calm water with use of their hands could open it in about thirty seconds. A person in cold water, fingers going numb, pulled by a current, in the dark: somewhat longer.

I note this. I file it.

The second thing on the day's administrative agenda is a meeting with High Priest Edran, which is described in the schedule they gave me as a Spiritual Consultation. It is less a consultation than a lecture, and less spiritual than logistical. He explains the order of the ceremony: the processional from the temple to the harbour, the boat to the Shelf, the prayers, the Walk to the edge, the release.

He uses the word release four times.

"The Sea God will receive you," he tells me, in the voice he uses for things he has said so often they have stopped requiring thought. "You will feel the current embrace you. There will be no pain."

"What's the basis for that claim?" I say.

He looks at me. "The Covenant assures us —"

"The Covenant is a political document between the Crown and an entity that has not, to my knowledge, issued a counter-signature in several centuries. It assures you of the Sea God's intentions as understood by a committee of priests writing approximately three hundred years ago." I keep my voice pleasant. I have learned that if my voice is unpleasant people focus on that instead of the content. "I'm asking what information you have about the subjective experience of the current."

The High Priest is a man who has operated for a very long time in a system where no one asks him this kind of question, and it shows in his face. He says: "Saoirse. You are approaching this with a resistance that will make the ceremony harder for everyone."

"I'm approaching this with curiosity," I say, "which is what I have instead of faith. I'd like to know as much as possible about where I'm going."

He tells me nothing useful for the next forty minutes. I take notes anyway, on the structure of his evasions, which are themselves informative.



Ilara comes the second evening with bread from the harbour market, which is her solution to most things, and a plan that involves a fishing boat, a southerly course, and a kingdom two weeks' sail away that she is fairly confident has not signed the full Covenant extension. She is my oldest friend. She has, in the decade I have known her, been wrong about approximately thirty percent of the things she was confident about, which is actually a respectable batting average.

"The boat leaves before dawn," she says. "The harbour master owes my uncle a favour. You'd be past the shelf-line before the ceremony even begins."

"And when Aethenmor sends ships?"

"You'd be in international water."

"For a Void-Born sacrifice, they'd classify it as a religious matter and the international water doctrine has a carve-out for —"

"Saoirse." She puts both hands on my arms. She is the only person I know who grabs me without asking, and I allow it because she is the only person who has ever done it without wanting something. "I know you've read the legal theory. I know you've found the nine reasons it won't work. I'm asking you to try anyway."

I look at her. She is twenty years old and has a sister who lights fires from her palms and parents who are proud of her in a loud, uncomplicated way that I have observed from a distance and found largely baffling. She is here, at the second hour of evening, with harbour bread and a thirty-percent chance of being right.

"The current," I say. "Even if I made it to the boat — the Covenant is a binding document. If I breach it, there are consequences for Aethenmor. Trade routes, weather treaties, the whole framework. My siblings have to live here after I'm gone."

"Your siblings would rather have you alive than have good weather."

"Cael would." I take a piece of the bread. It's still warm; she must have run. "Maris and Elan have the sense to understand that my comfort is not worth the kingdom's trade routes. And they'd be right to think that."

Ilara says something under her breath that I pretend not to hear.

"Here's what I think," I say. "I think the current is strong and fast. I think I'm reasonably strong and a decent swimmer, for someone whose sisters never saw the point of teaching her anything practical. I think whatever is at the bottom of that current is more interesting than what's at the top." I take another piece of bread. "And I think that if I run and fail, I die in the ocean without having looked at what I came for. Whereas if I don't run —"

"You still die in the ocean."

"Possibly." I consider. "Or I find out what the priests aren't telling me."

Ilara looks at me for a long moment. She is trying to decide if I am very brave or very broken. I am, as I have explained to her before, constitutionally uninterested in that distinction.

"You're impossible," she says.

"I'm curious," I say. "Same outcome, more interesting."

She stays until the second bell. When she leaves, she hugs me longer than usual, and I let her, and I don't say anything about how it is probably not a goodbye because the probability calculations aren't quite good enough to promise that.



The third day is the most administratively dense.

There is a formal breakfast I am required to attend, which exists, as far as I can determine, so that the court can perform the ritual of treating me with great honor and warmth immediately before sending me to the bottom of the ocean. The table is set with the good silver. My mother has worn her formal emeralds. Maris and Elan are present; Maris has the expression of someone attending a state funeral and Elan has the expression of someone who has decided not to have an expression at all.

Cael sits next to me. He puts a bread roll on my plate without asking, because he knows I forget to eat when I am running calculations.

My father says, at one point, that he is proud of the dignity with which I am approaching this.

I eat my bread roll and say nothing, which is the most diplomatic option available.

After breakfast there is a final meeting with the temple's processional coordinator, who wants to discuss the exact pace at which I will walk. The ceremonially appropriate pace, apparently, is slow enough to suggest contemplation but not so slow as to suggest reluctance. I ask how you distinguish between those two things by walking pace alone. He looks at me with the patient exhaustion of a man who has coordinated four of these ceremonies and never had one talk back before.

There is also a final fitting, during which the salt-glass circlet is adjusted slightly and the chains are checked. I check the clasp again while the fitting-priest has his back turned. Thirty seconds, in warm water, with calm hands.

Useful.



At the end of the third day, after all the administration, there is an hour with no one in it.

I spend it in my room. Not reading — I have read everything useful and some things merely interesting. Not planning — I have planned everything plannable and some things that are probably not plannable.

I spend it sitting at my window, looking at the ocean, which I can see from this angle in a thin blue slice between the rooftops.

Here is what I know, assembled:

The current is real. It runs deep and cold. It has taken every Void-Born in recorded history. None of them have returned. The priests have no firsthand information about the terminus. The chains weigh four pounds and are openable in calm conditions. The Shelf drops to unknowable depth. The ocean floor is not nothing, because nothing is not nothing — that's the thing about absence, the thing I have spent my entire life understanding from the inside. Absence has structure. Absence has a shape.

I am, according to everyone who has assessed me, entirely empty.

I have never believed them.

The ocean is blue and thin and very far away from my window. Tomorrow I will be in it.

I find, sitting at the window in the last hour of the last day, that I am not precisely frightened anymore. I am something else. The word for it is not in any of the languages I've been taught, because it requires being simultaneously sure you might die and sure that what comes next is going to be extremely interesting.

I have been, my whole life, a person with an absence where my power should be.

I am going to find out what the absence is for.
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​Chapter Three: The Drowning Shelf
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The processional takes forty minutes.

This is, by my estimation, thirty-five minutes longer than necessary, but I understand its function: it is not transportation, it is spectacle, which is a thing ceremonies require to feel like ceremonies rather than logistics. The temple to the harbour is a straight walk down the Covenant Road, which is paved in pale stone and lined, today, with the citizens of Aethenmor, who have turned out in the kind of numbers you only see at executions and festivals. I notice that several of them are crying. I notice, also, that several of them are eating pastries from the harbour market stalls, which I find oddly comforting. Life is a very practical thing.

I walk at the ceremonially appropriate pace: contemplative, not reluctant. It turns out to be not that different from my normal walking pace, which several people have over the years described as too deliberate. I am choosing to count this as a success.

The circlet is cold on my forehead. The chains catch the morning light — it is a fine morning, clear sky, the kind of day that is going to make the ocean look very beautiful right up until the point where it kills me. I keep my hands loose at my sides. I have been thinking about my hands since the second day. I will need them.

My family is in the ceremonial enclosure by the harbour gate. I see them as I pass. Cael is standing very straight, which means he is trying not to cry in public, and I want to tell him that it's all right but this is not the moment in the ceremony for personal conversation, so I look at him for long enough that he knows I see him, and then I look forward again.

Maris is watching me with an expression I have not seen on her before. I catalogue it as I walk. Not grief — something more complex. Something that might be guilt, if Maris did guilt, which she does very efficiently and will therefore process and compartmentalise by tomorrow. Elan has her no-expression, but her hands are pressed together very hard.

My mother is looking at the sea.

My father is looking at the processional coordinator.

I keep walking.



The boat is a temple vessel: white-painted, low, with a sail in the temple's colours and a crew of four tide-priests who will handle the actual sailing while Edran manages the ceremonial component. I have noted, over the past three days, that there is a very clear division in the temple between people who do ceremonial things and people who do practical things. They rarely seem to talk.

The crossing to the Shelf takes twenty minutes. The ocean is calm — the priests would say the Sea God is welcoming, and from a meteorological standpoint they are not wrong that this is good sailing weather, so the distinction may not matter. I sit in the bow, which Edran tried to redirect to the stern and I declined, because I want to see the Shelf as we approach it.

It emerges from the water in the way that underwater things do: not arriving but revealing, more and more of it as we get closer and the angle of the light shifts. It is larger than I expected. The rock is dark — whatever mineral runs through it doesn't reflect, just absorbs — and the surface where people stand is perhaps ten feet above the waterline, accessible by stone steps cut into the rock face. Ancient steps. Someone did a lot of careful work on these, centuries ago, to ensure that the ceremony would proceed smoothly.

The water around it is dark green and absolutely clear. I can see, when I lean over the bow, probably fifteen feet down before the light gives out. I cannot see the bottom.

Interesting.

The boat moors to an iron ring set in the rock and we climb the stone steps — the priests first, then me, then Edran last, managing the ceremony's dramatic structure. The rock is slightly damp and the chains make the climbing mildly technical, but I manage. Four pounds is not so much, spread across wrists and a central link. I have been thinking about the weight distribution for three days.



The prayers take twelve minutes.

I know this because I count. Counting is useful in the way that small deliberate things are useful when you are managing a significant amount of fear in a very small container. The prayers are in the Old Tidal, which is a liturgical language preserved specifically for this use; I don't speak it but I have read the phonetic transcriptions, which Edran's junior secretary had filed incorrectly in the section on ancient trade routes and was therefore easy to access. They are addressed to the Sea God as the one who waits below, which is interesting, and call the Void-Born a gift to fill the waiting, which is interesting in a different way.

The ocean behind me, throughout the twelve minutes of prayer, is making a sound I can't quite name. Not waves — the Shelf breaks the surface pattern and on the far side of it the water moves differently, a low constant draw rather than a slap and retreat. The downward current, audible at the surface. It is a very steady sound. Patient.

When the prayers end, Edran says: "Saoirse Vane. Do you come willingly to the deep?"

The ceremony requires: I come willingly. Three words. I have known this for three days.

I say: "I come willingly."

My voice is level. I am relatively proud of this.

"May the Sea God receive you," Edran says, and the priests move aside, and there is the edge, and there is the ocean.



I look down.

The water is extraordinary from up here: that dark green so clear it seems like you could read something through it if you went close enough, if the light were different, if you had more time. I can see the way the surface moves on the Shelf's seaward side — not toward anything but away from everything, a vast exhale, drawing out.

It is cold. The air above it is cold, ten degrees at least below the shore temperature. I am standing on a rock in the sea in a salt-grey dress with a circlet on my head and chains on my wrists, and the sky is a very clear blue above me, and somewhere behind me my brother is being very straight-spined about not crying.

I think: this is the most information I have ever had about any situation.

I think: I cannot afford to do this slowly.

I step off the Shelf.



The cold is a physical force.

Not metaphorically — I mean that the water hits me with enough pressure that I lose orientation immediately, up and down swapping places, the pale underside of the surface above me and then not above me and then nowhere I can locate. The current finds me in the first second. It is not a hand. It is not a welcome. It is a fact of physics, a pressure differential between the warm surface layer and the cold thermocline below, and it takes me with the absolute indifference of a natural law.

I stop fighting it in the second second.

This is not resignation. This is calculation: fighting the current burns oxygen and I have a limited supply. Riding it conserves oxygen. And the current has a terminus, because everything has a terminus, because that is what a current is — a thing that moves between two points.

The world above shrinks. The light thins from green to grey-green to grey. My hands are working at the clasp — thirty seconds, I told myself, in calm conditions, and this is the opposite of calm conditions, and I find that my hands are not as cold yet as they will be, which means I have approximately this window and not another one.

The clasp opens. The chains slip. I feel them go — four pounds departing my wrists all at once — and I have a moment of intense, irrational satisfaction at this, followed immediately by the realisation that I have lost approximately four pounds of things that could serve as weights, which means I am now more buoyant in a downward current, which means the current is working harder against me and I am still going down, which means the current is substantially stronger than four pounds.

Noted.

I stop fighting.

The darkness is not dark — this is the first surprise. It is very far from light, but it is not the lightless dark of, say, a sealed room. It has texture. Things move through it that are not quite light but are adjacent to light, a cold luminescence that does not come from any direction and does not illuminate anything exactly but makes the darkness visible rather than absolute.

The pressure is considerable.

The current slows.

The terminus — and I was right, there is one, everything has one — arrives not as a surface but as a change in the nature of the moving. The fast becomes slow. The cold becomes something past cold, past the range where cold is a sensation rather than just a condition of existing. I am not swimming. I am not drowning. I am being delivered.

Something takes me.

I say something because it is not the current and it is not a hand and I do not have better vocabulary yet. It is more like intention, a redirection — the current delivers me to a point and then there is something that was waiting at that point, and it receives me, and it begins to move me not down but sideways, and then not sideways but slightly up, and then there is light ahead.

Not surface light. Not the cold luminescence of the deep water.

Blue-green and sourceless, rising from below. Warm, for the first time since the Shelf. Rising from below, which means below is not the ocean floor.

Below is something else.

I surface into air — actual air, breathing air, the specific and enormous relief of air — and gasp, and grab at the thing my hands find, which turns out to be stone, dark stone, carved in a way that stone is not carved by water. I pull myself up onto it and lie there and breathe, which takes a while.

When I have breathed enough to think:

I am inside something. A chamber, large, ceilinged with more dark stone but lit by the bioluminescence rising from the water below and the channels cut into the walls and the ceiling itself, which is embedded with something that pulses in long slow intervals like a heartbeat.

The walls are carved. The floor, where I am lying, is smooth and intentional. This is not a cave. This is a room.

Someone made this room.

Someone is currently in this room: I can hear breathing that is not mine, somewhere above me, elevated, not moving. Watching.

I push myself up to sitting. My dress is going to be unwearable after this, which I find briefly annoying. The salt-glass circlet is gone — lost to the current, along with the chains. I push wet hair out of my face.

I look up.

The room rises to a vaulted ceiling thirty feet above, supported by columns of the same dark stone, carved with repeating motifs of tides and stars and things I don't have reference for. At the far end there is something that is architecturally a throne, though calling it that feels like calling the ocean a puddle.

There is a man in it.

He is watching me with the expression of someone who expected a package and has received, instead, an unexpected letter.

I look at him. He looks at me. The bioluminescence pulses.

I say — because I have been nearly drowned, redirected by something that was not a hand, delivered to an underwater city that is very clearly inhabited, and I have run out of patience for ceremony — I say:

"I'd like to know where I am and who you are, and I'd also like a towel, if that's something this place has."



He does not answer immediately.

He is — I catalogue this because I catalogue everything — extraordinary to look at, in the way that things built for a different environment are extraordinary: adapted, functional, somehow both more and less than expected. He is tall, sitting, which means standing he will be taller. His hair is dark and carries the not-quite-wetness of someone who is always near water. His eyes are the specific grey of deep ocean, which I note is either coincidence or biology, and I will want to know which.

He is also looking at me like I am a problem that has arrived.

I am familiar with this look. I have been this problem my entire life.

I maintain eye contact.

"You are in Thalassir," he says, finally. His voice is low and carries the slight resonance of someone used to speaking in stone rooms. "The sunless kingdom, the Tidal Court, the domain of the Sea God's covenant." A pause. "I am Calder Mourne. I am its king."

I consider this.

"Right," I say. "And is there a towel, or is this a towel-free kingdom."

Something moves in his expression that is not quite the beginning of anything I can name yet.

"There will be a towel," he says.

"Good," I say. "Then I suppose we can figure out the rest."
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​Chapter Four: Thalassir, Beneath
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The towel arrives before the king says anything else, which I choose to interpret as a good sign about his administrative competence.

It is brought by a person who is not quite what I would call a servant — the bearing is wrong, too lateral, as if they exist beside the king rather than below him — and who looks at me with the focused attention of someone cataloguing data. They are tall, pale in the way of things that have not seen sunlight in a long time, and their eyes carry the same deep-water grey as Calder's, which answers my biology question. Not coincidence, then. Environment.

The towel is made of something that is not linen and not cotton and dries my hair approximately three times faster than it should. I note this and file it under materials with anomalous properties, a category that is going to grow quickly here, I suspect.

The king watches me towel off my hair with the expression of a man who is used to throne rooms going according to plan.

I say: "Are all the lights alive, or just some of them?"

He says: "What?"

"The bioluminescence. In the walls." I gesture at the nearest column, where the light pulses in its long slow interval. Up close it is clearly biological — the rhythm is too irregular for mechanism, varying by fractions that a machine would correct for. "It's not uniform. The columns pulse at different rates. I want to know if they're separate organisms or
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